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ABSTRACT 
 

 

The great economic forces that built American industrial cities also quickly left 

them abandoned. Scholars have written extensively on the social consequences of 

deindustrialization. Today, however, a new period of economic growth has again changed 

cities. A process of redevelopment, commonly referred to as gentrification, has changed 

the character of former industrial cities, producing an array of new civic tensions. The 

new people entering cities come for job opportunities in growing economic sectors (e.g., 

tech, finance, and creative industries) that tend to require higher levels of education. 

While these sectors grow, traditional working-class jobs continue to dwindle in number 

and pay. This creates a polarizing force inside cities. While social polarization is often 

discussed as an abstract macro-level phenomenon, even abstract forces must manifest in 

specific places. The gentrifying neighborhood is one such place. Inside gentrifying 

neighborhoods, residents must contend with new people amidst profound change. My 

research addresses this change. It seeks to better understand what holds modern 

communities together (or fails to) especially as the fates of residents diverge. 

Gentrification provides the social context for this research, but the focus is on a 

specific neighborhood-level institution: the local church. I use a religious institution as 

the primary mode for accessing the research site for several reasons. Religious 

institutions are uniquely positioned to directly address issues of community, identity, and 

morality. That is, at church, residents engage the issues I am exploring. They discuss how 

to treat outsiders, how to be a good neighborhood, and how to deal collectively with 

community problems. Moreover, few scholars have considered the role that churches 
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play in neighborhood gentrification, despite the prominent role of churches in 

communities, and despite the overall attention that gentrification has received.  

In order to access the perspectives of both sets of residents—the long-term 

residents, and the gentrifying newcomers—this research examines two churches, each 

populated by a different neighborhood demographic. The first church is composed of 

younger residents who are gentrifying the neighborhood. The second church is composed 

of older residents who have spent most of their lives in the neighborhood. While the two 

churches are divided by age, the real divide is economic. That is, the younger residents 

belong to an educated and prosperous class that benefit from redevelopment. The older 

residents, in contrast, are working-class and mostly relegated to watch as their 

neighborhood transforms, sometimes making them feel like outsiders. The neighborhood 

that constitutes the research site is Fishtown, an “urban village” in Philadelphia, long 

known as a white working-class enclave with a reputation for insularity. This research 

explores how two churches, composed of separate sets of residents, sustain community 

and deal with conflict in a context of increasing polarization.  

I use thirty-two interviews, ethnographic observation, and analysis of documents 

(i.e., historical land use maps and newspapers) to understand the history of Fishtown, and 

the role of the two churches in affecting and contending with gentrification. The research 

shows the enduring power of race in attenuating class divisions within the neighborhood. 

Gentrification is often fraught with racial tension as the gentrifying class is often whiter 

and wealthier than the long-term residents of a neighborhood. In Fishtown, however, this 

dynamic is different. The long-term residents share the same predominantly white racial 

identity as the newcomers. I argue that the shared identity diffuses social tensions but 
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raises difficult questions regarding the true nature of the growing cosmopolitanism of the 

former urban village. Ultimately, the division within the neighborhood partitions 

residents into two parallel communities. This partition includes the two churches, who 

remain divided, even as they engage their respective residents, marshal resources for the 

underprivileged, and participate in a shared faith tradition. I show how the laudable 

activities of each church are shaped by the economic currents that rapidly change the 

neighborhood. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Research Outline 

 This study documents the role that a critical neighborhood institution—the 

church—plays in contending with the forces of gentrification in a former “urban village” 

in Philadelphia. Fishtown, and the broader area of Kensington, grew into stable working-

class sections of the city during the mid-nineteenth century. Fishtown was a “walking 

city” in which the necessities of life (work, church, school, and shopping) were within 

walking distance. The loss of employment associated with the process of 

deindustrialization, and the increase in racial and ethnic diversity, encouraged some 

residents to leave beginning in the 1950s. The exodus of residents left a unique condition 

in its wake. Socially, it left the tightly knit community with a protectionist streak among 

those who stayed. And economically, it left the conditions for eventual gentrification 

(i.e., affordable housing near the city center). 

 The church served as a key site of organization for residents. The hidden borders 

within the neighborhood were often defined by the boundary of the parish (see 

Smallacombe 2002). The church was not only a site in which to collectivize resources to 

provide for residents in need (e.g., a food pantry) but was also a site of social connection 

where residents would tell their story of neighborhood change. While scholars have 

focused on the role that city governments have played in engineering gentrification, or on 

class conflict within the neighborhood, or on the role of past policies of exclusion (i.e., 

redlining), the role of local institutions has been under-appreciated. This research will 

provide an account of two local churches in responding to gentrification. 
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 The church is a unique neighborhood institution because it directly addresses 

moral questions. While every organization expresses some kind of value (e.g., 

“teamwork” on a local softball league) the church codifies notions of morality and 

communal purpose. Religious communities have existed deep into pre-modern history. In 

fact, some scholars argue that the colorful displays evident in indigenous religious 

ceremonies may have served an evolutionary purpose in solidifying dedication to the 

tribe (Durkheim [1912] 2008; Sosis and Bressler 2003). In other words, tight-knit 

communities that may well be labelled cults today resemble the original tribal 

community.  

Modern religious traditions are sociologically interesting, in part, because they 

trace direct lineages to an ancient world. Today, secular and technological forces dictate a 

great deal of modern life. In contrast, the practice of faith is a rare instance where people 

participate in a ritual shared by others in deep historical continuity. Church is a site 

(physical and social) set aside to explicitly build community and address how individuals 

are supposed to treat one another. Thus, not only is it a site to observe community, it is 

also a place to talk about it. For this reason, it is an ideal site to conduct research. I am 

not focused on the theological background of church, but their economic and social 

relationship to the community. 

 I consider the role of two churches in Fishtown. Each church is aligned with one 

kind of resident that make up the now-gentrified, former urban village. The long-term 

residents, who I call the “old timers,” make up a church called First Community 

Lutheran. The younger, gentrifying residents, who I call the “newcomers,” make up a 

church called New Grove Ministries. I do not claim that the members of either church are 
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representative of the broader groups of old timers and newcomers. However, as a mode 

of presentation, I sometimes tentatively generalize about “newcomers” and “old timers.” 

I expect the reader to understand that these statements are based on a limited set of 

interviews coming from two churches, as well as other information acquired while doing 

field work. They are not meant to provide the justification for population-level claims 

about all Fishtown residents. Nor are they meant to justify sweeping claims about broad 

social groups. Any generalizations are intended to draw attention to important 

sociological differences between the groups. 

I content that the economic and attendant cultural differences between these two 

groups remain substantial despite their shared Christian religious tradition. Some 

authentic attempts are made to “build bridges” in the neighborhood. But despite laudable 

efforts, the Fishtown churches mirror larger demographic divides. That is, a degree of 

invisible segregation based on class (and culture) exists within the neighborhood. This 

invisible segregation is possible because of the shared racial identity of the old timers and 

newcomers. That is, the shared white racial identity both unites and hides division. It 

(usually) helps diffuse class-based tension before it fully manifests in greater strife. 

Exploring the experiences, values, and perspectives of the two churches provides a rich 

profile of the differences between the two sets of congregants, and, tentatively, between 

two sets of residents.  

Major Questions 

The purpose of this study is to identify the role that churches play in the 

gentrification of this white urban village. The deeper philosophical question animating 

the study is: How do residents maintain a moral order? The term moral order is a way of 
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referring to the functional values, norms, narratives and behaviors that make up a given 

social group (see Wuthnow 1987). To begin to answer this question I will delineate the 

mechanisms used by the churches to provide tangible resources to the community, 

respond to community social issues, and, specifically, to respond to civic problems 

related to gentrification. Aside from the institutional mechanisms of the church, I am 

interested in the sense of belonging that residents hold. I am interested in contrasting the 

meaning of the neighborhood for the two groups.  

The difficult period of deindustrialization forced old timers into a “shared fate” 

condition. In such circumstances, life options narrow, but for that very reason a tight-knit 

community emerges. Do members in the newcomer church feel a different relationship to 

the neighborhood? If different, what consequences exist for the neighborhood’s civic life 

and future identity? How does class or religious tradition influence how residents 

appraise gentrification? Who praises and who condemns the changes? 

 I will address the large (but quickly decreasing) role of religion in American life. 

Those newcomers who attend New Grove Ministries are no longer the typical newcomer; 

this especially true now that big developers have brought an upper-middle class 

newcomer into Fishtown. For this reason, I consider the uniqueness of their impact on the 

neighborhood. I also consider that those old timers who remain at First Community are 

also uniquely dedicated to community life. Simply put, the average neighborhood 

resident is not necessarily a committed church attender. Thus, both churches capture a 

unique kind of Fishtown resident.  

I address the familial ties to the neighborhood of old timers and newcomers. 

Newcomers tend to exhibit more mobility, consistent with their education and 



5 

 

occupational profile. This means that while newcomers may have access to greater 

economic resources, they have fewer family members nearby on whom they can depend. 

Old timers, in contrast, have many close relationships and family relations nearby. They 

depend on close relationships that are intense, dependable, but limited to the physical 

boundaries of the neighborhood or city. One way of describing this difference is that 

newcomers tend to have more “weak ties” that can be useful in forging connections to 

foster a career, while old timers have more “strong ties” that provide protection but keep 

one isolated (Granovetter 1973).  

 The shared racial identity of old timers and newcomers makes gentrification in 

Fishtown somewhat unique. The Black-to-white turnover in places like Brooklyn or 

Harlem casts gentrification in a certain light. In Fishtown, the racial dynamic is less 

salient though no less significant. The white-to-white change in Fishtown makes the 

perception of “turnover” more difficult to spot. The racial history of Fishtown is an 

important background context for the current changes. The relationship between race and 

class is explored as it is implicated in gentrification.  

The Context 

 Philadelphia has the highest poverty rate of any top-ten American city. With one-

in-four residents living in poverty (24.5%) the city has been searching for an economic 

revival for decades (Huss 2019). The revitalization of Society Hill in the 1960s turned 

one of the poorest neighborhoods into one of the most exclusive. Over the ensuing 

decades, a spill-over effect has brought gentrification to more distant parts of the city. In 

the 1990s, Fishtown was too far removed from the downtown business district to 

redevelop. Yet by the 2010s, gentrification was rapidly transforming the neighborhood.  
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 Fishtown, and broader Kensington, is known for a unique instance of white inner-

city poverty. The manufacturing base (especially in textiles) left the neighborhood with 

dwindling opportunities. Kensington’s decline in population was greater than the rest of 

the city of Philadelphia for each decade of deindustrialization—with the 1970s, when 

many of the old timers were coming of age, being especially devastating (Adams et al. 

1991).  

 The economic transformations of recent decades, in the context of globalization, 

have brought a new source of wealth into the city. This new economic order, however, is 

different than the forces that originally built Kensington. The neighborhood, like the city, 

like the country, has shifted from productive enterprises to consumption enterprises. In 

other words, rather than making things, the economic expansion comes from buying 

things (and finding creative ways to encourage others to buy). The number of people who 

succeed in this new economic condition are fewer, but their gains are great. This means 

that the newcomers in Fishtown are among the “winners” in the new economic landscape. 

The old timers who stayed in Kensington, in contrast, had to fight to retain the precious 

few working-class jobs that remained. These differences in fortune help provide context 

for how residents perceive gentrification. 

Chapter Outline 

 The social tensions in Fishtown are layered and interconnected. The following 

chapter outline is a helpful compendium for navigating the chapters, given their 

interconnected nature. The chapters that follow fall under the four domains of (1) 

background and introduction, (2) gentrification, (3) religion, and (4) identity.   
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Background and Introduction: Chapters 1–4 

I introduce the study in chapter 1. I explain the value of the research project and 

present its basic structure. I pose the primary questions that animate the research as well 

as introduce the larger sociological context. 

In chapter 2, I discuss research associated with the ethnographic study of 

community. The term community can refer to an array of social forms. However, I locate 

this research in a lineage of scholarship that addresses the “urban village.” Early 

sociologists contributed foundational concepts as urban industrialization was supplanting 

traditional village life. These concepts were improved by scholars of the Chicago School, 

whose work informed my research of Fishtown. I also consider more recent accounts of 

urban life that considers the role of macro-level economic forces. Later in the chapter I 

discuss literature on the white working-class. I end the chapter by looking at the historical 

role of church as a nucleus for community life. While the “parish neighborhood” of the 

1950s presents a more cohesive moral order, the churches of the community still provide 

identity and purpose today. 

In chapter 3, I discuss the methods used to study urban change. This research 

addresses the role of local institutions in contending with neighborhood gentrification, as 

well as the experiences of two sets of residents amid economic and cultural change. Since 

I am interested in the meaning of experiences for residents, I utilize an inductive research 

approach based on a series of semi-structured in-depth interviews. Data collected through 

interviewing and participant observation is used to “ground theory” rather than impose 

structure. In the chapter I discuss the relative strengths and weaknesses of doing research 

based on interviews. I also weigh the attendant advantages and disadvantage of using the 
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first-person voice, which I deploy throughout. I end the chapter by explaining the pilot 

study that led to this research.  

 In chapter 4, I present a short history of Philadelphia and Fishtown in order to 

contextualize the neighborhood changes. Fishtown is rare in being a continually occupied 

village of working people since the very beginning of the country. The residents of 

Fishtown are proud of the distinct history of their neighborhood, especially the long-term 

residents who sometimes trace their family lineage back many generations. I then discuss 

Fishtown’s more recent history, since the 1960s. I use the ethnographic work of journalist 

Peter Binzen and sociologist Patricia Smallacombe to track the changes in the 

neighborhood from the 1960s to the 1990s, respectfully. In the second part of the chapter, 

I introduce the churches in greater depth. While most chapters present the interviews up 

front, in this chapter I describe some of my participant observation and experiences.  

Gentrification: Chapters 5–8  

 In chapter 5, I focus on the descriptions of life when the older residents were 

young. The purpose of this chapter is to provide a window into how the members of First 

Community see modern redevelopment, given their extensive histories in the 

neighborhood. Recounting memories and childhood stories help the reader understand the 

perspective of the old timers. After recounting key neighborhood experiences—related, 

for instance, to fighting, parenting, and dealing the police—I present the story of a key 

figure, Pastor Pat, the pastor at First Community. Pat is helpful in providing a bridge 

between residents. While Pat spent time living in the neighborhood and serving as pastor 

at First Community, he acknowledges that he remains an outsider. 
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In chapter 6, I directly address the process of gentrification. The process of occurs 

in waves. In this chapter I explore the tensions associated with the first wave of 

gentrification. I discuss the neighborhood reaction to a proposed casino that helped 

accelerate gentrification in the 2000s. The casino divided the neighborhood and 

illustrated the rift that continues today. I introduce the conceptual toolkit of value frames. 

The values frames are explained using the casino example and then, later, applied to other 

neighborhood issues. I also discuss how early redevelopment attracted a new kind of 

resident that can be described as a “cultural creative.” Members of Grove fit typologies of 

educated workers in “creative industries.” However, the economic development, partially 

encouraged by an influx of such residents, has precipitated a second wave of 

gentrification, alienating some of the original members of Grove. I argue that while the 

programs and activities of Grove offered a much-needed injection of resources into the 

languishing neighborhood, once such interventions catalyzed redevelopment, the ensuing 

economic changes transformed the neighborhood beyond the preferences of even Grove 

members. In short, Grove helped encourage redevelopment, but the changes quickly 

superseded their reach or influence. The chapter ends with stories of entrepreneurial 

efforts of Grove members that illustrate the difficulty of instituting enduring small-scale 

social interventions.  

In chapter 7, I continue to explore the process of gentrification. While the prior 

chapter focused on early stage gentrification, this chapter addresses the final stages of 

redevelopment. While members of Grove may have helped initiate the first wave of 

redevelopment, the changes continue unabated and usher in a new cultural sensibility. I 

show how the fully gentrified neighborhood no longer exhibits the characteristics that 



10 

 

attracted the early members of Grove. Like the members of First Community, members 

of Grove also feel alienated by the latest changes. However, the changes are two-sided. 

Grove benefits from a growing membership and a congregation that has largely been 

financially helped by redevelopment. This has occurred even as some members lament 

the loss of the fiery radicalism that characterized the earlier days of the church. Later in 

the chapter, I use two pastors from Grove as figures who represent two different stages of 

gentrification. By presenting the stories of David and James, I contrast the type of 

newcomer who was attracted to pre-gentrified Fishtown with the late-stage newcomer 

who is more traditionally middle-class. Both David and James have assumed reasonably 

standard middle-class lives even as both continue to profess a radical Christian-based 

critique of the socio-political world. I argue that the economic force of gentrification 

ultimately takes precedence over the laudable intentions of Grove members. 

In chapter 8, I address the areas of the neighborhood left untouched even as 

redevelopment continues nearby. The members of First Community are farther away 

from the benefits of redevelopment and closer to the urban blight of nearby Kensington. 

They must contend with division on two-fronts. They attempt to provide resources for 

those struggling members of their community even as they get squeezed by the 

encroaching development. Given the fully gentrified state of modern Fishtown, it is easy 

to lose sight of the trauma that First Community members endured when the 

neighborhood was at its nadir. I present stories from members of First Community 

intended to communicate the vastly different life experiences that divide the residents of 

Fishtown. Before the chapter ends, I address the opioid epidemic simmering in 

Kensington, which is barely a mile away from the redevelopment and research site. The 
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epidemic presents a moral dilemma that both churches must contend with. However, it is 

the members of First Community that face the issue most directly. 

Religion: Chapters 9–10 

In chapter 9, I directly address the role of religion in the community. While both 

churches are Christian, they belong to different denominations, which influences their 

degree of (un)conventionality in relating to mainstream American society. In this chapter, 

I mostly explore how members of Grove see their good works in the neighborhood. I 

show how their narratives use the language of social justice to frame the issues they 

address. Additionally, I use the concept moral entrepreneurs by the sociologist Howard 

Becker to draw out a tension evident in the mission of Grove members. The tension 

involves the relatively privileged position of social status (within Fishtown) that members 

of Grove possess. I argue that, in some respects, Grove members do indeed represent an 

enlightened contingent of newcomers. They display a reflexivity and self-awareness that 

is generally rare. However, in comparison to the working-class members of First 

Community, members of Grove command middle-class resources. Their good works in 

the neighborhood cannot be disentangled from the resources they possess. There is, in 

short, a power differential between the members of the two churches that cannot be 

ignored. 

 In chapter 10, I continue to focus directly on religion but turn attention to First 

Community. I tell the stories of First Community members who have endured trauma as 

their neighborhood declined over the years. I show how their experiences have yielded a 

distinctly non-judgmental attitude towards others. This liberal attitude, however, is 

different than the liberalism of Grove members. While Grove members express their 
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ideology through identification with a social justice program, First Community members 

follow an ideology more akin to a laissez-faire liberalism. This expression of tolerance 

can, paradoxically, allow for the acceptance of positions that members of Grove might 

find intolerant. This tension manifests most clearly around the topic of presidential 

politics, which is discussed at the end of the chapter. 

Identity: Chapter 11 

In chapter 11, I address the legacy of race in the neighborhood and social identity, 

more generally. While Fishtown has experienced a socioeconomic turnover, the 

neighborhood has remained predominantly white. I question the significance of this 

enduring racial identity. I start by presenting observations from non-white residents as 

well as newspaper articles that establish a history of racial violence in the neighborhood. 

I argue that Fishtown exemplified Gerald Suttles’s concept of a defended neighborhood 

during a period from roughly 1960 to 2010. That is, after the major industrial employers 

left the area but before the modern period of redevelopment took off. I then introduce the 

concept of “white space” by Elijah Anderson as a way of considering modern Fishtown. 

Gentrification and the influx of new residents has drastically changed the identity of 

Fishtown. While the hallmarks of a defended neighborhood have declined, a new, subtle 

dimension of exclusion persists. Anderson’s concept is a way of capturing the sense of 

unease that some non-white residents continue to report. While considering this concept, 

I rely mostly on the members of Grove, who grapple with the meaning of their own white 

racial identity and overall mission in the neighborhood. Together, these two concepts are 

used to problematize the growing cosmopolitanism of the former urban village. I argue 

that while a variety of qualities divide the long-term residents from the newcomers (e.g., 
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social class, education, occupation, generational sensibility, etc.) the shared racial identity 

remains salient. 

Conclusion: Chapter 12 

In chapter 12, which concludes the research, I revisit the theme of community. I 

pull back to relate some of what I observe in Fishtown to the broader social polarization 

occurring in the country. To do this, I explore a local controversy that divided the 

neighborhood. During the racial justice protests of 2020, an incidence of neighborhood 

strife occurred in Fishtown that made national news. While the incident took place after 

the period of data gathering for this study, I recount the event (through newspaper 

articles) and question its import to the identity of the neighborhood today. The conflicting 

local identities inside Fishtown dovetail with broader conflicting identities in the country. 

I reiterate an argument that undergirds the entirety of the research: the economic force of 

redevelopment is the primary social force in the neighborhood. It is responsible for 

elevating Grove and diminishing First Community. The efforts of the churches are 

laudable for a variety of reasons, but ultimately their good intentions are usurped by the 

extensive redevelopment. While this may be true, I hope to show that the efforts of the 

two churches are deserving of praise even as their influence is constrained by larger 

forces.   
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CHAPTER 2: URBAN SOCIAL CHANGE 

Introduction 

 In this chapter, I discuss research traditions associated with the study of 

community. The term community can refer to an array of social forms. However, I locate 

this research to a distinct lineage of scholarship that addresses the “urban village.” Early 

sociologists contributed foundational urban concepts as industrialization was supplanting 

traditional village life. These fundamental (those sometimes inchoate) concepts were 

improved by scholars of the Chicago School, which includes work that influenced my 

research of Fishtown. I also address the more recent accounts of urban life that considers 

the role of macro-level economic forces. The literature is presented in relation to my 

primary question regarding the role that churches play in maintaining community while 

the neighborhood undergoes change. Later in the chapter I provide further explanation of 

the significance of religion and civic tension in Fishtown.  

Urban Community Sociology: Assessment and Critique 

Community & Society  

The industrial forces of the nineteenth century wrought great changes on 

communal life. Societal change, perhaps felt most acutely in cities, inspired many of the 

seminal writings of the discipline. In this sense, the development of sociology has 

coincided with the development of the modern city. Classic theoreticians like Marx 

([1867] 1992), Weber ([1905] 2002) and Durkheim ([1893] 2008) were contending with 

the emergence of new social forces. On the urban milieu, Tönnies ([1887] 1957) and 

Simmel ([1904] 1995) addressed the peculiar conditions found in the metropolis and its 

attendant effects on sociality. Nearly all the sociologists writing near the end of the 
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nineteenth century were asking some variation of the question: How does social life 

transform when people move from villages to new sprawling metropolises? 

The density and anonymity of the metropolis changed the boundaries and 

expectation of social life. Observing the differences between how order was maintained 

in the village compared to the city, the German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies provided 

an early conceptual toolkit. While somewhat anachronistic sounding today, the terms are 

still helpful in understanding how our ideas of community have evolved. 

Tönnies used the terms gesellschaft and gemeinschaft, meaning society and 

community, respectively, to capture this division between the city and the village. The 

gesellschaft is a mode of sociality defined by that which is contractual, impersonal, and 

emphasizes the sovereign (if isolated) individual. Signing a lease for an apartment is an 

example of this social mode. In contrast, the gemeinschaft is informal, communal, and 

based on personal trust. The ability to discipline a neighbor’s disobedient child (when the 

parent is not around) is suggestive of an active gemeinschaft. It is a community that feels 

a bit like an extended family. For a huge swath of history, the village was the locus of 

order, control, and social regulation. The modern growth of the great metropolises 

threatened to undermine this traditional site of control. For this reason, it attracted early 

sociological attention. 

A general outline of the gemeinschaft-gesellschaft distinction (see Brint 2001) can 

be found in Table 1 below.  
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       Table 1. Gemeinschaft-Gesellschaft Distinction 

Gemeinschaft Gesellschaft 

Common modes of behavior Dissimilar modes of behavior 

Common beliefs Dissimilar beliefs 

Frequent interactions Infrequent interactions 

Small numbers of people Large numbers of people 

Away from centers of power Close to centers of power 

Socio-temporal stability Transitory arrangements 

Personal bonds Contractual obligations 

Trust: interpersonal Trust: the formal rule of law 

 

The Chicago School  

The growth of industrial cities like Philadelphia provided a particularly striking 

laboratory to study social change. It was during the early part of the twentieth century 

that writers such as Park (1915), McKenzie (1924), Burgess ([1925] 2008), and Wirth 

(1938) developed the ecological approach. While those scholars were most interested in 

the rapid growth of Chicago, their writings apply to cities undergoing similar industrial 

changes. According to this approach, the growth and development of the city is a 

response to the material resources of a region. Money allows for the quantification and 

calculation of resources, including the labor of people, and hence the efficient 

marshalling of such resources needed for economic activity. While the totalizing use of 

money in the city has psychological costs—Simmel ([1904] 2004) theorized that urban 

life necessitated a disinterested and blasé quality in human relations—it does effectively 

incorporate ever larger territories, bringing productive capacity into alignment with a 

city’s growing needs (Park 1936).  

As the industrial city grew, increased density encouraged differentiation and 

specialization in the division of labor, producing a proliferation of economic niches 

(Wirth 1938). Even today, a quick way to gauge the wealth of a city is to know how 
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many unique jobs it holds. The cities with the greatest diversity of jobs (such as in 

Manhattan) are the wealthiest. Burgess ([1925] 2008) contributed a model which 

explained the common concentric circle shape that tapers off from a city’s central 

business district. This model helps explain why Philadelphia has a centralized downtown 

business district, surrounded by working-class dwellings, and middle-class areas farther 

away, with upper-middle-class commuters beyond that.  

However, since the ecological approach is concerned with the economic needs of 

a growing city, it tends to legitimate the processes that fuel growth. The sociologists of 

the time, particularly in the 1910s and 20s, tended to understand unbridled commercial 

activity as a healthy organic exercise. Park glows, “The ancient city was primarily a 

fortress…. The modern city, on the contrary, is primarily a convenience of commerce…” 

(1915:584). The optimistic depiction of city life speaks to the growing economic 

opportunities of the period.   

The Urban Village and Life Trajectories  

 The relationship between the gesellschaft and gemeinschaft is not complimentary, 

but nor is it adversarial. Since both modes of sociality are useful, both modes are 

integrated in the city. Philadelphia holds a nickname, the “city of neighborhoods,” which 

gestures to its inner gemeinschaft. The reality is usually more complicated. Communities 

within cities can exist in a state of perpetual tension. Moreover, the anonymity that cities 

provide can chip away at the cohesiveness of a community. Park (1915) writes, “the easy 

means of communication and of transportation, which enables individuals to distribute 

their attention and to live at the same time in several different worlds, tends to destroy the 

permanency and intimacy of the neighborhood” (582). While this is partially true, people 
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also find that village life (or an urban simulation of one) offers real benefits. The urban 

village—a term originally intended as a paradox—has proved remarkably stable over 

time.  

 The literal village can transpose into an urban village. Herbert Gans (1962) 

showed that Boston’s West End, while intimidating to outsiders, was not a slum but 

rather a tight-knit and functional community of Italian Americans. Boston’s city planners, 

middle-class and educated, projected their own value system onto the neighborhood, 

judging it derelict while its actual inhabitants found it perfectly fine. While Gans 

showcased the enduring power of village life, he was also wary about a sharp urban-rural 

distinction in the first place. As he saw it, both social modes co-exist. Lewis (1952) also 

agreed that sociologists were in danger of exaggerating the distinction. In fact, Lewis 

suggested that the city may even strengthen family ties, at least in certain cases. This 

happened with the village of Tepoztlán, which became pulled into the economic orbit of 

the metropolis, Mexico City. Lewis states that, “the tendency to view the city as the 

source of all evil and to idealize rural life has been corrected somewhat by the work of 

rural sociologists in recent years. We are no longer certain that rural society per se is 

nearly as Rousseauan and anxiety-free as we once thought” (31). Both scholars 

problematize the binary between urban and rural community.  

 In time, the full complexity of the urban milieu was appreciated. Claude Fischer 

(1975, 1995) offered such a view when he argued that greater size leads to structural 

differentiation. In other words, “the larger the town, the more likely it is to contain, in 

meaningful numbers and unity, drug addicts, radicals, intellectuals, ‘swingers,’ health-

food faddists, or whatever; and the more likely they are to influence (as well as offend) 
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the conventional center of the society” (1975: 1329). That is, the city might not be a quiet 

village, and perhaps it even hosts unconventional types, but surely it represents 

meaningful cultural progress. The city is depicted as a site, a horizon, where “the new” 

comes into view.  

Suttles contributed a useful concept, practical morality, from his ethnographic 

studies of the Addams neighborhood in Chicago. Practical morality describes the attempt 

to maintain a moral order even in an economic condition that makes it difficult. As 

Suttles describes it, 

The moral order created by Addams Area residents does not meet either their own 

ideals or those of the wider society. The local people recognize as much and view 

their way of life as a practical exigency. For all its shortcomings, however, the 

moral order they have developed includes most, if not all, of their neighborhoods. 

Within limits, the residents possess a way of gaining associates, avoiding 

enemies, and establishing each others’ intentions. In view of the difficulties 

encountered, the provincialism of the Addams Area has provided a decent world 

within which people can live. (1968: 234) 

 

Suttles shared an appreciation, like Jane Jacobs, for the hidden order in the chaos. 

He had an eye for the bottom-up ways in which residents maintain community even when 

conditions are undesirable. Suttles (1972) uses the term defended neighborhood that 

could easily describe pre-gentrified Fishtown (and sometimes post-gentrified Fishtown). 

He argues that there is often a glaring disconnect between the boundaries drawn on maps 

by city planners, and the boundaries that are meaningful to residents. The latter, he terms 

cognitive maps. They reveal the socially meaningful divisions within the neighborhood 

that outsiders may be oblivious to. The defended neighborhoods are those left 

disconnected from social services and official control mechanisms (e.g., the police) such 
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that residents themselves need to guard against outsiders and regulate behavior inside the 

community.  

William Foote Whyte also contributed to our understanding of village life in the 

city. In Street Corner Society (1943) Whyte showed the different trajectories between the 

“corner boys” and the “college boys.” The corner boys’ behavior captures the 

gemeinschaft as they display altruism, cohesion and a deep attachment to community. 

The college boys, in contrast, are more concerned with their own social climbing, which 

require rational decision-making oriented around self-interest. His observations came 

from three years spent living in an Italian neighborhood in Boston’s North End. While 

the work is criticized for the stereotypical depiction of “slum life” in which residents 

hatch a plethora of racketeering schemes, it is also a seminal work of urban sociology.  

The divided fates of Whyte’s “college boys” and “corner boys,” is echoed in 

Streetwise by Elijah Anderson (1992). The author compares two neighborhoods affected 

by the gentrification process. In one neighborhood, the “Village,” residents are liberal 

and increasingly diverse, in the other, “Northton,” the residents are black and 

impoverished. The two neighborhoods are responding to a context of deindustrialization 

and the new ascension of a professional class. While both processes exist in the same 

city, the people in the two different neighborhoods have different fates. The concentrated 

poverty of Northton leads to local institutional breakdown, alienation and isolation. 

Anderson captures the valiant attempt by older members of Northton to steer young 

people away from a path defined by the code of the street. For those in the Village, the 

cosmopolitan forces continue to offer a dependable civic and financial condition.  
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  The binary division between these two social types also hint at the social fissures 

that exist in Fishtown. It’s a “have” and “have-not” binary that has provided useful for 

many sociologists (as well as authors). For Whyte, it’s the “corner boys” and the “college 

boys.” For Anderson (1999) the meaningful division is between the “street” and “decent” 

types. For Drake and Cayton (1945) it was the “shadies” and “respectables.” While this 

conceptual distinction has its downside (see Wacquant 2002) it does present socially 

meaningful and practically consequential types. In Fishtown, the closest neighborhood 

analogue is the division between the gentrifying “newcomers” and the working-class “old 

timers.”  

The Local Market in the Global Village: Political Economy  

 Past the midpoint of the twentieth century, criticism of economic “progress” 

became sharper. Growing environmental concerns, and a large oil spill in 1969 off the 

coast of Santa Barbara, California, inspired Harvey Molotch to develop a thesis (1970, 

1976) that was eventually expressed as the “growth machine.” In accordance with this 

thesis, economic growth can result from the artificial political pressure exerted by elites, 

who will form private partnerships with government agencies to secure development. For 

Logan and Molotch (1987) the fundamental issue is growth. It divides the local elites 

from the majority of people who use the city to live and work. Elites effectively use the 

city as a mechanism to increase their wealth. As the authors write, the “use values of a 

majority are sacrificed for the exchange gains of the few” (98) so that the city functions 

as a growth machine for the powerful.  

Logan, Whaley and Crowder (1997) also argue for a “growth machine” view of 

city development, but see the process differently. The authors de-emphasize the role of a 
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coherent coalition of elites, and suggest that the growth machine works by setting local 

policy priorities on developmental (and not re-distributional) goals. Some of the 

complexities surrounding growth regimes have been explored by other scholars 

(Mollenkopf 1983; Squires 2003; Dreier, Mollenkopf, and Swanstrom 2004; Adams 

2014; Balzarini and Shlay 2016). While such conceptual distinctions tend to breakdown 

under closer scrutiny, sociologists in political economy use some variation of the Marxist 

use-value and exchange-value dichotomy in their analytical distinctions. 

When addressing the growth of gentrifying areas, scholars tend to emphasize the 

socio-economic antagonisms at play. For Harvey (1992, 2012) the forces inside the city 

are principally the result of unjust neoliberal policies. Civic turmoil is generally regarded 

as a mask for class struggle. For instance, in the case of protests over the gentrification of 

Tompkins Square Park in New York City during 1988, Harvey insists on the legitimate 

“right to the city” of the marginalized occupants of the park, invoking the Lefebvrian 

concept (see Lefebvre 1992). Smith (1996) also approaches the city similarly, 

emphasizing the zero-sum power struggle that determines a city’s future development. 

The interests of the elite conflict with the interests of the working-class. Thus, conflict is 

inevitable and analyses that do not diagnosis this condition, perpetuate it. Other scholars 

are more nuanced in their treatment of the management of the city, regarding business 

ventures, non-profits, and everyday residents as moving pieces in a complicated whole 

(Adams 2014). 
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Studies of Working-Class Cultures 

Class and Race in Ethnography 

Many of the classic ethnographic works of urban sociology address the condition 

of the African American community. In the years after the Holocaust, the term “ghetto” 

was adopted as a rhetorical device to link the entrapment of European Jews to the closed 

spaces that African Americans experienced in the city (Duneier 2016). Kenneth B. 

Clark’s Dark Ghetto (1967) sheds light on the constrained opportunities for residents of 

Harlem. On a similar theme, Robert Weaver (1948), who wrote The Negro Ghetto, 

contributed a prescient depiction of the role that the government played in residential 

segregation. While Fishtown in Philadelphia is white, the conditions of past decades 

closely match the descriptions given by such writers. In particular, William Julius 

Wilson’s (1987) description of concentrated poverty in The Truly Disadvantaged could 

well have described areas of Fishtown in the past. They continue to describe areas near 

Fishtown in the larger area of Kensington. While the racial difference is a fundamental 

social distinction, some of the classic work in urban sociology, even that which focuses 

on the African American community, remain relevant when discussing poor inner-city 

whites. Moreover, such work is helpful simply in its exacting description of broad 

features of urban American society (see Du Bois [1899] 1995; Drake and Cayton 1945; 

Hirsch 1983; Massey 1990; Anderson 1992).  

Ethnography is useful as it allows a social “outsider” to become a partial 

“insider.” This is done to more deeply understand and fairly portray the community to 

others. In the case of the African American community, a substantial debate exists 

regarding the extent to which “insider” status can be faithfully achieved by a white 
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researcher. Classic works about the African American community have been written by 

white sociologists, such as Duneier’s Sidewalk (2000) or Liebow’s Tally’s Corner 

([1967] 2003). Yet increased scrutiny has been placed on the reliability of the narrator 

and role of the ethnographer (e.g., the debate around Goffman 2014). The narrative 

account of a sociologist, like any narrative account, can exhibit hidden assumptions or 

biases that come part-in-parcel with identity (DiAngelo 2018). Ethnographic portrayals 

that cross racial and class boundaries involving substantial power differentials must be 

done carefully and with reflexivity.  

Many ethnographers struggle with the degree to which they are truly accepted as 

part of the group. For instance, Elliot Liebow reflected, “I used to play with the idea that 

maybe I wasn’t as much of an outsider as I thought. Other events, and later readings of 

the field materials, have disabused me of this particular touch of vanity” (1967:249). On 

one hand, ethnographers do not want to claim authority to speak for others who can speak 

for themselves. On the other hand, the whole purpose of ethnography is to cross boarders 

in order to tell a tale that might otherwise be lost. With the proper care, ethnographic 

depictions continue to succeed in unearthing precious details, even across identity groups 

(see Desmond 2016). 

The White Working-Class 

Ethnographic work has documented the meaning, values, sense of community, 

anxieties, and hopes of lower and middle income white ethnic communities (Howell 

1973; Kefalas 2003; Kornblum 1974; Whyte 1943; Wirth 1928). For many such 

communities, supported by an industrial economic base, deindustrialization wrought 

decline, fear and ethnic hostility. Some ethnographies sought to understand the 
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worldview of a demographic once referred to by President Nixon as the “silent majority” 

(Binzen 1970; Hirsch 1983; Hochschild 2016; J. C. Williams 2017). The term was used 

to drive cohesion around a constellation of socio-political positions. That is, support for 

Vietnam, opposition to the countercultural movement (i.e., the hippies), and skepticism 

on oppositional discourse on topics like civil rights. In Fishtown, while most old timers 

identify as moderate Democrats, they run along a moderate political spectrum that 

includes supporters for President Trump. As a generalization, most belong to the 

demographic that was once called the silent majority. The scholarly work that addresses 

this group provides a critical, tough, but generally emphatic portrait of a struggling white 

working-class. 

Cultural divisions have proved persistent. Recent socio-political polarization has 

increased interest in the class divisions within white Americans. The term “silent 

majority” is anachronistic—and was used as a rhetorical tool to unite disparate groups—

but the recent political landscape has made the term resurface. today. J.D. Vance’s 

memoir Hillbilly Elegy (2016) provided an insiders account of the cultural gulf separating 

poor white communities from their upwardly mobile racial counterparts. While Vance 

self-identified as a “hillbilly,” he found descriptions of Black concentrated poverty 

personally compelling. On Vance’s intellectual development, he wrote, 

One book in particular, a study by eminent sociologist William Julius Wilson 

called The Truly Disadvantaged, struck a nerve.... When the factories shut their 

doors, the people left behind were trapped in towns and cities that could no longer 

support such large populations with high-quality work.... Wilson’s book spoke to 

me. I wanted to write him a letter and tell him that he described my home 

perfectly. That it resonated so personally is odd, however, because he wasn’t 

writing about the hillbilly transplants from Appalachia—he was writing about 

black people in the inner cities. (2016:144) 
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While the racial distinction is deeply meaningful, many of the troubles afflicting 

poor Black Americans equally affect poor whites. The racial status hierarchy makes poor 

white people grapple with two opposing identities—one, at the top, the other, at the 

bottom. The class experience which unites white and black can also, paradoxically, 

incentivize increasing the salience of “whiteness” among poor whites (Isenberg 2016; 

Wray 2006). When the “social distance” between groups is slight, there is greater need to 

increase physical distance or erect other boundaries of symbolic distance (Park 1924). 

Thus, poor whites may be less likely, rather than more, to identify with poor Black 

Americans, despite their shared class position. Regarding gentrification, the willingness 

of young, hip, middle-class whites to move into poor black neighborhoods may have to 

do with the greater “social distance” assumed between the new residents and the old. For 

the middle-class whites, greater social distance allows for decreased physical distance. 

 Ethnographic work has been heavily scrutinized (Lubet 2017). The early use of 

ethnography comes from Anthropology. As such, it was marked by the power dynamics 

at play when members of a colonial state create knowledge of a people in a colonized 

territory. The authoritative “voice of God” was, in fact, a white voice. Scholars today 

insistent on the racial salience of all narrative voices. White cultural beliefs or practices 

cannot be fade into a default position, or normative category (Roediger 1994, 2005; 

Lipsitz 1995; also see, Ignatiev 1995). Indeed, the white cultural position is generally a 

privileged position with access to resources from the dominant society. Maintaining 

reflexivity in the voice is one way of accounting for one’s positionality. While there is no 

“non-position position” a writer can escape to, transparency, open questioning, and 

writing in the first-person are all strategies to mark an “unmarked” position.  
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The Global Economy and Gentrification 

Information and it’s Discontents 

In the last decades of the twentieth century, the productive capacity of computer 

technology increasingly defined economic growth. The emerging economy, variously 

labelled, can be referred to as the “information economy.” It involves new applications 

for information as well as new networks of communication (Bell 1973; Castells 1996). 

Unlike past economic expansions that caused cities to get bigger in size, this period 

reversed the trend. Instead, much of the economic growth took place in office complexes 

in suburbia, right outside the urban core. The urban core and surrounding neighborhoods 

were left to fall into disrepair. At the same time, however, it set the conditions for 

eventual gentrification. 

Outside the United States, the fall of the Berlin Wall represented the final collapse 

of communism. Since scholars had treated communism as the one dominant alternative to 

capitalism, the apparent end of the system caused a good deal of reflection. For many, the 

de-centralized and market-based system had won the last victory (Fukuyama 1992). This 

created a unique context for studies of concentrated poverty. On one hand, some scholars 

saw the (neo)liberal order as the unquestionable economic ideal (Fukuyama 1992; Hayek 

[1944] 2007; Friedman 1962). On the other hand, other scholars treated that same system 

as the root of the problems of the poor (Friedmann and Wolff 1982; Wacquant 2008). 

This produced a tension with the social sciences, in so far as the dominant system was 

considered the root problem, yet without an apparent alternative. 

The economic gains of the past few decades have been made possible in part due 

to the role of cities in the world system (Brenner and Theodore 2002). The critical role of 
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cities is due to the importance of financial capital and real estate (Surborg 2011). Saskia 

Sassen (2001) argues that the importance of global capital flows has necessitated the 

emergence of a few global cities. The economic development of recent decades has 

produced the need for managers of giant, complex and technologically-sophisticated 

global organizations. Yet even abstract global forces must manifest in physical locations. 

Its cities that become the “central places where the work of globalization gets done” 

(2001:35). New York is an example of a city where the management of such complex 

systems occur. One result is intense gentrification and growth in real estate, particularly 

benefiting those educated workers who have the requisite training (Florida 2017). It has 

helped produce an era of great socio-economic polarization.   

This polarization cuts through neighborhoods as different residents experience 

different economic fates. In the mid-1990s, Philip Kasinitz and David Hillyard (1995) 

examined the deindustrialized New York neighborhood Red Hook. In a neighborhood 

reminiscent of Fishtown, Red Hook had been populated with white ethnic groups who 

were aging and finding “their” neighborhood populating with Puerto Rican, African 

American, and bohemian whites. The “old-timers” told a narrative of economic self-

reliance and communal solidarity that had been eroded by newcomers. Nostalgic 

recollections of the past along with descriptions of Red Hook as a “stigmatized 

neighborhood,” allowed old-timers to argue that they had been misunderstood and 

mistreated. Their neighborhood was worthy of respect and preservation but had often 

been unfairly maligned (see Maly, Dalmage, and Michaels 2013). Many of the same 

themes found in Red Hook are also at play in Fishtown.  
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Cultural Displacement and White Tribes  

The world is far wealthier than it was in 1970, at the beginning of the neoliberal 

era. Yet much of the new wealth is in two sets of hands. First, that wealth in the hands of 

the (formerly) poor of China and India, who are part of a burgeoning middle-class. 

Secondly, in the hands of the rich of the world, whose wealth has grown considerably. 

The average American has experienced very few economic gains in the past 40 years 

(Desilver 2018). Indeed, economists are concerned about the increased polarization in 

global wealth (Piketty 2014).  

The income distribution is not bifurcated, but it has been moving in that direction, 

away from the hefty middle-class that characterized American society in the 1950s. The 

economic growth evident in redevelopment is in large part due to technological 

innovation. Jobs in high-tech tend to require higher levels of education and training, 

constricting the number of qualified individuals. Furthermore, those cities conducive to 

this sector tend to pull away from the surrounding region (Gotham 2006; Lichter, Parisi, 

and Taquino 2012).  

While the forces of deindustrialization help explain the decline of regions such as 

Appalachia, the rise of the creative city helps explain the ascension of areas like San 

Francisco that specialize in technological entrepreneurship. While the innovative use of 

data through technological tools does create a more efficient economy, praise of this 

model has been criticized as overly optimistic and unresponsive to inequality (Squires 

2003; MacGillis 2010). 

The prominence of Richard Florida in the 2000s was emblematic of a cultural 

divide. Florida (2002, 2003) argued that economic success could be encouraged if cities 
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built an exciting and arty downtown urban environment. Since this remedy required little 

financial investment and was easily operationalized, it appealed to many small towns 

across America that were still suffering after deindustrialization. If economic growth was 

happening in cities, the argument went, then cities need to be attractive to creative 

workers. This didn’t always pay off, as there are structural limitations on how many 

creative workers are needed in the economy.  

David Brooks (2000) was interested in a similar phenomenon and used the term 

“bobos” to describe the meeting of the bourgeoisie and the bohemian. According to 

Brooks, the pro-business cultural forces of the 1980s and counter-cultural forces of the 

1960s were producing a new elite of non-elites. By this he meant that old traditional class 

divisions were being re-written in favor of greater openness to cultural and intellectual 

sensibilities. The “elite of non-elites” that Brooks described was still sufficiently elite, it 

would seem, to set the stage for class antagonisms. Brooks also popularized the term 

“latte liberal,” a less derisive version of the analogous term “limousine liberal” (also see 

Fraser 2016). It refers to a beneficiary of the new urban economy—liberal in culture and 

politics—though insulated from the dwindling economic prospects that many Americans 

have experienced in the age of globalization. He sketched out a cultural condition that 

proved relevant in understanding the relations between people in places like Fishtown. 

The concept of bobos will be revisited in chapter 6.   

Over of the past decade, it became clear even to advocates of redevelopment that 

the net gains of cities masked distinct winners and losers. Even Richard Florida argued 

that the rising levels of inequality had a deleterious effect on urban life. Since 1950, the 

share of capital income coming from housing tripled (Florida 2017). The rising income 
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inequality is not just an issue of finance, but finance through real estate. As Florida 

writes, “simply put, land and real estate owners in expensive superstar cities and tech 

hubs have been capitalism’s biggest winners” (2017:33). 

The economic revitalization of cities has co-occurred with the tightening of 

inequality. While the divide that receives the most attention is urban-rural, the site of the 

most extreme inequality is within the urban core. Areas of concentrated poverty continue 

to exist in those cities experiencing revitalization, such that wealth and poverty sit starkly 

adjacent. Massey noted that a new driver of class conflict is the increasing importance of 

the city, where both rich and poor meet. In the historical past, the rich may have lived in 

cities, but the poor were outside of the urban center. Massey writes, “the juxtaposition of 

geographically concentrated wealth and poverty will cause an acute sense of relative 

deprivation among the poor and heightened fears among the rich, resulting in a rising 

social tension and a growing conflict between the haves and have-nots” (1996:395). This 

division is evident but complicated. Much of the social tension runs along fissures other 

than a simple socio-economic boundary (Klein 2020). 

The division that has attended the economic polarization is evident in politics and 

culture. The Occupy movement in New York of 2011, and the Antifa protests in Portland 

in 2017, have provided two episodes of civic unrest that played out as chapters in the 

“culture wars.” It is interesting because New York and Portland have prospered in recent 

decades (compared to cities like Detroit). The protesters involved—generally younger, 

white, and educated—come from a demographic that has generally benefited from the 

recent economic changes. For that reason, poor and working-class whites can perceive 

the protests as indulgent. 
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The Trump campaign of 2016 tapped into a wellspring of social tension regarding 

race, class, immigration, and elite rule. After the election, social scientists, critics and 

political pundits all sought to explain the upset. In Political Tribes, Amy Chua (2018) 

quotes an article from the National Review. The article, written by Kevin D. Williamson 

(2016), purports to describe the hard-truth the rural white working-class. Williamson 

wrote, 

Nothing happened to them. There wasn’t some awful disaster. There wasn’t a war 

or a famine or a plague or a foreign occupation. Even the economic changes of the 

past few decades do very little to explain the dysfunction and negligence—and the 

incomprehensible malice—of poor white America… There is more to life in the 

21st century than…cheap sentimentality about how the Man closed the factories 

down. 

The truth about these dysfunctional, downscale communities is that they deserve 

to die. Economically, they are negative assets. Morally, they are indefensible… 

Forget your sanctimony about struggling Rust Belt factory towns… The white 

American underclass is in thrall to a vicious, selfish culture whose main products 

are misery and used heroin needles. Donald Trump’s speeches make them feel 

good. So does OxyContin…. They need real opportunity, which means that they 

need real change, which means that they need U-Haul. 

Chua argues that the ideological divisions within white America have grown 

substantially in recent decades—an argument supported by other scholarship (Wuthnow 

2018; Hochschild 2016). While the passage above is consciously provocative (and should 

be read with that in mind) it does speak to a tension. Finding the root cause of social 

polarization has received great attention from a variety of social and political writers 

(Klein 2020; Lind 2020). Whatever the case, a passionate criticism has been aimed at 

working-class and poor whites. Most of these are rural voters and not the demographic 

found in Fishtown, or indeed Philadelphia. However, while old timers in Fishtown are 

mostly moderate democrats, a few quiet Trump supporters exist in the mix—a group akin 

to the modern silent majority. The old timers in this research are not the conservative 
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working-class whites that voted for Trump. However, that macro level polarity is felt in 

the microcosm of the neighborhood. Some of the tension within gentrifying Fishtown is a 

sub-set of a broader national drama, involving identity and belonging in the context of 

economic polarization.  

Gentrification and Belonging in Fishtown 

 In recent decades, another economic wave has transformed cities. This wave has 

brought new residents into old urban villages. While “new money” and “new people” 

were once assumed to be the cure for ailing cities, the influx of new residents has 

produced an array of civic tension.  

This new kind of growth in the city is sometimes called gentrification. Others 

insist on redevelopment or revitalization depending on how positive the change is 

perceived to be. Scholars have explored the unique role of class and race in underpinning 

the tension evident in gentrifying neighborhoods (Smith 1996; Pattillo 2007; Moskowitz 

2017). The class differences largely come about through growth in the global financial 

sector, the real estate market, as well as new creative occupations (Sassen [1991] 2001; 

Surborg 2011; Florida 2003). Regarding race, the interrelation between class and race in 

American society ensures that the new residents are generally noticeably whiter and 

wealthier than the residents of the old urban villages that they enter. Some scholars see 

the transformation as fundamentally anathema to social justice, given the inequality on 

display (Smith 1996). Still others understand the change to be simple economic progress; 

as such, either value-neutral or desirable (Byrne 2002; Duany 2001).  

The gentrifying neighborhood is one small chapter in a larger story of societal 

polarization. The polarization is relevant in economic, political, and ideological spheres. 
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Understanding the experiences, values, and judgements of residents in a gentrifying 

neighborhood is one entry way to grapple with a broader social tension, one that has 

characterized the opening decades of twenty-first-century America. 

Gentrification is controversial. On one hand, the process of redevelopment brings 

new life to suffering cities, strengthening, among other facets, city governments by 

pouring new money into their coffers. On the other hand, the process seems to only 

exacerbate the troubling divide between the rich and poor. The gentrifying demographic 

is often younger, whiter, and more educated than the surrounding residents (Monroe 

Sullivan and Shaw 2011; Moskowitz 2017; Rigolon and Németh 2019). For this reason, 

the topic activates a variety of social tensions. 

Fishtown is interesting for a variety of reasons, not least of which is the speed of 

redevelopment. Fishtown was still a depressed urban village of white working-class 

people in the first decade of the century. By 2018, however, Fishtown sported fancy 

restaurants, expensive houses, and nice cars that sometimes (curiously) with New York 

plates. 

While the research is rooted in the everyday drama of life in the neighborhood, 

the site of church provides a framework to explore moral sentiments. Christian Smith 

writes that, “human culture is always moral order” (2003:7). This language, moral order, 

is a way of describing the values, norms, narratives, and behaviors that make up a social 

group. The social group in question could vary wildly. Smith describes all social 

institutions as constituting a moral order, including “politics, courtship, marriage, family, 

law, science, health care, the media, education, recreation, the military, social services, 

business and industry, or any other socially structured human activity” (2003:12). 
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Through a historical process of trial and error, moral orders evolve into stable and 

coherent systems. For Smith, they “orient human actors to the good, the right, the true” 

(2003:23). This is perhaps too charitable, as moral orders (for instance, a Caliphate and 

Christendom, or Catholics and Protestants) can come into competition. 

Figure 1 below helps visualize the different groups. I call the residents in 

Fishtown “newcomers” and the “old timers” not to steamroll the complexities of 

neighborhood residents, but to lend an effective shorthand when talking about the internal 

division. As I have mentioned, the two churches do not perfectly represent their 

respective demographics. The average newcomer in the neighborhood is not a member of 

Grove, while the average old timer is not a member of First Community (although they 

are more likely to be a member of some church). Nevertheless, the contrast helps expose 

rather than distort the differences. Members of Grove, like members of First Community, 

are active in their local community. They help express some of the tensions and bring to 

the surface issues that might remain opaque in the average resident.  

 

         Figure 1. The Two Churches and Fishtown Residents 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lastly, New Grove Ministries and First Community Lutheran are united not only 

by their close physical proximity (and their Christian faith) but also by their shared racial 
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identity. Fishtown, despite intense gentrification, has remained a predominantly white 

neighborhood in Philadelphia. While the newcomers have changed the social landscape 

of the neighborhood, the racial composition of Fishtown has remained mostly unchanged. 

In other words, while gentrification highlights occupational, political, educational, and 

other cultural differences between residents, race is not one such difference. As I have 

indicated, that does not mean that race is not important. The shared racial identity of the 

neighborhood provides a background but consistent theme throughout this exploration of 

gentrification in Fishtown. 

Why Religion? 

While the role of church in gentrification has not been given much scholarly 

attention, there is more to my interest in religion than filling a gap in the literature. 

Sociologists have been interested in the role of religion since the founders. In fact, 

commentary on the religious impulse marks some of the most memorable writings from 

Durkheim, Weber, and Marx. Of the three, Durkheim provides the most useful 

framework here.  

Durkheim’s concept of the totemic sacred is useful, in part, because he formulated 

this concept while observing indigenous ritual. Such rituals provide our best (though 

imperfect) window to the past, regarding how early human social life was constituted. 

Durkheim understood religion to be “a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to 

sacred things.” The sacred things, however, weren’t important in and of themselves. 

Their purpose was to unite, through belief and practice, “one single community called a 

Church, [to] those who adhere to them” (2008:47). The ritual, the emotion, the bodily 

experience, are all critical. Through performance individuals experience collective 
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effervescence. They are no longer mere individuals, but members of a collective, with 

identity, with purpose, a moral order.  

There is intimacy in church. People hold hands, cry, hug and laugh. It’s an 

opportunity to bond and stay in touch with a community, not wholly unlike the 

experience of other secular and civic organizations like baseball teams, tango classes, and 

bowling leagues. And such opportunities are rarer. Robert Putnam showed how civil and 

communal activities have become less common in American life. The dissolution in 

social ties Putnam sought to capture in his work Bowling Alone (2000) is just as relevant 

in relation to the church as the bowling league. In fact, even more so. Religious 

institutions constitute the largest network of voluntary associations in American society 

(Purcell and Smith 2011). Along with bowling leagues, they too are watching their 

numbers dwindle. Among younger Americans, fewer identify as religious than ever. Only 

half of Millennials, 49 percent, describe themselves as Christian; compared to 80 percent 

of the Silent Generation (Smith, Schiller, and Nolan 2019). Moreover, those who describe 

themselves as religiously unaffiliated make up the largest growing “religious” 

demographic category. 

The trend may well have worried Durkheim, who also saw religious ritual as 

affirming values. During a religious ritual, the group might praise (socialize) bravery 

while collectively shunning cowardice. The religious impulse is not simply to bond the 

group, but to bond them in relation to some belief. The purpose of this is to orient oneself 

in relation to a greater reality (social or literal). For Durkheim, religion is an outward 

manifestation of a force that is deeply social. Society, in short, is the heart of religion. 

Peter Berger makes a similar statement, saying, “religion is the audacious attempt to 
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conceive of the entire universe as being humanly significant” (1969:28). Ritual, in other 

words, gives people identity but also purpose. It helps people act in the world, because 

the world becomes humanly significant. Religious explanations, Berger continues, can 

“provide the poor with a meaning for the poverty, but may also provide the rich with a 

meaning for their wealth” (59). Both outcomes, Berger describes as “world maintenance” 

of a “particular institutional order” (59). Religious explanations, in other words, can be 

self-serving, even while they are psychologically satisfying. After all, religious 

explanations have been used to justify both slavery and liberation. Social scientists have 

long observed the critical role that shared beliefs play in keeping a community together 

(Greene 2013; Harari 2014).   

While Durkheim lived before the use of socio-biological concepts, it’s worth 

noting that E.O. Wilson has offered the term “eusociality,” as a way of describing group 

cohesion. As he sees it, much of selection pressure in human evolution took place at the 

level of the group, not the individual. In other words, a deeply bonded group was 

successful while less well bonded groups failed. This process helped humans develop 

“the best angels of our nature,” Wilson says, adding “our ability to form alliances, show 

mercy, compassion, risking our lives for someone not related, the best qualities” (WBUR 

2015). Groups that could successfully enact Durkheim’s collective effervescence, and 

socialize functional values, tended to do better. As he sees it, humans are now hardwired 

for morality (e.g., reciprocity, kindness, protection of the weak, etc.). Wilson’s view 

supports the intuition of past anthropologists who noticed a similarity between the 

colorful display of a peacock’s feathers and the colorful display of indigenous religious 
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ritual—a rare sight in an environment where camouflage is the norm. A display, in other 

words, very likely to support overall “fitness” in some way not immediately apparent. 

What does it mean that religious affiliation, indeed, civic associations in general 

are dropping in attendance? Secularists tend to argue this is a development to celebrate. 

After all, for developed nations in the west, America has remained stubbornly religious. 

There is a very short list of such countries that might claim greater religiosity than 

America (one thinks of Ireland, Poland or Italy). From the Scopes trial in 1925 to the 

modern creationist museums, suspicion of science is nothing new in America. It can seem 

like an aberrant cultural feature in a country that has also led the world in scientific 

publications. For many, then, the drop in religiosity is a welcomed change and sign of 

social progress.  

When we discuss religion, we are reckoning with a system not just of abstract 

philosophy, but one that bonds people together. Durkheim wrote, “…religious force is 

nothing other than the collective and anonymous force of the clan…” (2008:184). The 

totemic sacred helps represent the “us” and binds our action. Anomic societies, in 

contrast, will have weak primary ties—family, church, and other such community 

institutions. Church has particularly provided a key institution in uniting people and 

building community. Pastor David at Grove once referred to a Christian inspired attitude 

he called “enemy love.” David expressed both an alienation from his neighbors in 

Fishtown, as well as duty, through his own group loyalty, to befriend them. Church can 

play a powerful role in both dividing and uniting.   
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Conclusion 

Religious belonging can be as much about tribal division as tribal unity. While the 

parish neighborhood of the 1950s presents a more cohesive moral order, the churches of 

the community still provide identity and purpose for its members today. In the next 

chapter I explore the methodological concerns of studying changes in the urban 

environment. I address the interviews and ethnographic observations that constitute the 

data for the study.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS OF STUDYING URBAN CHANGE 

Introduction 

 This research addresses the role of a local institution in contending with 

neighborhood gentrification, as well as the experiences of two sets of residents amid 

economic and cultural change. Since I pursue an understanding of the meaning of 

experiences for residents, I utilize an inductive research approach. Data collected through 

interviewing and participant observation is used to “ground theory” rather than impose 

structure (Glaser and Strauss [1967] 2012; Charmaz 2006). The grounded theory 

approach encourages the interpretation of data to be constructed through the analysis of 

patterns, themes, and common categories in data (Babbie 2015). Yet the goal of this 

research is not to force the development of new theoretical models when they are not 

warranted. Rather, the goal is to let the data speak and follow it where it leads, whether 

that be into explored of unexplored terrain.  

What are Interviews Good For? 

What are interviews good for? Interviews are not conducted to record trustworthy 

narratives. What they do well, according to Lamont and Swidler, is capture information 

about “…representations, classification systems, boundary work, identity, imagined 

realities and cultural ideal, as well as emotional states” (2014:157). I am interested in 

presenting the worldview of residents, particularly when those worldviews misalign. 

Misalignment reveals sites where two worldviews refuse to unify, revealing an opening 

that can allow access to interesting differences.  

When interviewees made claims that I later discovered were partially incorrect, I 

correct the record. In broad terms, however, the focus is the meaning of events as 
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understood by the respondents. The misunderstandings of interviewees (or 

misapprehensions of the researcher) is an inevitable weakness of this method. As Pugh 

wrote, “the in-depth interview subjected to interpretive analysis is but one useful albeit 

flawed lens from among the set available to social scientists” (Pugh 2013:44). Care is 

taken such that the reader can readily identify the difference between reliable knowledge 

and embellished narrative.   

 In defense of “participant observation or interviewing or both,” Herbert Gans 

wrote that qualitative community studies are important because “they can grasp the 

richness of social processes, structures, and cultures in ways other research methods 

cannot. They also permit thick descriptions of the everyday lives of people, groups, and 

institutions” (Gans 2009:216). I use a variety of ethnographic field methods to document 

and understand the way local churches respond to the economic changes in Fishtown. In 

the period between 2016 and 2020, I completed a series of participant observations in the 

neighborhood, taped semi-structured interviews, and took photographic documentation. 

The primary data in this study, however, comes from interviews. Most were done 

between November 2018 and August 2019. 

Other Data Gathering 

The “street view” function on Google Maps provides a photographic record of 

every street in Fishtown going back to 2009. Since this date, 2009, happens to be the 

turning point after which Fishtown gentrified, this visual tool proved useful. Additionally, 

the Greater Philadelphia GeoHistory Network 

(https://www.philageohistory.org/tiles/viewer/) provides a series of historical maps of the 

city. Old “land use” maps made by the city government and real estate companies 

https://www.philageohistory.org/tiles/viewer/
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clarified how Fishtown and the surrounding region grew since the 1800s. The maps 

allowed me to check the (semi-recent) history of properties in Fishtown. If an interviewee 

claimed a brick apartment building was once a hat factory, I could verify the claim. 

The physical churches in the study served as key sites to access respective 

residents. Since the worship space is open to the public, I attended service and introduced 

myself. In both cases, the pastors involved served as nodes to access other members in 

the church. The pastors, of course, held authority in the community and generally succeed 

in getting a member (of their choosing) to speak with me. Cognizant of accidentally 

embedding myself in micro-networks (friends of the pastors) I also established 

relationships with individuals independently. I typically contacted interviewees after a 

service, while socializing. In some cases, I asked interviewees for recommendations for 

others to talk to.  

I took many photos of the neighborhood. While the Google “street view” offers 

documentation of the buildings and houses, my personal photos could capture “big” tiny 

items (for instance, used heroin needles on the ground). Text messages, email 

conversations, and some other photo documentation (historical photos of the churches 

shared with me) were used as memory aids when writing. 

I took electronic “voice memos” while walking through the neighborhood. This 

was especially true after finishing an interview. I would immediately talk out thoughts 

and observations, making auditory notes. The recordings were used as memory aids while 

creating fieldnotes later. In other cases, the voice memos became diary entries, preserving 

emotive moments that proved to be evocative when writing.  
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Lastly, since Fishtown (and the broader area of Kensington) are part of a major 

American city, there are useful publicly accessible data. The city government of 

Philadelphia, for instance, produces reports on an array of demographic trends. In 

general, some particular websites are worthy of mention. A collaboration between the 

Census Bureau, Harvard University, and Brown University resulted in The Opportunity 

Atlas, which makes social mobility data easily available and navigable 

(https://www.opportunityatlas.org/). Researchers originally from Queens College, CUNY 

created a project funded by the National Science Foundation and The New York Times, 

which provides a digital visualization tool (https://www.socialexplorer.com/). Moreover, 

the Community Survey Data was used to explore the two key census tracts for Fishtown 

(tracts 158 and 160). Each source proved useful in noticing changes in the neighborhood 

that I might have otherwise missed.  

Interviews 

Interviews were recorded and transcribed. An automatic voice-to-text software 

was used to create the transcriptions. Some of the old timers had accents that gave the 

algorithm difficulty. I manually corrected mistranslations. For instance, “meals” became 

“males,” while “fish down” became “Fishtown.” The transcripts were then subjected to 

two coding regimes. The first coding identified key passages and general themes. The 

second was a formal coding that used Atlas.ti software. Interviews ranged from fifty-

minutes to over three-hours. Most interviews lasted ninety minutes. Questions elicited 

information about family history, education, occupation, the role of faith, church, the role 

of church in the community, and neighborhood issues like homelessness and drug use. 

https://www.opportunityatlas.org/
https://www.socialexplorer.com/
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 The participants include 32 people; all of whom are white, except for two who are 

ethnically Hispanic, and one participant who is Black. Among the 32 interviewees, 13 are 

women, 18 are men and 1 is non-binary. Six people were interviewed more than once. 

For many of the newcomers at Grove, the interviews were conducted in local coffee 

shops. For many of the old timers at First Community, interviews were conducted in their 

homes, or inside the church. 

 While conducting this study, I was also engaged in other research, detailed in the 

section below. The additional research involved interviewing young Philadelphians, 

nearly all in their twenties, either living or working in gentrifying neighborhoods. Most 

of the interviewees worked as baristas while some were involved in the art scene. Some 

of the respondents both lived and worked in Fishtown and provided personal accounts of 

neighborhood gentrification. While this research is a distinct project from the dissertation 

research, the themes overlap considerably. As such, I learned a good deal from the 

additional research. I was given permission to draw upon this research. Thus, aside from 

the main set of interviews that make up the research—the two churches—there is another 

set of interviews the appear in the participant list. These interviews are not the focus but 

sometimes provide contextual information. Their quotes occasionally appear. They are 

also included in the participant list, are identified by an “other” category, and can be 

found in Appendix A.  

Pilot Study and Background Research 

In the summer of 2016, I was engaged in a research project led by Dr. Geoffrey 

Moss. The project sought to better understand a young, urban social type, the hipster. 

Many of the respondents I interview either lived or worked in Fishtown. It was through 
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this experience that I learned about a local church. I eventually conducted interviews with 

members of the church, including the pastor. This research period lasted from July 2016 

to December 2016 and resulted in the book Contemporary Bohemia: A Case Study of an 

Artistic Community in Philadelphia (Moss, Wildfeuer, and McIntosh 2019).  

My interest in the church did not abate. I followed up later with a pilot study. This 

study consisted of a small set of semi-structured interviews (in March of 2017). These 

interviews were equally compelling and convinced me that the church in Fishtown was a 

sociological curiosity. This set of interviews led to the current research.  

I also was engaged in a separate project that explored the role played by a 

different urban occupational type, the barista. The “barista study” included 61 in-person 

interviews, 25 of which I conducted. All of the baristas I interviewed either worked or 

lived in Philadelphia. Some both lived and worked in Fishtown. As “newcomers” to the 

neighborhood, they could describe their perspective on gentrification. In some cases, the 

research for the barista study directly overlapped with research on this study. For 

instance, one day I conducted an interview with a Fishtown barista. She described how 

her coffee shop used to be a flower shop and possibly a hardware store long ago. Later 

that day, I drove around Fishtown with an old timer. As we passed the café, he pointed 

and described frequenting the hardware store and the flower shop but was unsure exactly 

what the building was now. It might sell coffee or something. It was a place for the new 

people, he said dismissively. I saw two worlds in Fishtown overlap but not quite meet. In 

other words, both research projects allowed me to see Fishtown from distinct 

perspectives. 
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Voice 

I deploy a first-person “voice” in the research. Writing in the first-person reminds 

readers that the information being presented is subject to the processing of a person 

whose understanding of events is imperfect. Moreover, since I am an active participant as 

the interviewer, greater transparency is gained from placing the “I” out-front. 

There is no perfect way to write ethnographically. Matthew Desmond chose to 

write Evicted (2016) entirely in the third person. In his view, “No matter how much care 

the author takes, the first-person ethnography becomes just as much about the 

fieldworker as about anything she or he saw” (2016:334). I take Desmond’s comments 

seriously, but think this research is best served by including first-person account. 

Desmond’s main point is that, as he wrote, “Everything about you—your race and 

gender, where and how you were raised, your temperament and disposition—can 

influence whom you meet, what is confided to you, what are shown, and how you 

interpret what you see” (2016:325). This is of course an insightful point. When reading 

this, I am reminded of moments when my racial identity was explicitly in play. For 

instance, a member of First Community, Claire, shared stories with me of a trip to 

Ireland. My own white racial identity was relevant in subtle and sometimes obvious 

ways, especially regarding certain kinds of cultural knowledge.  

With the newcomers, race was less salient, but cultural identifiers became more 

so. My interest in music, art and ability to talk about certain authors communicated 

authenticity. I made no secret of my status as a researcher. Nevertheless, I naturally fit in 

with the newcomers. During one meeting with the pastor, we both showed up wearing 

identical shirts (I never saw him wear the shirt again). While coincidences exist, there 
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was the distinctive sense that I share the same Bourdieusian habitus as the newcomers 

(see Bourdieu 1990). While this may have bonded me to newcomers, it became 

problematic when interviewing some of the old timers. I sometimes wondered if they saw 

me as an invader in their neighborhood and shied away from revealing their full anger at 

the newcomers, for fear of offending me. However, I do not mean to minimize the role of 

race regarding the newcomers. Race is a powerful social identity and sharing this identity 

with most of the interviewees, new and old, helped shape what was revealed to me. This 

was most strongly felt when discussing violent or otherwise unpleasant accounts of race-

based episodes in the neighborhood.  

A handful of key informants have provided insider knowledge that I may have 

otherwise not attained. Some of the relationships with newcomers crossed into the 

territory of casual friendship. However, the boundary of belonging to the church (which I 

did not) helped keep relationships at an appropriate distance. The pastors (three in total) 

were especially helpful in drawing webs of connections between the activities that I was 

seeing in the churches to historical traditions. The pastors tend to be literary types. As 

such, they were instructive in directing my reading. Their discussions were instrumental 

in illuminating the present conditions in relation to a long history of Christian 

communities. The everyday congregants tended to share the personal drama of daily life 

that composed the substance that those traditions sought to address. In other words, the 

pastors offered a more esoteric view-from-above, while the congregants offered a 

practical, on-the-ground view. 
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Conclusion 

 The urban village of Fishtown was characteristic of a white working-class 

community that received sociological attention mid-century (Gans 1962; Suttles 1968, 

1972; Whyte 1943). Global economic restructuring around 1970 only increased the 

diminution of the economic base that kept such communities afloat. This, in turn, had a 

cascading affect resulting in an array of social dislocations. This includes changes in 

work, family, marriage, gender relations, and religious affiliation. A protective village-

like gemeinschaft helped shore up resources and protect insiders from a precarious 

outside condition. Yet this same loyalty to Fishtown helped ensconce residents in a 

parochial world only partially shut off to outside opportunities.  

 Today, there is a “new chapter” in this familiar story. The gentrification of 

Fishtown has transformed the neighborhood in the span of a single decade. The 

“newcomers” in the neighborhood, however, can be perceived as part savior, and part 

invader. The newcomers may well represent “progress” (economic or social) but progress 

in relation to who?  

 I use a series of in-depth interviews with members of each church, additional 

interviews with residents of Philadelphia, and years of observation in the neighborhood, 

to better understand how the two churches contend with gentrification. Communities of 

varied people are inherently complicated places. My goal is not to trace a straight line 

through the history of Fishtown to a point of neat resolution. Rather, I seek to grapple 

with the meaning of community in a neighborhood in the throes of change. 
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CHAPTER 4: GETTING TO KNOW THE NEIGHBORHOOD AND CHURCHES 

Introduction 

 In this chapter I present a short history of Philadelphia and Fishtown, then 

introduce the churches. Fishtown is rare in being a village of working people since the 

time of the American Revolution (Milano 2008). The residents of Fishtown tend to be 

proud of the distinct history of their neighborhood, especially the long-term residents 

who sometimes trace their family lineage back many generations. Later, I discuss 

Fishtown’s recent history. I use the ethnographic work of journalist Peter Binzen and 

sociologist Patricia Smallacombe to track the changes in the neighborhood from the 

1960s to the 1990s, respectfully. In the second part of the chapter, I introduce the 

churches. I explain how both churches were selected as research sites and describe their 

physical and social interiors.  

The Broader Context 

The Quaker City: A Religious Experiment 

The first maps of Philadelphia are akin to real estate advertisements. They depict 

a city sketched on paper before it was built. One can imagine what was in the minds of 

the early investors in Philadelphia: a beautiful city of verdant avenues, easy access to 

Atlantic trade, hospitable climate and plenty of pastureland. It would have been an 

enticing vision for newcomers interested in building a utopian religious community. At 

the very least it would have been a smart investment. These two forces—the religious and 

economic—have been part of Philadelphia since its inception. I discuss the history of 

Philadelphia briefly below because I want to make clear the underlying tension explored 

throughout this research is part of a long tradition.  
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No other colony was tied to a single individual like Pennsylvania was to William 

Penn. William Penn’s “holy experiment” started in 1681, the year King Charles II handed 

over a large tract of land to Penn, in payment of a debt owed to his late father. In fact, it 

made Penn the world’s largest private (non-royal) landowner (Miller and Pencak 2002). 

Penn succeeded in getting 750 people to purchase land, mostly Quakers working as 

merchants, shopkeepers, and craftsmen. Philadelphia was never the breakaway religious 

commune that characterized Brigham Young’s Salt Lake City. Nevertheless, the history 

of Philadelphia does embody a tension between the piety of religious commitment and 

the unholy hustle of making money through investment and development. It is a tension 

that residents continue to wrestle with today, as my interviews will make clear.   

The unique Quaker origins of Philadelphia continue to mark the city today. For 

instance, there are still peculiar rules regarding the sale of alcohol. Even still, many of the 

members of First Community mention how the rules have grown more lenient during 

their lives. For instance, member Gary who is in his seventies said, “When I was young, 

they had blue laws in Pennsylvania. No stores opened on Sunday. No bars opened on 

Sunday. No nothing. So you went to church and you hung out.” The “blue laws” or 

“Sunday laws” banned commercial activity to promote the observance of a day of 

worship or rest. The law continues to be observed (moderately so) in countries like 

Canada and in Europe. The law stems from the Biblical Sabbath and was first promoted 

by the state under Roman emperor Constantine (in 321 C.E.), the first emperor to convert 

to Christianity (Potter 2012). While the law seems antiquated today, its dissolution 

represents a marked change with a centuries-long tradition. Old timers sometimes express 
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a degree of alienation, not only with their new neighbors but with broader cultural 

changes that their new neighbors seem to represent.  

Philadelphia’s most famous nickname is “The City of Brotherly Love”—a name 

which comes from the city where, in the Book of Revelations, Jesus preached after his 

resurrection—however, its first nickname was “The Quaker City” (Conn 2006). William 

Penn imagined a clean city of order and health. Each resident would have an allotment of 

equal size, with plenty of space in between to prevent fires (a reaction to the Great 

London Fire of 1666). Moreover, the original equality of space would connote a Quaker 

ideal in which each citizen was an equal member in the community. The perfect grid 

system would promote light and openness in contrast to the dark twisting streets of 

Europe.  

Penn’s vision had a clear utopian bent, inspired by his religion. His vision, seen 

today, looks like the eighteenth-century version of the vision offered by Ebenezer 

Howard, who promoted the Garden City, or of Le Corbusier’s, who envisioned the 

Radiant City. (Both of whom are more well remembered today for their scathing critique 

by Jane Jacob’s who saw them as overly utopian, inappropriately bourgeois and 

ultimately impractical.) The vision inspired by religious ideals quickly proved no match 

for the market forces that compel productive use of space. In the years after Penn’s death, 

the large tracts were sold off and fractured into smaller parcels that were used by poorer 

residents—producing the patchwork evident today (Adams et al. 1991). 

Fishtown developed about a mile up the river from the founding settlement of 

Philadelphia. It gets its distinctive name from the mostly German cod fishermen on the 

Delaware River. They superseded the few Swedish and Dutch inhabitants that came 
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before (Milano 2009). While a great deal has changed in three centuries, Fishtown has 

remained a town of artisans and working people. It is in fact one of the oldest 

neighborhoods in America. This fact isn’t lost on members of the neighborhood. When 

discussing the newcomers in her neighborhood, sixty-eight-year-old Eleanor made a 

point of saying, “they don’t know how diverse and really interesting this neighborhood is. 

It’s one of the oldest in the country!” Members of First Community express pride in the 

history of Fishtown and their unique place in the development of Philadelphia.  

Getting to Know Fishtown 

Fishtown is a small, triangular-shaped neighborhood in Philadelphia that sits 

inside a larger area of the city called Kensington. It takes about twenty minutes on the 

train to travel from Fishtown to the center of the city. Kensington and Fishtown are 

northeast of the city center. Fishtown sits at the southern end of Kensington and lies 

adjacent to the Delaware River. Inside Philadelphia, Fishtown was synonymous with 

gentrification during the 2010s. Beforehand, however, the area appeared permanently 

resistant to the process. The neighborhood was just far enough from the business district 

and had an insular reputation. It seemed unlikely that the neighborhood would gentrify. 

Fishtown and greater Kensington experienced the full severity of 

deindustrialization. A portion of Fishtown was once called Flatiron, a name better suited 

to the landscape. Abandoned factories, homes, and a shrinking tax base created a harsh 

environment where growing social problems were left to compound so as to be difficult 

to address (see Sampson 2009). As the amenities of the neighborhood declined, the 

residents responded by increasingly relying on themselves and internal networks 

(Beauregard 1986).  
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While Fishtown was a white working-class neighborhood, it eventually exhibited 

the kind of concentrated poverty that William Julius Wilson described in similar Black 

neighborhoods. On the first page of The Truly Disadvantaged, Wilson writes, “Blacks in 

Harlem and in other ghetto neighborhoods did not hesitate to sleep in parks, on fire 

escapes, and on rooftops during hot summer nights in the 1940s and 1950s…” He 

continues, “there was crime to be sure, but it had not reached the point where people were 

fearful of walking the streets at night, despite the overwhelming poverty of the area” 

(1987:3). The scene Wilson describes dovetails with images painted by many of the 

members of First Community in Fishtown. For instance, sixty-two-year-old Claire said, 

“the men would have the long lounge chairs and they would take them out and they 

would sleep outside.” She remembers walking home from Phillies baseball games and 

coming upon sleeping men on the street. She would whisper to a friend, “Hey, that’s 

Jimmy’s Dad, be quiet.” The kids would soften their steps to avoid waking the men. 

Another member, Joe, tried to explain the need to sleep outside. He claimed that his 

family couldn’t afford an electric house fan while he was growing up. His wife, 

overhearing this, protested, “We did have fans,” referring to people in the neighborhood. 

Joe responded, “We didn’t,” referring to his own family, then turning to his wife, he 

added, “You were rich!” Her version of events provides a reminder that the descriptions 

from First Community members carry a degree of nostalgia. His wife also grew up in 

Fishtown, but her family made a little more money than Joe’s. She provides an alternative 

take on some of Joe’s stories, at least when it comes to the details. Nevertheless, Joe’s 

descriptions do indeed agree with Wilson’s introduction, quoted above. They are 

describing a consistent version of the past. Both agree that many of the men slept outside 
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in hot summer months without fear. Along with Wilson’s comments, First Community 

members paint a vision of a very different era than the present Fishtown. It is not that 

people had much money, as Wilson points out above. Everyone was in the same boat. As 

Claire once put it, “everyone was poor, and they didn’t know it.” 

What makes Fishtown different than the neighborhood Wilson describes is the 

white identity. In fact, Fishtown has had a reputation for being insular. Some stories of 

racial animus that seem plausible for the 1950s turn out to be recent events in Fishtown. 

For instance, Grove member Sarah said, “I have a friend who was going to an AA 

meeting and was walking down Frankford and multiple times had people yelling racial 

slurs at her because she’s a Black woman walking down Frankford Ave. It’s in the last 

two years! That’s crazy. Seriously, but that happens all the time.” The tight-knit 

neighborhood became especially weary of outsiders as deindustrialization brought tough 

times. While the functional insularity—what Binzen (1970) called a “fortification 

mindset”—is predictable in certain conditions, today it stigmatizes the neighborhood. It 

also provides fodder for a heated debated between two sets of residents. Those residents 

are the younger and mostly white gentrifying residents like Sarah who hold progressive 

sensibilities and the older, long-term residents who sometimes display a fortification 

mindset. The tight-knit character of community has two-sides. There is the inside that 

protects and casts the neighborhood in a positive light, and there is the outside that repels 

and gives the neighborhood a bad reputation.  

Snapshots of Decline 

The situation in Fishtown was documented by journalist Peter Binzen in the late 

1960s. In fact, there are two particularly important works of social research done on 
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Fishtown. Binzen (1971) and Smallacombe (2002) offer ethnographic insight on the 

community. Binzen’s work misses the period (1940s and 1950s) from which many of the 

rosy childhood memories of First Community members come from. Instead, it provides 

an account of the neighborhood as its decline was more readily felt. It shows, in other 

words, a neighborhood in transition. Smallacombe’s work, done in the 1990s, provides an 

effective comparison. Using the two ethnographic accounts, one can understand how 

Fishtown changed between the late 1960s and late 1990s. 

 Binzen’s work Whitetown U.S.A. (1971) describes a struggling, white working-

class neighborhood. According to Binzen, residents of Fishtown fit a demographic that 

President Nixon’s political messaging of the “silent majority” intended to attract. Within 

Philadelphia, he suggests, they felt similarly about former police commissioner and 

mayor, Frank Rizzo. Both figures appealed to economically floundering whites who felt 

increasingly forgotten in the changing currents of the 1960s. Binzen lived in the 

community and conducted a series of interviews to learn about the views of those who 

lived there. He describes a fortification mindset, provincialism, and bigotry that set in as 

economic opportunities waned. According to Binzen, Fishtown is not unlike the Harlem 

that Wilson describes except for a cultural division that is heavily racialized. Members of 

Fishtown, as Binzen has it, are unable to admit their plight and so suffer even more. That 

is, their sense of identity is tied up with being independent and stable. Even though their 

community was suffering, not unlike poor Black neighborhoods, accepting help would be 

acknowledging a condition of need. It would force them, in other words, to admit a lower 

status. Instead, a defensive posture against outsiders was assumed. The defense posture 

says to the greater, racially diverse city: keep out. Commenting on the parochial nature of 
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the community, Binzen concludes his ethnography with the admonition that, “the spirit of 

Fishtown is likely to long endure even if the neighborhood itself disintegrates” 

(1970:144). 

 Patricia Stern Smallacombe (2002, 2006) conducted an ethnography a few blocks 

north of Fishtown, still in Kensington. She made church life the focus of her study and 

used the parish as the meaningful community unit. Smallacombe uses the twin concepts 

of bonding and bridging capital to interpret her findings (see Granovetter 1973; Putnam 

2000). Bridging capital is instrumental in transitioning into a new sphere of social life 

that opens-up new economic opportunities. Bridging capital might be acquired at 

university, for instance, and can help secure future employment. Bonding capital, in 

contrast, exists in interpersonal relationships and meets socio-emotional needs. Bonding 

capital can help meet fundamental needs related to survival, such as small-scale lending 

and borrowing, pooling resources, and help with childcare. Bonding capital describes the 

“social glue” that holds villages together. 

Smallacombe found that some of the signs of trouble that Binzen observed had 

further manifested. Smallacombe, however, takes a sympathetic eye to her church-based 

research subjects. As the economic opportunities decreased, the social ties within the 

neighborhood strengthened. This is because the residents were increasingly forced to rely 

on themselves. While this is functional in the short term, it is deleterious in the long term. 

Encouraging solidarity inside the community also tends to mean that young people are 

cycled back into mundane lives in the neighborhood, rather than pursuing opportunities 

that might take them away. In other words, while bonding capital increased within the 

neighborhood, the decline in bridging capital hindered social mobility. Smallacombe 
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found that some Kensington families explicitly eschewed higher learning, an obvious 

mechanism for upward mobility. Smallacombe writes, “…many youths themselves 

express views that college is only for rich kids who are spoiled by fathers who pay 

tuition” (2006:188).  

As Smallacombe saw it, pathways outside the neighborhood were mostly absent 

and the remaining members were caught in an “us against them” attitude. However, 

Smallacombe does not denigrate the importance and function of bonding capital in these 

dire circumstances. She remains sympathetic to the difficulties that residents face. The 

high degree of bonding capital has allowed residents, she writes, “in this urban village to 

enjoy a sense of stability and social identity derived from continuity and preservation of 

the neighborhood and the economic, social, and political networks it sustains” 

(2006:180).  

The residents of Kensington were not positioned to benefit from the changing 

(global or regional) economy. The old timers position themselves, instead, for a 

meaningful life driven by internal solidarity in the neighborhood they care about. The 

point is, however, that at the turn of the century, little had changed. It provides the 

context necessary to understand how transformative the gentrification process has been. It 

also begs the question: given the history, how do the old timers see the young people who 

have moved into their neighborhood? Binzen provides a clue in his work. While speaking 

to one Fishtowner, Wanda, Binzen learned she was pleased that there are very few 

beatniks or hippies in Fishtown. “Most of the youngsters, she says, are just ‘normal 

boys’” (1970:130). 
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Introduction to the Churches  

The Pejorative Would be “It’s a Hippie Church” 

In the summer before the presidential election of 2016, I was engaged in a 

research project. The research sought to better understand modern bohemia. The term 

bohemia is rarely used now, but the spirit is partially captured in the modern and well-

known social type, the hipster. The term is contentious, but taken seriously by scholars 

(Maly and Varis 2016; Schiermer 2014). The stereotypical image of the hipster is an 

urban dweller, young, creative, and usually white. They are politically progressive, and 

maybe a little cynical, a self-aware outsider. This proved culturally influential. As one of 

my interviewees said at the time, “I hated the word ‘hipster,’ but now… we have to admit 

that that’s the movement of our generation” (see Moss, Wildfeuer, and McIntosh 2019).  

I interview Daniel, a poet, singer and graduate student in literature, in an outside 

atrium behind a coffee shop. The summer heat was growing intense, and we wiped sweat 

from our foreheads with paper napkins. We were in Brewerytown, another north Philly 

neighborhood like Fishtown, undergoing gentrification. Unlike Fishtown, however, 

Brewerytown is a predominantly Black neighborhood. Gentrification in Brewerytown has 

included the visible racial turnover that causes much of the discomfort over 

gentrification. Daniel, a new resident, is white with a long beard that tapers to a point. He 

told me about his old neighborhood, Fishtown, and a church that caught his attention.  

Daniel said, “Some people would look at them as a hipster church, but I think 

that’s too limiting.” He described it further, “New Grove Ministry is, you know, it could 

be defined—it’s hard to define any spiritual kind of group—but they’re defined as a 
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social justice, community centered, um, church. The pejorative way would be ‘it’s a 

hippie church.’”  

Daniel clarified his description, “instead of a church, it's probably easier to 

understand it as an intentional community. It’s people who decided we’re going to live 

here, we’re going to live in this neighborhood, try to affect this neighborhood and have 

an impact. And do it consciously.” “And the kind of person who would go to a church 

like that is probably somewhat of an artist…” Daniel was also insisted that Grove had an 

impact on gentrification in the neighborhood.  

While Daniel is not religious, he praised the organization, thinking that it does 

good work in the community. I was more interested by their placement in Fishtown, 

knowing that the neighborhood was undergoing economic transformation. I wondered 

what role the church played in the process. Moreover, I found the intersection of formal 

religion with social justice intriguing. What would it mean to call a church a “social 

justice” church? And under what conditions could a social justice church encourage 

gentrification? 

To make matters more complicated, Daniel added, “And Fishtown is a majority 

white neighborhood.” “So it’s interesting because often when we think about cities, we 

think about poor neighborhoods comprised of people of color.” He paused markedly and 

then continued. “But, honestly, it’s pretty racist.” Daniel shared a story of Fishtown. He 

had moved in a couple of years back with some musicians. The neighborhood offered 

affordable rent and access to local music venues. “I had a friend who lived with us, who 

was Black, and he, he just felt it a lot, and he heard little things at bars and stuff like that. 

And it’s a lot of white people. And you know, it’s a poor, sort of Irish neighborhood.” 
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After another pause, “So that adds something complex too when you think about. Who 

are the artists living there? Are they mainly white?” 

While artists are ostensibly open-minded and cosmopolitan, a racial divide is 

noticeable. In Philadelphia, the young white artists tended to live in Fishtown, while the 

Black artists lived in West Philly, circa the early 2010s.  

Daniel’s description was intriguing. I found the neighborhood to encapsulate 

many of the social forces I found compelling, including religion, economic change, social 

justice, and youth culture. Moreover, the ongoing presidential election injected another 

dimension. The racial dimension inside Fishtown seemed more salient given the 

racialized population in national politics. Daniel also noticed the connection. He said, 

“It’s so prevalent in politics right now, where poor white people are convinced that the 

problem is not the systems of economic pressure,” but instead, “that it’s other people.” 

The temptation to blame the outsiders, build a wall, and fortify, seemed to be part of the 

zeitgeist. 

At the end of my conversation with Daniel, he reflected on his own influence, as a 

white, educated former suburbanite, on gentrification. “There are a lot of people escaping 

their suburban upbringing. Artists, hipsters, bohemians, are escaping whatever trajectory 

they thought they would have to follow into a sanitized suburban strip mall.” To escape a 

safe middle-class life, they go somewhere else. Daniel explained, “So it’s like, ‘we’ll go 

live somewhere rough.’ Which is fucked up a little bit.” Daniel was reckoning with 

whatever moral implications are involved in using a neglected neighborhood for his own 

aesthetic pleasure and life experience. He is not sure how to feel about it. “You’re not 

exploiting it [the pre-gentrified neighborhood] for material or anything.” However, he is 
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using it for a unique kind of experience. It is a move that connotes a degree of privilege 

in placing value on abstract experience over the immediate need of making a living. It is 

in some ways reminiscent of the time people sometimes spend after college in the Peace 

Corp, in which the experience is the intrinsic value. Daniel’s poetic training surfaced, and 

he added that his interest in such neighborhood was, he said, “to strip away the veil to see 

what America is.” 

Inside the Churches 

Inside New Grove Ministries 

 Grove sits on a busy street, zoned for both residential and commercial purposes. 

The building is nondescript and has none of the visual signals that would announce 

“church.” A sign in the window simply reads, “(We’re a church).” Even still, it is easy to 

miss. Before it housed Grove, the building was a dentist office, and before that, a theater. 

However, it was sitting empty when Grove bought the property. In fact, Nick, a long-time 

member, remembers clearing the building out himself. “We definitely hulled a lot of old 

dental equipment out of there.” “I remember knocking down partition walls, a couple of 

oxygen tanks. Definitely some older equipment.” 

On a typical night at Grove, the lights are dim, and one is greeted inside the door 

by a smiling face holding flyers. If you’re new, you’ll be given a flyer and your presence 

will be noticed. There is anticipation in the air that reminds me of the feeling before a 

High School theater performance. The theater association is aided by a few members 

acting as light and sound technicians, as they set up the projector and instruments. While 

people chat, the technicians are busily making sure everything is in working order for the 



63 

 

musicians and pastor. Instruments rest in the corner waiting to be played. Most people 

mingle or nibble on pretzels. A few take their seats and look at their phones.  

There are no pews in Grove. Instead, there is a half-circle of tan folding chairs. 

The chairs remind me of an AA meeting. Many drape their coats on the back of the 

chairs, rather than hang them up. The space is open without partitions. But the ceiling is 

low rather than high and vaulted overhead. White twinkle lights often decorate the 

ceiling, casting a warm glow. The wooden floor is somewhat beaten up. Depending on 

the time of the service (5pm or 7pm) children run around to their thirty-something 

parents. Members with children usually attend the earlier service so they can go home 

and prepare for bedtime. The children also make the first service feel a lot different. 

Halfway through the first service, the kids are allowed to go play upstairs. For the rest of 

the service, the soft thunder of children’s tiny feet can be heard overhead. The second 

service is smaller and more likely full of people who look like Daniel. The number of 

congregants with tattoos ticks-up perceptibly between the two services.  

Grove is the anti-megachurch. This is true both in size and spirit. In fact, Grove 

intentionally limits its size. When a congregation hits about 200 members, Grove looks to 

split the church and plant a new one somewhere else where it can grow. It’s not that 

Grove isn’t interested in growth. For them, however, it is important not to sacrifice the 

intimate experience. The church is limited to 200 because of “Dunbar’s number”, which 

refers to the anthropologist Robin Dunbar, who proposed that the size of the human 

neocortex limits the number of intimate human relations that any individual can maintain. 

It’s hypothesized that for this reason indigenous tribes tend to hover at around 150 to 200 

members before splitting into two tribes (Dunbar 1992). I had multiple members 
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specifically mention Dunbar’s number. Such comments are not rare, owing something to 

the educated and curious nature of the congregants.  

While Grove eschews the anonymity and commercial glitz of the megachurch, it 

is firmly planted in the twenty-first century. Grove is well represented online, hosting 

both an interesting website and lively social media presence. Sometimes pastors hold 

conversations through social media platforms that are accessible to anyone who wants to 

watch. Grove is composed of young creative types. As such, the church has no shortage 

of human resources needed to stay technologically relevant.  

Sunday services at Grove feel part indie music concert, part AA meeting, and part 

TED talk. The pastor speaks in front of a slide presentation that is projected onto the 

white wall. The slides are sometimes classic works of art—pieces I know through 

university art history classes. Sometimes the slides contain images from modern popular 

culture. And, of course, sometimes Bible passages are presented and discussed in depth. 

The pastor will ask a brave congregant to read the passage aloud. The pastor rarely waits 

long. Someone is always quick to straighten in their chair, clear their throat, and read for 

the room. 

One distinctive characteristic about Grove is the music. Many members have 

musical talent and compose unique songs. The music played during the service sounds 

like credible indie rock. The lyrics are displayed on the wall so that everyone can sing 

along. The lyrics are commonly sung in other languages, encouraging members to 

consider other cultures and their own position in a broader world. More than once, I 

found myself stomping my feet and clapping my hands with enthusiasm.  
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The Ethos of Social Justice 

One Sunday at Grove, I sit behind a woman with a Charlie Brown tattoo. His 

mouth is a crinkled line. He looks worried. And as if on cue, Pastor James begins to talk 

about loneliness.   

While everyone knows something about loneliness, the talk seems especially 

appropriate for the members of Grove. Some of this is likely generational. Studies have 

found that younger Americans suffer from higher levels of reported loneliness, perhaps 

owing something to higher levels of social media consumption (Hunt et al. 2018). Grove 

members express individuated pathos over the large problems in modern society but are 

still here, nevertheless, together. As member Allison later puts it to me, “to do this 

community thing together.”   

On other days in the church, I notice phrases that I associate with social justice 

discussions in university spaces. When I ask Pastor James about it, he is somewhat 

demur. He answers only, “That’s what people say.” Yet on Sunday services, 

he sometimes makes direct comments explaining that the reason “why we’re into social 

justice” is to make the world a better place. Below, I draw out a few revealing moments 

that capture the ethos of Grove.  

One night at Grove everyone is asked to bow their heads in meditative silence. 

The pastor asked everyone to think about past spiritual guides. That is, individuals who 

have led others out of the darkness. My eyes were closed, and I listened to silence. After 

a while a female voice offered, “Harriet Tubman.” The whole room listened. 

After another pause, a male voice said, “Susan B. Anthony.” Then the names start 

to come more quickly. I heard names I recognized like “Gandhi,” “Dr. King,” and 
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“Sojourner Truth,” as well as names I did not recognize, like “Mother Hale.” Many of the 

names are of people of color dedicated to moral progress. They are the names of people 

who fought against social inequality, often at the horizon of racial or economic injustice. 

Gandhi, for instance, fought against the British Empire in India, and was addressing 

issues like colonialism and racial inequality. Harriet Tubman broke existing laws in 

obedience to a greater moral law, pushing back against the forces of white supremacy. It 

is a moving experience. But it also stays with me, in part, because the historical figures 

look different than the mostly white and middle-class congregants. Members are 

consciously placing attention on figures from across a social divide. I’m familiar with 

such names being praised in a historical or civic context. But in this church space Grove 

members imbue such figures with prophetic or religious significance. Such an episode 

doesn’t occur every Sunday, but it’s not atypical. On some occasion, in fact, the pastor 

describes modern political figures (for example, congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-

Cortez) as serving prophetic roles. These moments locate the church politically, of 

course, but they also gesture to a broader cultural position, the qualities of which will be 

explored later.  

The most moving sessions come from bridging the vast historical gap. For 

instance, on another session, a photo of a young female refugee from Yemen was 

displayed. The speaker made a direct link between this “young middle eastern mother” 

and Mary, the mother of Jesus. He encouraged the congregation to think about the 

situation in Yemen differently. In the photo, the woman wears a hijab, indicating her 

Muslim faith, but this did not prevent the allusion to Mary, an important figure in 

Christianity. Next, an artistic wooden cut was displayed. It showed Mary as a refugee, 
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behind a barbed-wire fence. The visual image was arresting and suggested associations to 

Mexican immigrants held on the US border as well as Syrian immigrants held in Europe. 

The images were designed to breakdown some of the cultural walls that place certain 

people (or stories) on one side of a divide. 

Sometimes pop culture is used in interesting ways to make old ideas relevant. The 

Netflix series, “Handmaiden’s Tale,” based on Margaret Atwood’s book, is discussed. 

The speaker took the idea of a “handmaiden” and explored it. He related it to Mary, who 

he considered to be the ultimate handmaiden. I had never considered Mary to be a 

handmaiden, per se, but the connection is straightforward enough. The discussion was 

happening in the wake of the Me Too movement, which cast the discussion in a new 

light. The speaker introduced the topic of consent. He asked, “what if Mary said ‘no’?” 

The speaker went on to explain that despite the pain it might bring, Mary did give 

consent to God. I was struck by the modern terminology consent and its legalistic tone. 

Moreover, the notion that lack of consent indicates, essentially, rape. While he 

maintained that Mary did indeed give consent, a disturbing thought was, nevertheless, 

placed in everyone’s mind. The modern legalistic notion of consent might have been out 

of place in ancient Galilee but is very relevant to our discussions of sexual relations 

today. There is a conscious effort at Grove not just to tie modern social issues to Biblical 

themes—which isn’t unique to Grove—but to make connection to the modern social 

justice movement. In fact, one gets the sense that modern social justice values are used to 

understand the Bible, rather than the other way around. The Bible itself, from this 

perspective, is sometimes “problematic” and must be re-interpreted to be made 

appropriate for the modern times. 
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Spiritual commentary at Grove ranges from serious philosophizing to what I 

perceive to be somewhat silly New Age spiritual conjecture. On an instance illustrating 

the latter case, I once had a young woman take my hand in a moment of meditation. (The 

terms meditate and prayer are both used commonly at Grove, depending on the 

connotation.) We engage the ceremony together and I noticed her grip softening. I think 

‘maybe I’m squeezing too hard’ and loosen up my own hand. Then she tightened her grip 

quickly and said “sorry,” audibly. Afterward, when the ceremony ends, she asked 

whether her hand was too hot. I gave her a surprised look (“hot”?) and she explained that 

sometimes “her energy” grows so fast that her hands heat up. She was worried that she 

may have burned me. I wouldn’t argue that this experience, or individual, characterizes 

most at Grove, although such moments do capture some of the spiritual sensibility. Many 

are concerned with humanity’s relation to nature and ecological health, and prayers are 

given specifically to heal the “biosphere.” Sometimes, when a speaker makes a well-

received point, the congregation finger snaps their approval, rather than using traditional 

clapping. 

At the end of the night at Grove, a talk back session gives the room an 

opportunity to add to what the pastor discussed, even to challenge their ideas. The talk 

back session is often my favorite part of the night. People commonly share their own 

experience with Biblical concepts, like being “the stranger.” Many in the room have had 

the experience of moving great distances, sometimes for college, sometimes for work. 

The educational and economic reality has encouraged them to uproot themselves and start 

a new life. Their discussions of being a stranger sound straight from the pages of Simmel 

([1908]1950). Simmel saw an economic change ushering in a new mode of urban 
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sociality in which individuals were anonymous and peripatetic. The absence of primary 

ties rendered the stranger not totally here nor there. That is, not quite belonging to “us” or 

to “them,” whoever that may be. The members of Grove have had that experience and are 

now driven by a desire to establish community and lay down roots. While the old timers 

of the neighborhood automatically have deep roots—having spent their lives in 

Fishtown—the members of Grove must consciously take action. Grove member Robert is 

in his mid-twenties and has lived in Philadelphia for eight years. Robert said, “I still 

always kind of feel like an outsider.” Robert is attracted to Grove because it gives him a 

tight-knit community when he otherwise would not have one. While Simmel was 

optimistic about the promise of urban sociality in ushering in more personal freedom, it 

also “liberates” one from the social commitments that make life meaningful. The social 

commitments that come through Grove help provide a surrogate family and make 

members feel like less of a stranger. As Andrew, puts it, “everyone’s very friendly. It’s 

very intimate. It’s kind of hard to come in, and walk out, and not be noticed. You can’t 

really escape being known.” He makes the comment while comparing Grove to big 

churches that allow for anonymity. At Grove, he added, “if you’re not willing to be 

vulnerable and to give all of yourself, it’s almost impossible.” 

The intimate nature of Grove dovetails with the social justice ethos. In other 

words, commitment to Grove does not feel transactional or for self-serving satisfaction 

(as suburban megachurches might feel satisfying). Instead, the purpose is driven by deep 

intimate connection to others along with a high-minded mission to change society. It is a 

potent mixture that gives the church unique character. Grove member Maya, who is in 
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her late thirties, makes a similar observation when she said, on the Fishtown location, “I 

think it’s a unique person who comes to Grove.”  

The sometimes-evasive response that Grove members give on the connection 

between Christianity and social justice has to do with the historically localized and 

secular nature of social justice. That is, while most social justice causes fit squarely with 

the ethos of Grove, the church is part of a much grander process. As such, suggestions 

that it is a “social justice church” can seem pejorative to members. Most members see the 

modern social justice movement as “philosophically embedded” inside Christianity, 

rather than as secular competition to religion. Reducing the two-thousand-year legacy of 

Christianity, and the life of Jesus, to a modern (and secular) social justice cause is to be 

avoided.  

While members might down-play the connection to social justice the connection 

remains obvious. In one interview, a woman accidentally used the word “intersection” 

instead of “trinity,” when describing Jesus, the Father, and the Holy Spirit. It was a 

simple mistake but clearly hinted at her reading habits, a reference to Kimberlé 

Crenshaw’s influential work. There were many such instances in which the worldview of 

Grove members is heavily influenced by the modern (and secular) social justice writings. 

To suggest they are only influenced by such work, however, would be misleading. They 

are of course, Christian, and some take their particular (Anabaptist) history seriously. The 

church combines the institutional structure of an established religion and combines it with 

a distinctly modern sensibility.  
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Inside First Community Lutheran 

At First Community, tradition and order mark the ceremony. There is a single 

service on Sunday that takes place at a 10:00am. The building itself looks like a 

traditional church. Pastor Pat said it was built in 1891. While that’s true of the modern 

structure, another, smaller Lutheran church does appear in the same spot on an 1875 map. 

A Pennsylvania Railroad (PPR) passenger train used to run in front of the church, 

connecting residents to Trenton and New York City. The train no longer runs, but the 

tracks are still visible between the paving stones and patches of asphalt. The building is 

beautiful but old. Large wooden doors open to the street on Sunday morning. Normally 

these doors are kept locked. Some congregants walk from their homes nearby. Some have 

moved outside the neighborhood but still make their way by car. They park on the 

cobblestone street where the trains once ran. Metal bars protect the old stained-glass 

windows that face the street. The metal bars are a relic from a time when the 

neighborhood was less safe. While the neighborhood is changing, First Community sits 

farther away from the gentrification wave. As such, signs of protection, like the metal 

bars, remain necessary.  

The service is not held in the beautiful second-floor nave. There are no longer 

enough congregants to fill out the space. Also, the church doesn’t have the money to 

install an elevator and some members find it difficult to walk up the stairs. This means 

that the up-lifting space with high ceilings, stained-glass windows, and a giant organ, is 

left empty. Instead, service is held in a smaller chapel space on the first floor. The first-

floor chapel is fifteen pews deep, with one center aisle. There are hanging chandeliers 
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and still ceiling fans not high overhead. The walls are painted an off-white, while red 

flowers often sit in the windows sills that line one side of the room.  

The congregants are noticeably older, not just compared to Grove, but in general. 

Most of my respondents are in their sixties and seventies. There are very few children. 

There are more women than men. On Sunday morning everyone finds their way to a seat 

in the pews. There is usually between fifteen and thirty people in the room, with plenty of 

empty space in between. Unlike Grove, everyone follows along in the Bible and book of 

hymns once the pastor begins to read. The pastor reads and everyone repeats in unison.  

The service is based on ritual and everyone is familiar with the flow. On Sunday 

morning, a congregant will go up to the second floor and ring the bells that can be heard 

throughout the neighborhood. Communion is offered. Through these rituals, there is the 

sense of participating in a practice that was designed long ago. I was unfamiliar with the 

flow of events and embarrassed myself at times. During my first service, I was cashless 

and unprepared for the collection basket. 

Unlike at Grove, where attendees actively talk back at the end of the service, at 

First Community the service finishes promptly and everyone disbands the chapel. 

Discussion doesn’t happen until later and in an adjacent room. There is a stained-glass 

image of Jesus on the back wall of the chapel. There are tiny candles in the pulpit behind 

the pastor that I thought were plastic until they were blown out. The air in the room is so 

still, the flames barely move. Copies of the Book of Common Prayer sit in the pew backs. 

Members follow the service by jumping between the book, the hymnal, and the printed 

order of service.  
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While the service at First Community is formal, there is a great deal of hospitality 

offered, even compared to Grove. New faces pull me into playful banter after the service. 

I often have the sense that I get treated more like family than I expect. 

Once, during service, Pastor Pat interrupted his planned remarks to point me out. 

He told the congregation that I was interested in learning more about the church, was 

affiliated with a local university, and would be asking some questions. To my surprise, 

everyone clapped for me. Nothing of the sort would occur at Grove. My credentials or 

purpose weren’t seen as interesting or worthy of praise. After all, many of their members 

have such credentials and interests.  

While I can’t say that the average old timer in Fishtown still goes to church the 

members of First Community feel like average residents from the block. In other words, 

while a random older resident might not be a churchgoer, the people at First Community 

feel like normal people from the neighborhood. I point this out, because Grove members 

sometimes stand out as being unique people. Overall, I think that First Community 

members are a better representation of the old timers than members of Grove are for the 

newcomers. Grove members, in contrast, might be said to distill or bring to the surface 

newcomer characteristics. 

At First Community, the service and the socializing feel like very different events. 

This division is underlined by the two different spaces in which they take place. After the 

service, everyone makes their way into a dining area. The dining area is casual, and 

members congregate around a folding table. People sip coffee and eat pastries and talk. 

The socializing afterward is the same as the banter after a service at most churches, 

including Grove. At First Community, however, it perhaps lasts longer. For many 
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members this time is clearly a major source of the pleasure of church. It is a time to catch 

up with neighbors, friends and acquaintances. The conversations, though, are unique to 

the age cohort. More common are conversations about children, grandchildren and health 

issues. Less common are conversations about politics or entrepreneurial forays into the 

gentrifying neighborhood. Sometimes congregants discuss the ageing structure and the 

costs of repairs.  

At First Community, the use of technology is markedly different. The church does 

not have a website or engage with social media. Since the congregants are older, there is 

little push from within to be represented on the latest internet-based platform. Even 

regarding more traditional technologies, there is little activity. For instance, they have an 

impressive, industrial sized printer that sits broken in the main office. The printer was a 

gift, and so gladly accepted, but was never the right fit for the church’s needs. And the 

printer, it turns out, requires expensive servicing from a technician, and given budget 

constraints, it’s simply not worth the money to fix it. It sits, more useful as a table than as 

a printer. Such gifts illustrate First Community’s predicament. Gifts are appreciated. 

However, they are recycled from some other purpose, delivered piecemeal, and never 

fully deliver what the church needs. 

The church itself, while historical and beautiful, presents a never-ending series of 

headaches for the congregation. Years of partial fixes—like patching a spot on the roof 

rather than replacing the whole thing—has resulted in a confluence of problems today. 

The church avoided spending the money back when they (barely) had it. Now that funds 

are drying up, staying abreast of the maintenance can feel like scooping buckets of water 

out of a ship threatening to sink. Once, while leaving the church on a windy and rainy 
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night, shingles flew off and landed on the sidewalk by my feet. Gary, a member of the 

church, looked at the shingles, then up at the roof, but made no expression.   

While the differences between First Community and Grove are salient, there are 

also plenty of similarities. Both services provide the basic social function expected from 

church. That is, both sets of members socialize, share food together, get meditative, and 

eventually share laughs before departing. The services provide an opportunity to come 

together and stay in touch. From an outside observer, however, the differences are 

palpable. They are part socioeconomic differences and part generational. There is a 

distinct sense of young adulthood energy at Grove. The possibility of opening businesses 

and doing new things is in the air. While Grove has members over fifty, the majority are 

under forty. At First Community, in contrast, those around forty might as well be called 

“the kids.” As I learn, part of the story is that the children and grandchildren of First 

Community members can no longer afford to live in Fishtown. Part of the reason there 

aren’t more younger members in the church is because they no longer live there. There 

are, however, some families with deep roots who attend. Pastor Pat tells me about a six-

generation family that comes. The oldest in the family is ninety-two and the youngest had 

just been born recently. Nevertheless, it is mostly a church of the Silent generation and 

older Baby Boomers. There is the unspoken sense, without young people coming up to 

replace the old timers, that the church is headed toward a demographic dead end.  

Finding Pastor Pat and the Church 

If my discovery of Grove happened organically, my selection of First Community 

was very deliberate. The story of gentrification is two-sided. There are, of course, the 

newcomers, who enter and change the neighborhood. But there are also the long-term 
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residents who have called the neighborhood home for years. To better understand 

gentrification, and get the whole story, I needed to compliment my experience at Grove 

with a long-standing, established church. Thankfully, while the physical building of 

Grove could easily be mistaken for the business space it once was, the old churches of 

Fishtown are easy to spot. From a distance, one can see their steeples, spires and crosses 

jutting up above the rowhomes.  

Off the main avenue, around the hip cafes and antique shops, are a handful of old 

churches. The churches are usually built with weathered grey stone, boast handsome 

arches, have stained-glass windows and, in some cases, are topped with a steeple of sea-

foam green—the same color as the Statue of Liberty, the copper of which has long since 

oxidized away from its original shining gold. Some of the churches, however, are clearly 

imperiled. St. Laurentius, for instance, is a beautiful Roman Catholic church in Fishtown 

slated for demolition. Built in 1882, a real estate company bought the property with 

promises to preserve the structure. The structure, it was later claimed, was not 

salvageable and must come down. The episode led to a neighborhood controversy (see 

Park 2020). 

There were invisible boundaries in Fishtown, which used to be sharply defined by 

church life. Before hearing this explicitly stated by members of First Community, I read 

about it. Patricia Stern Smallacombe (2002) researched the neighborhood in the pre-

gentrified 1990s, referring to it as the “parish neighborhood.” Smallacombe made the 

case that a parish district defined a good deal of the happenings within the micro-

communities of Kensington.  
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I picked a church that was physically near, but socially removed from Grove. I 

walked through Fishtown, going church to church. One afternoon, I walked to First 

Community. I stood on a cobblestone street that clearly covered old train tracks. 

Dandelions and cigarette butts were crushed between the stones. From where I stood, I 

could turn north towards dilapidated Kensington and see a hulking factory. It looked like 

it was still in operation, men were walking in. I was a bit surprised, thinking everything 

had shut down. I could turn south towards gentrifying Fishtown and see new 

construction. The big rectangles of new plywood were being hoisted up in the air, with 

neon green Thermawrap insulation attached. I listened to the reverberating pinging sound 

of a distant hammer sinking nails into wood. I was on the edge of gentrification, I 

thought, a perfect place to start.  

If Grove was in an unusual building for a church, First Community was a paragon 

of simplicity: a stately box with a steeple. The first time I saw it, I thought of a childhood 

nursey rhyme. I’d lace my fingers and recite: 

Here is the church 

Here is the steeple 

Open up the doors 

And see all the people 

It is an impressive structure, though obviously ageing. As mentioned earlier, the 

windows at street level have metal bars protecting them. Up above the street level are 

beautiful stained-glass windows but they too are covered in metal, a mesh guard. The 

colored glass clearly contains faces and arms jutting in dramatic poses, but the scenes 

weren’t decipherable behind the mesh. Security cameras dot the corners and doorway of 
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the building. 

 Later, I look up their website and find nothing. Momentarily puzzled, I realized 

they don’t have a website. I would later learn that Facebook meets all their online needs. I 

call and leave a message. After a week of phone tag, I call again and hear, “This is Pastor 

Pat.” The pastor was kind and friendly and we agreed to meet.  

Days later I ring the buzzer twice and hope for the best. As I wait, I read the 

colorful papers displayed behind plastic near the door. It contains the Sunday service 

schedule, AA meeting times, and other neighborhood events. The church empty and dark 

inside and I wonder if I’m being stood up. But soon I hear noise and through a small 

window, covered in metal mesh, appears a face.  

It’s not Pastor Pat but a small woman named Debbie. She asks me to identify 

myself, and satisfied, lets me inside. The lights are off in the church and we walk through 

one set of doors, then another. I know the building can’t be too cavernous, but I’m 

quickly lost in the dark. I later learn they try to keep the lights off to save money on the 

electric bill. Debbie leads me to the main office, with lights on, where she, Debbie, is 

making animals out of colorful beads and string. Before I can introduce myself to the 

pastor, she shows me an alligator and rabbit.  

Pat is warm if slightly hesitant. With grey hair, glasses, and a gentle disposition, 

he looks the part of a pastor. His short cropped white beard makes him seem distinctive. I 

learn that he too was a Fishtown resident. These days, though, he lives closer to 

Brewerytown. I tell him about the research, watch his eyes light up when I say the word 

“community” and end up having an interesting conversation about the redevelopment 

happening all around him. 
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During our first conversation, I notice a plastic water bottle sitting on Pat’s desk 

that read, “SugarHouse Casino.” I recognize the name of the nearby casino that opened in 

2010 due to its role in the redevelopment controversy. The plan to build a new casino 

adjacent to Fishtown divided the residents (Balzarini 2013; Balzarini and Shlay 2016). 

The casino donates one-million dollars each year to civic organizations in the 

neighborhood—a quid pro quo deal that the pastor played some part in negotiating.  

Pat was untroubled by the casino. To him, it provides working class jobs for 

working class people. Behind the desk is a television monitor divided into quadrants that 

displayed the security camera feeds. Pat described the quick changes in the 

neighborhood. When he first lived in Fishtown he would walk Girard (the long way 

home) just to avoid the gangs of white boys that would hang out inside the twisting 

neighborhood streets. This, he reports, is not as much of a problem anymore. 

On my first day at First Community, I spent hours talk to Pay and meet Ted, 

Camila, and Gary, all of whom I would later interview. At the end of the day, I thought I 

had found the perfect church to understand the long-term residents of Fishtown. 

A Final Note 

In some ways, I feel more morally suspect at Grove. It is obvious that the people 

at Grove are closer to being “my people” than the congregants at First Community. A 

large part of this is due to age. But it is not all due to age. Members of Grove are 

interested in discussing social issues from a certain perspective. They are concerned with 

social inequality. They are concerned about how capitalism hurts the environment. In 

short, many of them are people in which I find natural friendships arising. Yet I relate to 

them in my capacity as a researcher. I keep a certain distance, and I possess an “ulterior” 
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motive. That is, I’m interested in their stories, which they understand. While this is out in 

the open, it brings me a degree of discomfort. And it presents a division that marks me 

out as different, where I otherwise would not be.  

At First Community this is all different. I stand out as one of the youngest in the 

room. I am aligned with a local university and so have a degree of professional standing. 

This garners me some esteem with the members at First Community. While I would not 

naturally befriend most of the members of First Community, this is freeing. There is no 

possibility of misrepresenting myself. My status as outsider is apparent and does not need 

to be specially addressed. Additionally, there is a socio-cultural element that divides the 

two churches. First Community is a congregation of working-class people. There is a 

directness, gregariousness, and openness that working-class people sometimes possess. 

There is the willingness to dispense with niceties and cumbersome politeness and quickly 

get to a real conversation. Sometimes the directness is a test, to see whether someone can 

handle it. Members of First Community seem to ask themselves, “Who is this guy? Let 

me find out.” After questioning me a bit and getting a sense of me they might then 

conclude “He’s alright. We can talk.” At that point, I am in their good graces. At Grove, 

in contrast, I feel like my real motive is continually being questioned, especially as my 

relationships with members grow deeper.  
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CHAPTER 5: IT TAKES A VILLAGE 

Introduction 

 This chapter explores what it was like when the long-term and working-class 

members of First Community were coming of age. Members of First Community have a 

different set of experiences in the neighborhood that impacts how they relate to 

gentrification. This chapter intends to imbue an appreciation for how the older residents 

see Fishtown. I do this by recounting memories and childhood stories of the old timers. 

After recounting key neighborhood experiences—related to, for instance, fighting, 

parenting, dealing the police—I present the story of a key figure, Pastor Pat, the pastor at 

First Community. Pat is helpful in providing a bridge between communities. Pat is not 

originally from Fishtown but grew up in a similar neighborhood near New York City. He 

feels at home in Fishtown, spent about a decade living there, and understands the people 

well. Despite his meaningful connections inside Fishtown, he acknowledges that he 

remains an outsider. Pat’s perspective provides additional insight into the values and 

feelings of First Community members.  

The Good Old Days or Everyone was Poor and No One Knew It 

 An article from the Philadelphia Inquirer Magazine published in the summer of 

1969 describes Fishtown in the following manner: “So far Fishtown has escaped the 

terrible trend toward anonymity and mutual suspicion that is making our city 

neighborhoods colorless and lonely collections of streets and buildings. Fishtown is a 

place and a way of being. It has personality, cohesiveness and identity. Perhaps you could 

call it culture. Or, better: style.” 
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It is remarkable not just for its description of Fishtown, but for its reference to the 

rest of Philadelphia as colorless and lonely. The process of deindustrialization was 

already peeling away people and jobs for some time. While we commonly think of 

deindustrialization as a post-World War II process, the actual tipping point was as early 

as the 1920s (Adams et al. 2008; Koistinen 2002). The industrial output associated with 

World War II was an artificial boost, a “band aid” obscuring a deeper change that had 

been building for decades.  

The tight-knit communities supported by a growing industrial job base were 

already slowly fading by the time the old timers of Fishtown were young. It was 

increasingly typical for Philadelphia neighborhoods to lose their village spirit in favor of, 

as the article suggests, anonymity and mutual suspicion.  

Looking back from the vantage point of today, it is now clear that industrial cities 

like Philadelphia were going to be hit hard by economic forces. But this wasn’t clear to 

city leaders in the early twentieth century. They were busy engaging in slum clearing, 

city beautification projects, and, later, making room for large interstate roads to cut 

through cities, predicting that the successful cities of the future would be those most 

amendable to the car. In Philadelphia, Interstate-95 was laid on the east side of the city, 

cutting off the edge of Fishtown in a north-south direction (Stewart 2011). The concrete 

river of I-95 now runs alongside the Delaware River before joining the New Jersey 

turnpike and heading northeast to New York City. In the process, I-95 Fishtown residents 

off from easy access to the river.  

  It is difficult to separate memory from reality, the further away one drifts from 

the event in question. For the members of First Community, their childhoods are further 
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in the past than for the members of Grove. One can sense this in the stories they tell. Over 

the years, successive telling of the same stories has likely added and subtracted to 

maximum delight. On one hand, Fishtown was indeed very different when they were 

young. Their stories reflect this. In this sense, they are very useful in making comparisons 

with the present. On the other hand, some stories are sentimental and crafted to engage 

(as opposed to be historically accurate). When reading their accounts, it is worth keeping 

in mind that the stories are meaningful accounts in the narratives in their lives and not 

(necessarily) historical fact. I provide descriptive statistics when they can support or 

complicate a story by a First Community member. 

End of an Era 

 The first thing you need to know about the members of First Community is that 

they had a great childhood. Gary Martin is in his seventies, grew up in Fishtown and 

spent nearly his entire life there. During our conversation, he doesn’t miss an opportunity 

to say, “I loved it there. I had a great childhood there.” Gary has white hair and noticeable 

lines in his face and speaks in a voice that is both playful and tough. He stays active and 

has the enthusiasm of a young person. He describes how disputes were settled when he 

was a kid. “If we had disagreements,” he said, and holds up both fists to me, “we’d use 

these,” and added, “and five minutes later you’d be talking to the kid you were fighting 

with.” John, another member of First Community, agreed, saying of the local guys, 

“they’d beat the crap out of each other and then shake hands and off they went.”  

 Fishtown offered a great neighborhood, as the old timers tell it, but the culture 

was working-class tough. Gary said, “my father was tough. If you were in Fishtown, you 

had to be tough.” The stories Gary tells are miles away from the modern child-rearing 
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practices that avoid physical conflict at all costs. On the corner of Mercer and Dauphin 

streets, Gary said, “we used to rumble...” On one night, when Gary was about ten or 

eleven years old, his father found out about the fights and came down to the corner to 

find him. “He took us to the middle of Dauphin street and said, ‘You guys want to bash 

one another’s heads in?’ Go ahead! And we’ll watch. And the winner is going to get their 

butt kicked, from us!’” Gary’s father pointed to himself and his buddies. “That stopped 

us,” Gary said. “That just stopped us. Why would I want to beat him up? We’re 

neighbors.” Many of the moral lessons offered by the men involve socialized violence. In 

other words, the lessons involve learning how to appropriately manage violence—when 

and in what proportion. While the neighborhood was rough, there were rules. One could 

learn these rules and navigate the social terrain successfully. 

 Many at First Community have family roots that run deep in the neighborhood. 

The old timers have a social identity that is rendered rich and meaningful since it was 

built up over decades and sometimes, multiple generations. Given the context, it is not 

uncommon for episodes of violence to also involve the interstices of family drama. 

Intergenerational memories also keep alive family grudges that would otherwise fade. 

And while nothing I hear rises to the level of a Hatfield-McCoy or Montague-Capulet 

feud, it’s clear the old timers live in a different Fishtown than the newcomers.  

 The men’s retelling of these episodes do not glorify violence. Rather, they are told 

embedded in narratives about restraint, and essentially, honor. They sometimes harken 

back to images of the early republic when even “gentlemen” still dueled to the death for 

respectability. Honor cultures are found throughout the world and characterized early 

America, particularly in the south (Nisbett and Cohen 1996). The rough and tumble 
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nature of the neighborhood forced residents—as members of First Community tell it—to 

stand up for themselves. Violence was also used as punishment for wrongdoing, to 

maintain the moral order. Gary said, “No bullying. You get bullied. Somebody else 

would stop ‘em, like an older brother. That happened to me. Somebody about four years 

older than me took care of it.” Thinking that the older brother took the fight, I ask Gary 

how it ended. “Oh, he didn’t fight the guy. He made me do it! Oh, yeah. And he said, ‘did 

that hurt?’ I said, ‘yeah,’ and he said, ‘look what you did to his face. Ask him if that 

hurts.’ The kid said, ‘my head hurts.’ He said, ‘you see, you have the ability to hurt him. 

Now guys, what sense did that make?’” After that, Gary said he kept the fighting to a 

minimum.  

 The stories oscillate from rough urban village to idealistic 1950s America. As 

kids, they would go down to the river to play, multiple members of First Community 

recount. They would play at Penn Treaty park where William Penn is said to have signed 

a treaty with the Leni Lenape. If they grew tired of the park, then they would walk north 

and play in the woods near the railroad tracks. “We hung out on the river in a part of Port 

Richmond, when all the wooden boats were in there. We’d run around on the boats,” said 

Gary. “Then eat berries in the back where the railroad was. A lot of kids would be eating 

berries off the trees.” 

The image of children plucking berries from the trees is sweet and idealistic. 

More than that, though, the image is arresting juxtaposed with the modern city. Today, 

the area is known informally as Graffiti Pier. After the shipping industry and most of the 

train traffic left, a pier was left to crumble and became a multi-level structure for graffiti 

artists. Moreover, the pier is hidden by a patch of woods allowed to return after the trains 
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stopped and provided a hidden spot for drug use and worse. The area is known locally for 

the lurid murder of a local teenager in 2003. One senses these are moments when the rosy 

screen of nostalgia blocks out memory of the dreary details. In truth, the heavy industry 

of the old timers’ childhoods polluted the area, making it unpleasant long ago. At one 

point, it’s claimed, one could smell the Delaware River two blocks away. As one local 

journalist put it, “If you’re going to drown me in the Delaware… please kill me first” 

[italics in original] (Corr 1969:21). 

The Kids Are Alright 

 About a third of the population of Fishtown was under age eighteen in the 1960s. 

In fact, nearly one in five Fishtown residents was under the age of ten, according to the 

census of 1960, displayed in Table 2 below. The members of First Community are correct 

to report that there were far more children in the neighborhood when they were growing 

up, although redevelopment has brought new families and an uptick in children. The 

social universe of children was a force in Fishtown in a way it is no longer.  

Sometimes, through the window, Lillian watches the one child left on her street 

play. Lillian is in her seventies, but her dyed dark hair makes her look years younger. She 

spent her own girlhood playing in Fishtown. Half the time, she said, the boy across the 

street is engrossed in a video game on his iPad, even when he is outside playing. And 

most of the time, she said, he’s not outside at all. When she was young, her parents 

kicked the kids out in the morning and made them stay away until dinner was ready. She 

was always outside and learned how to play with others, she said.  
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   Table 2. Percent in Age Group by Decade in Fishtown 

 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2019 

Under 10  18.6 17.2 14.8 13.7 12.1 8.7 12.8 

Under 18  33.0 32.9 28.8 25.0 24.1 14.6 16.9 

18 to 34  19.6 20.4 25.2 27.1 25.3 36.2 33.3 

35 to 64  35.6 34.1 31.6 33.2 38.1 39.2 40.8 

65 and Over  11.8 12.6 14.4 14.6 12.6 10.0 9.0 

Data refers to census tract 158 (listed as 18B on the 1960 census).  

Source for Under 10 and Under 18: Census 1960 T16A-Age; Census 1970 T7A-

Age; Census 1980 T6A-Age); Census 1990 T8A-Age; Census 2000 T8A-Age; ACS 

2010 (5-Year Estimates) A01001A-Age; ACS 2019 (5-Year Estimates) A01001A-

Age. Source for 18 to 34, 35 to 64, and 65 and over: Census 1960 T17-Age; Census 

1970 T8-Age; Census 1980 T7-Age; Census 1990 T9-Age; Census 2000 T9-Age; 

ACS 2010 (5-Year Estimates) B01001-Age; ACS 2019 (5-Year Estimates) B01001-

Age  
 

  

Consistent stories surface from members of First Community. One meaningful 

story involves the local public swimming pool. Lillian said, “There were girl days and 

boy days for the swimming pool.” (Gender segregation was a fact of life and generally 

not focused on so much, which is brought into contrast by the members of Grove, who 

cite gender equality as a keystone in the pursuit of social justice.) The swimming day was 

also divided into mornings and afternoons. And if you swam in the morning, you were in 

danger of being turned away if you also showed up in the afternoon. The rule was, she 

added, “you could come back in the afternoon, but your bathing suit couldn’t be wet.” 

While the rule was hypothetically supposed to keep kids out of the pool for some time, 

the boys found a creative way to speed up the process. Joe explained, “if a car was going 

by, or a truck, you’d throw your bathing suit under the wheels to have the car ride over it. 

The weight of the vehicles would ring the water out. And we’d just keep doing that until 

it got rung out pretty dry.” That way, they could swim again in the afternoon. Joe laughs 

and added, “we weren’t smart.”  
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Neighborhood Figures as Extended Family 

 The cherished stories either implicitly or explicitly state the sense of being a part 

of a community that functioned as an extended family. They describe themselves with a 

“we,” while newcomers do not. Economically, everyone was in the same boat. Joe said 

they had an expression in the neighborhood. “Everybody was poor and nobody knew it.” 

Everybody was the same, so inside their world, especially as kids, there were no 

(socioeconomic) differences that mattered. According to Joe, “if a family had trouble, 

their neighbors were there for them.” And the connections weren’t limited to the street a 

family lived on. “Throughout the neighborhood you knew people,” Joe said. Everyone 

knew everyone.  

Their descriptions of childhood harken back to an image of ancient village life 

when neighbors’ eyes were watching at all time. In the village, there were no security 

cameras, but it barely mattered. Some adult was always observing, and word of 

misbehavior was sure to get back to one’s parents.  

 The neighborhood’s tight-knit quality was evident when the topic of work was 

discussed. When I ask Joe if residents either worked in a factory, in a small shop around 

the corner, or became a cop or firefighter, Joe nods as if to say ‘obviously.’ “I think 

everybody was a factory worker,” Joe said. Some people worked in banks, were 

receptionists, or did jobs of that nature. Joe continued, “but it was mostly blue-collar 

workers.” On Joe’s street, he said, there were five men who were firefighters.  

 The sense of being a tight-knit community also affected how residents related to 

the police. This was, in part, because some of the police were the fathers of their friends 

who lived nearby. When I ask about interactions with the police, Joe replied, “’Where do 
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you live, kid?’ And they’d take you home.” Still, the boys in the neighborhood tried to 

avoid the police, especially when their activities were legally questionable. The cop cars 

weren’t blue then, but red, said Joe (see Finkel 2016). “You heard somebody say, ‘here 

comes a red car’ and everybody runs. We’d done some shady things.”  

Joe once wanted a wrench to open the fireplug on a hot summer day. A man was 

working nearby on the street, with a van full of tools. “I’m not taking it off his truck,” Joe 

told his friends. However, with a little convincing he ended up swiping the wrench. Later 

on, after opening the hydrant and rejoicing in the fountain, a cop caught him with the 

fireplug wrench. “The cops catch you, they take it off you. They’d say, ‘Joey, where do 

you live? You live over there? I’ll go down to see your mother!’ Ah, don’t man. You got 

the wrench!” 

“The cops were different back then,” said John, another old timer. He talks about 

all the bars open in the neighborhood during his late teens. “Some neighborhoods had 

four bars. There’d be one on every corner. It was crazy.” There was illegal gambling, but 

the police dealt with the situations very differently. John said, “the cops would knock and 

say, ‘Keep it down. We’ll be back.’ Then he’d come back again and they come in and 

they go behind the bar and ‘you want something to drink’ and all. It was crazy. I mean, 

but if you got out of line though, they beat you.” 

Hearing this, John’s wife interjects and said, “I think, growing up, they were more 

like Dad’s. Don’t you think?” John agreed and she continued, “They would stop you like, 

‘What are you doing out this late?’ you know what I mean? And they would take you 

home or they would make you get in the car and they would drop you off, you know? I 

don’t know how it is now. But growing up, that’s how you felt, like ‘Oh God, I just got 
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caught by my Dad. I shouldn’t be out.’ Or you’d be out on the corner and they would, 

more like, check up on you, keep you in line.”  

The metaphor of family, in this case, Dad, communicates the sense that the 

neighborhood was an extended family. For some of the children, adult men in the 

neighborhood occupied a paternal role of civil guardian. This was especially true of 

police, but similar comments are made of other roles like firefighters. 

John said, “We’d be drinking on the corner and the cop would pull up and we’d 

say ‘oh he’s going to take us in.’ He’d say, ‘here, I got something for you.’ He’d pop the 

trunk. ‘I took these off these guys up the street. They were acting up. I’ll give you two 

cases of beer.’ It was like that.” I am left with the sense that John’s stories have a 

dramatic flourish, but basically communicate the state of the neighborhood as he saw it.  

John is a bit younger, and he reminisces on a time a bit later, the early seventies, 

which changes the tenor. “The kids we grew up with are all cops and firemen now. And a 

lot died from drugs,” he said. The stories sometimes start off painting the picture of 

harmonious village life. Then, without warning, they turn dark. A cop driving a kid home 

who is out too late sounds paternal. However, the casual reference to the future deaths 

through overdoses sounds like community deterioration.  

 Another key feature that illustrates the meaning of the good old days involved the 

role of the corner stores. As Lillian said, “there were little grocery stores on corners.” Joe 

makes the same point when we talk. “There was a butcher shop on that corner,” and Joe 

gestures over his shoulder with his thumb. “There was another butcher shop on this 

corner,” and points in front of him with his finger. And diagonal to the second butcher, he 

looks at me, was a butcher shop. “There was a fish store. Little clothing stores. Candy 
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stores.” These little stores meant that there were plenty of places to work nearby. Most of 

these stores hired teenagers and younger people. 

 The adults might work outside the neighborhood, but finding a job was easy. 

“When you graduated high school, you automatically had a job either in a textile place, or 

a place like Bayuk Cigars.” The cigar manufacturer was a major employer in the 

neighborhood. The Bayuk Cigar company was founded by two brothers in 1896 (Wenger 

2016). They are responsible for the “Phillies” brand of cigar. The factory closed in 1976, 

but the cellophane wrappers used for small cigar “blunts” can still be found littering the 

pavements. 

 Since residents were consistently buying items at the corner store, and since they 

had personal relationships with the owners, they were able to run up bills on credit. They 

would send their kids, the old timers, to the corner to fetch milk or flour without money. 

The owner of the store knew what kids belonged to what parents and they would add the 

purchase to their tab. “Nobody had charge cards,” Claire said, “everybody owed 

everybody.” She continued, “your mother would send you up, ‘tell Chet you want this,” 

and at the end of the month you would pay him so much.” One of the owners, not Chet, 

managed three local businesses but, Claire said, “he never really kept any really good 

records.” When he died, “all the neighbors on the block were happy,” because they 

escaped settling their final bill. Her comment hung in the air, and perhaps feeling a bit 

uncomfortable, Claire added, “he was a nice guy.” 

 While none of the members of First Community talk explicitly about marriage, 

the normality of the social institution remains a taken-for-granted assumption throughout 

their stories. Their stories about neighborhood community pivot around the role of 
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nuclear families. The Figure 2 below displays the change in marital status in Fishtown 

over the years. Social observers offer different interpretations about the meaning of the 

decline of marriage. On one hand, the liberalization of divorce laws encouraged the 

ending of unhappy and abusive marriages. On the other hand, the erosion of marriage is 

also considered a marker of community dissolution. Upper-middle class neighborhoods 

have not exhibited the dramatic decline in marriage observed in working-class 

neighborhoods (Hymowitz 2006). Lastly, in the figure below, the recent up-tick in single 

people tracks the influx of young gentrifiers in the neighborhood.1  

Figure 2. Marital Status by Decade in Fishtown 

 
Data refers to census tract 158 (listed as 18B on the 1960 census). 

Source: Census 1960 T-38; Census 1970 T-21; Census 1980 T-26; Census 

1990 T-20; Census 2000 T-27; ACS 2010 (5-Year Estimates) A11001; 

ACS 2019 (5-Year Estimates) A11001 
 

 

 Another consistent story that illustrates the community sensibility regards 

television. Joe said, “there was two TVs on the block.” Since very few people had 

television, each family on the block was invited to watch. “In one house, if you were 

going to be good and behave yourselves and everything, you could go in and watch 

 
1 See Appendix B for a table with the data displayed in Figure 2. 
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television. It was a nine-inch screen.” Sometimes the neighbors would wheel the 

television to the doorway, and everyone would set up chairs in the street. “You had a 

bunch of kids. Then the adults would come after, you know, the kid shows.” And the kids 

would go play. Many at First Community brag that front doors weren’t locked. It wasn’t 

uncommon, they say, for someone to walk in and ask for some adult. Sometimes the 

stranger would walk into the wrong house and be re-directed across the street or next 

door. It was okay because they weren’t really a stranger. Everyone’s identity known by 

someone. And those few people who were unknown were in the middle of a 

neighborhood full of people who worked together as a unified community. It would be a 

foolish move to take advantage of the situation. Sociologist Gerald Suttles’s concept of 

the defended neighborhood revolves around the importance of known persons and 

consistent identities. In other words, the people who contribute to the integrity of a 

community are those who can be depended on in the future (the opposite of strangers). In 

later chapters, this concept will be used to understand Fishtown and its decline. 

Pastor Pat’s Story 

 The sense of community outlined above provides the lens through which old 

timers continue to see the neighborhood. I refer to the lens as an example of a community 

legitimacy frame, which I explore further in the following chapter. Before doing so, 

however, I present more of Pastor Pat. While Pat did not grow up in Fishtown, his story is 

useful in further contextualizing the generational experiences of the working-class 

members of Fishtown. That is, Pat’s story shows that some of the old timers’ experiences 

are not unique to Fishtown. More than this, though, his story also provides a contrast to 

the old timers. Pat’s experience in seminary took him beyond Philadelphia and Fishtown 
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and imbues his narrative with both an insider’s understanding and an outsider’s wide-

angle view. 

Growing Up in Yesterday’s America 

From his bed at night Pat could see the twinkling pillars of the World Trade 

Center. New York City was exactly 11 miles away from his boyhood home, he tells me. 

He grew up in a working-class neighborhood in north Jersey. The landscape was 

industrial, with oil refineries and factories punctuating the row homes. In the distance the 

Manhattan skyline appeared in miniature, gradually changing over his boyhood. 

While the neighborhood was tough, like Fishtown, it was also very tight knit and 

full of family. According to Pastor Pat, he had thirty aunts and uncles and nearly one-

hundred cousins within a five-block radius. His own nuclear family was 

uncharacteristically small. He had no siblings, although his mother, always the hospitable 

one, kept the home lively with frequent relatives.  

No one in his extended family went to college. His parents, like the rest of the 

family, worked traditional blue-collar jobs. Both of his parents worked in factories. His 

mother, as a janitor. His father, as an assembly line worker at General Motors. It’s no 

accident that Pastor Pat gravitated to Fishtown. As Pastor Pat said “that’s why I think I 

feel so comfortable in this neighborhood. Because it tends to be traditional blue collar. 

Although it’s changing.” 

Pastor Pat did not grow up especially religious. His mother struggled with 

anxiety, which made it difficult for her to go to church. His father, a Roman Catholic, 

dropped out of the Catholic church in order to marry his mother. Despite this, he often 

did make it to church on Sunday. But church wasn’t the center of his family life.  
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His home life exhibited some of the disorderliness that can characterize struggling 

families (Miles-Doan 1998). While both of his parents were employed, alcoholism and 

anxiety created chaos inside the home. “Depending on the day, and depending on how 

much they had to drink, it could become very tumultuous.” His mother suffered from 

acute emotional stress. “Back in the fifties and sixties” he speculates, “they just didn’t 

know how to deal with it. I believe the house would have been a lot calmer today, with 

medication and counseling and support for my mom.” His sense is that some undiagnosed 

mental illness kept his mother unhappy.  

Activities that got Pat out of the house were appreciated. As a teenager, he began 

playing the organ in a small independent church near his house. An activity that he loved 

and that had the not-unpleasant effect of providing a reason to stay out of the home. 

“Church became a place of refuge for me.” As Pat passed through his teenage years, and 

considered his future, his attention stayed on the church. In comparison to the stress of 

his home life, the church was peaceful. While working in the factories nearby was an 

obvious possibility, the daily grind of working on the assembly line like his father didn’t 

feel like a desired path. If there was any awareness of the role that his sexuality played in 

guiding his path, it remained dim. It would take years later before an awakening would 

make him reconsider why he felt called to follow a different path than most of the men in 

his family. 

The Most Educated in His Family 

Becoming a pastor meant getting more education than anyone else in his family. 

While pastor may not be the first profession we think of when we consider “white collar” 

work, the laity, historically, were set apart from the laymen, in their higher status as 
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learned people. Out of many family members he grew up around, Pat is the only one who 

pursued post-high school education that (initially) took him out of the urban landscape of 

his youth.  

As in Pat’s north Jersey neighborhood, education is a huge divider in Fishtown. 

Not only does education matter in opening-up the labor market (as college graduates have 

more job opportunities) but it also creates a cultural divide. And in Fishtown, this cultural 

divide runs deep. As Eleanor said, “What changed everything was Vietnam. Because the 

only way to get out of the service was if you went to college. And nobody around here 

went to college. I mean, very few. Like the really super smart kids.” For herself college 

wasn’t an option. Eleanor said, “No, I never even thought about college. I mean, I just 

figured I’ll get married like everybody else and live around the corner and that’ll be that.”  

The college divide was not only economic and occupational, it also invoked social 

privilege vis-à-vis politics because of Vietnam. As Joe said, “I hated the protesters,” 

referring to the anti-war protesters. “If they classified you A-1, you were going. I was 

classified A-1.” For some reason, though, Joe was never drafted. “I think he was too 

skinny,” his wife added. She laughed and looked at Joe. “I think because you were too 

skinny. That’s why they didn’t take you.” Joe laughed too. On the protesters, Joe 

explained, “I just thought it was wrong.” He felt the men fighting overseas weren’t given 

the proper respect at home by the relatively more socially advantaged residents. With this 

tension in mind, Pat’s path through education in the ministry places him on the more 

privileged side of this neighborhood divide. The religious nature of Pat’s education, 

however, makes his experience different than those who used education as a means to 

leave the inner city. The educational divide also sheds light on how the old timers see the 
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new members of the neighborhood. In recent decades, as Figure 3 below indicates, the 

percentage of residents with at least a bachelor’s degree has risen markedly. In this 

respect, the neighborhood hasn’t just change, but transformed due to gentrification. It has 

brought in a contingent of residents that the old timers associate with draft dodgers or 

protesters of the past. For members who lost relatives in Vietnam, the divide is obviously 

profound. 

Figure 3. Bachelor’s Degree or More by Decade in Fishtown 

Source: Census 1960 T200; Census 1970 T29; Census 1980 T180; Census 1990 T117; 

Census 2000 T43; ACS 2010 (5-Year Estimates) A12002; ACS 2019 (5-Year 

Estimates) A12002. Data refers to census tract 158 (listed as 18B on the 1960 census). 

 
Pastor Pat belonged to a branch of Lutheranism that was especially conservative. 

This was an accident and remained unknown to Pat for some time. It did mean, however, 

that he entered an institution that was self-contained. Unlike many of the working-class 

congregants that Pat now works with, he has travelled quite a bit. In this respect, Pat’s 

story mirrors many of the newcomers, who have travelled widely—often related to their 

college experience or mission work—and live in a wider world. After his initial training, 

Pat said, “we all sort of matriculated to senior college in Fort Wayne, Indiana. And then 
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we had too many seminars to choose from. We had one in Springfield, Illinois, Hawaii 

and one in St. Louis, Missouri.” Pat was 20 years old when he moved to Indiana. While 

many Midwestern towns lost the designation “fort” long ago, in Fort Wayne it stuck. 

When I tell Pat this, he doesn’t seem surprised. I ask about his impressions of small 

towns like Fort Wayne, and he simply laughs and responds, “culture shock.” “I mean, we 

were in the middle of cornfields. It was shocking.” 

A four-year program in Fort Wayne also included a year-long internship in 

Minneapolis, which took place during his third year. Concurrently, Pat was in touch with 

a monastic community in Michigan. During this period, he completed several retreats 

there and increasingly felt called to monastic life. By this time, however, a growing 

awareness of sexuality brought a new dimension into his experience. Pat said, “the 

community, in my opinion, was not healthy and I just couldn’t see myself living day in 

and out with the group that was there.” When I question what made it unhealthy, he 

clarifies, “I don’t think they were dealing with sexuality honestly. I think it is very easy 

not to deal with your sexuality and escape into a celibate world. They think, ‘well, I’m 

not going to deal with my sexuality. I’ll just be celibate, and it will all go away. The 

sexual energy will all go away.’ Well, it doesn’t go anywhere.” When I ask about how 

common this particular experience is, he said, “In seminary? Really hard to say. All of 

the friends in my group ended up being gay, although we didn’t know it at the time. It’s 

once we left that we began to be in touch with each other and come out.”  

By his mid-twenties he had graduated, was ordained, and was beginning his 

career. While in school, he studied American sign language and became fluent. Since he 

was willing to go into deaf ministry, he was given a choice between New York City and 
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Philadelphia. Since he was well acquainted with New York, and since Philadelphia 

seemed more manageable, he chose to head south.   

Pat on Racial Discrimination in Fishtown 

While a loving nickname for Philadelphia is the “city of neighborhoods,” I have 

heard Philadelphians insist that a darker moniker, the “city of segregation,” is more apt. 

Pastor Pat, while new to the area, quickly gained an understanding of the importance of 

race in the inner divisions of the city. 

“When I was looking at houses in Fishtown, I looked at one on York street, just 

right down the block [from the restaurant we are in]. The realtor was from Fishtown and 

she took me in to view a house. And there were people sitting on the front porch and they 

knew her, since she grew up there. So as we walked in the house—and these guys are 

sitting on the front porch—they said to her, ‘Have you had any luck selling the house?’ 

And she said, ‘I’m hoping.’ And they go, ‘just don’t bring any [N-word] around here.’” 

Taken aback, I ask Pat, “what year was that?” He replies, “It was 19… no, that was in 

2001, yeah.” I ask, “Do you think that would happen today?” After a pause, he replies, “I 

think so. When I lived on Susquehanna street, I saw lots of Black people being, especially 

youth, kids, being targeted. The neighbors would say ‘get out of our neighborhood’. The 

kids wanted to walk down to the river to fish and it really wasn’t safe to do that. Maybe 

now it’s a little bit different.” 

Inside a group that is racially homogenous, race is everywhere and nowhere. This 

is a recurring theme in discussions of Fishtown. Since the old timers and the newcomers 

are predominantly white, race drifts into the background. Instead, the division seems 

economic, political or cultural. Race doesn’t seem to matter because both groups share a 



100 

 

racial identity. But, of course, that invisibility is its social significance. So even while 

many of the inner-neighborhood dramas aren’t explicitly about race, race is never far 

away from view. I often found the role of the whiteness of the neighborhood would sink 

away in one moment, only to be thrown into sharp relief a moment later. That was the 

case when Pat talked about race.  

In Fishtown, Pastor Pat explained that residents “watched as neighborhoods 

became mixed race and they watched as neighborhoods declined.” “In Fishtown they 

prided themselves on the fact that they did not look like the neighborhoods that were 

going down around them and part of it, in their minds, right or wrongly, probably 

wrongly, but they attributed it a lot to race. So you’ll get a lot of that from the old 

timers.” 

The idealistic good old days that many of the old timers remember faded as the 

economic turmoil dragged on unabated. “The seventies was real bad,” as John said, 

“nobody was working.” Many left the neighborhood and sometimes, the city entirely, in 

search of employment. And as many working-class white people left the city, north 

Philadelphia became more racially diverse. For those who remained in Fishtown, sense of 

unease set in and a need to defend their borders, that journalist Peter Binzen described as 

a “fortification mindset.” 

As white flight proceeded the great migration, some white Philadelphians moved 

into the northeast corridor of the city. Philadelphia’s experience with white fight was 

somewhat different than other cities. That is because Philadelphia is both a city and a 

county. It was possible for whites to move northeast, into a more suburban landscape, 

without leaving the fiscal boundary of the city. In some ways, this cushioned the decline 
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of Philadelphia because the city retained some of its white, middle-class tax base (Adams 

et al. 1991). However, this internal migration hid the full severity of the demographic 

turnover from statistical view. Many white families left the city without technically 

leaving the city. 

Pat Moves to Fishtown After 9/11 

Pat moved into Fishtown before gentrification. That is, before some of the young, 

sometimes eccentric types, like the members of Grove, changed the neighborhood. Grove 

member, Allison, who is in her early twenties, describes members of her church 

glowingly as “those weird, reckless, radical people that are gonna cross those cultural 

boundaries.” For Pat, the draw of Fishtown at the time was its lack of activity. Pat said, 

“it was right after 9/11 and I lived in a high rise downtown [before moving to Fishtown] 

and it was right on route to the airport. So I laid in bed at night, watching these airplanes 

coming at me!” While his boyhood view of the World Trade Center had been comforting, 

times had changed. It had been replaced with a different America with a different set of 

concerns.  

Pat’s attraction to Fishtown was that it was forgotten. He saw it as a neighborhood 

that outsiders would not mess with, if they thought of it at all. While Pat did not approve 

of the racial epithet he overheard while house hunting, a friend convinced him to move 

in. As he recalls it now, “this tells you how much [Fishtown’s] changed, because, she 

said, ‘nobody knows we’re here. Nobody is going to bomb us, because nobody knows we 

are here.’ So that’s when I moved to Fishtown. And it was, you know, houses were still 

in the $60,000 to $70,000 range. But it was starting. New people were starting to move 

in.” 
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Conclusion 

 In her book, The Way We Never Were, historian Stephanie Coontz warns about 

the dangers of nostalgia and romanticizing the past. Coontz reminds us that the works of 

popular culture like Leave it to Beaver were, in fact, works of fiction. Coontz describes 

nuclear family arrangements of the era that members of First Community recall warmly 

as “a superficial revival of Victorian domesticity” (Coontz 1992:27) that were historically 

atypical. Throughout my discussions with the members of First Community, I was left 

with the sense that the neighborhood was rough but tight-knit and supportive. Sometimes 

members would make mention of events that gestured to the neighborhood’s dark side of 

alcoholism, domestic violence, and insularity. However, the primary focus remained on 

the communal and tight-knit nature of the neighborhood. I am not arguing that life in 

Fishtown was the panacea that members of First Community sometimes depict. Most 

members themselves, if pressed, would acknowledge the social and domestic problems. I 

am arguing, however, there was a taken-for-granted sense of intact tight-knit 

relationships on which residents could rely. Rules and proper behavior were regulated 

and reinforced informally, but successfully, by an array of individuals working 

communally in the neighborhood. It is this quality that members of First Community 

remember so fondly. 
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CHAPTER 6: GROVE AND EARLY REDEVELOPMENT 

Introduction 

 
This chapter directly addresses the process of gentrification. It uses the conceptual 

toolkit of value frames to make sense of how both sets of residents perceive the 

neighborhood. Members of First Community tend to emphasize attributes that I describe 

as falling under a community legitimacy frame while members of Grove emphasize 

attributes that fall under a social justice frame. These frames shed light on how both 

groups make meaning of neighborhood change. The process of gentrification is 

fundamentally an economic process. As such, this chapter explores the economic 

differences between residents. Yet the economic process is not seen as morally neutral. 

Instead, it raises questions about inequality. While it may bring in new resources or 

reduce crime, it also changes the sense of neighborhood identity. This tension is explored 

throughout the chapter. 

I begin by presenting an outline of urban economic development that gives 

context to gentrification in Fishtown. I discuss the neighborhood reaction to a proposed 

casino that helped accelerate gentrification in the early 2000s. The casino divided the 

neighborhood and illustrated the rift that continues today. The value frames, mentioned 

above, are presented and explained using the casino and then, later, applied to other 

neighborhood issues. 

The full gentrification of Fishtown has produced an enclave for hip, upper-middle 

class residents. The newest residents have been described as “cultural creatives” who 

hold distinct values and work inside of the “creative class.” This new type of resident, 

which Grove members partially represent, stands in contrast to the traditional working-
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class identity that old timers knew growing up and that I describe in the previous chapter. 

I argue that while the programs and activities of Grove offered a much-needed injection 

of resources into the languishing neighborhood, it catalyzed large sweeping changes. The 

ensuing economic changes transformed the neighborhood beyond the preferences of even 

Grove members. In short, Grove helped encourage redevelopment, but the changes 

quickly superseded their reach and influence.  

A Sketch of Philadelphia 

 Philadelphia declined every decade for a half-century. In 2006, the city’s 

population hit bottom. In the years since, the city has rebounded with incremental but 

consistent gains. Most of the gains have come from young people and immigrants (Pew 

Charitable Trusts 2019). While these gains are important, and relevant to gentrification, 

they have only partially filled the city compared to its historical high. 

Philadelphia was most populous in the 1950 census, which reported a little over 

two million residents. In 2019, in contrast, the population was slightly over one-and-a-

half million. That is to say, the “rebounded” city is still a quarter shy of its all-time high. 

That means that modern Philadelphia, while hypothetically on the mend, still includes 

many abandoned homes and derelict structures. These abandoned homes are not 

distributed evenly throughout the city. Instead, some neighborhoods are rapidly adding 

residential units while others sink further into decline. This juxtaposition can be seen in 

gentrifying Fishtown and adjacent areas in Kensington.  

Persistent Inequality 

 While business opportunities have brought young people and immigrants to the 

city, this new chapter in the story of the city doesn’t feel new at all to some 



105 

 

Philadelphians. In fact, for many it’s just more of the same. Despite redevelopment, 

Philadelphia continues to have the highest poverty rate among the nation’s ten largest 

cities (Howell and Warner 2017). One-in-four Philadelphians live in poverty (Eichel et al. 

2019). Perhaps unsurprisingly, Philadelphia has a relatively high crime rate compared to 

other cities. Regarding homicide, the story is quite stark. In recent years, there has been 

nearly a homicide for every day of the calendar year. In 2020, there were 499 homicides, 

an unusually high figure likely owed to the unique circumstances surrounding the 

pandemic and civic unrest. The number of homicides in Philadelphia is roughly on par 

with New York City—a city over five times larger. (Despite this dark picture, crime in 

Philadelphia, like the entire country, has in fact been in general decline since the 1970s.) 

In some sense, the most notable fact about gentrification is what is leaves 

ungentrified—nearly everything. Most census tracts in gentrifying cities simply don’t 

change at all. Gentrification gets attention because some change is more interesting than 

none. But as small patches in cities experience renewed economic growth, most of the 

city continues to languish unsupported and underfunded (Florida 2017; Mallach 2018). 

While it brings more tax money into the city’s coffers and provides some hope for the 

future, it also underlines the wide divide between the haves and have-nots. When we talk 

about gentrification, we are often implicitly talking inequality. The redevelopment, while 

a positive sign, creates increased social polarization, which causes its own civic tensions.  

A Short Economic History 

While global cities like New York receive the bulk of scholarly attention on 

gentrification (Smith 1996; Lees 2000; Freeman 2006; Gibson 2015), cities like 

Philadelphia, which experienced acute deindustrialization, have particularly compelling, 
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if understudied, cases. In Philadelphia, the process of deindustrialization was especially 

severe. In Fishtown, and Kensington more generally, specialization in the production of 

textiles and apparel provided a critical source of wealth. Production of this sort made 

approximately 25 percent of the city’s total manufacturing employment in 1947 (Adams 

et al. 1991). However, as economic forces quickly drained manufacturing away from the 

city, the economic landscape shifted drastically. Adams writes that textiles and apparel 

were so susceptible to new competition that, “by 1986 these two industries had lost more 

than 91,000 jobs, or 74 percent of their 1947 total…. In gross terms, the job losses in 

textiles and apparel represent 79 percent of the total losses [in manufacturing]” 

(1991:31). The industry that had sustained communities like Kensington rapidly declined. 

                The loss of industry and concomitant growing opportunities in suburbia also 

produced a precipitous population loss. Dwindling economic opportunities along with 

racial strife in the 1960s produced an exodus of predominantly white middle-class 

citizens. The federal government also provided economic incentive to populate the 

growing suburbs (see Jackson 1973, 1987). This demographic change, known as “white 

flight,” occurred in numerous Northeastern and Midwestern cities (Crowder and South 

2008). As great numbers left the city, many homes and factories were left abandoned. 

The growing service sector replaced some manufacturing jobs, though these new jobs 

offered little security, benefits, or pay.   

                Beginning in the 1970s, efficiencies through computer technology increasingly 

defined economic growth. The emerging economy, variously labelled, can be referred to 

as the “information economy.” It involves the innovative use of information as well as 

new networks of communication (Bell 1973; Castells 1996). This economic period had 
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unique qualities. Unlike a railroad that needs to deliver goods near a city center, 

communication technology did not necessitate anchoring in the dense urban metropolis. 

And unlike transport routes that follow a pathway-of-least-resistance along rivers or 

highways (see Hoyt 1941, 1943), this development was largely free of such constraints. 

Instead, much of the economic growth took place in office complexes in suburbia, 

outside the urban core. While properties in cities like Philadelphia were losing value at 

the time, the conditions were being laid for future re-development. 

Society Hill: An Early Case of Redevelopment 

In recent decades an educated, younger, and increasingly mobile middle class has 

found the city newly desirable. This occurred for several reasons including the unique 

cultural experiences that urban environments offer. City governments also incentivized a 

“back to the city” movement through tax cuts and various private partnerships (Adams 

2014). For example, the city government partnered with real estate companies to 

redevelop the neighborhood of Society Hill in Philadelphia (Beauregard 1986).  

A languishing housing district in the 1970s, the neighborhood is now one of 

Philadelphia’s most attractive. Many properties were torn down and the Society Hill 

Towers, a three-building luxury condominium complex, was erected in their place (Smith 

1979). The neighborhood was designed to cater to young professionals who could easily 

commute to the central business district. The gentrification of Society Hill is the “first 

domino” that inaugurated a series of cascading redevelopments in the city. 

While gentrification means an influx of middle-class wealth and a growing tax 

base for the city, it also means uneven development. In some cases, it can mean the 

displacement through rising property values of the very people who once composed a 
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community. For instance, the redevelopment of Society Hill involved a forceful 

interjection of city power into the lives of those in the neighborhood. This move directly 

changed the subsequent character of the community. The infrastructure of Society Hill 

improved, but the actual residents who inhabited the neighborhood in the 1970s were 

largely supplanted. Gentrification can help create a division between those residents who 

consider themselves to be the authentic or legitimate community, and those new residents 

who see their role as improving the community. The new people see themselves as 

representing “progress” while the long-term residents feel rolled over. Commenting on 

this polarizing dynamic, Adams warned in the early 1990s, “Gentrification is seen by 

many as the great and perhaps final hope for the declining inner-city core. Yet the nature 

of uneven development is such that one person’s hope is another’s dread” (1991:90). 

The Beginning of Gentrification in Fishtown: The Casino 

The case of gentrification in Fishtown, like Society Hill, divided residents into 

two clear camps. In Fishtown the two sets of residents are predominantly divided by 

social class. However, it needs to be noted that as gentrification proceeded the type of 

newcomer moving in changed. Once the neighborhood was fully gentrification, the kind 

of newcomer was far more upwardly mobile than the original newcomers.  

In the period of early-gentrified Fishtown, a certain type of young person, less 

financially secure, possibly an aspiring artist, more tolerant of the rough edges of 

industrial decay, was attracted to the neighborhood. As the neighborhood continued to 

gentrify, the neighborhood became safer, more expensive, chic, and attracted a different 

type of newcomer. This difference will be discussed later. The important point that it is 

harder to pin down what characterizes a “newcomer” (in contrast to an old timer). Later 
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in the chapter, I use the concept of the “creative class” and “creative industries” to 

conceptualize the impact of the newcomers on the neighborhood. 

A Classic Case of Redevelopment 

On the banks of the Delaware River there was a sugar refining factory. The 

Pennsylvania Sugar Refining Company began operating in 1881 in Fishtown. Jack Frost 

acquired Penn Sugar in 1947, but sugar refining—like many other industrial processes 

during these decades—was halted in 1984 and the complex was abandoned (Dixon 

1990). As Gary of First Community said, “when Jack Frost closed down…a lot of people 

in Fishtown lost their jobs. A lot of people worked there.” The complex was demolished 

through explosives in 1997 but in 2006, the site was selected for a new business in a new 

era: The Sugar House Casino.  

After decades of decline the idea of a casino was exciting. However, not all 

residents were equally excited about the prospect of a casino in their backyards. 

Sometimes when cities try to catalyze redevelopment, they start by injecting a large 

business or institution (Markusen and Schrock 2009; Mazar 2018; McCarthy 2002). A 

casino is a classic strategy to attract new people into a community and encourage 

consumption. The new casino became a source of significant civic tension within 

Fishtown between the residents. Other examples are sports stadiums, music venues, and 

other entertainment complexes. 

The fight over the casino opened up and laid bare growing divisions. In earlier 

days, there was no interest in putting anything like a casino in the neighborhood and so 

there was no debate, and no reason to argue. Instead, neighborhood controversies 

involved the standard fare of crime and family drama. In the 2000s, however, Fishtown 
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was beginning to change. With new economic prospects dawning, the casino exposed the 

different perceptions between the two sets of residents. Balzarini and Shlay (2016) 

studied the civic struggle over the casino. Reactions to the casino polarized along class 

lines. Although the polarization was not what one might predict. The authors noted that a 

Marxist scholar might expect the working-class residents to be most antagonistic to the 

casino because they are the most exploited (both as workers and as consumers since 

casinos feed addictions like gambling and alcoholism). In contrast, the middle-class 

would be most in favor of the casino because they are not personally threatened by the 

business it provides entertainment and might aid in redevelopment. Instead, Balzarini and 

Shlay found the opposite. The working-class residents were most in favor of the casino 

while the newcomers were mostly against the development.  

They developed a typology for the frames of meaning used to evaluate the casino 

controversy. In short, the working-class residents were in favor of the casino because it 

would bring new (desperately needed) jobs to the neighborhood. They were working-

class jobs, and that’s exactly what they needed. And while the casino might encourage 

gambling and drinking, those activities had been going on in Fishtown for years. In their 

eyes, there was nothing new about those human vices. For the newcomers to Fishtown, 

the casino was gaudy and vulgar. It might bring jobs, but not well-paid or respectable 

jobs. Worse still, casinos prey on poor people. The casino would drain what little money 

their poor neighbors had and hurt them further still. The newcomers, then, were against 

the casino based on concerns for social justice.  

I found this same division evident in my interviews with First Community and 

Grove members. In Table 3 below I draw out these differences. In the table, the economic 
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value frames describe basic views on redevelopment, business and might suggest a socio-

political position. The community legitimacy frames lay out the concerns regarding who 

has authority in the neighborhood and why. The old timers emphasize this frame when 

they narrate neighborhood events. Lastly, the social justice frames lay out the moral 

concerns regarding the treatment of others. They expose philosophical and ethical 

differences when it comes to the topic of rules and protections. I use the term progressive 

to characterize the socio-political orientation of the members of Grove, while civil 

libertarianism is used to describe the members of First Community. This latter term is a 

way of emphasizing traditional liberalism. While most First Community members are 

registered democrats, they are more politically moderate, and stress independence. Their 

social and political views are less predictable than those at Grove. As First Community 

member Madeline said to me once, “I was a registered Democrat when I voted for 

Trump.”  

The old timers in Fishtown sometimes find the good intentions of the relatively 

more privileged newcomers patronizing. The frames below provide a way to 

conceptualize the conflict of visions between the old timers and the newcomers. It helps 

explain how two sets of residents, who live side by side, can look at the same events, see 

different things, and respond to different moral concerns. These differences underscore 

many of the tensions between residents that appear throughout this research. Table 3 is 

based on work by Balzarini (2013) but adapted to suite my own findings. 
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Table 3. Value Frames 

 Grove First Community 

 

Economic 

Value Frame 

• Economic growth dubious 

• Big business hurts small 

business 

• Big business hurts 

community 

• Progressive and anti-

capitalist 

 

 

• Economic growth good 

• Any business development 

means more jobs 

• Business helps community 

• Politically moderate 

 

Community 

Legitimacy 

Frame 

• Old timers are out of touch 

with the new needs of the 

neighborhood 

• Old timers have old ideas 

• Old timers’ acceptance of 

development is dubious or 

displays poor judgment/lack 

of education 

• Old timers are insular, racist 

or otherwise exclusionary 

• Newcomers are gentrifiers 

• Newcomers are transitory; not 

committed to the long-term 

community 

• Newcomers are not authentic 

members of the community 

• Newcomers are paternalistic 

• Newcomers are overly educated 

and privileged 

 

 

 

Social Justice 

Frame 

• Businesses exploit the poor 

• Businesses do not consult 

with the needs of the 

community 

• Progressive. There should be 

special rules (protections) for 

the marginalized and poor. 

It’s our duty to make those 

decisions for others. 

 

• Businesses have the right to 

open and compete 

• New businesses generally have 

residents’ support 

• Civil libertarianism. Adults can 

do what they want; mind your 

business. 

 

 

Division Emerges 

One of the first observations I made while conducting this research was 

verification of the patterned differences that Balzarini and Shlay described. For instance, 

members of New Grove were among those who actively protested the casino in Fishtown. 

Chloe from Grove said, “a lot of my regular customers [at the thrift store] go to Sugar 
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House and they lose lots of money there. It’s bad. You should not put a casino near a 

low-income neighborhood.” As Chloe sees it, the big business feeds off old people and 

poor people who are not in a position to defend themselves. She compares Sugar House 

to the casinos in Atlantic City. “If you’ve ever taken the train to Atlantic City, it’s so 

depressing. It’s all these sweet older adults. And they just beeline off the train to the 

casino. It’ll break your heart.” In Fishtown, she said, “[the city] rerouted a trolley to go 

straight to Sugar House!” Mocking the city government’s decision-making process, 

Chloe said, “It’s like ‘let’s shuttle the poor people straight to the Sugar House.’” Chloe 

describes a mechanized dystopia where the system is quite literally engineered to deliver 

the poor into the trappings of the rich. Yet casinos have always been morally suspect, as 

dens of vice. The reason riverboats became sites of gambling in America is because they 

could remain transitory, fiscally connected to a state but not physically a part of it; and 

not made legal until the 1990s (Fenich 1996). While Chloe did not specifically reference 

the Taj Mahal casino in Atlantic City that President Trump owned, the defunct business 

was the kind that Chloe saw as exploitative (see Parry 2017). The cultural divide evident 

during the president election often finds local expression in Fishtown. As such, allusions 

to Trump continually resurface. At Grove, the casino narrative emphasized its 

exploitative effect on marginalized people. An ethical response to the casino meant 

protecting neighbors (who might be unable to protect themselves) from the predations of 

the powerful. In short, a social justice frame was used to perceive the casino and its 

impact on the neighborhood. 

The working-class residents felt differently. The first day inside First Community, 

I saw a water-bottle sitting on Pastor Pat’s desk that bore the Sugar House casino logo. 
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Pat explained that he personally helped strike a deal with the casino. If the neighbors 

accepted the casino, the casino would agree to spend one-million dollars in Fishtown 

each year. Local businesses and other neighborhood-level institutions (like churches) can 

apply for grants. The casino agrees to pay out the money as a way of giving back to the 

community. Pat explained that as part of the local civic association, the Fishtown 

Neighbors Association, he was in a position to forge a deal. Pat explained, “when we 

were approached by Sugar House, well, a lot of people in the neighborhood saw it as a 

job producer. Whereas a lot of the new people saw it as an eyesore.” The old timers in the 

neighborhood thought the casino would meet their needs in providing a place to work. 

From Pat’s perspective, the newcomers simply saw the casino as culturally unpalatable. 

Pat said, “that [caused a] divide, another wedge, between the old timers and the 

newcomers.” 

According to Pat, the newcomers were too quick to make demands, and while 

they offered help, the offers seemed patronizing. Pat described uncomfortable civic 

meetings where newcomers would mention their impressive educations and credentials to 

the annoyance of the old timers. From the perspective of the old timers, they deserved 

respect as the elders in the community and natural seniority, as those who have 

essentially given the neighborhood their lives. After all, they felt they took care of 

Fishtown when no one else would. As Pat explained, “[the old timers] were saying, 

‘you’re moving into this neighborhood because we kept it good for you! It’s not 

becoming good because you’re moving here.’” Pat added, “I sided with the old timers.” 

The old timers are interested in who has the right to speak for Fishtown. They 

tend to focus on who owns the authentic or legitimate voices in the community. They 
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used a community legitimacy frame when perceiving the casino. From their perspective, it 

is their neighborhood and has been that way for ages. Interestingly, while the newcomers 

were hypothetically interested in protecting the vulnerable, their protests did not bear 

fruit. The old timers did succeed in securing a deal for one million from the casino. While 

this might be a paltry sum in comparison to the earnings of a casino, it’s distinctly more 

than zero. Moreover, from the point of view of the old timers, it is not clear that they are 

“vulnerable” and in need of protection. 

The older members of Grove, who have been in the neighborhood longer than 

most newcomers, are typically better at bridging the gap between themselves as the old 

timers. Emily, for instance, who is forty years old, reflected on some of the neighborhood 

episodes. Emily was part of the early protests against the casino. Like Pat, she mentions 

that the casino did give neighborhood organizations money. She said, “which is good, but 

back then we’d be like ‘never take their blood money!’” She chuckles a bit, thinking of 

her former self, and said, “we were so radical. But at this point, I’d be like, ‘dang, we 

should have been like [to the casino], buy this green lot that’s right across from our 

church. It only costs $200,000. Give us the money.’ It was beautiful. Five lots. And of 

course we didn’t do that. Looking back now, I wish we did.” To be clear, Emily feels the 

same way about the casino (she doesn’t like it) and holds the same concerns for its 

deleterious impact on the community, but simply approaches it differently. The Grove 

protests ultimately didn’t succeed. Had they cut a deal with the casino, they could have 

protected the green space across the street, and the grove of trees under which they used 

to eat lunch. Whether cynical or realistic, as Emily has come to see the situation more 

like the old timers.  
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The reason I recount the episode of the casino in depth is because it does a great 

job at capturing the division still alive in the neighborhood. While Sugar House changed 

its name, and the casino drama ended, the division between resident is as real ever. And 

the approach of each camp in dealing with neighborhood issues is still apparent. The 

name Sugar House, in referencing Fishtown’s industrial past, paid homage to the old 

timers. After that gesture had been made, however, the casino name was eventually 

changed to match the brand name of its sister casinos, that is, Rivers Casino Philadelphia 

(Tanenbaum 2019).  

From a Neighborhood of Production, to a Place for Consumption 

 The complexities of a half-century transformation in Fishtown mirror similar 

changes in other cities. The changes can be meaningfully summarized as follows: the 

neighborhood died as a site of manufacturing and production and was reborn as a place 

for consumption.  

When dirty, dangerous, working-class jobs were plentiful, they were cause for 

protest and unionizing. Classic working-class jobs like coal mining for instance, were 

considered undesirable. With this in mind, it is quite striking to observe the 2016 

promises of then-candidate Donald Trump to bring back coal mining jobs (Van Nostrand 

2016). At a rally, the future president donned a hard-hat and, in front of an audience, used 

an air-shovel to dig pretend coal. The mostly working-class crowd erupted in cheers. One 

might have otherwise assumed it was good that those jobs were going away. But of 

course, it is only good if one is not depending on those jobs to stave off bankruptcy or put 

food on the table. Working class people do not benefit as directly from modern 
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globalization compared to middle class workers in the “information economy.” As such, 

the economic outlook is shaped by different incentives.  

Fishtown is a microcosm of a broader trend. That is, the sites of industrial 

output—of making things—have gone to developing countries, while cities have 

increasingly become sites for consumption. The transformation happened in stages, and 

not everywhere at once, but represents a profound social change. The decline in industrial 

employment does not mean there is no longer domestic production. In fact, in sheer 

output America is producing more industrial material than ever before (Baily and 

Bosworth 2014). However, like farming in the nineteenth century, fewer people are 

needed even as more is produced. Aside from jobs going abroad, a major part of what has 

changed is increased innovation and technology. The reason the profound change is 

social and not just economic is because work is a meaningful activity. It provides identity 

to the people who do it, not to mention pride (or shame). Jobs in the information 

economy provide a degree of status and demand higher levels of education. The different 

economic realities may well influence different outlooks as those engaged in production 

gain an appreciation for the effort in making things, while middle class jobs encourage 

one to see the city as a landscape for consumption.  

 An urban landscape of consumption means tourism, hip bars and cafes, trendy 

inviting spaces and a cosmopolitan atmosphere. In Sharon Zukin’s (2009) Naked City: 

The Death and Life of Authentic Urban Places she observes such changes in New York 

City. Urban places that were once unique in their grit and originality are being 

refashioned, Zukin argues, as the city gentrifies. The urban environment is transforming 

into corporatized spaces or, at best, homogenously chic. That is, pleasant looking but 



118 

 

ultimately inoffensive and utterly fungible. Similar criticism, however, has been around 

for some time. For instance, Walter Benjamin observed the beginnings of similar changes 

nearly a century ago when he wrote about the glass and iron domed arcades of Paris, the 

harbingers of the modern mall (Benjamin 1999). Nevertheless, some scholars observe a 

more pernicious use of spectacle and consumption (Glaeser, Kolko, and Saiz 2001; 

Gottdiener 1997). Not all scholars see change as negative—some emphasize economic 

opportunity and innovation (Florida 2002). Regardless, the point remains that a 

neighborhood of consumption is a different kind of place, with different kinds of people, 

who may well hold different values. The economic change in Fishtown, provides a 

meaningful context for the changes in the values of the residents.  

Some of the memorable factories in Fishtown that First Community members 

mentioned include Jack Frost, Ajax Metal, B&B Dyers, and the Crowe Carpet Company 

complex, which have all shut down over the years. They have been replaced by an 

archipelago of bars and coffee shops. Some sit inside original old brick structures that 

have been gutted but now provide a compelling aesthetic. For instance, La Colombe 

Coffee Roasters, a popular spot on Frankford Ave., have made superb use of their 

formerly industrial space. Similar observations can be made of the bar and music venue 

Johnny Brenda’s as well as the bar called Garage. The rough edges and industrial 

aesthetic, once unintended reality, are now selling points for neighborhood authenticity. 

Other establishments integrate local names, like street names (Martha Bar on Martha 

Street, the Memphis Taproom on Memphis Street etc.) or showcase a Fishtown fish 

statue to communicate authenticity. 
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Who is Moving In? 

Gentrification in Fishtown started slowly. In 1984, the Philadelphia Inquirer 

published an article called “Faking It In Fishtown” (Kaye 1984). The article tells the 

story of a young couple who, after graduate school—in Psychology and Education—

moved into Fishtown. Fishtown, the article says, “was on the wrong side of the tracks in 

Kensington, which made it very affordable.” The couple paid $15,000 for a spacious 

three-story house. The couple explained, “Fishtown is known as a blue-collar Archie 

Bunker kind of a neighborhood and people think it’s unsafe and tough. But it’s the kind 

of place where people sit on the front steps and kids play in the street. We’ve never heard 

of a single incident of crime. You don’t get a chic ambiance, but you can walk to Center 

City or the Ritz Theater in Society Hill for that.” They add, “and you can still buy a 

livable house here for under $20,000.” While the couple perfectly illustrate a gentrifying 

resident, through the 80s and 90s the number of such people were minimal in Fishtown. 

While this newspaper article shows that gentrifiers were moving into Fishtown as early as 

the 80s, the cost of the home makes clear that their presence was not affecting the 

housing prices. Gentrifiers did not reach the threshold necessary to affect real estate 

prices or neighborhood culture. In the 2000s this began to change.  

In 2008, The New York Times published an article called “Rebirth Along the 

River” (McCuan 2008). The article describes Fishtown as a “tight-knit Irish Catholic 

enclave” that has recently been known as “a place to score drugs.” These days, however, 

“artists easily outnumber fishermen and heroin addicts.” A few years later, in 2013, 

another article followed: “A Creative Renaissance in Philadelphia’s Fishtown” (Tsui 

2013). A more highly educated demographic was moving in to Fishtown in large 
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numbers, including artists and young professionals. Of course, what makes this process in 

Fishtown sociologically interesting, is that it’s not unique to Fishtown. It describes an 

urban change taking place in cities across the country (indeed, in other countries). A great 

number of social observers and urban writers sought to describe this new socio-economic 

condition. At its root is an economic transformation that demands more intellectual and 

creative effort from workers. As a result, not only are more people than ever before 

getting university educations, but they are also tasked with innovation and “creative” 

decision making. Many of the newcomers in Fishtown come from this socio-cultural 

class, the qualities of which are explored below. 

Newcomers Reflect on the Transformation 

For some members of Grove, the early days in Fishtown seemed dangerous. The 

shared white racial identity meant little when it came to potential threats. Robert of 

Grove, for instance, remembers a variety of incidents when he first moved in. The white 

kids in the neighborhood seemed threatening. “For a while there were these, like, 

roaming bands of teenagers who had grown up in Fishtown. They would ride down 

Frankford Ave with broomsticks or baseball bats, like swinging them around.” Robert 

would keep his distance if he saw them coming down the street, slink into the shadows, 

and try not to be noticed. “We’ve seen them smashing car windshields and shit like that. I 

don’t think necessarily targeting people. But they were pissed off at something.” 

Regarding the adults in the neighborhood, Robert had a wide range of 

interactions. He had lived on blocks where everybody was friendly. Robert added, 

however, “...I’ve definitely seen a lot of antagonism between those two groups,” referring 

to the old timers and newcomers. But to Robert, much of the animus came from the 
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newcomers themselves. As he saw it, a strong class resentment was evident among the 

newcomers. Robert describes it as a “low level of prejudice where it’s kind of like ‘he’s a 

townie, we don’t mess with that dude.’” The term townie or Fishtownie, or even 

Fishtuckyin is sometimes used as a class-based epithet by newcomers against the old 

timers. It’s a familiar insult. It echoes another Pennsylvania-based term, Pennsyltucky, 

which is used to liken rural Pennsylvanians to poor Kentuckians. I have generally heard 

the term used by young urbanites who grew up in rural Pennsylvania and want to 

(culturally) distance themselves from their rural upbringing.  

For Christopher, another member of Grove, the early years in Fishtown were 

scary. “The first time I went to Fishtown—I didn’t live there, I was going to a house 

party—it was kind of terrifying, actually. A lot of the area was not good. It was pretty 

dangerous.” Once he did move into the neighborhood, Christopher would hear stories 

from the local barber about Fishtown in decades past. “He actually talked about gangs! 

Like really big gang turf wars... You would actually get beat up if you went certain 

places. South Philly was the same way.” Christopher added, “I thought Fishtown was 

rough, rough as hell. Like I did not feel safe there. During the last 15 years that has 

changed a lot.” 

Around the time that Christopher was starting to visit Fishtown for parties, Pastor 

Pat was purchasing his house in the neighborhood. Pat also experienced the gangs of 

mostly young boys that Christopher described. He said that groups of boys have always 

felt threatening to him. “I think especially like kids that were tough, smoking and 

drinking on the corners. You know, big gangs of boys like 13, 15, 16 years old. When 

you get 20 of them together and they’re just sort of being punchy with each other. I 
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always felt like you never know when the tide was going to turn and they might be in 

attack mode.” Even in today’s Fishtown, Pastor Pat sometimes feels weary of large 

groups of boys. While there are far fewer than in years past, Pat sometimes encounters 

them, especially in the northern end of the neighborhood. 

Some research shows that gentrification reduces crime (David, Palmer, and 

Pathak 2017) but the process can be slow depending on changes in the neighborhood. 

Sarah remembers that before moving into Fishtown, her friends in the neighborhood 

would warn her about the boundaries. Sarah recalled her friends saying, “It might not be 

cool to walk all the way up Frankford by yourself, but it’s generally fine.” A few years 

earlier, that would have been a definite ‘no.’ But as the neighborhood gentrified, and the 

balance of residents shifted, such boundaries shifted as well. 

In the earlier period of gentrification there was a greater felt sense of turf wars 

between residents. The early newcomers first formed “beachheads” in the 

neighborhood—a trendy café on the corner or a new bar with good music. The isolated 

islands eventually formed an archipelago of spaces dominated by the newcomers. Over 

time, the spaces in between filled in such that some areas felt dominated by the 

newcomers. The process, however, was gradual and negotiating the boundary between 

safe territory and danger was a continual concern for the newcomers. 

This boundary that the newcomers describe is primarily based on class-tension 

and a general sense that the newcomers were “outsiders” and did not share a culture with 

the long-term residents of the neighborhood. In a 1994 newspaper article, a lifelong 

Fishtown resident was quoted as saying, “you have to be born in Fishtown to survive 
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here” (Morello 1994a). While that likely has a dramatic flourish, this sentiment is 

commonly reported. 

For newcomers, the tension was clear, but the racial dimension often remained 

transparent until well after they moved in. For Cara, a newcomer to Fishtown in her late 

twenties, but not a member of Grove, she started learning about the history of the area 

after buying her home. “I found out all the white racist mobs [in the 1800s] essentially 

started in Fishtown and NoLibs [Northern Liberties] and then ran down to the historically 

Black neighborhoods and would, I don’t know, kill people or throw torches. I don’t know 

what they were up to. But it was all here, historically. It’s in the soil... Once you move 

somewhere, you’re like ‘oh, I’m so excited to learn the history.’ I’m like, ‘this is 

horrifying.’” Cara isn’t alone. Pastor David of Grove made a similar discovery after 

moving in. David said, “None of my Black friends would go there. I didn’t know that 

when I first moved there.” In other words, from the perspective of the white newcomers, 

the tension inside the neighborhood was a primarily class-informed, insiders-versus-

outsiders tension. From the perspective of non-white newcomers, the tension was 

primarily a race-based, insiders-versus-outsiders tension. The white gentrifiers were 

experiencing one side of the tension, but not the other.  

David, however, has been in the neighborhood for many years. Since he first 

moved in, he thinks the atmosphere has changed drastically. The original atmosphere, 

that he describes as “you don’t belong here. Outsiders not welcome,” has receded as the 

newcomer “turf” has taken over. In fact, at this point, David says, a whole new cultural 

wave has swept in—referring not to a more racially tolerant dimension, but middle-class 
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sensibility. He admits that it suits him as he gets older and has become more financially 

secure.   

“I mean,” David said, “there’s a French restaurant in the neighborhood!” By the 

end of the decade of redevelopment (around 2018) Fishtown entered new economic (and 

cultural) territory. David added on the restaurant, “I’ve been there once. It’s, uh, I have a 

little problem with French stuff. It’s too... It’s so... French. Too French,” he said jokingly. 

David goes on a mini tangent about cultural sensibilities. “One of my favorite authors, 

Jacques Ellul, who is a Christian anarchist, he’s so French. It’s just this sort of arrogance 

and this superiority and long-windedness, and this beautiful flowery poetry.” “I just kind 

of resent it sometimes,” he added wryly. “Their restaurants too. I was just kind of like, 

‘oh man, you’re going to bring the high-brow, hoity-toity, kind of vibe?’ But it’s like, 

‘yeah, of course, why not?’ This is a hot neighborhood.” 

David’s comments on the French restaurant are symbolic of a full transition. Not 

many years ago Fishtown was defined as a working-class white neighborhood with an 

insular and defensive posture. Those who ventured into the neighborhood, even the white 

newcomers, were treated to suspicion and hostility. A general antipathy to any kind of 

outsider marked the neighborhood. Today, however, the tone of the neighborhood has 

shifted markedly to include cultural accruements that brand the neighborhood as 

desirable, even cosmopolitan. The in between stages were largely shaped by the 

newcomers who felt tension mostly undergirded by class difference. These same 

newcomers, however, did not experience the racial exclusion that others felt. In this 

sense, they functioned as an in-between step, allowing the neighborhood to transform 

further. The degree to which this final iteration changed the racial landscape is open for 
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debate. No one would argue that the changes in the neighborhood have made Fishtown 

more defensive or insular. However, the racial demographics of the neighborhood have 

remained largely unchanged and the new milieu has its own exclusive element. The 

cultural dimension of the new milieu is exposed below, and its racial dimension is 

explored in chapter 11.  

The Creative Class and Bobos in Fishtown 

In the 1990s, Brooks coined the term “latte liberal,” which refers to a wealthy 

progressive who, despite their politics, is out of touch with the working-class. He later 

expanded this concept with the term bobos, part bohemian, part bourgeois. Brooks (2000) 

argued that a cultural synthesis occurred at the end of the twentieth century that 

integrated the dominant and counter-cultural forces. The dominant force is exemplified 

by the money-making ethos of the 1980 (think Gordon Gekko’s dictum “greed is good”) 

while the counter-cultural force is captured in the hippie ethos of the late 1960s. The 

bourgeois is rational, focused on hard work, planning, and concerned with order. The 

bohemian is creative, spontaneous, and skeptical of the prevailing order of things. Brooks 

considered Steve Jobs an exemplar of this new elite of non-elites. Jobs was devoted to 

worldly success in business yet wore blue-jeans and a simple black shirt.  

While Brooks saw bobos as a new kind of privileged class, they have a cultural 

sensibility distinct from the privileged classes of the past. Brooks describes an upper 

middle-class intellectualism, “You will be shunned if you are anti-intellectual. For one 

reason or another the following people and institutions fall outside the ranks of Bobo 

respectability: Donald Trump…” (2000:47). That is, the first name on Brooks’ list is, 

interestingly, the future president. The key point is that while a figure like Trump may 
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have financial resources like Steve Jobs, a cultural sensibility divides the two. This 

division has more to do with the sphere of culture, of values and identity. The early 

gentrifiers in Fishtown were not Brooks’ bobos, but the further gentrification proceeded, 

the more his typology characterized the new resident. Members of Grove in the 

neighborhood functioned as an intermediary step between the white working class and 

the white upper middle class of bobos that eventually becomes a dominant force in the 

most redeveloped areas in the neighborhood.   

The work of Richard Florida and Brooks are often referenced alongside each 

other. That is because both writers were publishing around the same time and making 

similar observations about a new class condition. Florida’s concept of the “creative class” 

provides a way to understand the economic context that produces bobos. It is a more 

inclusive concept, and is useful because many of the new residents of Fishtown are a part 

of it.  

Florida’s “creative class” are highly educated workers in the information 

economy. The creative class includes workers who are literally creating “meaningful new 

forms” in the arts, design, or media, but it also includes far more workers in areas like 

computer programming, higher education, architecture and engineering (2002:8). For 

Florida, a super-creative core (of the most creative workers) makes up about 12 percent 

of the United States workforce (2002:69). The fundamental idea is that creative class 

workers are not doing repetitive work (i.e., factory work or simple office work) but are 

actively engaged in innovating new solutions. While “creative class” is identified most 

popularly with Florida, the concept is not unique to him. A couple of years before Florida 

published his work, Ray and Anderson (2000) published The Cultural Creatives, which 
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described a new and growing demographic essentially synonymous to the creative class. 

However, unlike Florida, Ray and Anderson are not interested in economics or 

productivity. Instead they focus on the values and ideological hallmarks of this new class. 

They are interested in the interior lives of cultural creatives.  

The work of Ray and Anderson describe many of the values that members of 

Grove hold. For instance, Ray and Anderson explain that the values and beliefs of 

cultural creatives express underlying themes of “ecological and planetary perspectives, 

emphasis on relationships and women’s point of view, commitment to spirituality and 

psychological development, disaffection with the large institutions of modern life, 

including both left and right in politics, and rejection of materialism and status display” 

(2000:4). What Ray and Anderson present is a worldview for members of the creative 

class, many of which align with the values of Grove. The occupational description that 

Florida presents for the creative class describes many members of Grove. The values 

presented by Ray and Anderson make that even clearer. Both writers emphasize the role 

of education, innovative thinking, and general a cosmopolitanism that defines the group.  

Florida as well as Ray and Anderson are also united in their optimism, at least in 

the 2000s. As Florida has it, gentrification is basically a positive process insofar as it 

means economic progress. Ray and Anderson would partially agree, although strongly 

emphasize the moral progress implicit in having more citizens care about the 

environment and social justice. If these caring and educated citizens are also 

redeveloping forgotten neighborhoods, that too is for the good. Yet the growing 

inequality suggests the gentrifying neighborhood is far less constructive than the rosy 

picture painted above would indicate. In their book Gentrification, Lees, Slater and Wyly 
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mince no words when they write that “gentrification is nothing more and nothing less 

than the neighborhood expression of class inequality” (2008:80). Even Florida has 

recently paid more attention to growing inequality. After receiving criticism (MacGillis 

2010; Markusen 2006) Florida (2017) now acknowledges that the inequality that thriving 

cities have produced constitute their own problem. During a public lecture, Florida said 

that one of the fiercest critics of gentrification, Neil Smith, sat on his doctoral dissertation 

committee at Columbia. It was an amusing and interesting insight. Smith taught 

gentrification from a Marxist perspective that highlights an antagonistic relationship 

between the haves and have-nots. Perhaps owing something to the concerns of Smith, 

Florida warned of a populist backlash that growing cities may incur. He cites both the late 

mayor Rob Ford of Toronto and Donald Trump in America as examples of this backlash 

(Florida 2017). 

The concepts of the creative class and cultural creatives connect members of 

Grove, and newcomers more generally, to a broader conceptual framework. Below I 

show how members of Grove do display the kinds of values that place them in the 

typology described by Ray and Anderson. These values are consistent with the social 

justice frame displayed earlier in the chapter in Table 3. I also argue that while Florida is 

correct in sketching out the economic benefits the changes are no panacea. In the case of 

Grove, while their creative interests were constructively channeled into entrepreneurial 

activity that has aided the neighborhood, that period—of idealistic scrappy 

entrepreneurship—was short lived. Ultimately, once the local (and small) business 

activity of Grove makes the neighborhood more inviting, the neighborhood renewal 

spirals upward. That is, redevelopment quickly gets taken over by developers who have a 
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different vision for the neighborhood than the idealistic intentions of members of Grove. 

The developers also have more power to make their vision into a reality. What starts as a 

forgotten enclave for artists, young radicals and even bohemians, becomes a space for the 

creative class and even bobos. 

Cultural Creatives 

The most prominent example of entrepreneurship from Grove is a neighborhood 

thrift store. Before addressing the thrift store, however, I will consider other examples of 

business activities from Grove and show how members exemplify cultural creatives in 

their values and members of the creative class in their occupations.  

Among Grove members in Fishtown, the impetus to create a new business often 

emerges from a creative background. For Robert, for instance, an art degree in sculpture 

led to a woodworking business. For Owen, relationships through music turned into a co-

ownership of a neighborhood restaurant. The relationship between the artist and 

entrepreneur is more direct than it may seem. The artist and entrepreneur are similar in 

temperament, alike in their attraction to novelty and innovative ideas (Deresiewicz 2015; 

Sternberg and Lubart 1999).  

 While it can be difficult for a creative person to make money from an innovation, 

the future economy depends upon such people taking risks. A variety of sociologists have 

noted the economic import of creativity and creative types (Carlino and Saiz 2019; 

Florida 2002; Lloyd 2004). Free-thought and novelty have clear economic utility in an 

economic landscape that rewards innovation. The entrepreneur type brings what 

economist Deirdre McCloskey (2007) referred to as “bourgeois virtues” into the 

neighborhood, which tend to produce economic development. As such, there is potential 
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(economic) power in the artists who move into pre-gentrified neighborhoods—if not 

directly from the artists, then indirectly through the adjacent types who come in shortly 

thereafter and take advantage of new business opportunities. 

The lists in Table 4 highlights college majors, occupations, and some activities 

that members of Grove engage. The lists are not meant to be exhaustive, but they do 

characterize the general interests of members. Among college majors, one can observe an 

interest in the arts and humanities (e.g., fashion and design, sculpture, and English). 

Among the occupations and activities, one can see that many members pursue jobs that 

allow for a creative facility (e.g., audio engineer, mural painter, community gardener). If 

not through standard employment, many members have at least one distinctive creative 

outlet (which they practice as a hobby or semi-professionally).  

   Table 4. Select List of College Majors and Occupations 

Select list of College Majors  

 

Select list of Occupations and Activities 

 

• Social work 

• Fashion and design 

• Film and video 

• Sociology 

• Photography 

• Project management 

• African American studies 

• Sculpture 

• Engineering 

• Radio, television, and film 

• Furniture design (art degree) 

• English 

 

• Musician and audio engineer 

• AmeriCorps participant 

• Special education teacher 

• Disc jockey 

• Mural painter 

• “dot com” entrepreneur in the 90s 

• Librarian 

• Barista 

• University I.T. tech 

• Restaurant co-owner and cook 

• Thrift store manager 

• Community gardener 

• Customer service for electronics 

company 

• Wood shop owner 

• Printing company 

• Pizza shop owner 
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The list of college major and occupation is further indication that Grove members 

are part of what Ray and Anderson and Richard Florida consider creative workers. 

However, this says nothing about their direct economic impact in Fishtown, which is part 

of their story in the neighborhood. Distinct from buying homes in the neighborhood, 

members of Grove are active in programs, organizations and businesses. Quite a few 

members have opened small businesses in the area that have directly aided 

redevelopment. Not only does this provide some direct economic boost to the 

neighborhood, it also integrates members into the fabric of the community. Small 

business owners need to know their clients. The “bourgeois virtues” of McCloskey 

involve the need to establish and maintain positive relationships (if not for their own 

sake, then to ensure the survival of their business). A neighborhood full of small business 

owners tends to be a neighborhood of robust and healthy community life. This of course, 

is partly why old timers fondly remember the old times in Fishtown. There were plenty of 

small business owners and local entrepreneurs. The entrepreneurial activity from Grove 

members suggests that they are not simply a force for increased consumption. Rather, 

they contribute to the revival of community in the neighborhood through small business 

ownership.  

“Arts, Culture, and the Creative Economy” 

Post-industrial cities have been interested in reinvigorating their economies. The 

search for a cure has been going on as long as such cities have been in decline. 

Pittsburgh, for instance, replaced its steel industry with investment in education and 

medicine (Crowley 2005; Mallach 2018). Detroit, in contrast, has struggled to redevelop 

after the decline of the automotive industry. One key observation involves the role that 
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young artists play when cities do succeed in (at least partially) redeveloping. Artists are 

willing to move into cheap urban neighborhoods that others avoid. Their presence starts 

to make the area more interesting. Speaking more broadly, it tends to be creative workers 

who innovate, take new risks, and end up the entrepreneurs that can catalyze 

development. Many people observed this phenomenon, but Florida provided the clearest 

and most well-known explication, dubbing such people some members of the creative 

class. 

The city government of Philadelphia has an entire office dedicated to the “Arts, 

Culture and the Creative Economy.” The purpose of the office, according to their 

website, is to aid artists in revitalizing communities, improving education, and promoting 

economic development (Office of Arts Staff 2020). The terminology “creative economy,” 

and description as an aid in revitalizing, is owed to the influence of Florida.  

Since post-industrial cities across the country were searching for a new (and 

affordable) approach to their ailing economies, Florida’s recommendation became 

influential. Many cities have attempted to make their downtowns hip in order to attract 

creative talent that might grow their economies. They do this by painting bright murals 

and ensuring chic coffee shops and local breweries attract the attention of local creatives. 

Additionally, they sometimes setup unique financial arrangements to attract talent. For 

instance, the city might sell homes to artists for $1 if the buyer agrees to some conditions, 

such as staying in the neighborhood for several years. This way, declining neighborhoods 

are hopefully stabilized. Florida has been criticized for selling “creativity” as a panacea 

for every city’s ailing economy (MacGillis 2010; Moretti 2012). Of course, in reality a 

fledging city will not be automatically reinvigorated by a few new murals. Nevertheless, 
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city governments like Philadelphia do attempt to sway young creatives to move to their 

city.  

Philadelphia has experimented with various programs to encourage artists to 

move to the city. Since the population declined, the city was faced with a glut of ageing 

homes. The city has experimented with programs going back to at least the 1980s, to give 

homes to artists under the stipulation that they commit to take care of the home for some 

agreed upon amount of time. Additionally, the local community development group near 

Fishtown—the New Kensington Community Development Corporation (NKCDC)—

developed a long-term plan for the area. The plan was to create an artistic enclave called 

the “Frankford Avenue Arts Corridor” as a way to revitalize the local economy (NKCDC 

2004). In short, the arts-themed gentrification of Fishtown was not simply an organic 

creation of residents. Instead, it was encouraged with a plan from the local organization.  

The NKDCD that helped spark gentrification was founded by Fishtown artists in 

1985. In addition to encouraging artists to move into Fishtown, they “offered energy 

assistance, housing counseling, foreclosure prevention, first-time homebuyer assistance, 

and rental rebates to artists and other local residents” (Moss et al. 2019:59). The 

relationship between artists, local non-profits and local businesses is serendipitous. 

Artists, especially when young, are eager for space to work but have few financial 

resources. They are a rare demographic that finds that urban blight fits their needs. Not 

only may they find creative inspiration in decaying industrial spaces, but the 

infrastructure is useful. Artists may require the freight elevators and high ceiling of old 

industrial spaces to carry out their work. In Kensington, the empty warehouses and 

factories were converted into art studio space. There is precedence to the odd marriage 



134 

 

between artists and such spaces. For instance, the industrial decline of New York City in 

the 1970s provided an affordable and interesting landscape for artists like Lou Reed and 

Patti Smith and provided the conditions for a flourishing creative scene. If artists succeed 

in rebranding a neighborhood and making it newly desirable, local organizations and 

businesses stand to benefit. Local organizations and businesses, for this reason, are likely 

to support local art activities.  

Before Florida’s concept of the creative class, Sharon Zukin (1989) noted the 

symbiotic relationship between the demand-side desire of artists for cheap housing and 

the supply-side willingness for city governments and homeowners to provide housing 

(and eventually make profit). Zukin, in short, described the economic utility in creative 

residents taking over urban spaces. Compared to Florida, Zukin is far more critical of the 

eagerness of city governments to use artists and businesses in the “creative economy,” to 

turn distinctive urban enclaves into corporatized environments. Zukin writes, “...if entire 

cities, led by their downtowns, continue to be ghettoized by public rhetoric and private 

investment, the dream of a common public culture will fall victim to an empty vision” 

(1996:294). Yet Zukin, in this passage, was writing about New York City, which bears 

significant differences to the extreme blight of Kensington in Philadelphia. The plan to 

revitalize Fishtown through art and artists, even with city government help, was 

reasonably grassroots.  

A Note on Social Distance 

Long before the pandemic of 2020, the term “social distance” referred to one of 

the most widespread concepts in the social sciences. It is used in psychological and social 

studies of ethnic, class, gender and status differences (Ethington 1997). Emory Bogardus 
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created the social distance scale in 1924 as a way of measuring, essentially, felt prejudice 

(Wark and Galliher 2007). The concept was taught to Bogardus by Robert E. Park. Park 

envisioned the concept as a way of expressing the “more or less instinctive and 

spontaneous disposition to maintain social distances” between social groups (Park 

1924:343). And Park was heavily influenced by Georg Simmel, under whom Park studied 

while in Berlin for graduate school (Schreyer 2017). 

For Simmel, the concept was social geometry, by which he meant not the physical 

distance between people but the psycho-social distance. Park thought the concept could 

be used to study racial and ethnic relations. He was interested to take the concept and 

“reduce to something like measurable terms the grades and degree of understanding and 

intimacy which characterize personal social relations generally” (Park 1924:339). In the 

early 1920s Bogardus was especially concerned with race in America. This was partially 

the result of the Immigration Act of 1924, which put severe quotas on the number of 

immigrants coming from each country, largely spurned by anti-Japanese rhetoric coming 

from the west coast. Bogardus realized Park’s vision, created the scale and put it to use 

(Bogardus 1925b, 1925a). The Bogardus social distance scale is a measure of how much 

sympathy members of a group feel for another group. Fundamentally, it is a measure of 

tribalism. 

The concept of social distance helps explain why young white artists are willing 

to move into underprivileged and mostly minority neighborhoods. One might initially 

suggest that the answer is the obvious one: they lack the prejudice of older generations 

and are making their decision purely based on finances, with little regard to the racial 

landscape. However, they also belong to a demographic that is educated, creative, 
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entrepreneurial and upwardly mobile. While they might live in an underprivileged and 

minority neighborhood for a few years in their twenties, their life trajectories are pointed 

in a different direction from the long-time residents of the same neighborhood. In other 

words, the young artists who move into pre-gentrified neighborhoods exhibit greater 

social distance from the long-term residents who live there. It may, in fact, be easier for 

them to live peacefully alongside people different from themselves because those people 

pose no social threat. In contrast, working class and poor whites, with less social distance 

between themselves and working class and poor minority residents, may exhibit greater 

defensiveness. Since there is less social distance between them and their non-white 

neighbors, the preference to maintain physical distance becomes more, not less, 

important. Viewed through this lens, the young artists and hipsters can be seen less as 

active champions of diversity and more as rational actors from a relatively privileged 

social position. This lens is not intended as a way of forwarding a generalized criticism of 

early gentrifiers but in suggesting a deeper reading of values and motivations is needed in 

evaluating residents.  

Entrepreneurialism, Community Building, and a Growing Creative Class 

 The gentrification process unfolds in stages. Each stage has its own properties. I 

will give some description of the stages and show how Grove relates. The initial stage 

involves young artists, scrappy entrepreneurs, and perhaps even eccentrics moving into 

the neighborhood. The first members of Grove to move into Fishtown were in this initial 

stage. They are part of what Ley (2003) would call “first stage gentrifiers,” who used 

their artistic skills and ideas to encourage hip consumption. Over time, however, this 

demographic profile shifts in character. 
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 Why do young artists often start the gentrification process? In short—money and 

unique interests. That is, young artists have minimal financial resources and so must pick 

affordable neighborhoods. More than that, young artists often flee safe suburbia for the 

gritty city, as David described in chapter 4. New York City in the 1970s is a classic 

example of a gritty but affordable urban area that attracted young artists. The musician 

Patti Smith, for instance, describes this exact experience in her memoir with her then-

partner Robert Mapplethorpe (Smith 2010). Tellingly, while giving a public talk about 

her memoir, Smith recommended that young artists not move to the New York City now. 

To fiction author Jonathan Lethem, Smith said, “New York has closed itself off to the 

young and the struggling. But there’s always other cities. I don’t know—Detroit, 

Poughkeepsie, Newark. You have to find the new place because New York City has been 

taken away from you. It’s still a great city, but it has closed itself off from the poor and 

creative burgeoning society” (Moss 2010). Smith shows how the environments that 

attract young artists eventually transform into upper middle-class enclosure that artists 

cannot afford—a process happening on a small scale in Fishtown.  

 The partially abandoned industrial landscape and affordability of pre-gentrified 

Fishtown can be compared to areas of New York in the 1970s. And like that period in 

New York’s history, young artists and other creative types were drawn in. I do not want 

to exaggerate the extent to which Grove was filled with eccentrics, but I do not want to 

undersell it either. Many Grove interviewees acknowledge something different about the 

people at Grove. As described earlier, Maya puts it directly when she said, “I think it’s a 

unique person who comes to Grove in Fishtown.” Allison, another member, also makes a 

point of flaunting her willingness to be visibly different in the neighborhood. She 
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imagined that the old timers in the neighborhood see Grove members as, she said, “those 

weird, radical people that like ride their bikes everywhere and stop and talk to you 

[because they] want to know your name and want to know your story. Like those weird 

people that randomly brought me dinner one night.” To the dismay of her conservative 

parents, Allison said with delight, “they call me their radical daughter.” In the early days, 

Grove was full of young radicals that saw Fishtown as a gritty, forgotten, and affordable 

enclave.  

 The former pastor of Grove, David, has been in the neighborhood since the early 

2000s. Reflecting back on the early years and the impact that the first newcomers had, 

David said, “there’s more devotion [to Fishtown] than you would expect. The amount of 

people who raise children, or who own small businesses [is considerable].” While the 

term hipster is generally to be avoided, David acknowledges that Fishtown was a hipster 

enclave in the early days, an environment he enjoyed. “I get thrown into that sometimes, 

but at this point in my life, it’s flattering.” He describes the economic impact of the 

hipsters in the neighborhood. “I mean hipsters who can own a business, or be a 

professional videographer, or a full-timer graphic designer, they can live that out for a 

while.” These examples from David describe profiles of people working in “creative 

industries.” He explains that while those kinds of people might look like eccentric artists 

on the outside, they end up making real money, which they spend in the neighborhood. 

They become an economic force to be reckoned with. He also describes a unique 

devotion that the early newcomers have for Fishtown. “There’s this thing where people 

think that they’re pioneers all the time. They think they invented the coffeeshop, and I 

appreciate that arrogance a little bit. That’s arrogance I like.” David explains it’s not 
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literally the arrogance but the sincerity he admires. “Like a bunch of us used to be bike 

messengers together. We think that we invented track bikes. We think that we invented 

wearing high pants. And bike messenger bags and stuff. We didn’t. But like in our weird 

little world, we popularized it. Or having beards. We were like the beard-o’s, the long-

beards [of the neighborhood]. That stuff has been around forever. But there’s a strange 

devotion to it that I’ve seen [in Fishtown]. 

 The strange, sincere, young artist types helped change Fishtown. They also made 

up a good portion of early membership at Grove. Some members wonder about the 

impact of the church on the gentrification process. Allison, for instance, notes that many 

members of Grove started moving into Fishtown to be closer to the church, their friends, 

and an exciting new neighborhood. Allison said, “That’s something that I struggle with 

because I can see how probably Grove has aided with the gentrification, unintentionally, 

of this area, unfortunately.” While the impact of Grove members on the real estate of 

Fishtown must be minimal, the members were a part of a demographic turnover. 

Fishtown was increasingly “on the map” as an artistic or hipster scene at the same time 

that many Grove members were moving in. For this reason, even some members of 

Grove narrativize the church as a part of the wave that changed the neighborhood.  

 Creative young people are willing to take risks that others are not. The newcomers 

in Fishtown found an urban niche in which they could play. The city provided little 

oversight and the neighborhood felt forgotten, which meant that nobody bothered them. 

For instance, they could treat an abandoned lot as their own private green space. They 

could throw a rave or music show in an abandoned building without fear of attracting the 

authorities. They could rent affordable artist space in renovated factories. They could 
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even, importantly, afford to purchase homes, buildings, and land. In short, they could try 

their hand at creative and business endeavors. 

Former Industrial Spaces Attract Artists 

Grove member Robert is in his mid-twenties and is a small business owner in the 

area. He is a woodworker and rents studio space in a local factory. Robert explained, 

“Originally it was a cheap place to live. And all my friends were here. I had a studio in 

the Viking Mills building.” The building was eventually closed by the LNI (Department 

of Licenses and Inspections). The actual shutdown and eviction was an ordeal. “It was a 

mess. The whole building got like a 24-hour notice. Like ‘get all your shit and leave.’” 

Panicked young artists grabbed all their salvageable paintings and sculptures, and fled the 

building en masse. 

The episode is a classic example of the drama involved as the neighborhood 

gentrified. At one point in time, nobody was bothered by the inadequate facilities at old 

factories like the Viking Mills building. Safety codes were not enforced, and nobody 

complained—there was a wild west ethos. But as the neighborhood changed, more 

attention was brought to the buildings and infrastructure, and people started to ask 

questions. When it was discovered that the building wasn’t properly maintained, the 

artists had to go.  

The Viking Mills building illustrates the relationship between decaying industrial 

spaces and opportunity for young artists. The actual structure was built in 1887. The 

owner, William Arrott, expanded his manufacturing facility at that location into the 

modern building (Hexamer 1892). Like many of the factories in Kensington, the facility 

mostly manufactured textiles. The new factory was five stories high and was built to 
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process cotton and woolen yarn. In 2007, the facility was purchased to provide 

workspace for artists. While the facility was in rough shape, it provided affordable rent 

and an interesting environment for artists, some of who were artists from a local 

university.  

Many of the early newcomers enjoyed the industrial decay around them. Luis, 

who is one of the early members of Grove, said that Fishtown, “was filled with giant 

factories and some of them had bridges going across. It was this hyper-industrial 

wreckage.” Luis added, “sort of New Jack City style,” referring to the 1991 Wesley 

Snipes movie in which a drug lord rises to power during New York City’s crack 

epidemic.  

Robert no longer rents space at Viking Mills. Instead, he moved to another factory 

farther north, again past the edge of gentrification where rents are cheaper. While the 

rising rents make it harder for artists to afford the post-gentrified areas, as of 2020, there 

were 13 registered “artist workspaces” in broader Kensington, according to the local 

community development organization (see NKCDC 2020). Artists still like Fishtown but 

the freedom of the early days is gone. Artists have had to move north or find some other 

area of the city. Artists are drawn to industrial decay for both affordability and because its 

abandoned nature allows for the unusual freedom to experiment without oversight in an 

urban environment.  

For the early newcomers, they had no way of knowing what the neighborhood 

would become. Many moved to Fishtown or East Kensington before it was clear that 

gentrification would change the area so dramatically. Members of Grove simply were 

attracted to the neighborhood, some of their friends lived there, so they moved in too. 
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Leo, for instance, explained that “within five years we probably had 25 to 30 people that 

bought houses surrounding [Grove]. Leo said, “A big part of it was just ‘oh, this is where 

my friends live,’ and it’s the accessibility, you know, the El [train is nearby], it’s easy to 

bike everywhere. I sold my car for the first time. I was like ‘oh, this is so easy. I don’t 

need a car.’” 

I emphasize that there was little planning or calculating regarding prospective 

gentrification because it distinguishes the early newcomers from later waves of 

newcomers. Shortly thereafter everyone understood that buying in Fishtown was likely a 

savvy investment, changing the motivations of those moving in. Additionally, prices rose, 

excluding some newcomers who initially moved in because of its affordability. The kinds 

of people moving in, and their incentives for doing so, started to change. 

For members of Grove like Robert, mentioned above, they tried to contribute to 

the working-class neighborhood constructively. They were motivated in part by a 

commitment to social justice rooted in their Christian faith to help those struggling 

around them. As a generalization, the early newcomers at Grove—when the 

neighborhood was mostly pre-gentrified—were driven less by a desire to profit from the 

promise of redevelopment. Instead, they were genuinely committed to improving the 

community.  

Chloe’s Story: Community Gardening and Laying Down Roots 

Introduction 

 Grove member Chloe is a pillar in the community. She is particularly active in the 

church and demonstrates through her lifestyle the profile of an early newcomer. While 

Chloe is a university graduate and has exercised agency in her chosen career path, she is 
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not what Brooks would describe as a “bobo.” In terms of financial resources, Chloe is not 

different from the long-term members of Fishtown. However, she is inspired by a social 

justice agenda through her faith community. She has dedicated a great deal of effort and 

time to the struggling areas of Kensington. While her efforts have produced 

improvements on the block, her role is sometimes questioned by residents who see her as 

an outsider. I present Chloe as the first step in a transformation—continued by members 

like Sarah, Robert, and Steven, whose stories are presented in turn. The transformation 

starts with grassroot efforts, which leads to more formal interventions and, eventually, 

full scale redevelopment.   

Finding Her Way 

Chloe wears faded blue overalls speckled with paint. She bought them from the 

thrift store, and they make her look a bit like a farmer which, it turns out, is her 

occupation. Chloe is in her mid-thirties and maintains a community garden in 

Kensington, near where she lives, north of gentrified Fishtown. She has dark hair 

peppered with grey, wears a nose ring, and generally has a laid-back hippie sensibility. 

Rather than own a car that pollutes, she navigates Fishtown and Kensington on a 

bicycle—the preferred mode of transportation for her husband and close friends. 

Chloe has spent over a decade in Fishtown although she was born and raised in 

the Midwest. Chloe said she grew up, “on the brink of rolling hills and the tall grass 

prairie,” which she loved. She went to college there, the first in her family to do so, 

where she majored in Horticultural Therapy. This led her to a Christian-inspired 

gardening project in Philadelphia after college, which is where she stayed. While 

Kensington appears as the apotheosis to the bucolic prairies she loved growing up, that’s 
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the point. She finds her purpose in cultivating a nature-loving sensibility in the urban 

environment.  

While she came to Philadelphia with a college degree, she had little money. Chloe 

said, “when I first moved here, I was pretty poor, so I didn’t go out anywhere and we 

didn’t drink very much just because I didn’t have any money to.” She lived in a shared 

home with others as an intentional community. The lifestyle suited her even though 

getting by was sometimes difficult. “One of my housemates would go dumpstering,” 

Chloe said. Free calories were good calories and if rescuing food from the dumpster also 

reduced corporate waste, that was all for the good. Chloe laughed and mentioned a 

nearby beverage distribution center. Her housemate would rescue discarded drinks from 

outside the center, she said, “so we would have like 200 Odwalla drinks! All this sugary 

juice.”  

Another innovation that affordable land prices can bring to the inner-city is 

community gardening. Simply put, property is cheap, as are seeds. In pre-gentrified 

Fishtown (and currently in Kensington) empty lots and abandoned properties could be 

easily bought. It is a peculiar development given that farming is generally done farthest 

away from the urban centers, where land is cheapest. However, in deindustrialized cities 

like Detroit, for instance, urban farming and community gardens have taken root (White 

2011).  

There are some unique problems associated with the activity. In Philadelphia, for 

example, given the factories and lead smelters that used to blanket areas like Kensington, 

there is concern about lead in the soil (Ruderman, Laker, and Purcell 2018). Philadelphia 

once had 36 lead smelters—14 operated in the river wards that include Kensington—
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more than any other American city (Ruderman, Laker, and Purcell 2017). The 

redevelopment of the area often involves digging up soil that might be contaminated, 

worrying neighbors. Some have even proposed that lead in the area was responsible for 

low test scores from students in decades past (Finkel 2016a).  

As for community gardens, the workers are digging in topsoil, hopefully away 

from harmful chemicals. In Kensington, some of the early community gardens were 

opened on lots abandoned or owned by the city, since no one was watching or much 

cared. Such lots could simply be taken over without push-back; local neighbors were 

often glad to see something constructive happening. All that was needed was the kind of 

people with an interest and willingness to work in the middle of a difficult neighborhood. 

This is where people like Chloe found their niche. 

 The community garden that Chloe works at is another example of the efforts that 

Grove members make to improve the community. Deindustrialization made the housing 

stock of Kensington nearly worthless. Since so many of the lots were abandoned, the city 

simply ignored it when city land was taken over for urban farming. It was better to have 

someone taking care of the property than have trash or drug dealers accumulate.  

 As gentrification has crept north into Kensington, however, the value of the 

property began to rise. As Chloe said, “gentrification in Kensington, it’s totally pushing 

in on us.” Once the city took notice of the property, residents like Chloe needed to 

purchase the lots to ensure their garden. 

The local community development group provided an interest-free loan to the 

gardening organization in order to purchase the empty lots. Chloe explained, “now we 

own six of the nine lots that we’re gardening on, which is amazing.” Ultimately the lots 
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ended up costing “just over $50,000 for all of them together.” Even still, the re-valuation 

of the area was already felt. Chloe said, “maybe four or five years ago, no one would 

have bid on them and we could have gotten all of them for $16,000.” The garden 

provides a local and wholesome activity in the middle of the area hardest hit by the 

opioid epidemic and with extensive urban blight.  

Living Near the Garden 

While community gardening could be accused of being utopian, Chloe has 

committed herself to the neighborhood in a practical fashion. Her relation to Kensington 

did not resemble a photogenic missionary trip whereby young Christians fly into a thicket 

of social problems, build a house, and fly out again. Chloe made the neighborhood her 

life. In fact, rather than commuting from outside the area, she decided to buy a property. 

Her husband was able to contact the owner, a woman in her seventies, of an empty 

property that was in bad need of repair. “So we ended up buying it from her for $7,500,” 

Chloe said, adding “it [was] so gross and like completely in disrepair.” Her husband and 

friends worked on it for two years before moving in. Today the property is mostly fixed-

up but intentionally left open on the inside. “The only room we have in the house is the 

bathroom. That’s the only door we have inside. It’s a super cool space.” Friends of hers 

bought an adjacent home. While her home currently lies out of reach of the gentrification 

edge, in time, the home may well end up on the inside boundary of desired real estate, 

given its proximity to the El train line. If that were to happen, however, it would be sheer 

serendipity. She did not purchase the home based on speculation. She and her husband 

are simply committed to the neighborhood and want to be near the garden where they 

devote so much time. 
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As committed members of the neighborhood, they add more to the streets than a 

garden. Both Chloe and her husband travel the neighborhood with Narcan, a nasal spray 

used to revive overdosed opioid users. “I carry it with me all the time,” Chloe said. 

“Everywhere I go. It’s such an intense thing to have to have on you.” Drug use is rampant 

in Kensington, near where she lives. Chloe said, “there’s not even opioids in a lot of the 

drugs out there anymore. There’s all kinds of crazy stuff. K2 is really bad right now.” 

When shipments of opioids are intercepted outside of the city, users inside still need their 

fix. As a result, low-quality substances are sometimes sold as opioid, when they actually 

contain other unknown compounds. The result can be a wave of overdoses. 

Tackling Chaos: Dealing with Violence and Drug Use 

In addition to being prepared to deal with overdoses victims, Chloe has also dealt 

with the aftermath of neighborhood violence. She has come upon multiple gunshot 

victims in the neighborhood. “There have been a couple of shootings that were on my 

corner,” she said. “The weirdest one was someone got shot on the end of our block and 

my husband came [to get me].” She and her husband prepared to go deal with the scene. 

“So we grabbed towels from our bathroom and went down there.” They found a man on 

the ground with a circle of people surrounding him. Chloe said, “just like staring at him.” 

Chloe continued, “and [we] held pressure on his wounds until the police came.” Chloe 

thinks the man lived but isn’t sure exactly what happened. “He was shot in the abdomen 

and I think he was shot in the arm as well. And they had clear footage of the person from 

the corner store spot, but I don’t think they ever found anyone. I mean he was a drug 

dealer.” In the middle of the chaos, as they waited for the ambulance, her husband 

realized the man was likely a drug dealer and might still have substances on him. “My 



148 

 

husband was like ‘Yo, you got anything on you?’ And I was like, ‘Why are you asking 

him that!’ But he totally did. He had like a giant pocket full of drugs.” Her husband 

handed the baggies to someone in the crowd so that the man would be clean when the 

police showed up. “He was totally looking out for him,” Chloe said. Chloe explained that 

the police arrived before the ambulance. “It was just the police, like the Paddy-wagon van 

and they just picked him up and threw him in the back. We were like ‘are you joking me 

right now!’” 

Dealing with the social turmoil surrounding the drug trade is a major feature of 

life for Chloe. She remains sympathetic to the drug use even though she dislikes it. “We 

have a lot of pain in our country,” she said, and notes that opioid use is a relief from pain. 

She also notes the legitimate companies that make money from selling drugs. “The 

pharmaceutical companies are some of the biggest multimillion-dollar corporations,” she 

said. Chloe is critical of the double standard, whereby elite people like the Sackler 

family, who own Purdue Pharma, make money selling OxyContin to millions without 

consequence. After the height of the prescription opioid epidemic, a legal settlement was 

eventually reached with the elite family (Hoffman 2019; Lipson and Posner 2020). For 

Chloe, religion and spirituality offer a refuge from the toxic elements of American 

culture. “Slowing down within ourselves [is healing] because we live in such a fast-paced 

culture.” The slow-paced nature of gardening is also part meditative. It forces her to get 

in touch with the calm and slow process of nature in an environment that is otherwise 

unpredictable and chaotic. “We’re so disconnected from what we consume,” Chloe said. 

“It all comes from the Earth in some sort of way. That’s why I love being a gardener. I 

feel like I’m not the one doing the tending to the plants. I’m the one who’s getting 
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tending. I’m the one being changed by them. It definitely changes who I am and speaks to 

my soul.” 

Forging Relationships Outside Her Social Circle 

In addition to the plants, her commitment to the neighborhood has forced her to 

grow personal relationships. Chloe’s mom comes to visit every year. Chloe tries to make 

the visit as normal as possible for her Midwestern mother. “It’s so much better now, but 

our corner used to be much worse. At the intersection that I lived at, it used to be the 

biggest drug corner in Philadelphia, or even on the east coast. There’d be like 15 to 60 

people outside on this five-point intersection at any given time.” Chloe had become 

accustomed to walking or biking through the drug market. But it would be a new 

experience for her mother, and one she might find harrowing. Chloe needed to make sure 

that the guys on the corner outside wouldn’t give her mother a hard time. “So the dealers 

that I could not get to leave my step, I told them, I was like, ‘Here’s what’s up.’ I was 

like, ‘My mom is coming to visit from out of town.’ I was like, ‘When we walk back 

through here from the El you better skedaddle or just be really respectful and say hi miss, 

how you doing, or good afternoon.’” “I’m like, ‘do not offer my mom drugs!’” “And they 

were pretty respectful about it. They were just like [excitedly] ‘Yo yo, her mom’s 

coming!’” Her mom had a fine time visiting the city but, nevertheless, saw people shoot 

up in their arm while walking through Kensington. Chloe noticed her mother saw. She 

said, “I’m like ‘I’m sorry’ and she’s just like ‘it’s okay’ and takes a deep breath and 

keeps walking.” 

It has been nice for Chloe to introduce her mom to her neighbors. She said, “It’s 

fun to have her visit because, you know, all my neighbors are just like ‘oh my gosh, we 
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want to meet your mom.’” “So people just say hi to her and walk to talk to her. I feel like 

in Latino culture and even in Black culture it’s so much more matriarchal than, whatever, 

the standard white US culture is.” To Chloe, celebrating her mom and introducing her to 

the neighbors was a way to lay roots in the community. Nothing else in her mother’s life 

(besides Chloe) would have brought her from the Midwestern prairie to a large inner-city 

drug market. Chloe, in other words, served as a rare connection linking two social worlds. 

Accounts of this variety make clear that Chloe is not interested in the neighborhood for 

real estate speculation. And while she is interested in changing the neighborhood, it is 

generally in wholesome ways few would take issue with. While she is an outsider, she 

has remained dedicated to strengthening connections and looking out for others. “I have a 

bunch of neighbors who still are like ‘how’s your mom?’ or they ask even if they’ve 

never met her before. It’s just so endearing,” Chloe said.   

When the Block Changes: Improvement or Marking One’s Territory? 

 Despite Chloe’s laudable intentions and meaningful interventions, the presence of 

a white college educated woman on the block raises questions about belonging. “I’ve 

been in Kensington for 11 years,” Chloe said. Yet she encounters situations where her 

presence is called into question. Recently Chloe was hosting a gardening club day event. 

Volunteers come to the community garden lots and she instructs them on how to tend to 

the plants. Since some of the volunteers have had past substance issues of their own, and 

since the neighborhood can be intimidating, Chloe said, “I’m more on guard. I want to 

protect the space a little bit more.”  

While hosting the group, she saw a man nearby that she recognized as a local drug 

dealer. “He’s probably in his mid to late thirties and he definitely switched hands with 
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this young guy,” Chloe said. Being sure she witnessed a drug deal, she wanted to make 

sure the man, Ben, knew that wasn’t acceptable at the garden. “And I just said, ‘hey, 

excuse me, like you’re like totally welcome here, but the exchange that you guys are 

doing, we are not going to have that on our block. We’re doing this community thing and 

we just want you to respect that.’” She continued, “And he just started yelling at me and 

said, he tried to say that he was selling him a cigarette, a loosey. And I was like ‘alright 

man, I was just checking in that that’s what you’re doing, carry on, but it looked like you 

were doing something else.’” The situation blew over but a couple of weeks later Chloe 

saw Ben again while riding her bike.  

He lives on the same street as a couple of her close friends. She stopped and 

started talking with him. “So this guy, Ben, he kind of confronted me about calling him 

out a couple of weeks before. And so I just said to him, I was like ‘hey man, I’m so sorry 

if you were doing something else, but I had this group of folks here and I really wanted to 

offer them a safe space. You and I know what is happening out here and what we’re 

dealing with. And I’m not going to be shy about being like, Yo, this is our space...’” She 

continued, “And he said that I was racially profiling him. And I was like ‘Yo, dude, I get 

it.’ And I was like, ‘it’s true.’ Most of the folks dealing around here are younger Black 

men. And those dudes that you were hanging with, young Black men, I see them dealing 

drugs on the corner. Like I get that.” Chloe simultaneously acknowledges using race to 

judge the situation but also insists that there is in fact a reality in the neighborhood that 

she is responding to. She continued, 

And I was like, I know I’m a white person in this neighborhood. And I understand 

the awkwardness and even the responsibility I have and the prejudices that I’m 

coming with, from where I’m from, and what I’m doing. I definitely have power 

and privilege, which is really uncomfortable. And I’m trying to keep talking to 
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folks and figure out what that means and how to work that out. Because I don’t 

want to be irresponsible with that power and privilege that I come with. So him 

and I talked about race. He told me about his time in prison and that he has a 

daughter. And swore up and down that he was not dealing. And I’m like ‘Yo, 

dude, you totally are.’ I’m like, ‘I see you on the corner all the time.’ 

 

The interaction illustrates a difficult tension. On one hand, Chloe is not 

economically privileged herself, has committed herself to the neighborhood for years, 

and feels like she has earned the right to assert herself in the space she controls, 

especially if it is in service of tamping down drug dealing. On the other hand, she knows 

that she does occupy a social position of relative status, especially compared to Ben. With 

her education, racial status, unique purpose in the community, and network of friends, 

she will be seen as decent while Ben’s presence will be met with suspicion. Trying to do 

good without being dominating is a balancing act she sometimes struggles to get right. 

 Her attempts to get the balance right come in the form of conversations like the 

one she had with Ben. She said, “I’ve also talked with multiple young guys about being 

like, ‘Yo, you think you’re out of the system?’ Or like, ‘Do you think that you’re getting 

one over on the man or something by not being part of the normal workforce?’ I was like, 

‘No, there is like the 1% white dudes that are benefitting off of you being out here risking 

your life. Who do you think is bringing all these drugs into the U.S.?’” Chloe does not 

use the term sociological imagination but by asking the guys to see themselves as pawns 

in a broader scheme, she is encouraging them to see the social landscape from a broader 

perspective as recommended by sociologist C. Wright Mills. It’s not possible for Chloe to 

quantify the impact of these conversations but she feels like she’s contributing to the 

community in a positive way. 
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The Forces of Formal Organization 

 Chloe’s impact undoubtedly changes the look and feel of the neighborhood. She 

said, “a group of us in the neighborhood started a neighbors association a year and a half 

ago.” They are waiting to officially register the group but once they do, their organization 

will be a key institution where changes are made. However, the institutional nature of the 

group tends to divide the residents. While Chloe is excited about the possibilities of the 

group, she said, “Our meetings are predominantly young, white people. So we are still 

trying to engage the neighborhood.” She acknowledges that it’s hard when you’re 

working full time and have a family. She and her friends have more free time and perhaps 

more familiarity with working inside of such organizations. She doesn’t begrudge the 

long-term Black and Puerto Rican neighbors for not participating but knows that it will 

mean the balance of power will shift toward the younger white residents who engage the 

meetings. The ultimate impact of the organization might mean that her demographic gets 

its way more often. In doing so, it may alienate some of the other residents and cause 

increased racial tension. 

 While Chloe sometimes expresses dismay over the way the police interact in the 

neighborhood, the police have also played a role in helping the community garden. After 

discussing the large open-air drug market, she said, “they shut it down three and a half 

years ago, which is when we started our huge garden project, cause we felt safe enough to 

take over the space.” In other words, the police consciously clamped down on the selling 

of drugs, and the gang activity that, in turn, provided the protection needed for further 

investment in community gardening. Chloe added that after the market was shut down, 
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“we had an officer in a car posted 24-hours a day for well over a year, maybe a year and a 

half.” 

The presence of the officer kept the drug market from springing back to life. And 

that officer’s work time represented a considerable financial investment in the 

neighborhood from the city. It is a somewhat uncomfortable truth that the police were 

instrumental in ensuring the protection needed for the community garden, considering 

that those who work on the garden, like Chloe, tend to be skeptical of the police. The so-

called forces of “law and order” were used to tamp back the violence in the neighborhood 

necessary for more folks like Chloe to have an impact. Otherwise, the circumstances 

were too dangerous to attract volunteers. Chloe said, “at a neighborhood meeting I went 

to a couple of months ago, the police captain said that there were 124 known drug 

corners, and that’s just the ones that they know about.”  

While conducting the research, I sometimes noticed blind spots in the descriptions 

given of institutions and actors. For instance, while I never heard Chloe discuss the police 

at length, at one Sunday meeting at Grove a member said, “I don’t want to hate the 

police,” and then quickly apologized to the room, saying, “I know that is controversial.” 

The need to apologize for the statement struck me as some indication of Grove’s 

collective ideological position. Both parts of the member’s statement seemed indicative 

of Grove’s dual experience. That is, Grove members are generally ideologically opposed 

to the police (since they are seen as purveyors of violence by the state, especially against 

Black citizens) but are themselves protected by the police. They naturally find themselves 

on the side of the divide that is protected by the forces of law and order except for those 

instances when they intentionally subject themselves to arrest (in the case of a protest, or 
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moment of civic disobedience). As for Chloe, it turns out the police were instrumental in 

making the community garden happen, although Chloe either didn’t notice this or did not 

feel the need to address the issue. Similarly, Chloe made a point of criticizing the local 

community development organization, saying, “[The] NKCDC in Fishtown, right now 

they are 100% capitalizing off of the neighborhood changing and are making a lot of 

money off the vacant property that they own.” The same organization, however, 

facilitated Grove in purchasing their building. Moreover, the organization was started by 

people not unlike Chloe to aid in the development of projects like her own. Sometimes 

Grove members see themselves as opposed to organizational or institutional forces 

because, to them, those forces symbolically represent a dominant or oppressive system, 

when they in fact function as part of that system.  

While the role of the police at the community garden is perfectly understandable 

it is perhaps less surprising that someone like Ben would have perceived Chloe to be on 

the oppressive side of a neighborhood divide. While the police might bring protection and 

safety to Chloe’s work, they are likely seen as a danger to Ben. The use of the police in 

securing the space needed for the community garden to grow provides a poignant portrait 

of neighborhood change. Different institutional forces, and different people, with varied 

political outlooks intersect where interests align to produce incremental change for their 

vision of the good.  

New Businesses and Opportunity for the Working-Poor in the Neighborhood 

 “I’m definitely identifying as more of an entrepreneurial kind of person,” said 

Sarah. She is one of several Grove people who describe themselves in such terms. While 

there are many programs associated with Grove that touch the community, there are a 
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few business operations I want to draw attention to. First, I cover Sarah’s experience with 

entrepreneurship in a gentrifying North Philadelphia neighborhood—while not Fishtown, 

Sarah’s experience illustrates an important dynamic often relevant regarding 

gentrification. The second regards the woodworker, Robert, who runs a small business. 

The last is Steven, who runs an autobody repair shop near Fishtown. Each member 

crafted plans to use their business for more than making profit, but instead for social 

justice. Specifically, Robert and Steven wanted to use their respective businesses to aid 

poorer community members in gaining valuable employment experience. However, each 

confronted difficulty in getting their vision off the ground. 

Sarah and the Brewpub 

The tension that gentrification can provoke can be seen in an episode that took 

place in Brewerytown, another North Philadelphia neighborhood. A few years ago, after 

finishing college, Sarah and a coterie of like-minded friends decided to open a brewery 

and restaurant. While Brewerytown shares some of the features of Fishtown, the racial 

landscape is markedly different (Korobkin 2008). The neighborhood has been a working-

class Black neighborhood for years, but is now a salt-and-pepper mixture as more 

residents like Sarah’s friends move in. The neighborhood directly to the south, 

Fairmount, gentrified in the 1970s and 1980s, making it a whiter and wealthier area of the 

city (Beauregard 1990; Lang 1986a). Between the two neighborhoods—Fairmount and 

Brewerytown—is Girard Avenue. Regarding race, Sarah said, “Girard is a huge dividing 

line between those neighborhoods.” In the early 2010s, the boundary of Girard was 

strictly maintained. Sarah said, “before, if you lived in Fairmount, you’d hang out in 

Fairmount. You don’t go north of Girard.” At the time, the image of Brewerytown among 
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white people was, Sarah said in exaggerated flare, “people like you get shot or robbed.” 

Since then, however, that dividing line completely transformed. As young white people 

moved in, housing prices went up and the demographics of Brewerytown tilted 

perceptibly. 

The tilt was in large part because of the actions of people like Sarah, who were 

opening new businesses. Sarah’s friends are socially conscious and aware of how 

powerful the gentrification wave can be. Cognizant of the racial turn-over and the tension 

it can bring, they tried to cater their brewpub to both sets of residents. They wanted to 

craft a community space where all residents would feel comfortable spending time. Sarah 

explained, “We really wanted to do something to help facilitate a collaboration and 

interaction with these two neighborhoods and try to be a meeting place, where both sides 

can feel comfortable coming in, instead of it just being like a hip new brewpub that opens 

up in Fairmount or Fishtown.”  

Yet it is a difficult circle to square. That is, culinary and atmospheric preferences 

(inside the brewpub) come culturally and even racially coded. The vibe (and menu) 

generally attracts young white members of the new gentrifying class. In other words, the 

opening of such a space is primed to only attract the newcomers and possibly divide the 

neighborhood. 

In the very early stages of opening the restaurant, the gap between Sarah’s friends 

and the surrounding residents became apparent. Before opening, Sarah recalls that her 

friend, the main owner, was making a living “painting houses and reading a lot of 

Russian novels, and really liked the name Crime and Punishment.” The name “Crime and 

Punishment” is the title of the famous 1866 novel by Fyodor Dostoyevsky. It tells the 
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story of a young ex-law student living in extreme poverty. The protagonist and his family 

are economically marginalized and destitute. He decides to commit a murder and rid the 

world of an exploitative pawnbroker and spend her money helping his family. The only 

thing preventing him from doing so, he reasons, is his lack of courage and stupid 

adherence to bourgeois morality. The novel becomes a philosophical exploration of moral 

systems. It’s heady stuff and the cultural references does not fit in naturally between the 

laundromat and bodega store on the avenue.  

While the novel is a classic, it is also an obscure literary reference. What is 

recognizable is the unflattering optics: white hipsters come into a predominantly Black 

area and put up a sign that reads “Crime and Punishment.” The neighbors were not 

happy. Sarah explained, “there was a neighborhood association and it was like, ‘hell no!, 

you cannot open up a brewery called “Crime and Punishment” in our neighborhood. 

That’s so insane.’” Sarah continued, “and we’re... ‘oh sorry, it’s not like that’... I mean, 

we didn’t even think about that.”   

The owner just wanted the name to be literary. They wanted to create an 

environment that invited people to come in and have, as Sarah said, “really good 

conversations with good friends,” where people could stay late and bond. Sarah said the 

intention was to “facilitate an open space for anybody to come and interact.” The owner 

heard the concerns of the neighbors and explained the meaning of the name and conflict 

was averted. However, it remains a clear example of the misunderstandings that occur 

when two communities meet. The respective perspectives, cultural associations and 

biases of both groups come into play. After finishing her story and looking embarrassed, 

Sarah said, “Like why didn’t we do War and Peace?” 
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Moreover, thinking back on the whole ordeal, Sarah also recalled her surprise that 

local real estate developers immediately used Crime and Punishment to advertise their 

properties. It’s one feature about gentrification that really frustrates her. She said, “...a lot 

of realtors had ads [directed at] people moving into the neighborhood, like ‘there’s a 

brewery, that you can come hang out at.’ But people [realtors] were doing that before we 

opened! Realtors were quick to sell the neighborhood using whatever feature was 

available (proximity to the zoo, Fairmount Park, and, a hip new brewery). They were, 

Sarah said, “already using us as a ploy to get people to come move.” While Sarah’s 

business partners wanted to maintain a positive relationship with neighborhood residents, 

the realtors were less concerned. Sarah realized that the brewpub would cause a spiraling 

impact in the neighborhood outside of their control. In other words, despite the good 

intentions of her friends, their activities in the neighborhood would be used to encourage 

more white young professionals to move in that would, in turn, invariably lead to more 

changes.  

Sarah is quick to reflect on her relatively privileged position. She said, “I’m aware 

that I’m a middle-class white woman that has a safety net. So how can I try to move 

forward with that and help the neighbors in my area out and try to invest my time into 

benefitting our local area? And maybe put some influence into changing bigger 

systems?” It is a reasonable question, but not one with a clear answer. There are multiple 

perspectives to think about. From the perspective of the working-class Black community, 

“Crime and Punishment,” might as well have been called “law and order,” a dog-whistle 

going back to Nixon circa 1968. From this perspective the name was insensitive and 

underscored the differences between the two groups. From the perspective of the 
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newcomers, they are engaged in building new businesses, attracting residents, and 

working constructively in the neighborhood. They see these as positive activities and 

themselves as a positive force. But the nature this kind of “progress” makes long-term 

residents wonder who the “progressive” forces are really for. The brewpub name is a 

meaningful term to a literary type with a recognizable class, education, and race profile. 

That is, more middle class, educated, and whiter than the long-term residents of the 

neighborhood. Moreover, as Sarah realized, their activities in the neighborhood would, in 

turn, encourage realtors who only focused on profit. Lastly, Sarah said of the business, 

“we do a lot of stuff concerning the prison industrial complex.” They have provided free 

drinks at fundraisers to help raise money for the Innocence Project, a nonprofit that seeks 

to exonerate wrongly convicted people and reform the criminal justice system. Owners of 

the business would reasonably protest that they not only have good intentions and are 

even involved in supporting social justice activities. They would, of course, be right. The 

point is not to lay blame but to point out the moral complexity of such situations. The 

myriad affairs in a neighborhood constitute a complex system, the outcomes of which are 

notoriously difficult to predict. Even when the entrepreneurship of the newcomers comes 

from people concerned with social justice, it causes a cascade of changes that may be 

deleterious to the poorer residents.  

Robert and the Community Woodshop 

 Robert is in his mid-twenties and worked in a start-up printing shop in Kensington 

while nursing dreams of owning his own woodshop. While in art school, Robert 

discovered a passion for sculpture which found practical expression in woodworking. 
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Since he had access to the tools in the sculpture studio, Robert said, “I started just making 

furniture for myself, and my house, and just made a bunch of furniture that way.”  

I interviewed Robert twice, two years apart, before and after he opened his own 

woodshop. During our first conversation, he displayed passion for work and for exploring 

what is possible in his chosen field. “I’ve been working two jobs for four years now, I 

might as well keep going,” Robert said. He added, “on nights and weekends, especially 

over the past two or three years, I’ve been starting a furniture making company.”  

His plan was not only to create his own woodshop, but to use it to house a 

community program to train others. He intended the operation to get non-profit status and 

said it “will likely be owned by the church.” He thought that, at the very least, they would 

develop a partnership with the church. They would help each other in securing resources, 

and would in turn, share profits.  

 “Me and a couple other folks have been dreaming up this community workshop 

space, or community woodshop,” Robert said. He explains that woodworking is a 

practical skill and knowing how to operate the tools of the woodshop can bring good 

employment. He’s especially interested in helping out members of the neighborhood who 

don’t have other options. “One of the groups we want to target, is formerly incarcerated 

folks, who have little skills but a high motivation to learn. And need somebody to kind of 

give them a shot at it.” The idea is that Robert would hire people—who might otherwise 

have difficulty joining the workforce—who could serve as his apprentices. They would 

learn skills in the woodshop. “They would start off doing pretty menial tasks, like ‘sand 

down this tabletop for five hours’ but as time goes on, I’ll teach them the skills that I 

have,” said Robert. They would eventually leave their apprenticeship with the skills 
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needed to get a formal job. Robert lists a couple specific high-end furniture making shops 

in Kensington. They are both hiring, he said, and “it’s a good job.” 

 The plan is idealistic but practical. It is the kind of plan that could actually make a 

difference in someone’s life. It is also driven by a desire to help others, especially those 

marginalized by, in this case, the criminal justice system. The community woodshop plan 

isn’t organized around maximizing profit, or maximizing efficiency, but rather around 

finding productive ways to help others. Robert is well-aware of this. In fact, another 

notable feature of the plan is the education and self-awareness that supports it. Many 

small business operations also serve constructive purposes in the community, but nearly 

by accident. The owner might hire their own teenage children, their children’s friends, or 

local people they know. This provides opportunities for others, but it also serves the 

business owner’s needs—they have access to reliable and trustworthy labor. Such 

relations would have been more characteristic of the small businesses in Fishtown when 

the old timers were young. In contrast, Robert is setting up an operation that goes out of 

its way to aid formerly incarcerated people (and other struggling people in the 

neighborhood). This would undoubtedly come with certain risks. But for Robert, that’s 

acceptable because it serves a larger social justice purpose. Robert said, “Grove has an 

intention to create businesses that do good in the community. And whether that’s like the 

small neighborhood community or worldwide. This [the community woodshop] is 

coming out of that same ideology.” 

 Years later, however, the dream of the community woodshop had yet to 

materialize. Robert is still interested in the idea but has become preoccupied with the 

constant hustle of running his own business.  
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Before he quit his previous job, he was making enough money to feel cushion. “I 

never thought about making our rent payment,” he said. He wasn’t living an extravagant 

lifestyle, but leaving that job, “was really scary in a lot of ways.” These days, things are 

tighter. To stay afloat financially while getting a new business off the ground and 

securing new commissions, turned out to be a lot of work. The community woodshop 

might happen eventually, but it was pushed-back in terms of priority. Instead, the second 

time I spoke to Robert, he emphasized the environmental impact of his current work. “I 

take trees and turn them into furniture,” Robert said. In so doing, Robert reasons, some 

degree of carbon is locked up in the furniture. The trees are rescued from a fate as 

firewood. His idea is that the atmosphere is saved from some degree of carbon-monoxide 

pollution. The pollution, in order words, gets locked up in the furniture through Robert’s 

deliberate actions. 

While the impact of one person must be negligible, his explanation matches a 

characteristic, that I discussed earlier in the chapter, in what Ray and Anderson (2000) 

describe as “cultural creatives.” In this case, an emphasis on “ecological and planetary 

perspectives.” Robert describes a passion for working directly with “organic material that 

has its own story.” Robert describes a spiritual connection to the trees and wood that he 

works with. “How can I not have deference to this thing?” he posed, rhetorically. “I try to 

shed my sense of entitlement to it, but rather try to collaborate with it.” It’s a laudable 

sentiment and is in alignment with high minded values that are at home at Grove. 

However, it also doesn’t bring forth the practical results of providing apprenticeships to 

formerly incarcerated people. Robert seems to have built a new narrative that emphasizes 
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ecological health that does not require extra labor outside the everyday operation of the 

shop to be achieved.   

Robert’s situation partially captures the predicament of Grove. The community 

woodshop idea isn’t motivated by profit but by social justice. This, of course, is well 

intentioned and an activity to praise. Yet for this very reason it is also more difficult to 

achieve. Starting a new business is a difficult endeavor and may not lend itself to the 

idealistic vision of the community woodshop. If the program he envisions does not 

materialize—for perfectly understandable reasons—it isn’t serving a social justice 

function. In short, despite the positive intentions the practical consequence may simply be 

future financial independence for Robert and little else. 

Steven and Bootstrap Opportunities at the Garage 

 Steven is in his mid-forties and is a friend of Robert who also owns a local 

business. I talked to Steven at his autobody repair shop. He wore a blue jumpsuit, covered 

in dirt and car grease, with a blue bandana covering his forehead and hair. He had 

workingman’s hands with thick fingers and a cut not totally healed.  

I learn that Steven had had an earlier career in tech after getting a college degree 

related to media studies. “My father was a mechanic, you know, and owned the shop 

before I did,” he explained. His grandfather owned the shop before his father, and when 

Steven had trouble carving out a professional path, he decided to take over the family 

business. I wonder if Steven didn’t have other options. “I did. I could’ve done anything.” 

He laughed and said, “my father always told me to not go into the auto business.” But 

Steven enjoyed working with his hands, tinkering on cars and motorcycles. As his dad 

inched toward retirement, he decided to take the plunge.  
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The shop sits well beyond Lehigh past the gentrification frontier. On my way to 

the shop I see the neighborhood change drastically. There are fewer people on the street 

and those I see look harder and guarded. There are needles on the ground and the 

windows of shops are protected by metal mesh. The neighborhood is a window into what 

Fishtown was like fifteen years ago. Perhaps the only significant difference being that, 

then, the opioid epidemic hadn’t hit yet.  

The inside of Steven’s shop is well kept and nice, a juxtaposition to the 

atmosphere outside. Steven’s upbringing nearby in Mayfair makes the story of 

Kensington more personal. “People have been talking about how the neighborhood’s 

coming down ever since I was a little kid. They still are. It’s still working class.” He lives 

in the middle of Kensington near the heart of the opioid epidemic. In addition to living in 

the community, Steven looks for additional ways to use his unique position as a business 

owner to help others, as does Robert. 

Steven recently hired a young Latino man from the neighborhood. His name is 

Mateo and he’s apprenticing for Steven. Mateo looks like a high school student but he’s 

nearly twenty-one. He’s the first full-time apprentice Steven has had, and at the time of 

our talk, he’d only been there a month. Other apprentices that Steven’s tried, some high 

school students, have left after weeks. As we talk, Mateo occasionally interrupts to ask 

questions about how to fix a brake line. After each answer from Steven, looking satisfied, 

Mateo disappears back into the garage. Through a glass window I can see the Chevy he is 

working on sitting up on the hydraulic lifts. I wonder why Steven would invest the extra 

time and attention in training someone. He answered,  

Mission work. I feel called to try to, you know, my way of doing the Jesus kind of 

work in the neighborhood is that I own a business and I run a business and I fix 
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cars. Kids in the neighborhood, or even older adults, or returning citizens 

especially, they need economic opportunities. And an auto mechanic is, you 

know, let’s face it, kind of the bottom of the barrel as far as professional jobs go. 

So it’s something that, even if you just got out of jail, or if you’re a twenty-year-

old kid who’s just been running in the hood, you can develop the skills, and get 

that job. These kids are not going to get jobs working for the major universities 

unless they’re janitors. But they might have a chance of getting a job at a 

dealership though, if they have enough education and get their state certifications. 

 

Referring to Mateo, Steven said, “he’s really excited about getting some 

certifications but his reading and writing skills also need to come up.”  

It’s an inspiring but sobering proposition. It is inspiring in that Steven is offering 

a practical route out of one of the poorest urban areas in America. But it is also sobering 

in presenting the very real challenges that prevent people like Mateo from escaping such 

neighborhoods. Literacy and numeracy skills, once learned, remain mostly unappreciated 

(by the people who possess them). But they, of course, are hard-won after years of 

intense study and schooling. If those skills aren’t sufficiently learned, gaining a state-

sanctioned certification—even if you are making a living with your hands—won’t be 

possible. Knowing little about auto mechanics personally, I did not expect “reading and 

writing” skills to be the issue holding someone like Mateo back. It illustrates how 

difficult it is to execute effective social interventions. 

Both Robert and Steven make it clear that they see their local businesses as a way 

to strengthen the community. They recognize that as business owners, even small 

business owners, they possess an institutional resource. They have a self-imposed moral 

duty to use their resource for others who are less fortunate. Robert is perhaps less 

explicitly religious than Steven. During our second conversation, Robert said of his faith, 
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“I’m now more at the point of borderline agnosticism.” But both display an ethic of using 

the power at their disposal to help others.  

Perhaps owing something to their experience as business owners, both are less 

radical. While generally progressive, Steven confessed that, “there’re some things 

coming out of Donald Trump’s mouth and I’m like ‘I agree with that and I feel really 

dirty for agreeing with that.’” When I inquired, he responded, “Some of what he has to 

say about border security and immigration isn’t wrong.”  

Yet while both men have laudable goals for helping struggling members of the 

community, they are both constrained in what they can accomplish. For Robert, the 

community woodshop for the formerly incarcerated was harder to get up and running 

than predicted. For Steven, there is a great deal to teach (and learn) in order to operate on 

cars effectively. Gaining a state-certification to work on other people’s vehicles isn’t 

easy. Apprenticeships can be helpful but even a successful apprenticeship is only helping 

one person at a time. None of this is to criticize, but to observe the limitations involved. 

While both are driven by a social justice agenda in their moral commitment to the 

community, one might protest that their activities can only amount to a drop in the 

bucket. One might well approve of their individual gestures while also preferring large-

scale interventions. This line of argument helps inform the original dispute over the Sugar 

House casino. Robert and Steven disapproved of the casino, while less fortunate members 

of the community desired the casino for work opportunities. Small business owners must 

first satisfy the growth of their businesses to some degree in order to remain (financially) 

secure and solvent. Only once that has been achieved, are they then able to siphon some 

time, money, or attention away to social justice orientated operations. This fact means 
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that while their intentions are laudable, actual jobs for working-class residents may well 

come from businesses like the casino.  

Steven presents an interesting case, in part, because he is more explicit about 

business. Looking back at his early days with Grove, he said, “It’s very inspiring to see 

other people doing stuff. Seeing the church do business, or do business as a church, was 

very inspiring.” He explained that, 

I was interested in [business] from the very beginning because that was right 

around the time I was getting involved in the business world. First with the dot-

com and then taking over the family business. And eventually we actually started 

a good business team at Grove. I was one of the founding members of that, cause 

I mean, back then we had two people, maybe three, that actually owned 

businesses, out of like hundreds of congregants. Now we have more of a focus 

towards good business. We’re opening businesses as a church. I like to think I 

argued for this years ago about how Philadelphia, the way development is going, 

the way rents are going, everything’s going, we can’t depend on just people 

tithing to keep everything going. We need to make money somehow. 

 

I asked Steven, “why couldn’t you depend on tithing.” He replied, “Most people 

who go to Grove are not rich. So even if they tithe ten percent of their income, we'd get, 

maybe a million or two dollars a year. Across the different congregations that barely 

covers the rent and pastor salaries.” Steven makes it clear that a new and growing church 

of idealistic but young people, can have a hard time paying the bills. He also shows how 

the need to make Grove more financially secure helped encourage the scrappy 

entrepreneurialism that changed Fishtown. Members were encouraged to think long-term, 

be innovative, and make things happen. While that spirit may well have been good for 

Grove, it also proved potent for the broader neighborhood. In this way, the early artists, 

innovators, and entrepreneurs who moved into pre-gentrified Fishtown helped set in 

motion the process of economic redevelopment. Next, we look at one critical case of 

entrepreneurship, a local thrift store. It illustrates how the activities of Grove members 
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helped catalyze gentrification, but in a manner that was inclusive and relatively desirable 

by a broader cohort of residents.  

Tilting the Neighborhood Towards Openness 

 In the early 2000s, whenever a new business entered the neighborhood, everyone 

held their breath. An expensive boutique would almost certainly have failed in Fishtown. 

As thrift store director Emily said, “business is hard. If you can’t make it in three years, 

you're going to close.” Emily is right that business is hard, especially in lower income 

areas. Nationally, however, it’s not quite so stark. According to the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, approximately 40 percent of new businesses fail within their first three years 

(Bureau 2019). 

Emily is one of the early newcomers. She is now forty but while in her 

twenties, Emily made the decision to start the thrift shop. Her husband, David, had 

recently decided to become pastor of the Grove in Fishtown. She was going to spearhead 

the opening of the thrift store on behalf of the church and soon started to scout locations.   

The ideal business in Fishtown, Emily thought, would appeal to the widest swath 

of residents. A business that brings in both newcomers and old timers had the best chance 

of success. Furthermore, in the early days the ratio of newcomers to old timers was such 

that a business that only appealed to newcomers had less chance of success. Not only 

that, but a thrift store would serve as a neighborhood space where both types of residents 

felt welcome—not unlike Sarah’s description of Crime and Punishment in Brewerytown 

but without the added element of racial difference. Emily was interested in building an 

inclusive environment. 
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The Thrift Store 

A thrift store seemed to be an ideal solution for early-gentrification Fishtown. It 

appealed to both young hipsters and artists, as well as old timers who might have little 

income or depend on a modest social security check. It had practical value for the older 

working-class residents—ideally, it would be a bridge between the two communities of 

residents inside Fishtown. 

Emily describes the process of opening the store. She said, “I’m looking for a 

building for the thrift store and we find this abandoned building, because one of our 

friends who is part of the church was also the economic developer for the New 

Kensington CDC at that time. So we were just cruising all over looking for anything.” 

The building, it turned out, was not for sale. However, her friend, who worked at the 

local non-profit for neighborhood development, was able to use insider knowledge. As 

mentioned previously, the NKCDC was started in the 1980s in party by artists interested 

in investing in the area. Her friend located the owner of the building.   

“She was super helpful in getting us to the table with this guy and it turns out he’s 

a real cool Korean pastor dude who used to have a dentist business there, but had left 

when the neighborhood got too crazy for him and his family.” After speaking with the 

owner, they were able to convince him to sell. Having access to an insider at the local 

economic development organization was crucial. At the time, the neighborhood was not 

desirable so the “insider knowledge” was not highly prized. Looking back, however, it is 

an example of the kind of networks that middle-class people tend to have that allows 

access to resources. Over time, these connections can make the difference. In this case, 
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the difference came from access to information and the ability to track down a building 

owner.  

Steven, who is also a long-term member of Grove, like Emily, described the 

process as partially serendipitous. Steven said,  

Sometimes we just happen into a neighborhood. Like we just happened into 

Fishtown. We had a bunch of cell groups already meeting there, including mine. 

And we were just talking about opening a thrift store. We had looked at some 

locations in Old City. We’d looked at least one in South Philly and maybe West 

Philly. But we found the building that we found in Fishtown. And one of our 

covenant members worked for the NKDCD. She was their economic development 

director. And she was like ‘Oh, there’s a building on Frankford Avenue. The guy 

wants to sell it to a faith-based organization for mission work and he’s willing to 

sell it for a song and a dance.’ 

 

Once the property was purchased, the members gutted it and began to build. I 

asked Steven, “What was it before?” He answered, “A dentist office. I remember hauling 

a lot of old dental equipment out of there. I remember knocking down partition walls, a 

couple of oxygen tanks. It was definitely older equipment.” The members worked 

together to prepare the facility, rather than pay a company.  

Now the church and thrift store occupy different buildings. Originally however, 

they occupied the same space. Emily explained, “The thrift store was on the first floor 

and part of the second floor, and the church was in one little room upstairs. And then as 

the church got ginormous… we were packing like 200 people into a 900-foot room. So it 

was just not smart. So then we looked for another building to move the thrift store and we 

found [our current location] and that was just perfect.”  

While the commercial strip on Frankford Avenue was stagnating for years, on the 

same day the church opened, so too did a new coffee shop. The coffee shop was only a 

few doors down, so they had shared grand opening festivities together. The dual opening 
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was a harbinger of the changes that would eventually come. In fact, the bohemian coffee 

shop was used to do early interviews for this project. During the course of the research, it 

was destroyed to make room for new development. Its demolition was also a symbolic 

changing-of-the-guard as it served as one of the precious few nodes in the sparse network 

of hip establishments in the early days. In other words, it was key hangout for the early 

newcomers. 

I asked if the owners of the coffee shop were members of the church. Emily said, 

“No. No they never did but we were like, ‘Yay, new businesses!’ It was real fun. We had 

some of our friends who are jugglers and stilt walkers and stuff, so it was awesome.” The 

carnivalesque cerebration brought some gaiety to the street that was otherwise mostly 

bleak commercial space.   

Referring to Frankford Avenue, Emily said, “Mostly everybody was shuttered and 

there were quite a few that, they just had plywood over all their windows… There was a 

ton of more businesses, it just didn’t look like it because they looked closed up. The print 

shop, there was the furniture-makers’ guy. All these businesses that are still there. The 

electric dudes. The iron steel worker dudes across the street.”   

Many of the established businesses on Frankford Avenue intentionally covered 

their windows to look closed down. They did this not to discourage business but to 

protect themselves from thieves. Since their businesses were light manufacturing, and 

neighborhood people already knew they existed, there was no need for an attention-

grabbing exterior. They maintained on a small amount of business but otherwise 

hunkered-down, hidden behind plywood sheets.  
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As Emily described it, “They were open for business, you just had to know. If you 

lived around here, you might know but otherwise you wouldn’t know.” “They weren’t 

walk-in kind of situations. It’d be like a furniture reupholster. So they’re online 

somewhere. You call them, they’ll pick up your furniture and bring it to their shop…. 

Now they’re open. Now they have unshuttered [front windows] which is really 

nice.” Today, Emily explained, those businesses have taken down the plywood and are 

visibly open to the community. It changes the atmosphere on the street in a way that 

Emily appreciates.  

The thrift store and the coffee shop differed from the other commercial 

establishments on the corridor. Since they are fundamentally spaces for consumption 

rather than production, it was necessary for them to be pleasing and inviting. Thus, the 

jugglers and stilt walkers on opening day. Unlike manufacturing spaces that do not 

depend so much on sending a symbolic message to the broader community, the new 

establishments depend on a safe and inviting atmosphere. Unlike the furniture 

upholsterer, a thrift store (or church) couldn’t operate if no one ventured inside. The 

newcomer establishments were dependent upon a neighborhood atmosphere of greater 

openness and safety for success. As a result, they tended to push the neighborhood in this 

direction (compared to, for example, the furniture upholsterer mentioned above).  

This simple economic reality—enacted by small individual actions—starts to 

change the sense of a place. Grove members like Emily tilted Frankford Avenue toward 

openness. Jane Jacobs (1961) identified healthy urban spaces with open sidewalks where 

everyday people look out for one another. No neighborhood changes overnight. But the 
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opening of Grove helped establish a new precedent that eventually led to plywood sheets 

coming off windows and the corridor opening again.   

Emily said, “We also, in our idealism, we’re like, ‘we’re not going to put in roll-

down gates!’ ‘We want a spirit of…’ I don’t know. Not ‘don’t fuck with us’ but ‘you can 

feel safe in this neighborhood.’” These activities were instrumental in changing the tide 

in the neighborhood. 

Yet many in the old guard treated the changes with suspicion. While the 

newcomers may have shared a white racial identity with the old timers, the early days 

were, nevertheless, full of suspicion and distrust. The impulse to defend the 

neighborhood against newcomers was on display in many interactions.  

Emily met quite a few of the old timers, since her own child attended the local 

public school. After befriending some long-term members of the neighborhood, she still 

felt like an outsider. “There was always this sense of we are new. We are not welcome. 

And we have to be trustworthy.” When I asked Emily how she knew she wasn’t 

welcome, she replied, “A lot of people would scream, ‘Go home!’” Surprised, I asked, 

“Really?” Emily continued, “They still do it now. Not to me. But now to the next new 

people.”  

Bringing Down the Walls in a Defended Neighborhood 

Opening the church was neighborhood drama. While the opening festivities 

brought life to the street, the carnivalesque antics were not appreciated by everybody. 

Before opening, Grove held a community meeting in the gutted building that would 

become the church. Emily told her neighbors to come, hoping to start off on a positive 

footing. “I was like, let me bring all my neighbors. You guys bring your neighbors. Let’s 
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get together and just be known for what we’re thinking about doing.” She wanted to get 

the neighbors approval in hopes of diffusing tension before it arose.  

“There had been a rumor flying around that it was going to be a home for 

wayward boys. An orphanage. So people came in hot.” Mimicking the neighbor’s 

questions, Emily said, “’What are you trying to run here?’” “We’re like ‘No. No. No.’ 

‘We are not going to have wayward children.’” Emily was able to diffuse much of the 

heat, but one comment still sticks out. “Somebody said, just stood up and was like, ‘there 

have been homeless people living in this basement for years. I would rather there be 

homeless people starting fires in the basement here than have anything to do with a 

church!’” Despite the hostility Emily remained diplomatic and explained the church 

would also include a thrift store where neighbors could shop. Her neighborhood, a long-

time resident, helped explain. Emily continued, “So then my neighbor was like, ‘No, they 

want to make a store. We can buy stuff in it.’” 

While there was some hostile resistance, other neighbors had cautious optimism. 

This is in part because Emily had made a point of making friends in the neighborhood 

and explained her desire behind the thrift store. “I am talking about opening a business 

and they’re getting on board. Cause they’re like, ‘Yeah, it would be wonderful. I don’t 

know what to do with all my leftover stuff’ or ‘can you hire my granddaughter?’ I’m like, 

‘yeah of course. Let’s do this thing.’” Hiring an old timer’s granddaughter is a prime 

example of the community benefit that grassroots entrepreneurship can bring.  

Ultimately, the thrift store was a success and needed to find a bigger space. It 

moved a short distance to a new building that had been a (barely) functioning grocery 

store. The grocery store, for instance, badly needed a new roof. Emily mentioned the roof 
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in passing, saying, “…it rained inside the building and it was disgusting. It 

was…” Surprised, I asked, “Wait, even though the roof leaked, the grocery store was 

open?” “Yeah, all the time,” she said. The rainwater, she explained, would come through 

a hole large enough that a large puddle would grow on the floor. The water warped the 

floor tiles so that pushing a wheeled cart was difficult. In other words, even though the 

thrift store was a success—and even though the neighborhood was inching towards 

gentrification—the neighborhood was still severely disadvantaged.  

By the end of the 2000s, the gentrification narrative was only starting to take root. 

One of the earliest “beachheads” of gentrification in the neighborhood was Jonny 

Benda’s. It is a bar and music venue that was refashioned in 2009. Its success roughly 

marks the beginning of the gentrification period in Fishtown. Yet at the time of its 

opening, its future remained unclear. On the bar opening, Emily remarked “our friends all 

thought, ‘Oh wow. I hope they can survive’. You know what I mean? We’re in a 

neighborhood where it can be raining in your grocery store and you’re okay with it.”  

A Space for Two Communities 

While the thrift shop represented something foreign in the neighborhood, it also 

represented possibility. Grove and their thrift shop offered something truly useful to the 

local community. Moreover, there was just enough authentic social connection to the old 

neighbors to curry the favor.  

For Emily the thrift store served a dual purpose. “This is the work I’ve been given 

to do, and I love it. I love that there’s something practical to do in the neighborhood, like 

jobs. There’s sharing money in the neighborhood, actually being a good neighbor in a 

very you-can-touch-it kind of way.”  
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Members of Grove are proud of the thrift store for good reason. Chloe, the 

gardener, also works at the thrift store. She said, “It is definitely a hub of redistributing 

wealth in the neighborhood.” As she sees it, now that Fishtown includes upper-middle 

class people, the thrift store gets nicer goods from these residents that poorer residents 

have access to. Well off young families often give baby goods and toys for other families 

in the neighborhood. However, the bridging of different communities that occurs in the 

thrift store is not always easy. Especially since the opioid epidemic in Kensington, the 

thrift store sometimes becomes the scene of uncomfortable scenes. Sometimes shoppers 

come in intoxicated and try to take items.  

When customers steal from the store workers attempt to address the issue without 

the police in order to protect the typically poor customer. Chloe explained that, “we have, 

it’s sort of like a theft form. But it’s more an agreement that hey, you did something that 

goes against the mission that the thrift store is trying to do and so we can’t have you 

coming back in.” Chloe said, “I’m a softy.” She makes every effort to find peaceful 

solutions to instances of theft. Sometimes she asks customers not to come back for a few 

months and when their time is up, they are welcome back. She said, “we offer them an 

opportunity to engage as opposed to being like ‘you did this bad thing so you can’t ever 

come back.” Chloe told a brief story about a poor woman she calls “Miss. Tina,” who 

store from the store. Chloe described Miss. Tina’s situation as “tough and desperate” but 

since she stole repeatedly, Chloe had to barre her from the store. Miss. Tina came back 

anyway until she abruptly vanished. “We started to get worried about her and we’re like 

‘Where is Miss. Tina?’ and then a year later she came into the store. I got a call from one 

of my employees.” Lisa had asked specifically to talk to Chloe. “My coworker called me 
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and was like ‘hey, we have a surprise.’ And I was like, ‘oh, shit, like surprises at the thrift 

store are bad, you know. Like, ‘oh, we found pee again’ and stuff like that.” To Chloe’s 

delight, however, she heard a familiar voice. “Miss Tina is like, ‘I am so sorry I stole 

stuff from you for so long. And she thanked me for being so kind to her and for caring 

about her when was in a really rough place, and she had gone into recovery. She’d been 

clean for six months.” In fact, Chloe saw her the week of our talk. “She came in the store, 

gave me a big hug.” For Chole, the episode with Miss. Tina was vindication of a social 

justice mission working. Chole said, “all of us are just always humans.” She added, “we 

have just to try our best to be kind to each other even in really terrible situations.”  

The thrift store was a perfect business for a struggling neighborhood like 

Fishtown. It appealed to the young hipsters trickling into the neighborhood as much as to 

the long-term residents with serious needs. The young hipsters and old timers weren’t so 

different economically. That is, both had few financial resources despite leading 

obviously different lives. For the newcomers, the thrift store offered vintage and 

affordable clothing, and the occasional instrument or piece of furniture. Additionally, it 

appealed to an aesthetic and lifestyle sensibility characteristic of young artists. For the old 

timers, the thrift store was a practical utility in providing clothes, winter jackets, and 

some items that might be useful in the kitchen or garage. The thrift store was a bridge 

both economically and socially. It continues to appeal to an assortment of residents. And 

more recently, it provides goods to homeless people in Kensington who are struggling 

with opioid addiction. Emily committed herself to the neighborhood, to building 

relationships with long-term residents, and even to hiring old timers (and their 

granddaughters). The first stage gentrifiers built establishments that also helped the old 
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timers and improved community life. The thrift store continues to employ long-term 

community members in addition to Grove members. While she was an outsider—and by 

her own description, would remain a partial outsider—Emily was also focused on 

genuinely building community and succeeding in doing so.  

The Changes Speed up and Cause Further Disruption 

While Grove has many programs that touch the neighborhood, the thrift store is 

likely the most impactful. Andrew, for instance, mentioned that among outreach venues, 

“the thrift store is a big one. They have provided so many jobs in the community.” The 

prices of goods are kept low because the purpose of the store is not just to make a profit 

but to provide needed resources. However, the growing economy around the store has 

made its effect felt. Competitor stores have moved in, and they can be more focused on 

profit. Andrew explained, “there are vintage wear shops that go to our thrift store, buy 

their stuff, and then resale it for a 200 percent mark-up.” As a result, the thrift store has 

been forced to raise prices. 

It is an illustration of the economic interconnectedness between a single store and 

the surrounding marketplace. The simple rule that tends to prevail is that when money 

can be made from some resource, it tends to be. It shows the limits of individual agency 

when the neighborhood is in the throes of redevelopment. It also shows how the impact 

of Grove changes depending on the timescale. In the short term, the effects from 

businesses like the thrift store are positive and driven in part, as Andrew said above, to 

provide needed resources (i.e., not profit driven). In the longer term however, the 

competition in a marketplace takes over as the neighborhood revives and develops. This 

is a harbinger of a broader phenomenon that will be explored in the next chapter. The 
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interventions of Grove were partially dependent on a low-cost neighborhood. When 

gentrification rises costs, it tends to undermine the intervention.   

Conclusion 

 The members of Grove helped foment the changes in Fishtown. Members were 

attracted to the neighborhood for the same reasons that other young artists, creatives, and 

entrepreneurs are attracted to pre-gentrified neighborhoods. Such spaces are affordable 

and allow for experimentation that would otherwise be impossible in expensive urban 

environments. The programs of Grove members—while self-described as moral and 

social justice in nature—have a material impact. That is, Grove’s programs and 

associated businesses helped push the neighborhood into an upward spiral of 

redevelopment. The ultimate result is not just in a modest lift in economic fortunes but in 

a dramatically different social milieu. In the most gentrified sections of Fishtown, a hip 

creative class enclave increasingly defines the neighborhood. Ultimately, Grove’s impact 

is two-pronged. They are community focused activists whose hard work supports an 

array of progressive causes. Yet they play their role as part of a larger economic process 

that starts with scrappy entrepreneurialism and ends, in the case of Fishtown, in a creative 

class enclave. This later development is explored further in the next chapter. It has, 

interestingly, begun to alienate members of First Community and Grove alike. 
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CHAPTER 7: THE TRANSITION CONTINUES 

 

It’s not my Fishtown anymore. I mean, there’s a lot of positives for it, but just as 

many negatives, I would think. Nowadays, the new people stick out to me like a 

sore thumb. They shop different, they eat different, they drink different. Most of 

the bars now are new-people bars. They don’t even open up at six o’clock in the 

morning. You’re lucky if they open at lunchtime. I’ve seen some Teslas, some 

Porsches parked on Frankford Avenue, which is kind of funny. See them little 

Cooper cars, the Mini Cooper cars? That’s a new person right there, you know 

that. -Ken Milano, local historian (quoted in Goulet 2019) 

 

Introduction 

In the last chapter, I addressed Grove’s relation to early-stage gentrification. In 

this chapter, I turn attention to late-stage gentrification. This chapter is about a change in 

the newcomers that has consequences for Grove.  

Gentrification occurs in waves and the characteristics of Fishtown that originally 

drew new residents in years past have changed. They have been replaced with—in the 

most redeveloped core of the neighborhood—a recognizably upper-middle class 

aesthetic. While members of Grove may have helped initiate the first period of 

redevelopment, the neighborhood changes continue unabated and usher in a new 

sensibility. The fully gentrified neighborhood no longer exhibits the characteristics that 

attracted the early members of Grove. Like the members of First Community, they too 

feel alienated by the latest changes. Again, I show the primacy of the economic forces in 

relation to the good intentions of Grove members. I argue that the economic force starts 

to undermine the programs and interventions of Grove members, who are themselves 

critical of gentrification.  

I begin by considering the economic impact of nearby New York City on the local 

Fishtown real estate market. Later in the chapter, I use two pastors from Grove as figures 

who represent two different stages of gentrification. By presenting the stories of David 
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and James, I contrast the type of newcomer who was attracted to pre-gentrified Fishtown 

with the late-stage newcomer who is more traditionally middle-class. 

The Sixth Borough 

 Writers like Saskia Sassen (2001) have pointed out the unique importance of a 

select few cities in the world. Sassen refers to these key sites in global trade as “global 

cities” and identifies New York City as one. As Saskia explains, “national and global 

markets as well as globally integrated organizations require central places where the work 

of globalization gets done. Cities are preferred sites for the production of these services” 

(2001:35). The “winners” of globalization in the twenty-first century have so far been 

cities; the bigger, roughly speaking, the better. And in such cities, the tech and finance 

sectors have thrived. As Richard Florida declared, “simply put, land and real estate 

owners in expensive superstar cities and tech hubs have been capitalism’s biggest 

winners” (2017:33). While Philadelphia is of course not part of New York City, it is part 

of the Boston-New York-Washington megalopolis corridor (Florida 2019) and less than a 

two-hour drive from Manhattan. The proximity of Philadelphia to the key global city, 

New York, needs to be noted since it is relevant to the economic fate of the city. The 

immense gentrification that has occurred in New York has, to some degree, spilled over 

into nearby Philadelphia and neighborhoods like Fishtown. 

 The spill-over may have originated with the artists. That is, some aspiring artists 

sufficiently defeated by the high costs of New York rent, fled to Fishtown for 

affordability. Later, it included those workers in tech and finance (whose work is 

naturally more mobile). Such tech workers can commute to New York once a week via 

train and otherwise work remotely. Such a commute isn’t bad, and money saved avoiding 
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New York rent make it desirable to some. The effect of New York on Fishtown is 

difficult to quantify. Nevertheless, residents feel the change. In an article in a 

Philadelphia based magazine, a local Fishtown resident was quoted as saying, “…a lot of 

money coming in is not Philadelphia money. One day, on my little block, every single car 

parked on the street was New York plates. Every single one. We thought it was a joke” 

(Goulet 2019). In the same article, local restaurateur Roland Kassis also comments on the 

New York effect, saying, “New Yorkers come to me, they want to buy. We were able to 

buy a lot of the land and the large parcels here—and thank God we did.” These are 

anecdotes but they dovetail with observations from respondents in the neighborhood. 

 Leo of Grove, for instance, has noticed signs of early gentrification creeping north 

of Lehigh. He points to a real estate developer who has been buying up cheap properties 

along the El train line. “They are some New York trust fund kids,” Leo said. “If you drive 

around, you’ll see their sign everywhere. They’re buying corner properties, warehouses, 

storefronts. I mean, they’re basically doubling down on this neighborhood.” Leo 

mentions the company’s name, which is an acronym, but struggles to remember what it 

stands for. “I want to say ‘make Kensington great again’ but I know that’s not it. But 

that’s what I think in my head.” They are partnering with the NKCDC, Leo said, while 

“they position themselves as a social justice development company.” When I asked Leo 

what that means, he replied, “to me, nothing.”  

The point, nevertheless, is to place Fishtown (and Kensington) gentrification into 

a broader context. New York is a key node in global finance and Fishtown’s proximity 

matters. Leo added, “I remember like ten years ago someone saying Fishtown was the 

sixth borough and I was like, ‘oh, gross.’” He explained that “as expensive as it is, it’s 
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still a third of the cost of Brooklyn.” When I ask others, such as Robert, about the 

possible influence of New York, the answer is obvious. “Oh yeah, for sure,” Robert said. 

He also points to other influences in the neighborhood. “It has become a little less 

appetizing because now it’s become more of a destination for folks from Center City or 

from New Jersey or whatever.” Now that it’s become fancier, Robert said, prices have 

gone up and “the free-floating vibe of the whole place has gone down.” While members 

like Leo and Robert don’t personally like the newfound cosmopolitanism of Fishtown, it 

does illustrate the financial ties to New York. By connecting neighborhoods like 

Fishtown to broader development, New York development makes a seismic mark on the 

surrounding economy and civic life. It is also evidence for the polarizing nature of 

globalization. While the economic base for the old timers was the factories in the 

neighborhood, the newcomers are more likely to be connected through a laptop to a 

growing sector of the economy in New York.  

Both Groups Now Feeling Pushed Aside 

The gentrification of Fishtown followed a standard model. The affordable rent 

encouraged poor artists to move in. The artists made the neighborhood interesting and 

hip. In the decade roughly between 2008 and 2018, new businesses opened once the 

reputation of the neighborhood started to change. New businesses attracted young, 

upwardly mobile young professionals. Eventually the neighborhood appealed to a 

professional or creative class, who might find the quaint “urban village” gives their 

neighborhood an authenticity lacking in otherwise typical bourgeois environments.  

The changes have proceeded so much, in fact, that some members of Grove now 

feel out of place in Fishtown. The same economic changes that originally alienated the 
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old timers, have progressed so much that some of the early newcomers feel similarly. As 

some of them see it, the safer streets, colorful boutiques, and expensive restaurants 

ultimately encouraged a large influx of young professionals.  

There is a degree of irony in the transformation of Fishtown. That is, after years 

of an insularity and a mentality of fortification, the demographic that transformed the 

neighborhood was young educated white people. Now that the neighborhood is fully 

gentrified, it has left the old timers, strictly in terms of economics, more similar to the 

working-class Black and Puerto Rican residents that live nearby. However, people do not 

think of themselves in strict economic terms. They have multifaceted identities that likely 

include a class component, but in which race also weighs heavily.  

I asked Pastor Pat about the tensions between the groups. I specifically asked if 

there would be more social tension if the newcomers were not white. Pat doesn’t hesitate. 

“Oh, I bet there would be,” he said. I continued, “So you think the reason there isn’t more 

tension is because they’re also white?” Pat responded in the affirmative and said, “Yeah, 

and property values are going up.” 

The shared racial identity is meaningful for the old timers. At the same time, 

however, it is important not to exaggerate the identity either. There is tension within the 

neighborhood that runs along class lines too. In fact, one interesting development that has 

emerged as the neighborhood reached a high degree of redevelopment, is a new 

alienation against the newest, most upwardly mobile members.  

The poor young artists and hipster types can no longer easily afford the 

neighborhood. As a local barista, Rachel, admitted, “I can barely afford to live in 

Fishtown at this point.” The demographic that was attracted to pre-gentrified Fishtown 
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finds it increasingly hard to stay in the neighborhood. Nor do the young artist types feel 

especially at home in fully gentrified spaces. Grove member Maya was originally drawn 

to the neighborhood for the DIY art scene. Maya said, “I got a great studio for like $650. 

We had big open spaces [nearby] that they did sculpture gardens. While I was living there 

they took all the sculptures out and started building box condos.” “Then you had the two 

very large fields that used to factories. They’re gone now. They’re now more weird 

condos in the middle of this weird space.” The change-over ruined the spaces that 

partially attracted Maya to the neighborhood. She explained that, “many of the galleries 

have gotten priced out and they all had to leave. So First Fridays [art show] is basically 

dead on Frankford Ave. right now.” She added, “it’s definitely not a place where college 

students can afford to live anymore.” 

For Grove member Sarah, the neighborhood has long-since passed its cultural 

peak, as far as her tastes are concerned. “I think it was pretty cool five years ago.” That 

would mean 2014, when the art scene had fully flowered, but no corporate symbols had 

yet to migrate in. “I definitely don’t feel as comfortable. I feel kind of like an outsider. 

Cause I don’t shop at Lululemon.” She continued, “Most of my clothes are thrift store 

clothes. I don’t have nice looking clothes, I think.” 

Interestingly, both Lululemon and Starbucks—two of the more recognizable 

brands to express interest in the neighborhood—faced serious and sustained opposition 

when they announced their plans to enter Fishtown. Lululemon eventually closed their 

store, while rumors of a Starbucks simmered for years before a store opened (Beck 2019; 

Sasko 2019). Some of the push-back against overly commercialized investment in 

Fishtown is indeed owed to the alternative identity of many newcomers. That has not, 
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however, stopped a wide array of high-end establishments from entering. It is the obvious 

corporate associations, as opposed to the actual price tag on items, that attracts the ire of 

some residents.  

Sarah is tired of all the changes. “In Fishtown, there’s so much development. It's 

so loud all the time cause there’s so many dump trucks. There's still cool stuff going on 

for sure. But it definitely has a different vibe.” In addition to the sounds of construction, 

the hipness of the neighborhood has becoming a selling point. The moniker 

“Fishtownies” has been co-opted, for example, for an Instagram feed that showcases new 

hip eateries and posts beautiful photos of the neighborhood. Sarah has also noticed that 

Facebook and other social media platforms serve as a channel for neighborhood disputes 

to play out. The quasi-anonymity of the internet allows for a digital analogue to road 

rage. Sarah said, “The conversations on neighborhood Facebook groups have turned from 

people being like weird and racist, to people just being like really weird and racist in 

different ways with a class bent. Like wealthy people going, ‘why are you on my lawn?’ 

Rather than like, ‘why is that person that looks different walking down the street,’ you 

know?” To Sarah, the open suspicion found in the long-term members has simply been 

replaced by a more subtle suspicion found in the upwardly mobile new residents. 

Members of Grove and First Community both express a sense of alienation. For 

both groups, the economic development of the neighborhood brought in new people with 

different values. For Grove, the hip bohemian sensibility that characterized Fishtown is 

now pushed to the margins. In its place is a more traditional bourgeois ethos and young 

professional aesthetic.  
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Multiple members lamented the drunk young men (resolutely not hipsters) that 

now dominant the bar scene. Leo, for instance, is dismayed at the number of “bros,” as he 

calls them. Leo said, “I stick to Lost Bar Atlantis. It’s where all my friends go, but even 

that’s becoming a little unbearable, especially on weekends, just like, the bro’ver flow.” 

Leo explained that “bro’ver flow” is a neologism his friends use for the excess of young 

men that come into the neighborhood for a raucous night. “It is just like adult Disneyland 

on weekends. They are spilling farther and farther [north] out into the neighborhoods. 

They end up at Lost Bar, which is a half-mile away, just stupid drunk and being 

obnoxious.” He uses the term “Disneyland” as a shorthand for expressing an aesthetic 

sensibility that is mainstream, corporate and bourgeois. Observations like Leo’s are 

echoed in the work of Zukin (1993, 2009) who has noted the tendency of gentrification to 

turn once-authentic spaces into overly corporatized environments. Leo’s observation also 

hints at an unforeseen feature of gentrification in Fishtown—the growth of tourism. 

Tourism 

The redevelopment of the neighborhood and publicity surrounding hip new bars 

has attracted the attention of many around Philadelphia. Leo somewhat humorously 

discussed rumors of tourists to Fishtown. He said, “I heard that there’s buses that bring 

people from New Jersey to that intersection [Frankford and Girard]. I had a friend see it.” 

The notion that Fishtown has not only stopped repelling outsiders, but actively attracts 

them, is a novelty to the old timers. And for someone like Leo, who is a newcomer but 

lives a bohemian existence, the novelty is unwelcome. The threat of tourists, and Disney 

inspired aesthetics, have made Leo flee north, past the border of Lehigh into Kensington. 

While most of the people who moved north into Kensington did so solely out of 
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economic necessity, Leo did it to avoid the tourists and, of course, the “bro-ver flow.” 

While most of the people I spoke with expressed concern at venturing too far north, Leo 

expressed the opposite sentiment. “I don’t go south unless I really have to,” he said, 

referring to Fishtown adding, “It’s kind of terrifying.” Gentrification, for Leo, can be 

summarized, “there’s just all these shops and weird stuff that serve no purpose to me.” 

Leo is almost certainly an outlier, among Grove members and certainly among 

newcomers more generally. Those working in the city government, along with other 

business owners, see things differently. According to an annual economic report by Visit 

Philly, the total regional economic impact in 2019 was over $7.6 billion (Econsult 

Solutions 2019). Visit Philly is one of two organizations in the city that spend money 

aimed at increasing tourism. Tourism is perceived as a key method to stimulate the 

economy of large cities. The casino that was built in Fishtown that originally divided the 

neighborhood, ultimately succeeded in tipping the neighborhood into full redevelopment. 

In other words, from the perspective of the city, a neighborhood like Fishtown should 

exhibit a degree of tourism. The full urban development that tourism represents is a 

success simply from the perspective of development. The fact that some former residents 

like Leo find that particular degree of development repellant indicates just how tense the 

transformation of Fishtown has been. 

Two Kinds of Newcomers Emerge 

The first members of Grove to move into Fishtown were not well-off young 

professionals. They were struggling on their own and not in a position to strategize about 

making money from the real estate market. Moreover, they were committed to the 

neighborhood. And while they were different in multiple ways from the old timers, they 
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genuinely devoted themselves. Yet this very commitment, while laudable, cuts both 

ways. When a contingent of idealistic young people come into the neighborhood and 

move the needle away from the fortification-style of a defended neighborhood and 

towards openness, it signals future change. The vanguard makes it safe for others.  

The second stage of gentrification is different than the first. The second cropping 

of newcomers don’t necessarily have the same high-minded motivations as the members 

of Grove. This is not to denigrate the later newcomers—whose numbers are larger than 

the earlier newcomers—but to point out that they come from a somewhat higher socio-

economic class and have their own class preferences.   

The economic transformation in Fishtown is partially revealed in the order in 

which Grove members moved in. By this I mean that the first members of Grove to move 

into Fishtown, in the pre-gentrified days, tended to be from lower-middle-class 

backgrounds, or were otherwise more dedicated to a bohemian, artistic, or spiritual 

lifestyles. They moved into the neighborhood out of economic necessity—they simply 

couldn’t afford a middle-class neighborhood in the city—and because they sought the 

kind of urban environment that Fishtown provided. Those members entered Fishtown in 

the 1990s or early 2000s, when they were young, and now hover around age forty. 

For members currently in their twenties or early thirties, they moved into a 

different Fishtown. The neighborhood was either already a hip scene for young artists 

(for those now in their thirties), or a bit later, was already gentrified (for those in their 

twenties). Indeed, for some members, buying a property in Fishtown was a savvy 

financial decision. This stands in marked contrast to the older members who moved into a 

rough and tumble neighborhood. 
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The younger members, then, relate to the neighborhood somewhat differently. 

This creates a subtle but noticeable divide within Grove. The difference is that the second 

wave people had some insurance that the neighborhood would improve, since it was 

already doing so. Thus, their entry was also a rational, self-interested economic decision. 

For instance, if they bought a home in the neighborhood, they were not just committing 

to a community, they were making a financial investment. For the first wave people, they 

had no insurance, or way of knowing that the neighborhood would gentrify. (As it 

happened, of course, the first wave people who invested in the neighborhood did benefit. 

Thus, the divide should not be represented as a chasm.) 

Given this condition, the first wave gentrifiers hold a unique economic and social 

relation to the old timers. Moreover, the first people to “seed” Grove in the new 

community were of this first wave group. There is a danger in over generalizing, but this 

early contingent tends to be more committed to both the neighborhood, as well as the 

already-existing community of old timers. Emily is an example of this kind of early 

newcomer who was discussed above. Another illustration of this type of early newcomer 

is Chloe, who’s story was also already presented.  

The Turnover in Pastors Mirrors the Turnover in Newcomers 

 Over the course of my research, Grove got a new pastor. The former pastor, 

David, was described by Hannah as someone who “just kind of wants to wash over you 

like water.” While the new pastor, James, “is more of a diehard activist,” who “literally 

makes fists when he speaks.” While I understand Hannah’s description, I would have put 

it a bit differently. David is gentle and kind but has a message that is fuzzy around the 

edges. In those places, James is clear and specific. However, James is cerebral by nature 
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which can sometimes be off-putting, whereas David is more in-tune with feelings and 

intuitions. 

 The demographic and economic changeover of Fishtown are partially captured in 

the changeover of pastors. I do not mean to make too much of this point, but it is worth 

exploration. David is white, grew up in a working-class family and is covered in tattoos. 

He appears more naturally anti-establishment. In contrast, James, is ethnically Egyptian 

and presents as clean-cut and middle-class. David looks part modern hippie, part ageing 

radical. James looks like a young professional who is upwardly mobile.  

David can be seen to represent the social type that moved into Fishtown during 

the first wave of gentrification, when it was still cheap (there is no single term, but 

“hipster,” “artist,” “bohemian,” or even “radical,” come to mind). James better represents 

the “second comers” of the following wave, who moved in after gentrification was well 

underway and had more economic options. 

 James may profess radical politics rooted in Christianity, but he speaks about 

radicalism in a very sophisticated manner, whereas David is less polished. James is 

careful and articulate and enjoys unending conversation and debate. One might even say 

James places emphasis on words while David places emphasis on actions—which hints at 

a broader middle-class versus working-class divide. David described himself as a 

“Christian Anarchist” in the vein of Leo Tolstoy. David described his view as “a class 

critique, but it is also a civilization critique. It is about understanding that the ruling class 

continues to serve itself and that, well, we don’t need it. Nobody does.” When David gets 

going, he speaks bluntly on race, capitalism and inequality, in the microcosm of Fishtown 
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and the broader world. I provide insight into the two pastors below, which are intended to 

serve as a preliminary sketch of the divisions between two sub-sets of newcomers.  

Pastor David’s Story: An Early Newcomer in a Fortified Fishtown 

 David is tall with colorful tattoos adorning both arms. Grove member Steven once 

described David aptly as a “holy mischief maker.” He has a mischievous but warm smile. 

And although he recently entered his forties, he retains a twinkle in his eyes more 

common in adolescents. David described himself as a “Polish-American settler living on 

traditional Leni Lenape lands.” This description part sincere, part provocation. It is 

intended to make one think differently, and it’s inspired by his time spent with an 

indigenous community. 

David grew up on the east side of Buffalo, New York. It was a neighborhood full 

of row homes and industrial buildings that he described as “strangely similar to East 

Kensington.” It’s not a surprising comparison. Both Philadelphia and Buffalo have been 

hit hard by deindustrialization and have, more recently, experienced gentrification. Even 

the hometown buffalo-wing rivalry that David describes (Anchor Bar v. Duffs) sounds a 

lot like Philadelphia’s own cheese-steak enmity (Pat’s v. Geno’s). Indeed, the two 

working-class cities share a similar fate in the economic and cultural changes of the 

region. 

David has the low-key, good-natured energy of a hippie. Perhaps in a different 

generation he would have gravitated out to California. But growing up in the decaying 

Buffalo of the 1990s, he was drawn deep into the gritty alternative music scene. He found 

a community in musicians, artists, and politically transgressive types.  
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Education and Worldview 

 While his older brother and parents graduated from community college, David 

would become the first in the family to attend a standard four-year university. He moved 

to Philadelphia at eighteen and majored in music. The prestigious university however was 

stifling and the students, to him, overly privileged. He dropped out not long after starting.  

He would eventually find his way back to school after a ten-year hiatus. The first 

time I talk to David, a month before Donald Trump is elected, he has been going to 

university part-time for the past eight years. He wrapped up a BA degree in African 

American studies. In doing so, he forged a mentor relationship with an embattled African 

American studies professor whose contract was not renewed. As David describes it, the 

non-renewal was the result of internal politics and the professor’s frowned-upon 

explication of “racist gentrification policies” enacted by the university. The “canning” of 

the professor wasn’t a shock to David. It affirmed the dangers one courts when daring to 

explore topics that challenge power structures. David pursued African American studies 

as a conscious decision to broaden his racial horizons. In part, to be a better pastor at 

Grove, capable of understanding people who did not grow up like him.  

“I was a junior when I got invited to join this seminary master’s program that is 

led by indigenous people,” David said. He went on from his BA degree directly into his 

master’s program. He graduated with a degree in Intercultural Studies from the 

Indigenous Learning Community. “It’s the first seminary of its type,” he told me. I ask 

David what’s unique about the program. “Imagine, you know, the ‘good news’ is the 

Christian word of the Gospel? Imagine instead of having good news for 500 years, it’s 

been bad news.” 
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The community is Christian but made up of mostly indigenous people. They hold 

a worldview that is both Christian but also deeply indigenous. As a result, they look at 

America from a very different perspective. The actions of early Christian missionaries, 

for instance, look different given the context of colonization. David enjoys getting 

familiar with looking at the world through such lenses.  

The community exists in part, so that, as David said, “people who live on the 

Rez” are empowered “to leave the Rez, get educated, and then come back.” He added, 

“I’m one of the only settler people that are part of [their community].” By “settler 

people” he means that he is one of the few white people involved. “I guess I like that for 

some reason, not consciously, but putting myself into these situations.” “It was a 

privilege for me and not just a white-privilege privilege, but like a genuine honor to be 

welcomed in those spaces.” 

While David has been pursuing university part-time, he was serving as pastor to 

Grove. “When I started in 2004, part of my contract was that I needed to go back to 

school.” It took him a few years. “Formal education and me, you know, I kind of oscillate 

between ‘I don’t really give a shit’ and ‘I love it.’” While he enjoys learning, the 

professional scripts one needs to master to navigate the academy aren’t his thing. “I don’t 

really like academia. I would be more like an activist or community organizer.” He has a 

full life and pursuing a PhD now simply doesn't make great sense, professionally or 

otherwise. When he finishes his MA, it will be the end of an era. When we talk, he seems 

to be ready to take stock of his life once the program is completed. 
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The Degrees of Urban Change 

David has lived all over Philadelphia since he first moved to the city in the late 

1990s. “I moved to 5th and Girard, since then, K&A, and Fishtown. Now I’m in what they 

call East Kensington,” David said. “K&A” is shorthand for “Kensington and Alleghany,” 

a notoriously rough portion of Kensington often called “the badlands,” that I explore in 

chapter 8. The area sits north of Fishtown and has the unique designation of housing the 

worst drug corner in the city, according to popular press (see, for example, Volk 2011). 

Fishtown, sitting south of the badlands, past the train tracks of Lehigh, is physically near 

but, socio-economically, far apart. David has personally lived in each wave or concentric 

“ring” of the gradation, ranging from fully gentrified Fishtown to the urban crisis of the 

badlands.  

David said, “We’ve owned our home for the last ten years.” I ask him to describe 

the changes he’s witnessed during that time and before. “It’s night and day,” he 

responded. In 2002, when he first moved to Fishtown, the insularity of the neighborhood 

was just beginning to crack. “It was just starting to no longer be a hostile, white-

supremacist, you-don’t-belong-here, outsiders-not-welcome, environment,” he said. He 

was shocked after moving in to discover “none of my Black friends would go there.” 

We talk in a café near his home. The place is owned by a young Black woman 

who used to be a member of Grove. “She was the second coffee shop in the 

neighborhood,” he said, then added, “now there’s, fifteen.” The coffee shop, he insists, 

could not have existed in the early 2000s. “That was when it was just starting to shift. I 

couldn't imagine a Black owned place or a Latino owned place.” David comes to the café 

often and it says something about his cultural tastes and preferences. The atmosphere 
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inside is anti-Starbucks, or at least opposite-Starbucks. The space does not feel corporate 

or chic. It is not a space constituting the modern gentrified Fishtown (spaces associated 

with the latest wave of development). Instead, it feels like the inside of someone’s home, 

decorated, as it is, according to one person’s judgment. It captures the early gentrification 

characteristics—it is hip and interesting but not yet corporate or overly trendy. The 

wooden floorboards creak underfoot, and a curl of smoke drifts upward from a stick of 

incense in the corner. They sell a sandwich called the “The Anti-Capitalist” with bacon, 

egg, cheddar, wild greens and bacon for $8.25. There’s a bookshelf, which is full of 

Black liberation theology and left-wing political tracts. From across the room I recognize 

the cover of Howard Zinn’s “A Peoples History of the United States” (1980) and 

Frederick Douglass’s first autobiography ([1845]1995). David seems to know every other 

person who walks through the door. There are lots of silent nods to people as they walk in 

behind me and a couple interruptions.  

There is a subtle but key distinction that David later draws. “I don’t like how 

many there are [referring to new bars and restaurants] and how a lot of the newer cafes 

are just so cold and stuffy. When you walk in here I hope at least three people talk to 

you.” When a space feels interesting and authentic, and provides something of genuine 

quality, it’s valued and appreciated. But when a space crosses a threshold into overly 

chic, self-consciously stylized hipness, it has gone too far. To David, it is no longer 

authentic. It’s pretending to be authentic. And it’s pretending to be authentic for the 

purpose of selling something. David is sensitive to this distinction. It divides the new 

developments into commercial spaces that are desirable from those that are suspicious. 

While David is aware of this distinction, one gets the sense that most newer residents are 
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not. Moreover, it is not clear that the old residents are concerned with the difference 

either.  

Back in the day, circa 2002, the neighborhood was insular and felt broken to 

David. “There were Puerto Ricans around but it’s mostly just white people. And they 

were the crazy white people, you know?” In David’s account of the neighborhood 

development, an act of violence punctured the staid insularity. “I moved to Fishtown 

maybe the year after those kids killed their friend with the cinder block in the woods by 

the river.” A little startled, I asked about the story. I later learn the details about the 

murder of a neighborhood boy, Jason Sweeney.  

In fact, it was a year after David moved, that Jason was killed on May 30th, 2003 

(Dale 2003). The sixteen-year-old was working construction projects and was known to 

carry cash on payday. Four other teens, including his childhood best-friend, and a girl he 

was seeing, conspired together. What was once, decades ago, an active coal wharf and 

railroad yard on the river was completely overgrown by trees and foliage. Jason was 

lured into the wooded area by the girl, overpowered by the boys, bludgeoned, and left 

with $500 missing from his pockets. The teenagers bought jewelry, heroin, marijuana and 

Xanax and consumed it in a celebratory haze over a few days (Soteropoulos 2005). 

The murder left the community shaken. Residents had always perceived the 

outside world as threatening. The insularity was presented as a necessary formation 

against outsiders. But the murder forced an acknowledgement of the social breakdown 

that had occurred within the neighborhood. “It was a very sobering experience for the 

community,” said David. In other interviews, old timers mention the episode in racial 

terms. Mike for instance, said on the killing, “it was a shock, cause there were white kids 
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killed white kids. And it was like how could that happen? They were supposed to be 

friends. It happened right down Cumberland Street where we used to play.” Violence in 

the African American or Puerto Rican community was sad but expected by the old 

timers. The senselessness and gory details of Jason’s death hit too close to home. The 

incident has become local lore and even resulted in a dramatized telling in graphic novel 

(Colden 2008). 

In the wake of the event, changes to the neighborhood were perhaps less feared. 

By comparison to the status quo, any changed seemed like positive change. And while 

the significance of this one incident is debatable, in David’s telling, it represented a 

turning point. Afterward, the neighborhood started a new chapter focused on 

redevelopment.  

Accidental Economic Fortunes 

Even though David bought a home in a neighborhood that gentrified, his 

economic good fortune is an accident. East Kensington is peripheral to the epicenter of 

Fishtown gentrification. Regardless, when David chose the neighborhood, gentrification 

even in adjacent Fishtown seemed a remote possibility. This characterizes his relationship 

to the neighborhood and distinguishes him from those newcomers who came later.  

He didn’t go scouring Philadelphia for the new up-and-coming neighborhood. His 

sympathies are not with the young professionals who are building and buying all the 

homes around him. Instead, he purchased a home in a neighborhood he could afford and 

in which he feels comfortable due to his own upbringing. He laid down roots, had a 

family and seriously devoted himself to the community.  
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While David knows that he is different from the young professionals who came 

later, his presence is still implicated in that process—a fact that makes David 

uncomfortable. His choice of neighborhood and willingness to engage the community, 

initiates economic ripples. At first the changes are modest. However, modest changes can 

start a feedback loop that turns linear change into exponential change. By this I mean that 

small improvement in, for example, the safety of the neighborhood encourage more 

middle-class people to move in. These new people, in turn, contribute to a safer 

neighborhood, encouraging, once again, more middle-class residents who improve the 

safety yet further still. The ripples can coalesce into a wave of development with a force 

all its own.  

David’s efforts—as an individual and especially as part of an institution in 

Grove—have some effect on tipping the balance. That is, his presence sends a signal 

about the direction the neighborhood is moving.  

Young creatives and alternative types like David help initial the change that 

progressively led to more educated young professionals entering the neighborhood. When 

the trajectory of the neighborhood became clear, real estate developers decided it was a 

safe investment. In short, the changes started by people like David, eventually led to the 

highly gentrified enclave a decade later.  

His change in fortunes is disorienting for David. “I’m middle class for the first 

time in my life, in the last couple of years.” When David first moved in, he said “50% of 

the houses were vacant or abandoned.” He bought his own home for “$129,000 and that 

was through an affordable program. Five years ago, it was worth $200,000 and I’m sure 

now it’s going to be like $350,000 or $400,000, even in the shape it’s in.”  
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“Our block has turned over so much. The renters! There’s only two renters on our 

block now.” When the economic fortunes of the neighborhood change, the owners and 

renters face different outcomes. The renters tend to be those neighbors in the more 

precarious financial situation. Many argue they are more likely to be displaced by 

gentrification (Marcuse 1985; Newman and Wyly 2006) although the evidence for this is 

somewhat mixed (Freeman 2005). As David described it, “The first people to go, of 

course, are on fixed incomes. So grandma’s on SSI!”  

When David bought his house ten years ago, he said, “it was $600 a year in 

taxes.” Taxes have been steadily increasing but he was able to access a city program for 

help. “Some program called the pioneer... [forgets the name] some horrible sounding 

program, but it essentially gives us a little bit of time.” “I think we pay close to $2000 

now.” “But if you live on $450 a month, and if you’re renting...” He trails off but makes 

his point: even a nice landlord is forced to raise the rents when the annual property taxes 

spike. The economic force, in other words, eclipses the individual agency or good 

intentions of individual residents.  

David watched as neighbors left. “The poor people, immigrant families, in short, 

the renters...” I asked David who are the new people moving in. He responded, “Well, the 

Puerto Ricans are moving out, the Black people are moving out. And the people moving 

in are white, mostly younger professional types.”  

This is a juncture that needs to be flagged. Other respondents—who can speak as 

authoritatively about the neighborhood as David—describe the neighborhood as 

becoming more diverse. On one hand, they sometimes say this is due to economic 

diversity—there are people who bought their homes for $80,000 living next to people 
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who built a new house for $500,000. But they sometimes say this about racial diversity—

instead of only poor white people, they describe more professional types of various racial 

and ethnic backgrounds moving in. The discrepancy, it seems, is partially due to the 

physical distance. David lives adjacent to Fishtown, in an area that has been somewhat 

less white. Given this, as the neighborhood prices have gone up, his neighbors are 

increasingly middle class and upwardly mobile and disproportionately whiter, meaning 

David has seen his street become less racially diverse while it has become more 

economically diverse. The discrepancy is also partially due to an exaggerated description, 

by a few respondents, of increased racial diversity through gentrification. This, as a 

generalization, is false of Fishtown. While the neighborhood is in fact slightly less white 

than in past decades, available data (found in Table 7) confirms it remains predominantly 

white. 

 “Thank God, my one Indian friend, he’s an architect with my friend’s green 

architecture firm, moved down the block.” David, adjusting to his new-found middle-

class status, is also adjusting to a new cultural milieu. While he is critical of the link 

between people like himself—who have seriously committed themselves to the 

community of the neighborhood—and those who came later, the changes are beneficial to 

him. David said, “When you have a group of mostly white creative types doing a lot of 

interesting stuff, it makes it seem real safe for a lot of people who aren’t going to build 

the relationships. They’re not going to care about the neighbors. They just feel like they 

can go in and then there’s a market for their craft beer bar or something.” Yet those 

changes have turned a forgotten urban village into prosperous neighborhood. While some 

of the changes are easy to criticize, they are less easy to avoid. 
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If fact, while critical of redevelopment, David also enjoys the commercial options 

now available. In terms of neighborhood improvements, he said, “honestly one of the 

good things is the bar scene and food scene around here. I think if you were to compare it 

to other neighborhoods, you would compare it to Center City, in terms of the quality of 

beer and restaurants.” “And, honestly, I like that,” he added, almost sounding shameful. 

The affordable real estate and somewhat grungy hipster scene that first attracted David 

are gone. The core of Fishtown is fully gentrified and probably too chic to be called an 

“alternative” to anything.  

On Gentrification in the Neighborhood 

On the gentrification in his neighborhood David said, “In 2003, 50 percent of the 

houses were either vacant or they were empty lots. The reason the neighborhood has so 

many space-aged houses is because every block was a sawtooth.” Sometimes empty lots 

are filled with new homes that look different, to the chagrin of the old timers, because 

they are built with materials that are environmentally friendly. And sometimes the empty 

lots were bought by the owners of adjacent home, pre-gentrification, at rock bottom 

prices. In such a case, the owner may have intended to turn the lot into a garden. But 

David also acknowledges this does not describe everyone’s experience. He said, “the 

most vulnerable folks, who were either on fixed-income or less, those folks didn’t have a 

lot of agency. They just slowly got pushed.” Table 5 below shows the drastic change in 

median house value in Fishtown over the period of redevelopment.  
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Table 5. Median House Value for All Owner-Occupied Housing Units in Fishtown  

Year 2000 2010 2019 

Median value $53,800 $168,800 $291,400 

Median value in 2020 dollars $81,302 $201,446 $296,611 

Data refers to census tract 158 (listed as 18B on the 1960 census).  

Source: Census 2000, T163; ACS 2010 (5-Year Estimates) A10036; ACS 2019 

(5-Year Estimates) A10036 

 

Since Fishtown is an urban village with some residents whose families have lived 

there for generations, many of the residents who stayed through deindustrialization 

owned their house. David confirms this in our discussion. He said that many, “folks on 

my block own their house.” David discusses one family whose experience in the 

neighborhood was transformed by gentrification. David said, “Their annual income, 

which included distribution of mostly marijuana but other substances at different times… 

to support a family of six… it’s hard to estimate but it looked like they made about 

$30,000 to $40,000. For them to get $200,000 for their house that was beat to hell… And 

then they could relocate... They are going to be able to spread out and then have some 

cash after that. They experience it as relief.” I asked if he knows this for a fact. David 

said, “We’ve hung out since and they like it better.” I ask if the family feels bitter or 

uncomfortable about the changes. David responded, “No, it was a game changer. There 

are a bunch of people like that. If you make a bunch of money, most people are pretty 

happy about that… It’s the folks who didn’t get to [benefit monetarily] because they 

rented. Or they didn’t get to because they died. They didn’t get to because they got 

locked up. They didn’t get to for all these various reasons that systematically oppress.” It 

is an interesting example since despite David’s keen awareness of unfairness, he also 

acknowledges there has been a benefit to families in the neighborhood. The observation 

is echoed by other members of Grove who point out that some residents felt trapped in 
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the neighborhood until redevelopment provided them an escape. Steven, for instance, said 

that when gentrification first started in the neighborhood, some people were excited to 

see their home prices tick upward. They immediately sold and left. As he said, “A lot of 

people that moved out of Fishtown ten or fifteen years ago wanted out anyway.” Many of 

them, he noticed, moved north to Mayfair, which, Steven said, “was just seen as a better 

neighborhood.” 

Neighborhood Relationships and Changing Etiquette 

“We don’t have porches here, so a lot of old residents hang out outside,” said 

David. “A lot of the newcomers have this reputation of ‘we don’t talk to you’ or ‘I don’t 

say hi’. They don’t stop on the stoop when my neighbor is smoking a cigarette just to 

shoot the shit. They don’t hang out on the stoop at all.” The daily interactions that are the 

social glue holding communities together differ with the new residents. However, even 

for David who has a unique ability to bridge the different residents of Fishtown, 

sometimes shutting in is preferable. David added, “For me, I have a nice backyard. I like 

it back there. It’s quieter. I don’t really care to talk to everybody who walks by. I want to 

read a book and, I don’t know... I’m growing food, you know?” David’s expression is not 

difficult to understand, even to many of the old timers. Organic community emerges in a 

bottom-up fashion from shared circumstances, especially when disparate people are 

forced to come together to solve collective problems (see, for example, Nisbet 1953). 

When fortunes rise, and collective problems recede, individuals can scatter into their 

private lives. Many of the old timers look fondly upon their childhood when the 

neighbors would crowd around to watch a single television on the block. However, once 

televisions became plentiful, people preferred to watch their own individual set inside 



206 

 

their home. The old timers frequently complain about the young people being more 

interested in their phones than in their neighbors, but the behavior of the newest residents 

is a continuation of process that long precedes them.   

The Labor That Grants Community Legitimacy 

The old timers in Fishtown took great pride in maintaining their neighborhood. 

For instance, I was consistently told that the stairs leading up to each home were 

scrubbed every week. As the neighborhood declined, the efforts of dedicated residents 

could not keep up with the forces of decay. With this in mind, the efforts of the first 

newcomers grant them a degree of community legitimacy, sometimes even in the eyes of 

the old timers. For instance, across from Grove was originally an abandoned lot. The lot 

once had row homes, but they had long-since been demolished by the time Grove opened. 

Since no one was using the land, members of Grove began taking care of the property. In 

fact, David said, he “personally cut the grass for years.” The kids during Sunday 

meetings would play in the grass. David said, “We did movie showings, various events, 

meetings every week.” The labor was free and the activity gave the lot meaning to the 

members of Grove. 

While the land was cared for by Grove, it was owned by the city and managed by 

the New Kensington CDC. They were the legal stewards and once the neighborhood took 

off, David said, “they sold it to these developers who are building the Frankfordian and 

the Frankford Stacks, which are these horrible looking condo buildings.” Rather than 

maintain an open green space that affords a non-monetary place for recreation, new 

condos for the new people are filling in the space. David feels like “They’re just rubbing 

it in my face real bad.” 
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It is a feeling that some long-term residents feel acutely as well. The 

neighborhood is full of stories of neighbors who did thankless tasks to maintain some 

semblance of order. Cleaning up lots that are not their own, protecting packages on 

stoops, mowing lawns and other such tasks. Now that the neighborhood has turned 

around, no one is coming by to say thanks or cut them a check. There is no way to 

monetize their efforts, even though others seem quick to benefit. 

The new residents who move into condos like the Frankfordian do not have the 

same connection to the neighborhood. David is caught in between. When he watches the 

condos being built, he feels anger. David said,  

In some ways I experience this righteous indignation [regarding gentrification]. 

All my judginess comes out and these people [the new gentrifiers] are my 

enemies. And now one of the critical things about Jesus is this enemy love, which 

is the most inconvenient love. So my idea is to try to make a life-long friend with 

someone who moves in [to a new condo development] but I don’t know how I’m 

going to do it. 

 

He can’t stand some of the changes and the sense that marginalized people are 

getting pushed around. “The long-term residents who just keep getting bullied and beat 

out... or having the cops called on them for having roosters when they’ve had roosters for 

twenty years.” It’s exhausting and makes him sometimes indignant. Yet they are not his 

problems. The uncomfortable truth is that while he sincerely feels for the people who are 

losing through the gentrification process, he wins. 

He wants to distance himself from the newcomers but is, himself, mostly one of 

them. “I don’t want to say I hate them because I don’t hate them. But like I’ve got serious 

judgment problems.” He pauses, “Because in my heart I know I’m capable of the exact 

same thing.” “It’s something I haven’t really dealt with in terms of wealth and some of it 

is, like I said, I’m middle class now. I drive a Prius. And I’ve got a new iPhone. I’m not 
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poor. That messes with my identity.” David’s reference to a Prius calls to mind the work 

of political scientists Hetherington and Weiler, whose book Prius or Pickup? (2018) 

describes how ideological tribes stem from simple psychological differences in 

preference. While the political dimension is perhaps less relevant in David’s situation, the 

sense of belonging to a different identity group, remains critical.    

When he sees new people in the neighborhood, there’s a protectiveness that 

borders on paternalism. Expressing great self-awareness, he mocks his own inner 

narrative. David said, “now when I see the newcomers it’s like, ‘no, these are my poor 

people.’ This is my poor neighborhood. This is my life. This is my space that I’ve lived in 

for fifteen years or so.” 

His insider status, though, is never secure in Fishtown. “My next-door neighbors 

on either side are artists who moved here in the eighties. They’re still outsiders! And they 

say they will always be. I mourn for them but I know what they mean.” “I played on a 

local baseball team called the Kensington Royals. But even still I’ll never be a true, 

super-accepted Kensington person.” David’s participation on a local baseball team calls 

to mind the work of Grasmuck (2005) who shows how local sports organizations can be a 

site of actively building (sometimes fragile) inter-class neighborhood solidarity. 

The old timers will never completely claim him. “When I walk down the street, 

people that don’t know me... since I look a certain way... I don’t look like I grew up on 

the block, or have been here for five generations...” He made his point, about always 

being an outsider. However, he shifted in tone and added, “And I don’t get drunk in the 

morning. There are a lot of bad habits that go along…” David wasn’t being mean 

spirited, but I was somewhat taken aback. He was making clear that there is a lack of 
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acceptance that runs in both directions. Ultimately, he judges them as they judge him and 

keeps them at a distance as well. While he may have grown up in a similar neighborhood, 

it wasn’t this neighborhood, nor was it in Philadelphia. His life has included physical 

mobility, social mobility, higher education, and a variety of unique experiences that are 

not part of the lives of long-term residents. He does not talk like them, has different 

values and noticeably different identity. While he bridges residents together through his 

unique ability to understand two distinct sets of experiences, compared to the true old 

timers, he belongs to a different tribe.  

Pastor James’s Story: A Late Newcomer in a Middle-Class Fishtown 

Pastor James is four weeks away from completing his Master of Divinity degree 

the first time we speak. As with David, our conversations take place in a coffee shop. 

However, I speak with James in a corporate coffee shop full of students looking at their 

phones, at a nearby the university. While David easily plays intermediary between old 

timer and newcomer, James’s demeanor and style are distinctly newcomer, even young 

professional. James is more characteristic of late-stage gentrification. That is, of an 

upwardly mobile and highly educated creative class. James’s experience is useful in 

illustrating a different sub-set of newcomers. 

When James talks about his life, he tells the story of an outsider. Yet his story is 

also quintessentially American. He is the child of immigrants who came to America to 

start a new life. James’s father fled Egypt in the early 1980s. Shortly after Anwar el-

Sadat was publicly assassinated at an annual parade in 1981, his father decided that 

enough was enough. As he saw it, his family had endured religious persecution, as a 

religious minority, as Christians, in a country 90 percent Muslim. The bubbling chaos of 
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the early 80s pushed his father over the edge. He arrived in United States in 1982 and his 

wife followed one year later.  

Moving to Reagan’s America, with the clear rhetorical emphasis on religious 

liberty, made an impact on James’s father. No longer a religious minority, he relished 

Reagan’s open religiosity—where passages from Matthew might appear in political 

speeches. Moreover, he agreed with the philosophical stance of limiting state power. In 

his own country, he watched state power abused for years by left-wing populists like the 

socialist party leader Gamal Abdel Nasser. The political landscape of the United States 

promised an end to such concerns. As James understands it, his father affirmed his 

American identity in this context and became a registered member of the Republican 

Party.  

The conservativism of his family puts James at odds with them. James said, “My 

dad sent me a picture wearing a MAGA hat. He’s like a disciple of Sean Hannity.” For 

his father, his adopted country was and remains Reagan’s shining city on the hill. Yet for 

James, Trump’s America is something akin to the Roman empire that killed Jesus. The 

contrast is jarring and describes an ongoing alienation between father and son.  

James grew up in central Pennsylvania. The area is suburban but surrounded by a 

rural landscape that abuts the Appalachian Mountains. That part of Pennsylvania is 

whiter and more conservative than the country as a whole. The outsider status felt, as 

James’s said, “being brown in a predominantly white area” provides a backdrop to his 

quest for identity. The quest of course is more than just about race, as he is partially 

connected to two different societies and traditions, but race provides the most salient 

visual manifestation of it. 



211 

 

James was raised “in an evangelical, fundamentalist household” where “the words 

in the Bible were given to us from God.” That strict interpretation proved to be both 

strong and fragile. On one hand, having exact instruction from God provides perfect 

guidance through this world. On the other hand, when a belief system is rigid it cannot 

bend. In times of pressure, it can simply break. “A lot of people get disillusioned with 

their fundamentalist interpretation of the Bible and then forget it altogether.” James 

himself went through such a period of disillusionment. Yet, he said, rather than lose his 

faith, he “moved beyond that into something else.” He added, “My faith underwent 

deconstruction. But it also went through reconstruction.” 

Finding His Way to Grove 

Growing up in a mostly white, middle class and suburban landscape, James was 

affected by the punk rock sensibility that attracts many similar disaffected teens. The 

music and subcultural identity provided a suitable cultural orientation of opposition. 

While this period often proves short lived for many who pass through the portal of 

university into the professional world, it delivered James to an adult version of 

oppositional cultural, which he found in a different Christianity than his fathers.  

The church is itself, of course, a great authority. When he attended university in 

Philadelphia, James thought he might turn away from institutional religion all together. 

“In the period where I struggled the most was right before I joined Grove. I thought I’d 

lost my faith.” Many people experience a worldview change while at university. It was 

during this time that a friend came upon a campus flyer for Grove Ministries. He decided 

to go one Sunday. 
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I asked James if he remembers what he was thinking that day. He answered, “This 

is weird. I don’t know any of the songs. This room is odd.” I laughed and he added, “I 

thought it was really bizarre.” “David was the pastor at the time, and he had a message 

that was kind of confusing. I didn’t understand exactly what he was talking about. 

Possibly that’s your experience on Sunday too,” adding a self-deprecating joke referring 

to the talks of his that I have been attending. 

In the following months he became even more disillusioned with his 

fundamentalist background. He read books that challenged his understanding of faith. 

“Donald Miller’s Blue Like Jazz was one of them.” He explained, “And nine months later 

I came back, and David remembered my name.” “And I thought, oh, this is the gospel, 

this community that’s forming.” He underwent a conceptual shift. “I’ve concluded that 

transformation isn’t transmitted ideologically, it’s transmitted inter-personally... the best 

way to change someone’s mind is just to befriend them. And to befriend them for the 

sake of befriending them.” 

His perspectival shift placed far less emphasis on the letter of the law, and more 

on the spirit. Rather than lose his religion, he insists, he moved it into a new register. His 

new perspective emphasized the active participation in lived community rather than in 

doctrinaire adherence to a set of rules.  

He became invested in Grove and ultimately pursued the training necessary to 

become a pastor himself. When the former pastor, David, decided to leave, James was 

there to fill the role. 

James’s Sunday talks include a conscious attempt to weave together the ancient 

and modern. On one memorable Sunday, a music video was played from a punk rock 



213 

 

band, “Again Me!” The song, “I was a teenage Anarchist,” features a young man running 

in slow motion away from police. The young man nearly slips away before being hauled 

into the squad car with a smile on his face. James then discussed his teenage love for the 

song and its deeper theme of resisting state power. He paused, then mentions that the last 

time he listened to the song, he was wearing expensive wireless air-pods and pushing a 

shopping cart through Whole Foods. His middle-class status is at odds with some of his 

professed radical values. Most members laughed, partly at themselves in self-recognition. 

James then discussed the need to live in the world even as you resist parts of it.  

Middle Class Radical 

James’s adult life has been spent in Philadelphia. In his early thirties, married, and 

with two young daughters, some of his Sunday talks reflect on his transition from young 

radical to middle class urbanite. Moreover, his racial experience of “being brown,” as he 

describes himself, is a continual point of consideration. From his suburban upbringing in 

Pennsylvania, to his path through higher education, and to his time as pastor in Fishtown, 

James has spent much of his life in the kind of environments Elijah Anderson describes 

as “white spaces” (2015). The term refers to a privileged social space that is partially 

defined by class and education but is marked most noticeably by whiteness. The white 

space may not appear exclusionary to the people who belong to it but may feel 

exceptionally so to those who do not.  

James dresses the part of young professional and talks like a university professor. 

While he does not hesitate in critiquing exclusionary spaces, especially based on race, he 

also commands the room—in this case, of mostly educated, white middle class people—

with obvious comfort. James’s own personal presentation and speaking style 
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communicates status. This status is mostly clearly defined by education. James engages 

with text in the manner of a university professor. For some at Grove, that speaking style, 

that veers markedly intellectual, is the point. Yet erudite lectures have their exclusionary 

element. In Medieval history, it was only the priests, scribes, and other religious scholars 

who were given special instruction in reading and reason. Even today, it takes resources 

to invest in scholastic training. Not everyone can speak about, like James, the 

“hermeneutical” shortcomings of a dialogue or confidently deliver a “whom” mid-

sentence. James, for instance, uses the word “ontology” during a Sunday sermon. A few 

eyes glaze over, and James seems to sense this. He acknowledges the weird word and 

discusses it. Later James said to me that, “for every $20 word I use, I try to explain it. I 

can't be anything other than what I am.”  

It is a markedly different tone from David. If David’s personal style was at home 

in pre-gentrified Fishtown, James’s is equally at home in its fully gentrified iteration. 

While neither pastor can be said to strictly represent anything other than themselves, the 

contrast is noticeable. David fit well in a rough urban village with the beginnings of 

change. James’s intellectualism and trendy but professional style now equally fit well the 

growing creative class ethos of the neighborhood. 

Degrees of Privilege: Intellectualism  

The language at Grove has a markedly intellectual tone. This characteristic can 

feel exclusionary for those less familiar with university lecture settings. For Luis, for 

instance, who grew up in a rough North Philadelphia neighborhood, the Sunday talks 

were opaque. Luis’s childhood neighborhood was geographically near Fishtown but felt 
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like another world. He is Puerto Rican, forty years old, and is now one of the longest-

serving members of the Fishtown congregation.  

When he was younger, and before going to college, the language was 

impenetrable. Luis said, “I often tell people I didn't understand what the sermons 

were….” “Before going to [university], it was all cryptic to me.” He added, “The way 

that Grove is intellectual is very similar to college.” Luis, I later learn, went to university 

to study urban sociology. Moreover, he attended the same local Christian university that 

many other members of Grove have attended. The university experience provided 

terminology and a new set of interrelated ideas that allowed him to better understand 

what James (or David) or anyone else was going on about on Sunday nights. 

Luis said that part of what he tries to do is “help the Grove be more accessible and 

available to people who are like me or have the life experiences that I experienced.” 

While the value of inclusion is greatly emphasized, discussing the “ontological” status of 

a person or idea will always divide the room.  

Even though Luis is committed to Grove, his upbringing positions him 

differently. When I ask what it was like growing up in his neighborhood, he simply 

responded, “It was traumatizing.” He explained that there were, he said, “drug dealers. A 

lot of violence. Our house was in bad condition.” 

He took advantage of a city policy to encourage investment. While the policies 

existed on the books, few took advantage of them since the area was a place people were 

moving out of and not into. “It was sparse. Two blocks up, that was filled with giant 

factories and some of them had bridges going across [the street].” 

He explained his experience of the city policy, 
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The house that I purchased and the one next to me were actually, uh, rehabilitated, 

by New Kensington CDC, part of their intention was to get a bunch of low 

income housing and make low income housing available in the area that was 

connected to arrangements with the city. The house would have a lien against it. 

And you had to commit to staying in the house for 15 years, in order for the lien 

to be forgiven. So obviously the intention was to increase people staying in the 

neighborhood instead of leaving. And also to have some properties that are stuck 

as low income housing. So that way, you know, even if they were sold, whoever 

was buying them had to qualify as low income. 

 

 Like David, Luis did not enter the neighborhood to take advantage of rising house 

values. There was no sign that the future fortune of the neighborhood would change so 

markedly. Instead, he committed himself to a low-income neighborhood that was in 

steady economic decline. For this reason, Luis sometimes sounds more like an old timer 

when he discusses the new people coming in. He knows, however, that some of the 

newcomers are a part of his own church. He pointed out the different economic and social 

circumstances between himself and some of the Grove members, 

Grove continues to be predominantly white. And so we would have a lot of young 

college students and stuff like that. Even though they might have chosen to live 

with humble means, they still had parents who had money. And so when it came 

time to have babies, well then they got hookups. You know what I mean? So they 

would get a car, they could get a house and all that kind of stuff… And then we 

also have some folks who tried living in the neighborhood and it was just too 

much, so they ended up moving away to the burbs. 

 

 For Luis, the difficulties in the neighborhood could not be jettisoned with a quick 

move to the suburbs. Like the old timers, he was rooted in the neighborhood and had to 

build the community that he wanted to see around him. The racial and class difference 

adds a layer of separateness between his perceived possibilities and those of the 

(potentially) transitory newcomers. Unlike James, Luis did not grow up in environments 

that could be called white spaces. For this reason, he feels like he retains some degree of 

outsider status inside Grove. This is especially true when he compares himself to the 
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younger members. A few years past, then the neighborhood was in flux, they could exert 

agency in moving in if they desire it and leave if need be. More recently, the 

neighborhood is hip and securely middle class. For the newcomers, their relationship to 

Grove, and to Fishtown, is marked by a degree of personal agency Luis never had.  

The Material and Social Impact of Grove 

 Grove, compared to First Community, has a wider assortment of programs to 

make an impact in the neighborhood (and around Philadelphia). In fact, Grove’s growth 

is mirrored in First Community’s gradual diminution. Grove encourages members to use 

their skills, to think creatively, to innovative, and come up with interventions for which 

they have passion. For instance, a Grove member interested in the environment will 

spearhead a team to address ecological concerns in the city. A member worried about the 

growing opioid epidemic will take the initiative in volunteering at rehabilitation facilities 

or teach a training session on the use of Narcan. A member worried about gentrification 

will engage with local non-profits to help ease the displacement of low-income residents. 

James, for instance, has done just that. In the following sections, I outline some of the key 

programs, interventions, and resources that Grove brings to the community. The list is 

intended to illustrate the wealth of positive activities in which Grove is involved. While 

the congregation belongs to a broader demographic that has gentrified Fishtown, the 

intentions of members, illustrated in their programs, are laudable.  

Financial Help for All 

 Grove does not have a food pantry, while First Community does. However, in 

place they have a wide assortment of ways to reach out to the community, including AA. 

Luis once described Grove itself as reminiscent of AA. He said, “I compare it to an AA 
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meeting, or entrepreneurial groups where the nature of the church changes with each 

person as they mature and grow.” Christopher, a Grove member in his early thirties, 

clarifies their outreach position. Christopher said,  

We don’t do food for the homeless. We do more, like, we provide resources for 

people. We pay bills for people. We lend things out. Some Saturday mornings we 

host AA meetings. We do it to include the community in our building and not be 

like we’re in the neighborhood, but you have to be part of our church community 

to get all the benefits. We are trying to reach out to people around the 

neighborhood and say this is a safe space to come. 

 

One of the key resources Grove offers, mentioned in passing by Christopher, is a 

monetary fund set aside for members of the community. A fund could be paid either to a 

member of the church or to anyone in the neighborhood unrelated to the church but 

deemed in need of help. 

 Andrew describes the idea behind the fund in detail. Andrew is in his late twenties 

and has been a member of Grove for a few years. He said, “If I were to hear of a neighbor 

that can’t afford their power bill this month, I can reach out to the church and say, ‘I’ve 

got this neighbor who needs some help paying their bills so that they can maintain a 

healthy living situation’. With no expectation that that person is going to be part of the 

church or that that person owes us something.” “They can come, check out what we’re 

doing, and be a part of it, but by no means is it forced upon others.” Andrew continued, 

“So it’s really like, as much as a business can be adaptable, in that the consumer gets to 

have the power, in creating and curating their own experience. I feel like our church is 

doing the very same thing with faith.” 

 Interestingly, both Andrew and Luis liken the churches operation to an 

entrepreneurial organization. While the business metaphor might be a little odd for a 

church that is anti-capitalist, the metaphor is instructive. There is indeed a grassroot, all-
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hands-on-deck, lets-try-something-new spirit that permeates Grove. That spirit shares an 

obvious kinship with the youthful and creative spirit that often animates entrepreneurial 

activity. The church, again, is home to many artists and members who own local 

businesses. The fund that Andrew describes functions as a direct method to redistribute 

wealth. Unlike some churches with highly prescribed ways of giving, members of Grove 

are encouraged to think creatively about issues they want to pursue or services that they 

can produce for others. In this sense, the church is entrepreneurial. It also is an example 

of how Grove provides resources directly to the community in Fishtown. While the 

greater process of gentrification can displace long-term residents, Grove has localized 

programs to aid residents. I outline a few key programs below. 

Innovative Programs to Engage and Aid the Community 

The funding program that Andrew mentioned is not unique. In fact, one of the 

most striking features about Grove as a church is the assortment of programs they offer. 

The programs are created by members and their own idiosyncratic interests. For those 

members interested in environmental concerns, a program catered to understanding the 

local watershed and ecological issues of the region was created. For those members 

concerned about the explosion of opioid use in Philadelphia, a program was created to 

train members in how to respond to an overdose. For those concerned with racial justice, 

a relationship to the Black Lives Matter movement was established.   

 Given the prevalence of opioid use in the city, Narcan training has been especially 

important. As Emily described it, “We’re all trained in Narcan. Everybody [at the thrift 

store] has seen people overdosing. And there’s just trauma. And there’s all these young 

families with two little kids and they go out on their step and there’s somebody who 
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smashed their head open. You know what I mean? So even trying to keep our humanity 

and not just… ‘move on.’” The level of opioid use in Kensington, and its close distance 

to gentrified Fishtown, produces an unusual mixing of worlds that members of Grove try 

to address. Training in the use of Narcan and knowing what to do if someone is 

overdosing are practical responses that directly address the needs of least fortunate 

members of the neighborhood.  

Grove’s association with Black Lives Matter (BLM) is another example of Grove 

engaging with the community. While BLM organizing is largely independent and 

grassroot, Grove supports local organizing efforts. This means that they publicize 

meetings and encourage members to be active in their local BLM events. Their interest in 

issues of racial justice is emphasized to different degrees by different members. Some 

members of Grove consider activities against racism to be a core tenet in the founding of 

the church.  

 Their engagement with BLM is also interesting because it is more clearly 

suggestive of a political position. In contrast, the AA meetings, financial aid to 

community members or even concern for the local watershed, are not straightforwardly 

politicized. Support for BLM is one of ways Grove engages the community that identifies 

the church as progressive and interested in social justice movements. 

While members are not guarded about their political beliefs, they are often keen to 

identify as Christian first. When I asked, Steven, “Are you political?” he responded 

tersely. “I try not to be,” he said. It wasn’t that Steven was ill-informed. His point was, 

rather, that his religious identity is more important than a political identity. Nevertheless, 

the indicators of political preference are barely hidden. While the church is mostly white, 
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racial reconciliation is consistently discussed. For the members who live in Fishtown, the 

racist reputation of the neighborhood lends extra urgency to the discussion. 

Member Hannah, who is white, emphasized the importance of race when she 

discussed her attachment to Grove. A key factor in her joining the church was knowing 

that, for pastor James, Hannah said, “race is really important to him.” Hannah continued, 

saying, “To my knowledge, Grove was founded as an anti-racist church.” While no other 

respondents made that exact claim, all acknowledged that racial reconciliation is a value 

commonly held in the church. Hannah clarifies, “I’m sure it depends on who you talk to. 

I’m sure there are people for whom that’s less important than it is for me.”  

Rallying Against the Powerful 

 Since this research took place during the election and term of President Trump, 

the polarizing events of his presidency often provide the backdrop for events at Grove. 

One example of such an event took place shortly after the election, when a travel ban 

from predominantly Muslim countries was institute. Allison, a member in her early 

twenties, remembers that night well. Allison said, “the night that the refugees came to the 

Philadelphia airport and were detained, we had a love feast [communal dinner]. In the 

middle of the love feast, we all got the news that the refugees were stuck at the airport 

and immediately some people got up and left and went to the airport. One of the pastors 

came to the front of the room and said, ‘we just need to stop and talk and pray and think 

about those families.’” Members of Grove, in other words, demonstrate a willingness to 

drop what they are doing and throw themselves into action for causes they believe 

constitute social justice. 
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 Another example of rallying against the powerful in the pursuit of social justice 

causes is protesting outside corporate offices. Members of Grove, for instance, have held 

gathering outside the corporate Comcast buildings in Philadelphia. The 

telecommunications conglomerate is headquartered in Philadelphia, making the company 

a focal point of corporate greed for Grove members. 

 Maya, a member of Grove in her mid-thirties, reflected on such activities. As 

Maya described it, “they protest down here in Philly all the time. Yeah, um, Black Lives 

Matter protests… There was a Philly-stands-with-Baltimore protest, I want to say roughly 

two years ago.” One night, Maya said, she was out socializing one night with co-workers 

downtown. “I work in Center City and I was at a going-away happy hour for our co-

workers. So we’re at Fado Irish Pub [two blocks from the Comcast buildings] and we 

hear these drums coming from Locust Street.” Her group of co-workers went outside to 

see who’s banging the drums and what the protest is about. Maya continued, “I’m 

watching the protest and I’m like ‘that person is in Grove, and that person is in Grove,’ 

and then I realize, ‘wait, this is a Grove protest!’ My co-workers are like, ‘come inside, 

it’s not safe!’ I’m like ‘it’s all right.’ I stood and took pictures with my phone.” Smiling, 

she added, “if there’s a protest happening in Philadelphia, someone from Grove is going 

to be there. If you hear drums, there’s definitely someone from Grove.” 

Addressing Displacement 

 Grove also has a program led by James that addresses the displacement caused by 

redevelopment. The goal of the program is to attenuate the displacement that occurs in 

neighborhoods like Fishtown. The program started as a campaign to take back and secure 

vacant land in the city. This appealed to the members of Grove because they had personal 
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experience using unoccupied land until the economic growth in the neighborhood made 

the land newly valuable. The unoccupied land, once it had market value, was bought and 

no longer there to be enjoyed by the community. The program addressing displacement is 

part of a citywide coalition to encourage the passage of funding bills that provide the 

money needed to build affordable housing as well as affordable food production.  

 The program partners with a large non-profit in the city whose sole purpose is to 

address the needs of low-income residents. The non-profit is affiliated with the host of 

organizations including other faith organizations and labor groups. According to James, 

their efforts have helped put more money into Philadelphia’s Housing Trust Fund. More 

importantly, James said, they helped pass the largest land bank in the country. This was 

done in partnership with The Philadelphia Land Bank, which manages publicly owned 

land in the city. The goal of The Philadelphia Land Bank is to return vacant and 

underutilized publicly owned property to productive use doing things like building 

affordable housing, and ultimately growing economically diverse communities that 

expand the city’s tax base. In short, Grove recognizes the negative consequences (e.g., 

displacement) that can be associated with quick economic growth. They try to partner 

with larger organizations that they can assist in securing land that will not be immediately 

subject to market forces. James directly connects his activities intended to minimize 

displacement with this religious faith. He states that his drive comes from Jesus’s 

message to love one’s neighbor. His willingness to endure the lifeless bureaucracy of city 

government, he insists, comes from being rooted in strong faith community. James also 

mentions that Philadelphia’s tax abatement program may be expiring, and they are 

hoping that the funds are also used to help residents find affordable housing. 
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 The tax abatement program that James mentioned has been a source of 

controversy in the city for years, and its secession has been increasingly discussed 

(McCrystal 2020). The 10-year tax abatement program began in the late 1990s as tax 

breaks on existing buildings. It was expanded in 2000 to cover all new construction and 

rehabilitation projects. It was, in short, a financial incentive to encourage redevelopment 

in the city. Proponents said it was necessary to encourage much-needed investment. 

Critics said that it was a financial give-away to the well-heeled. A Philadelphia Inquirer 

article on the topic gives an explication of the tax program by using, appropriately, an 

example from Fishtown. Journalist McCrystal (2019) writes,  

…a rowhouse near Frankford Avenue and Palmer Street in Fishtown that was 

built in 2012 has a market value of $498,600, according to the Office of Property 

Assessment. But the owner only pays taxes on the assigned land value of 

$135,942, so the annual tax bill is about $1,900 instead of almost $7,000.… The 

total value that is exempt from taxes under the abatement is $11.6 billion, 

according to property records. 

 

Mayor Jim Kenney maintains that the abatement program pays for itself through 

increases in people, business, and development. Critics of gentrification, like the 

members of Grove, remain skeptical. Most critical of gentrification see the tax abatement 

program either as an unfair loophole or as a program that has long-since run its 

usefulness.  

It should be noted that while the 10-year tax abatement is the most commonly 

discussed city program, during the course of the research other programs were 

mentioned. David, for instance, made mentioned of a horrible sounding program with 

some term like ‘pioneer’ in the title. It turned out to be the Homestead Exemption 

program. If a resident is not receiving a 10-year tax abatement, they can apply for the 

Homestead Exemption. If a resident owns their primary residence, the Homestead 
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Exemption reduces the taxable portion of the property’s assessed value by $45,000. 

According the city government’s website, it saves the average homeowner $629 a year on 

their real estate tax bill. Members of First Community mentioned the Low-income Senior 

Citizen Real Estate Tax Freeze, which halts taxes for those who meet the age and income 

requirements. The age requirement refers to those 65 and older and the income is for 

those whose total income is $35,000 or less (if a married couple). Lastly, there is the 

Longtime Owner Occupants Program, also mentioned by some First Community 

members. It is a program for real estate tax relief. It applies to homeowners whose 

property increased by 50 percent, or more, from the previous year. It is essentially a 

rescue for those homeowners whose homes are in neighborhoods undergoing intense 

gentrification.  

James’s interest in the issue of displacement is understandable considering the 

dramatic changes in neighborhoods like Fishtown. The interest in the topic by members 

of Grove is owed in no small part from seeing their own impact on the area. Grove 

member Maya was one of many members who connected Grove to gentrification 

directly. Maya reflected on the initial impetus to move into the neighborhood. She said, 

“I think it’s because that location [in Fishtown] started… in the art heyday, when it was 

super cheap. I think they [the church] bought that space for such a deal. And a lot of 

people had been working hard to make it a community that they wanted to be a part of. 

So a lot of people bought houses in North Philly, in Kensington, and around the area, and 

they made it their home. And they care about it.” Grove member Andrew was equally 

direct. He said, “I do think that Grove has been…in this area, Fishtown and East 

Kensington, they are the first markings of gentrification. They may have been some of 
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the founding artists and change makers.” The fact that their investment in the well-being 

of the neighborhood helped catalyze further economic changes that may not be beneficial 

to low-income residents encourages the exploration of other ways to provide affordable 

housing in the city.  

A New Sensibility in an Old Neighborhood 

   The various programs and initiatives described above provide an indication of the 

kind of impact Grove intends to have on the community. While the gentrification process 

that Grove members have been a part of may have a deleterious impact on some old 

timers, Grove attempts to make a positive impact on the community through many 

programs. Some of their activities—like the direct financial fund or the thrift store—

provide a needed resource directly to the members of the neighborhood who need it the 

most. Then there are the initiatives, like support for BLM, that introduces progressive 

social justice causes into a neighborhood where, in years past, it would likely not have 

been welcome. These may be the causes where Grove has the biggest social impact. 

While any needed service, like AA meetings, are helpful, causes like BLM directly 

challenge the social boundaries in the white and insular defended neighborhood. There 

are two points of tension, then, to distinguish. The first is that the macro-level change 

(gentrification) that Grove is a part of can be threatening to the long-term residents due to 

displacement and general alienation even while the micro-level changes that Grove 

directs (the programs discussed above) are intended to aid the neighborhood. The second 

point of tension is that to the degree to which the programs are less about objective 

resources (e.g., direct financial fund and thrift store) and more about values, there is the 

possibility of increased conflict. The programs that reveal social or political identity 
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communicate a difference between the newcomers in the neighborhood and the long-term 

residents. 

Conclusion 

 The members of Grove continue to advocate for positive changes and to provide 

material support where possible. However, the more explicitly oppositional or 

transgressive attitudes that characterized early Grove, have softened. This change mirrors 

the broader economic change in the neighborhood. For those early newcomers like 

David, the change brings mixed feelings. Now that Fishtown is fully gentrified, and as 

Grove members age and have children, the tenor of the church has changed. While Grove 

continues to pursue programs for racial and economic justice in Philadelphia, on the 

streets of Fishtown they also exhibit the cultural sensibilities typical of their broader 

demographic. Simultaneously, however, the full gentrification of Fishtown has brought a 

level of chic consumption that both members of Grove and First Community find 

alienating. For the members of Grove more committed to living an alternative lifestyle, 

the full gentrification of the neighborhood has led them to leave and move farther away. 

For some members of Grove, they have simply been priced out. Most, though, like 

James, fit reasonably well in the neighborhood even as its new cultural sensibility fails to 

perfectly meet their tastes and preferences.   
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CHAPTER 8: FIRST COMMUNITY: STABILITY AMID CHANGE 

 

Introduction  

In the previous chapters, I indicated that the different value frames map onto 

educational and class differences. In this chapter, I continue that argument, exploring the 

ways in which First Community members sometimes find their new neighbors 

patronizing. I illustrate this through a variety of examples of communal activities. 

Newcomers do not share the same living memory of Fishtown as old timers, setting the 

stage for misunderstandings. This is true of both the childhood (which might be described 

through the rosy lens of nostalgia) and adulthood of the members of First Community, 

when the neighborhood declined precipitously. Given the fully gentrified state of modern 

Fishtown, it is easy to lose sight of the trauma that First Community members endured 

when the neighborhood was at its worst. In this chapter I recount stories that verify the 

difficulties First Community members have endured while sticking with Fishtown. 

Before the chapter ends, I address the opioid epidemic simmering in Kensington, which 

is barely a mile away from the gentrification and research site. The epidemic presents a 

moral dilemma that both churches must contend with. In the words of one pastor, an 

“untouchable caste” of desperate outsiders is testing the decency and integrity of the 

community. The opioid epidemic and homelessness occurring nearby remind members of 

First Community that while redevelopment might be occurring down their street, “across 

the tracks” remains a different danger. I show how members of First Community feel 

squeezed between two different social worlds. 
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Strong Community Through Shared Struggle 

After living in Fishtown in late the 1960s, journalist Peter Binzen found that the 

troubled neighborhood existed “off the radar” as far as local social workers were 

concerned. He cites the work of researcher Lyle Yorks—a native Kensingtonian and 

graduate student at Vanderbilt University—who wrote, “the real significance of Fishtown 

is the existence of a group of working class whites in trouble who are unrecognized by 

professionals in the field of urban social problems” (1970:102). This diagnosis is 

supported by social workers and related experts in north Philadelphia. Another native 

Kensingtonian discussing the attempt to bring more services into the community, is 

quoted by Binzen as saying, “nobody knows how to work in the white community. 

Kensington doesn’t want us. It refuses to admit it’s a poverty area” (1970:103). 

In a newspaper article about a soup kitchen in Fishtown supports the view Binzen 

expresses. Despite the soup kitchen being in operation since 1844, the manager was 

quoted as saying, “at first it was just for the poor, but if you say it’s for the poor, some 

people are too proud to come in. So now we just say it’s for anyone who lives in the 

neighborhood. But most who come in really need it.” (Gillin 1987). Such passages 

indicate a neighborhood suffering like many inner-city neighborhoods but self-imposed 

unwillingness to utilize social services. 

 The vision of Fishtown that emerge from the old timers is reminiscent of the two 

Harlem’s that Wilson (1987) describes in the 1950s and 1970s which was discussed 

earlier. The first community is tight knit, trusting, and functional. The second is 

distrustful, and with rising crime and drug use. The marked difference, of course, is the 

racial make-up of the communities and the meaning of those racial identities in broader 
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American society. In Fishtown, the relative high-status of whiteness also blinds the 

neighborhood to the actual level of deprivation that it once exhibited. To accept help 

would be to accept an inferior status. That is, a status in need of assistance from the 

outside. As a result, the descriptions of the neighborhood often veer wildly. 

 An identity of victimhood is anathema to the independence and self-sufficiency 

that some old timers pride themselves on. So while they will sometimes describe events 

that suggest deprivation, they will not take “deprivation” on as an identity or narrative. 

On one hand, I hear the following emphatic pronouncements from Gary, “I loved it. I 

loved it there. I had a great childhood there.” Then, from Jack, “great neighborhood.” “It 

gets a bad rap all the time. I don’t understand.” When I ask Joe if he has any final 

thoughts that I should hear about Fishtown, he said “Great place. I feel safe here. I mean I 

don’t go out at night. In general, I still feel safe.” On the other hand, members of First 

Community like John tell plainly harrowing tales of violence, gangs, and drug use. The 

economic misfortunes of the neighborhood are not hidden yet the narrative stays positive.  

 Jack captures some of this as he describes the neighborhood tenderly, “You hear 

all the bad things, but you don’t hear all the good things. Everybody was tight-knit. 

People be out there on their steps every Saturday cleaning them and all that. The whole 

block, cause if somebody doing it, the rest gotta do it because you get embarrassed [if 

you’re not cleaning too] and we’d sit and talk and the adults would all be out there 

smoking and all that. It was phenomenal.”  

 The idealistic days they experienced in their youth and the relative suffering they 

experienced as the neighborhood declined bonded them in a shared experience. 

Harrowing experiences can have the result of intense social bonding (see, for example, 
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Junger 2016) and for some of the members of First Community, living through the rough 

days in the neighborhood are what it means to understand the community.  

 From the point of view of Grove, however, the cherished community that the old 

timers were protecting was not apparent. What the old timers remember as “tight-knit” as 

children grew to seem insular and protectionist to the newcomers. As deindustrialization 

played out, more opportunities drained away and a “fortification-type mindset,” in the 

words of Binzen, became prominent. The newcomers simply did not see the 

neighborhood the way the old timers did. And this is because they really were seeing two 

different neighborhoods.  

 For members at First Community, what is remarkable is that despite the decline of 

the neighborhood, they kept the spirit of the old community alive. While others left or 

became embittered, members of the church stayed largely tight-knit and lived by the 

maxim to take care of one’s neighbor. The church provided a site to enact those values in 

the neighborhood. As a consequence, though, they are especially bonded and feel like the 

boundaries of the neighborhood are supposed to function like the social boundaries 

defining the community. In truth, though, it is the shared and often difficult experience of 

the old timers that gives them their sense of belonging to a village.   

Are you Going to Save the Church? 

The first thing Arthur asks me is, “are you going to save the church?” I am 

walking down the sidewalk with Pastor Pat on a late summer afternoon. We are on our 

way to one of Fishtown’s new pubs to get lunch. While we are in front of First 

Community, we bump into Arthur, who is standing at the open trunk of his car. He is not 

a member of First Community, but an old timer who has lived in the same house for 
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years. Pat introduces me and chats for a minute as Arthur unloads brown boxes. Arthur 

asks his question and soon we are walking again. 

Arthur’s question was in jest, but I was taken aback. His question stayed on my 

mind for the rest of the day. It was a way of voicing an uncomfortable truth: that the 

church is in serious trouble. In fact, it may well be a matter of time before it closes for 

good. (A concern expressed discretely by multiple people over the course of the 

research.) The question seemed to make Pat uncomfortable, but Arthur paid little mind. 

After all, he has lived in Fishtown far longer than Pat and has experienced many changes. 

In time spent, he is a more authentic members of the neighborhood than Pat. Moreover, 

the problems facing First Community are plain to see. To Arthur, it’s no secret that the 

church’s days are numbered. 

I answered Arthur’s question with some playful filler. “Gee, well that’s the idea,” 

not knowing what else to say. I know my role is as researcher and keeping the church 

afloat is not my responsibility. I think to myself that I have no knowledge of how to save 

a church. Although I wonder if that is not exactly what I am starting to do.  

Arthur took one look at me and asked his question; it did not come from nowhere. 

I look the part of young academic from a local university that might have knowledge of 

how to secure grants. The grants needed to fund fixing the roof, repairing windowing, 

and ensuring the church is structurally sound. This awareness stays with me while I am in 

the field. At Grove I fit in and hence blend into the background. But at First Community I 

continually stand out as a potential resource.  

Weeks later I ask Pat if he would put me in contact with Arthur. I wanted to ask 

him more about the neighborhood and how he sees the future of the church. Arthur had 
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moved, Pat tells me, somewhere in Jersey, he thinks, but he is not sure. I realize that the 

brown boxes that Arthur was unloading from his car were for the move. I was watching a 

member of the old community leave their home in Fishtown without realizing it. The 

neighborhood is obviously changing but I am reminded in such moments of how steady 

the turnover is.  

 Below, I explore the changing community from the point of view of members at 

First Community. I describe the meaning of the changes as well as the activities that First 

Community engages to help the community. While Grove often pursues social activist 

campaigns that appeal to those in their demographic, First Community caters much of its 

activities to the basics. They focus their modest resources on providing to the poorest in 

the neighborhood. First Community’s efforts revolve around meetings for Alcoholics 

Anonymous, a food pantry, and help for the homeless in Kensington who are fighting 

addiction. 

The Term “Gentrification” and Class Antagonism 

 The term “gentrification” is itself a social divider. While not obscure, it is the kind 

of term that some people know well while others remain unsure about. The term is 

comfortably used by the middle class and college educated. Members of Grove use the 

term frequently and often mention talking about the process in their personal lives. For 

members of First Community, they are less comfortable with the term, sometimes not 

sure of its meaning. Claire, for example, said, “I looked up the word ‘gentrification,’” 

nodding at a nearby dictionary. “It said, ‘conform to middle class’ and I thought, well, 

what do you mean conform?” She continued, “working class people are not going to be 

the same as white collar people. Like, live the same life. It doesn’t mean you’re worse. Or 
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you’re no better. That bothers me. I don’t know how many people feel that way. I know I 

don’t like that word [gentrification]. It sounds demeaning to me.” For Claire, 

gentrification isn’t a concept to philosophize about. She feels the process happening on 

her street in the condescending and patronizing attitude the newcomers seem to have for 

her. She is okay with difference, but the idea that gentrification involves people like her 

being pushed out of their own neighborhoods by white collar people is too much.  

 Claire insists that she is happy to see new life in Fishtown. “I like to see it thriving 

again. It was getting to the point where you didn’t see many people. But now on a 

Saturday morning when I open the door, I see people again.” Yet the new people, she 

admits, sometimes have an attitude that bothers her. She feels like she committed herself 

to Fishtown through the difficult times. By devoting herself to the neighborhood, she is 

an authentic member of the neighborhood. “I felt like the people that stayed here, we all 

knew it was a good thing [Fishtown] and we knew eventually somebody would get an 

idea and come back and say, ‘yeah, it is a good thing. Let’s keep it going.’” However, 

while Claire helped keep the good thing going, lending stewardship to Fishtown when 

times were tough, the new people don’t show the proper respect. “You know, some 

people seem to be a bit pretentious about it. They think they’re coming in. Like they’re 

saving us. Kind of like they have that attitude. And I think, ‘we don’t need to be saved, 

we kept it going so that you could come here.’ That stuff bothers me.”  

 For the old timers, they felt like Fishtown was a great neighborhood before 

anyone realized they existed. And when times became tough, they were ones who stuck 

around. They were the few who devoted themselves to the neighborhood. They are 

authentic members of the community in a way none of the newcomers ever could be. In 
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fact, it’s their devotion to the place that made Fishtown ripe for gentrification in the first 

place. As they see it, it is the old timers who defended Fishtown so that it could be 

enjoyed by the newcomers. They, of course, have a point. When newcomers act like 

saviors to the neighborhood, it suggests a lack of appreciation for the long-term neighbors 

who kept a core of community even when industry declined. From the point of view of 

the old timers, Fishtown maintained a degree of cohesion and structural integrity (in the 

homes and businesses) that other neighborhoods lacked. For this reason, one might 

suggest, Fishtown was selected for redevelopment, and not the surrounding 

neighborhoods.  

A Note on the Incentive Payment 

Over the course of this research, the class differences in Fishtown were obvious, 

but not overwhelming. One moment of notable difference, however, was the reaction to 

the paid incentive. For instance, one interview was with a member of First Community, 

Madeline, who did our interview near her sick and immobile spouse. At the end of the 

interview, I thanked participants with a personal card that also contained a $20 incentive 

payment. When I handed the card to Madeline, she pointedly replied, “we can use the 

money.” She had experienced a string of issues involving her spouse’s health that made 

money very tight. In the moment, the comment made me uncomfortable. I intended the 

incentive payment to be little more than a “thank you.” But for Madeline it made some, 

albeit minor, difference. No newcomers reacted that way.  

The members of Grove generally voiced unease accepting the money. Any money 

is appreciated but the payment was not going to matter like it did to Madeline. The Grove 
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members tended to make me assure them that the money was coming from some funding 

source and not out of my wallet.  

Having made that distinction, I will also note that two male old timers smiled 

after being handed the incentive and threw the card back at me like an ace into a pile of 

playing cards. It was their way of telling me: your money is no good to me, we had this 

conversation because I wanted to, not because I had to. That was very different than 

Madeline’s reaction but also revealed a class difference between the members of First 

Community and Grove.  

The Consensus Breaks Down 

Sidewalk Etiquette and Communal Problem-Solving 

For members of First Community, the distinctions between newcomers—that is, 

the two sub-groups explored earlier—are less meaningful but still noticeable. Most 

differentiate between “the artists” and the “yuppie” types. Camelia of First Community 

made a point of warning that, “I’m going to call them yuppies,” before giving her 

thoughts on her new neighbors. She worried the term might offend me. However, she was 

not sure what else to call them. For Jack, also a First Community member, the new 

people hurt his sense of community. Jack said, “with all the yuppies, there’s no sense of a 

neighborhood-thing anymore.” He missed the easy and natural conversation between 

neighbors. “We used to just talk to people. Go outside while people are watering their 

lawns. Say, ‘hey, what’s going on?’ And that’s how word of mouth spread.” 

The new people are more liable to stick to themselves and, for Jack, do not 

contribute to the social fabric that made the community special. To Jack, part of what 

make the neighborhood a good place to live was that social cohesion and control was 



237 

 

informal and based on cooperation between neighbors—what sociologists like Sampson 

called collective efficacy and describe as being about “informally activated social control 

and shared expectations rooted in trust” (Sampson 2012:370). While gentrification has 

brought material and financial improvement, Jack doesn’t feel an improvement in 

collective efficacy. “I guess they’re busy with their own lives,” he said. Jack focuses on 

the new homes they are building, which are noticeably larger than the homes of the old 

timers. Jack said, “But they must be making some money. They’re doing something right. 

But I don’t think they’re personable, cause they’re always on their computer or phone.” 

Jack holds his hands out in front of him and moves his thumbs around in mock-texting 

gesture and makes an annoyed face. For Jack, that annoyed face seems to be the spirit of 

the newcomer. The disconnect exasperates him. “They don’t have the time for five 

minutes. Just ‘how you doing?’ You know what I mean? Come on. Life’s not that busy.” 

Most members of First Community agree with Jack’s assessment. Ted, for 

instance, contrasts the anti-social attitude that he perceives in the newcomers with the 

natural sociability of the old generation. Referring to conversation, Ted said, “the newer 

people, they really don’t do that.” Ted added, “they stick to themselves.” “They’re inside. 

They come out to walk their dogs. And then, nothing. You know what I mean?” For Ted, 

the newcomers only venture beyond the safety of their own homes to run errands, talk on 

their phones, walk their dogs, or, occasionally, smoke. “They’re not that social. And I 

think it comes from the fact that, they’re always online, always being on their phones.” 

To Ted, the phone is used as a protective shield to avoid interaction. In either case, Ted 

feels like the newcomers just don’t become true neighbors, through chatting and building 

bonds, the way that he is familiar with. “They’ll take their Uber, pick them up, they’ll go 
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wherever, they’ll come back home. That’s it. You don’t have any interaction. I don’t 

think it’s healthy to be honest with you.” From Ted’s perspective, the newcomers are not 

really part of the community in any meaningful sense. They live separate lives and do not 

seem interested in integrating with the old timers. Ted can only speculate on the reason. 

And while he does not express intense animosity towards the newcomers, he feels like 

they are not interested in befriending people like him.  

Ted tells a brief story about one of his neighbors. Ted said, “He’s like 76 years 

old. I feed him. I check on him. Make sure he’s alright during the winter and summer. 

And he’ll just sit outside in this chair and he’ll put that little lawn chair out there and 

you’ll sit there and talk to everybody.” For Ted, that openness and sociability is what 

makes a neighborhood a community and an enjoyable place to live. “I mean when you 

live in a neighborhood, it’s sort of like some sort of family,” Ted said. Ted sees himself 

as owing a duty to the people physical near him. He does not think that the average 

newcomer understands their own relationship to the community in the same way. The 

metaphor of family that Ted uses is key. Ted looks to build the community around him 

into an extended family. He continues to enact the village-based social relations from 

early Fishtown. To Ted, the people around him constitute a village-like community 

whereby personal reciprocity in a token of interaction. The newcomers do not live by the 

same code as the Ted. 

Ted’s emphasis on building personal relationships is not simply selfless. 

Reciprocity involves both giving and receiving. In this sense, the newcomers fail to hold 

up their end of the interaction. When Ted attempts to solve problems in communal ways, 

the newcomers, in contrast, will approach the same issues in individualistic ways. Ted 
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explained, “they’ll just put a camera up.” But for Ted the interaction is part of the 

purpose of a neighborhood. Engaging the newcomers in conversation, Ted said, “it’s just 

pulling teeth from these people.” But for the newcomers, cameras are an ideal solution. 

They address the problem and in a personalized manner. Ted said, “all these new houses 

that they’re putting up, they all have cameras. Everything has a camera now. You can’t 

go two steps without being on camera somewhere.” Ted acknowledges that the cameras 

work but feels they erode the need for community.  

This social change—from the communal to the individualistic—is a recognizable 

pattern. As the resident’s change, the internal relationships that provide stability change. 

After researching such changes in comparable neighborhoods in both Philadelphia and 

Baltimore, Furstenberg et al. (1993:253) wrote, “We see in transitional neighborhoods a 

shift from collective to individualistic strategies of family management... Informal 

networks become attenuated as kin and close friends move out and are replaced by new 

residents who are regarded as outsiders. The perception of normative consensus in the 

community diminishes accordingly.” Putnam (2007) made an analogous point noting, for 

example, that as increased immigration can reduce social solidarity in the short term (and 

emphasizing the opportunity for cultural enrichment in the long term). What Jack and 

Ted are describing in Fishtown is the sense of a loss of communal order. The micro-level 

interactions that are the glue of community, of shared experience and a collective sense 

of being, are diminishing. Members of First Community continually describe a sense of 

loss of community even when they are glad to see redevelopment taking place.  
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Moment of Hidden Animosity Aimed at the Newcomers 

For members of First Community, expressions of animus and diplomacy come up 

in their descriptions of the newcomers. I have reason to suspect that their sharpest 

criticism of newcomers was softened when talking to me. On one memorable night, I was 

introduced by Pastor Pat to a group of old neighborhood friends. They positioned in a 

semi-circle around the front steps of a home, smoking, talking, and eventually getting ice 

cream from a truck down the street. I listened while one woman railed against some of 

the new people in the neighborhood. She had a look of contempt as she described how 

they ignore her. Sometimes, she said, they will walk their dog straight through her circle 

of friends on the sidewalk without acknowledging her or saying a word. However, when I 

followed up with the woman a couple days later, she walked back some of her comments. 

“It’s just the parking,” she claimed, about her annoyance at the newcomers. On one hand, 

I think this is true. After all, I caught her in an emotional moment when she was venting 

some of her frustrations. When I followed up with her, she was composed and presented 

a more diplomatic view of the neighborhood changes. When her attention was on her 

own answers, she reasoned that the newcomers could live anywhere and were basically 

acceptable. On the other hand, her evening complaining came in an unguarded moment 

and likely revealed feelings simmering under the surface. I perceived her complaining as 

a class antagonism that is not easily expressed in front of a researcher. One can easily 

understand why a newcomer, dressed as a young professional, would elicit contempt as 

they walk straight through a circle of working-class residents who have lived in the street 

since childhood. The newcomer may well see the situation in generational terms, but the 

old friends may sense middle-class snobbery.  
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Old Timers Amused at the Indulgences of the Newcomers 

Some members of First Community find the new businesses in the neighborhood 

amusing. The hip bars are populated with younger demographic. Many of the old timers 

feel like the spaces don’t belong to them. Sometimes they will venture into the new space 

for a mini adventure and a story to tell. Joe, for instance, who has lived in Fishtown his 

entire life, tried out a specialty beer shop that hosts hundreds of options. The options can 

feel like consumer-paradise, or consumer-hell, depending on your knowledge of beer. Joe 

said, “it took me twenty minutes to find a beer! It’s too much. It’s fun to see what it’s 

like. But I don’t need that many options.” After wandering around the shop for a while, a 

young worker came up to help Joe. He asked Joe what he was looking for. Joe made a 

joke by inventing a silly name for a fictious beer. He made a noise that sounded like teen 

chang. The young worker missing the humor responded in earnestness. Joe continued, 

“He said, ‘oh the Chinese beer!’ He said, ‘we don’t have it yet. But we’ve got good 

Japanese beer here.’” Joe laughed and thought the misunderstanding was funny, but it 

highlights the cultural gap. Joe was mocking the obviously overwhelming and exotic 

selection. But the young worker didn’t see it that way. For the workers the selection 

wasn’t overwhelming or exotic at all. For Joe, the fancy selection was an unnecessary 

indulgence. For the young worker, it was cosmopolitanism and pleasure. 

How First Community Gives Back: AA and the Food Pantry 

 Both churches engage in community outreach. In contrast to Grove, the modes of 

outreach at First Community are more traditional. The two key approaches consist of 

hosting Alcoholics Anonymous meetings as well as offering material assistance to 

community members in need. The material assistance generally means a free warm meal 
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from the food pantry. While Grove aims activities at systemic issues, First Community 

keeps its outreach direct.  

 Piper is a 71-year old retired First Community member who has spent much of 

her life in Fishtown. She describes the key community outreach at the church. “We do the 

food pantry, which is an outreach that’s every Thursday. We do the zip code of 19125 

and 19134. But if you come in from a different zip code in an emergency, we’ll still give 

you food. No one leaves without a bag of food.” The first zip code that Piper mentions 

make up gentrifying Fishtown and East Kensington. The second refers to areas north of 

the major divider in the area, the Lehigh train tracks, making up areas of Kensington that 

are among the roughest in the city. First Community, in other words, draws in both 

gentrifying areas as well as areas of urban blight. 

 Many of the neighborhood people that come for help at First Community are 

older. Piper said,  

they’re people who are struggling and uh, there’s quite a few families who are 

raising their grandchildren. Or the parent has moved in with the children. And we 

have elderly couples who don’t get enough social security. You’re supposed to 

only come two to three times a month. But we won’t turn you away. We have 

homeless and then we fix up the homeless bags with flip top cans, napkins and 

plastic utensils. So, you know, they’re marked special. 

 

 While Grove is nestled in a now thoroughly gentrified area of the neighborhood, 

First Community is closer to the homelessness, opioid users, and low-income areas in 

Kensington. Given this, First Community is more likely to deal with the immediate 

physical needs of nearby residents. While First Community does not function as recovery 

house, it does continually give resources to those affected by drug abuse.  

 Other members of First Community, like Camila, are also keen to mention the 

outreach programs aimed at substance abuse. “We have seven AA meetings a week in 
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here. Yep. Different groups. Yes, it’s a lot. It’s an outreach for people that need help. And 

First Community has always been here for that.” It is clear from listening to members like 

Camila that part of First Community’s dedication to the struggling residents in 

Kensington is because they see themselves as the fortunate few who barely avoided being 

on the other side. Camila left high school before graduating and started working. She was 

able to stay employed throughout her life even as jobs left the neighborhood. Today she 

is retired but knows her life could have been drastically different. For this reason, she is 

dedicated to the people who come in hungry. She said, “We have a food pantry that 

they’ve had for many years. I know because twenty years ago I ran the food pantry! 

When I was working, I did it at nighttime. Then they started doing it in the day and I 

couldn’t do it anymore.” Camila added, “There’s a lot of people in the neighborhood that 

really don’t have stuff, you know?” The class division between Grove and First 

Community reveals itself in their descriptions of outreach. Members of First Community 

are more likely to self-identify with the people they help. In other words, had their life 

turned out differently, they may well have been on the receiving end of help.  

A Shrinking Economic Base Constrains Outreach Approaches 

 There is unending conflict over the appropriate role that finances play in the 

church. While this is not unique to First Community, the shrinking congregation makes 

the issue more contentious than it might be otherwise. The previous pastor, before Pastor 

Pat, never raised the rent on organizations that used space inside the church. The church, 

for instance, has rented out their kitchen space to outside organizations who then pay a 

fee. These attempts at raising revenue have often become sources of internal drama. Pat 

thinks the unwillingness of the former pastor to raise rent was intended as an act of 
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kindness. However, it meant that the church lost out on much needed revenue. Today, 

members try to find unique ways to raise additional funds. While the money is sorely 

needed, Pastor Pat sometimes disagrees about the ways in which members raise money.  

Ted, for instance, is interested in holding poker nights. Pastor Pat isn’t a fan of the 

idea of gambling inside the church. Ted said, “we have AA and they want to help sponsor 

a fundraiser for us. They’re doing a poker night here. Like I said, pastor, he didn’t like 

the idea of gambling. But if you look at other churches, they have poker nights.” For Ted, 

gambling isn’t morally suspect. While it might not be ideal, he thinks it’s a practical 

solution for fund raising. Sometimes the values of Pastor Pat (which are more idealistic) 

clash with the values of the members around him. Pastor Pat, while a leader, also serves 

at the discretion of the church. Such disagreements usually end with the wishes of the 

church members holding sway. 

 Moreover, while holding Alcoholics Anonymous is helpful to the community, in 

truth, it also provides necessary revenue for the church. As membership declines, and the 

price of maintaining an ageing structure goes up, any way to channel revenue is helpful. 

The physical structure of the church, much of it unused now that the congregation 

has shrunk, has become a way to bring in money. The need to bring in money caused the 

church to rent out their kitchen to an outside vendor. But the lease contract did not 

specify how they would use the space. As it happened, the outside vendor sub-leased the 

space, renting it out to other groups at market prices. The church had priced the space too 

low and the outside vendor took advantage of the low rent, charging a higher rent to 

others. More still, they ended up using more gas and electric than they had specified. The 

church was stuck with chaos in the kitchen and little revenue to show for it. 
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In another attempt to raise revenue through the use of the church space, they tried 

to partner with a local art institute for children. They developed plans to conduct 

construction in the nave of the church before the deal fell through. Later, they made the 

same space available to a martial arts group for their practice. I observed one of their 

practices and the scene was arresting. Six men and three women came dressed in Gi’s—

the traditional attire for martial arts that look a bit like sturdy white pajamas—and spread 

mats out across the floor. Underneath the tall stained-glass windows of biblical scenes 

they conducted choreographed fighting. The scene was cinematic but also dispiriting. 

Using the sacred space in this way seemed somehow inappropriate. Pastor Pat voiced a 

similar sentiment. The need to collect revenue pushed members into allowing spaces of 

the church to be tarnished.  

At the end of the night I noticed white dust on the wooden banisters near the 

practice. I realized that the thunderous tumbling was literally shaking the building. The 

plaster in the high ceiling was slowly crumbling and dust was settling all around. It was a 

reminder that the church was being forced to go to extreme lengths to get a small amount 

of money, even at the cost of structural damage. This is a small observation that gestures 

toward a deeper truth. When systems begin to fail (e.g., organizations, businesses, even 

countries) they are forced to rely on increasingly desperate attempts to marshal stability. 

Since the attempts are more desperate, they often result in increasing rather than 

decreasing the decline. There is, in other words, a snowball effect or downward spiral 

that commences. One can easily image the ceiling of the nave in need of repair, as a 

result of the martial arts group, far exceeding the revenue gained through hosting the 

group. In this way, such desperate attempts to raise revenue have the net effect of 
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exacerbating the problems rather than solving them. After spending considerable time at 

First Community, one is left with the sense that everyone quietly senses that the church’s 

days may well be numbered. It poses a striking juxtaposition with Grove, who has seen 

the value of their building rise with the development around them. The gentrification 

process has allowed them to borrow against their building in order to make 

improvements. Meanwhile, First Community’s impressive but old structure demands 

expensive repairs at the same time that the pool of residents who support the church 

shrinks.   

Miscommunication over Communal Space 

 As the neighborhood gentrified, the newcomers had new ideas about communal 

space. They envisioned streets with small, interesting pubs and restaurants, with diners 

spilling out onto the sidewalks. The sidewalks, it turns out, had been a site of 

neighborhood conflict for years. The old timers considered the ban on sidewalk tables to 

be an issue long-since resolved. The newcomers, in contrast, had no memory of past 

debates and were largely oblivious of past neighbor concerns. As Pastor Pat explained, 

“back in the day, people were very opposed to café tables out on the sidewalks. Now, the 

new people were all for it because they saw it as an opportunity to bring more life to the 

streets, to bring more people to Fishtown.”  

The ban on sidewalk tables had come about for a meaningful reason. Pat 

continued, “for those of us who are of an older generation, the bars in Fishtown, well, 

everyone hung around outside of the bars and they were a nuisance. So the last thing we 

wanted to do was put chairs out for them to sit on.” Years ago, when Fishtown was more 

populated, bars proliferated and were the site of many distasteful scenes of public 
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drunkenness. As John once described the corners, incredulously, “some had four bars. 

There’d be a bar on every corner. It was crazy.” The community decided that to maintain 

the decency of the neighborhood it would be a good idea to keep the drinking inside. The 

newcomers, not knowing this history and it’s meaning to the old timers (as a positive 

development towards orderliness) were eager to change the rule and include outdoor 

seating. 

Pastor Pat is diplomatic about the issue and thinks that the newcomers were 

correct in vouching for more outside seating. In a sense, the newcomers were looking 

towards Fishtown’s future while the old timers were weighing the past. “We were blind 

to it, in a way,” he said of the older generation. “That communication didn’t really take 

place. And the newer people were just like ‘F-you, we’re getting tables’ and it was more 

of a hurt of pride and not necessarily over the table. It was how they went about it, if that 

makes sense.” 

 What Pastor Pat describes is a breakdown in communication between the two sets 

of residents. From Pat’s point of view, the newcomers did not take the necessary time to 

learn about the neighborhood before inserting and asserting themselves. Pat relies on a 

community legitimacy frame in discussing such disagreements between residents. The 

old timers Pat refers to as “elders” in the community and expresses the importance of 

respecting the wishes of elders, who hold the most credibility in such a framing. The 

turnover in the neighborhood happened too quickly for any meaningful exchange to take 

place between them. There emerged two parallel communities with two different sets of 

expectations.  



248 

 

 At local neighborhood civic meetings, more newcomers started to show up. 

According to Pat, they weren’t always welcome. “These people showed up and they’d be 

like ‘well, I’m studying architecture at Drexel. I can help you with this.’ And just 

speaking down to people, immediately.” And when news articles began to appear to 

announce the impending gentrification of Fishtown, the old timers were often depicted in 

unflattering ways. Many of Pat’s friends found the newcomers to be patronizing. A 

reference to an expensive university, for example, and to studying architecture, in a room 

full of people who did not all graduate high school, changed the temperature of the room 

immediately. The long-time residents felt like they were being made to feel lesser-than 

and deliberately pushed aside.  

 Another communal project in Fishtown that became a source of tension involves 

decorative and distinctive fish signs that hang throughout the neighborhood. The fishes 

are perhaps overly cutesy to some but succeed in making Fishtown seem quaint, 

charming, and unique.2 Pat helps explain the internal tension that emerged over the 

fishes. A local group (Fishtown’s Beautification Committee) decided to add wooden fish 

signs to resident’s homes. “You could buy it for your house and this guy came out, drilled 

two holes, and hung the fish outside your home.” The new people, Pat discovered, “they 

didn’t want to hang a sign with a fish on their house and there started to be tension almost 

immediately.” Another committee, composed of more newcomers, and overseeing the 

area undergoing more intense gentrification, simply overrode the decisions of the local 

 
2 Given the research context on neighborhood churches, I couldn’t help but begin to internally associate the 

decorations with the famous Jesus fish. The symbol is ancient and likely derived from the “vesica piscis.” It 

is, in fact, a vulva-shaped symbol of female fertility (Barrallo, González-Quintial, and Sánchez-Beitia 

2015). The fishermen imagery in the New Testament eventually led to a version of the symbol representing 

Christianity (In Matthew 4:19 Jesus instructs two brother fishermen to “Follow me, and I will make you 

fishers of men”). It is a serendipitous coincidence. 
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beautification committee. By disregarding their decisions, they were (successfully) 

challenging the power of the old timers to make such decisions about their neighborhood. 

The new gentrifying residents were asserting their own sensibilities in the neighborhood 

with little regard for the neighborhood civic establishments. The episode is an example of 

parallel institutions emerging for each demographic (old timers and newcomers) rather 

than a single unified organization that would require working cooperatively.  

 While newcomers rejected hanging the wooden fish signs on their homes, that 

hasn’t stopped them from using the fish icon to otherwise advertise the neighborhood. 

Fishtown is in fact awash in fish paraphernalia. The trash cans, for instance, are decorated 

with giant fish heads. They are painted in bright, cartoon colors, reminiscent of the Lucha 

Libre masks that Mexican wrestlers wear. The fish symbol gives the neighborhood an 

identity few other (or any) neighborhoods in Philadelphia possess. The fish appears 

painted on doors, integrated into restaurant decorations, and gives a brand-like logo for 

social media posts. In fact, the term “fishtownies,” sometimes used in derisions, has been 

co-opted by a social media account that advertises the unique flavor of the neighborhood. 

The old timers don’t hate the proliferation of the fish icon. But everyone knows that the 

cutesy imagery was a part of the redevelopment push that gentrified the neighborhood. 

The fish icons look like folk art. They are a way of branding the neighborhood as 

authentic. Yet it also functions as an easy way to become part of the neighborhood. 

Simply put, it doesn’t take much to put up a fish. One imagines enterprising 

Brooklynites, having spent barely a month in the neighborhood, opening a new hip 

restaurant by placing a painted fish in the window to display their Fishtown authenticity. 

The fish has symbolic value (for community, uniqueness, or a place of belonging, etc.) 
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but it is free and accessible and so gets used incessantly by the newcomers. The old 

timers sense the performance. To them, real community legitimacy is earned from a 

lifetime spent in the neighborhood, not a fish icon. 

Defended Neighborhood: Ted Tows His Neighbor’s Vehicle 

 A great deal of the taken-for-granted sense of community from First Community 

has to do with ownership and authority. For many, the newcomers seemed oblivious to 

the residents who had dedicated their lives in the neighborhood. As First Community 

member Ted put it, “When people first started coming in here, they thought they owned 

it. Like they moved in and they didn’t take nobody who has been there for 30 or 40 years 

into consideration. They just thought it was theirs.” 

 The newcomers paid a good deal for their properties and, as such, felt entitled to 

space in the neighborhood. The old timers, however, felt as though they were being cast 

aside as unwanted. Ted continued, “They would park on their [sidewalk] pavements 

when there’s not supposed to be any parking. I mean, they were just, you know, there was 

no respect for the people who’ve been there. That went through all this process.” 

 In Ted’s own case, he faced that problem only once. A newcomer parked their car 

so close to the front door of his home, he could barely get outside. Ted decided he wasn’t 

tolerating any of it. “I call to get them ticketed, and then right behind the ticket I had the 

tow waiting. So they woke up and they’re looking for their car and everything. I’m like, 

‘don’t you fucking park on my pavement!’ I says, ‘I dunno who you think you are.’ And 

that was the last problem I had.” 

 Growing up in working-class neighborhoods in Philadelphia, Ted has learned that 

the first line of defense needs to be a good offense. “I mean usually the first thing I would 
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do, is I would talk with my hands…” Ted puts up his middle finger and tilts his hand. “I 

mean…” 

 While the average First Community member does not seek the confrontation that 

Ted discusses, one can observe the mechanisms of a defended neighborhood that Suttles 

(1972) described in Ted’s reaction. Ted is charitable in many ways but also has little 

tolerance for being infringed upon in the neighborhood he considers his. 

John’s Story: The Worst Times, Gangs and Violence 

First Community member John provides some of the most moving descriptions of 

the hardest times in the neighborhood. He describes his experience in the neighborhood 

over the decades, and the slow change in values. For example, John describes the gangs 

that would fight in the 1970s but insists that even then, there was a decency he doesn’t 

see now. As a child, he said, “people were good to people. Like they didn’t shoot each 

other like they do now. They’d fight but that would be it. They’d beat the crap out of each 

other and then shake hands and off they went.”  

The stories John tells, however, are shocking. When John was young, the 

neighborhood is subdivided into meaningful areas usually defined by parish. John 

mentions a childhood friend who ventured into a territory that he was not allowed to be 

in. “You had to be careful. On Christmas Eve even, you would have to be careful. Certain 

churches would have midnight mass. One of our friends went to the church down there 

and he got stabbed. The kids didn’t like you coming through their neighborhood. So he 

got stabbed. He was okay.” John added, “it punctured his lung, but you know.” 

John speaks matter-of-factly about the violence in the neighborhood that grew as 

the neighborhood declined. He eventually opened-up about his own personal relation to 
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the gang violence. Somewhat abruptly he said, “my brother was shot in the head by one 

of the other kids in neighborhood.” A little taken aback, I asked him to tell the story. John 

continued, 

Oh, well, they were building these houses right across the street and uh, the 

Warlocks were on this side. So every night when the workers left my brother 

would go over and rob the house and take everything out of it. So the builder 

figured, hmm, how can I get around this? He hired the Warlocks to watch the 

house. So for a while there everything was fine. Then the builder didn't pay them, 

so my brother and his friends stole everything. One of the guys [from the 

Warlocks] ratted them out to the cops. And so my brother went looking for him. 

And he went to the house and the guy pulled a rifle out and pointed it to his head. 

He said, ‘if you don’t get off the step, I’m going to shoot you.’ My brother said, 

‘go ahead.’ So he did. And he blew this whole side of his face apart. 

 

John held up a finger to his face, “all these teeth and everything. He lived like that 

for a number of years, but the bullet was in the back of his brain. They couldn’t get it out. 

But yeah, after that he was never the same.” Hearing the story for the first time, I 

assumed that John’s brother was acting overly tough and didn’t think that the guy would 

actually shoot. I ask John if that was the case. John said, “no, he didn’t care. He didn’t 

care.” In fact, John thinks that his brother had had enough. His story is delivered by John 

plainly, in a manner that doesn’t suggest its emotional content. It is a reminder of the 

blight and trauma that was once far more commonplace. It also helps explain, for those 

members at First Community who stayed, why they feel hard-won ownership over the 

neighborhood. The streets and businesses of Fishtown are imbued with meaningful 

memories and a sense of their own personal identity and struggle. 

The Grandchildren Can Not Afford to Live in Fishtown 

 The central criticism of gentrification is displacement (Busà 2017; Freeman 2005; 

Huse 2016; Newman and Wyly 2006; Slater 2009; Smith 1996). That is, that the process 
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results in the long-term members of a community being forced to leave. This happens 

either through rising rents, rising property taxes, or, more gradually, simply because the 

housing units in the neighborhood are occupied. The central idea is that the economic 

improvement sufficiently rises so that the same (low-income) people can no longer afford 

the neighborhood. According to resident, this has happened in Fishtown, to varying 

degrees. 

 One issues among many that make the issue more complicated, is that for some 

low-income homeowners, gentrification can produce an unexpected gain in financial 

fortune, particularly if they desired to leave the neighborhood. The old timers in Fishtown 

are aware of this. The old timers weigh both the benefit of increased home values with 

the sense that the neighborhood has become too exclusive. One of the primary complaints 

is not that Fishtown has experienced gentrification, but that the spike in costs has been so 

great that their own families can no longer afford it. Claire for instance said, “my 

daughter lives by the firehouse and her daughter will never live around here. She could 

never afford it.” Claire’s granddaughter has worked hard and climbed the ladder. As 

Claire described, “she went to college, community college, and she worked for a law firm 

downtown. But she’ll never be able to afford that house. Around the corner is $650,000.” 

The new economic reality in the neighborhood disrupts patterns of inter-generational 

wealth building that go back multiple generations. 

 Madeline, who bought her house in rough condition before gentrification, simply 

can not believe the changes happening around her. She does not out right condemn the 

changes but expresses great reservations. She talks plainly about being in the last chapter 

of her life and the absurdity of the changes. When I ask her if she is happy that she grew 
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up in Fishtown, she responded, “yes, I’m going to die here too.” She continued, “it’s a 

good spot. I can’t believe you now have to pay half a million dollars for a row house. 

There’s a house two doors down from me. They paid $525,000.” Madeline does not have 

children to pass her home to. For Madeline, the primary issue is the sense that the 

neighborhood is no longer hers as she enters her last chapter in life. 

 Home ownership has been a key method for wealth accumulation (Belsky, 

Herbert, and Molinsky 2014; Turner and Luea 2009). For long-time residents in 

Fishtown, passing a house to a child—either to inherit or buy at a low market price—has 

been a central strategy to help the next generation. The idea is that even if times are 

difficult, at least one can maintain a fundamental stability in owning one’s home. In fact, 

home ownership is a reason that Fishtown was defended so sternly. Some families passed 

their homes down for many generations. The homes not only held sentimental value but 

also precious wealth accumulation. As the neighborhood declined, residents were perhaps 

less likely to walk away than in other areas. Claire said on the topic, “that’s how it 

worked. You just left the house [to your kids]. That’s how the whole neighborhood did it. 

That’s how you got your house.” 

Now that the prices have gone up, it gives the old timers interested in selling a 

chance to make money from their house. In some cases, lots of money. But Claire 

remains skeptical of the process. “It seems like the people who are selling their homes, 

they’re getting these [large] offers and they are selling them. But I don’t know where 

they’re going to because it’s expensive to live.” For Claire, giving up your home in 

Fishtown might be alluring but the money probably isn’t enough to make it worthwhile. 

It is expensive everywhere, after all. This says something about where Claire sees, in the 
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words of Pastor Pat, “the boundaries” of her life to be. By this I mean that there are lots 

of places in the country where one could move to after selling a house for many hundreds 

of thousands of dollars. But Philadelphia and south New Jersey are often the limit of 

where old timers imagine their lives. Using that money to live a different lifestyle in the 

Midwest where prices are lower, for instance, is not considered. Staying in the orbit of 

Philadelphia is generally understood as a given, which means finding low home prices is 

not easy. 

 Gary also discussed the importance of passing on his home in terms of 

intergenerational wealth family. “When I sold my house,” Gary said, “my son bought it.” 

Gary sold in the early 2000s, before the more extreme gentrification. “And the prices 

were starting to go up. And he [his son] couldn’t believe I paid $4,200 for that in 1963 

[about $35,700 in 2020 dollars].” Gary had to argue with the finance guy, he said, when it 

came to setting a formal price for the house. Gary said,  

“You know how a person will come out and they’ll say, ‘well, you should charge 

this much.’ And I told him, I said, ‘my son’s getting this house for $32,000.’ He 

said, ‘you can’t do it.’ I said, ‘yes I can!’ It’s my house.’ That’s how Fishtown is. 

If you got something in your mind and you think it’s the right thing, you do it.” 

The finance guy insisted that Gary use the market to value the house. “He took me 

around and said, ‘this one is selling for $40,000. This one is selling for $41,000. 

And you’re going to bring these prices down.’ I said, ‘I don’t care about them 

houses. This is my son and this is my house. And he lived there.”  

 

In Fishtown, passing on the family house to the next generation was a way of 

securing a basic level of wealth and also ensuring that there would at least be a roof over 

everyone’s head. Gary sold his house to his son for under market value. His son did 

eventually sell the house, in turn, to someone else. Gary did not mention the year (which 

might indicate the price) but suggested that it was as the housing prices started to rise 

faster. 
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 The gentrification in Fishtown divides the old timers, socially and economically. 

It has provided a way to make more money from their houses than they ever expected. 

Yet there are multiple draw backs. While some old timers have capitalized on their rising 

home values to their advantage, it means striking at the right time. For those who sell too 

early, they may well feel slighted since their home values continue to rise after leaving—

such is dealing with a market in flux. And, of course, for those continuing to rent, they 

see their payments increase, likely forcing them to move or even leave the neighborhood 

altogether. 

 One of the more delicate issues involves the tradeoff between the financial benefit 

and the sense of a loss of identity. Even though a homeowner has the right to stay, the 

high value of their home can make them feel essentially powerless to resist. For a 

working-class resident like Gary’s son, for instance, the money may seem too much to 

pass up. While the financial incentive might make it worthwhile from a cost-benefit 

perspective, that does not mean that the seller is satisfied with leaving the neighborhood. 

One might not be disturbed by the situation, given the money involved, but it is worth 

noting that the market can force change against the will of many. Moreover, once long-

term residents (or their children or grandchildren) leave the neighborhood. It is difficult 

to come back. Jack, for instance, who left the area for Mayfair said, “I never thought I 

would say I want to move back to Kensington.” But as things changed, Jack did want to 

live back in the neighborhood he grew up in. But now the prices have risen so much that 

he can’t afford it. For Jack, the idea that the neighborhood has changed so quickly, is 

shocking. While the old timers do not question the legitimate logic of the market (the way 

members of Grove do) they sense a loss of power. They understand they too can benefit 
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from the economic changes happening around them, but they sense they lack control over 

those changes. They sense that Fishtown’s identity is now shaped by the newcomers.  

The Wall Defining Us and Them 

Walls can function as gestures of protection, fortification, and judgement. They 

can also manifest social divisions. Fishtown has its own such boundary in the form of the 

Conrail train tracks that parallel Lehigh. The train tracks cut across the neighborhood to 

reach the Delaware River. Some of the tracks have been abandoned but others continue to 

transport materials (mostly for recycling concrete and asphalt). In much of the city, the 

tracks are depressed in the ground (called “the gulch”) so that the city streets don’t 

intersect with the tracks, but in Fishtown they are lifted-up above the streets instead. 

Where the tracks run above the street below, there is a giant concrete wall that noticeably 

divides the neighborhood. The streets headed northeast, like Tulip, plunge underneath the 

tracks. The Lehigh tracks produce an incredible wall that bisects the neighborhood. It has 

produced two different social worlds. To the south of the wall, is gentrifying Fishtown 

with its increasingly chic and hip amenities. Just north of the wall lies many people 

suffering from homelessness and opioid addiction.3  

The dividing line of Lehigh and the train tracks function as a container for social 

problems. The boundary is partially porous, however, the area becomes a zone between 

the addicted of Kensington mix with the young professionals of Fishtown. Pastor James 

of Grove referred to the homeless and drug addicted as a kind of “untouchable caste” 

 
3 Given all that has changed in the past half-century, it is remarkable that the fictional (but very real) home 

address of working-class hero Rocky Balboa is just north of the wall in Kensington. In fact, Rocky’s old 

row home sits close to the core of the opioid epidemic, near Lehigh and Kensington Ave. The location of 

that address is hypothetically a historical landmark for the city. Given the languishing state of the 

neighborhood, however, it currently stands as a dark commentary on the fate of the community that, 

according to the 1976 film, was already an underdog. 
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abutting the neighborhood. He saw it as his Christian duty to reach out and help. While 

members of Grove agree, they also are concerned with their safety. Grove member, 

Maya, for instance, who recently had her apartment rent raised said, “I was afraid that I 

was gonna have to move above Lehigh.” Maya is does not live too far south of Lehigh as 

it is, and still deals with some of the issues associated with the rougher areas of 

Kensington. On the house she rents just south of Lehigh, she said, “[If you] go outside in 

the middle of the night, you’ll definitely see someone shooting [heroin]. One street 

[nearby] is known for sex workers.” Maya mentions an icy walk to the train recently. “I 

fell the other day on the ice, under the El, and luckily there were no needles around.” 

While these sound like serious issues, Maya considers herself lucky, since a short walk 

farther south puts her in safe territory. The boundary is symbolic as much as it is material. 

Walking north involves entering a different zone with different rules. “Even being a 

Philadelphian,” she said, “going North of Lehigh is just a little bit out of my comfort 

zone.”  

 Despite having the highest poverty rate of the ten largest cities, Philadelphia does 

not have more homeless that other comparable cities. In fact, somewhat surprisingly, it 

has the smallest street homeless population (Moselle 2018). Despite this, a number of 

respondents mentioned an increase in homelessness. This is likely the result of an 

increase in the visibility of the homeless near their neighborhood. This, in turn, is almost 

certainly the result of the opioid crisis. Given that homelessness was on the minds of 

many respondents, many discussed the topic. Camila at First Community, for instance, 

sees the same man at the Ben Franklin Bridge when she crosses the river after leaving 

church. “He stands on the corner and he’s either hanging over or laying on the ground 
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because he’s so drugged up,” Camila said. “I don’t know. God needs to intervene with all 

this because it’s getting out of hand. But it does tell you in the Bible, the times are going 

to get really bad and we’re seeing it already today. I just wish that God would do 

something.” Both members of Grove and First Community worry about the people living 

on the streets just north of the wall. However, members of First Community are 

physically closer to Kensington and generally are more affected by the issue.  

Drug Use 

 In addition to gentrification and homelessness in the neighborhood, the other 

major change concerns drug-induced deaths. Between 2013 and 2017, the number of 

people who died from drug overdoses doubled. There are 44 counties in America with 

over one million people. Of those counties, the county of Philadelphia had the second 

highest drug related deaths in 2016—second only to another Pennsylvania county, 

Allegheny, which includes Pittsburgh (Eichel 2018). Inside Philadelphia, the heart of the 

drug trade comes from the middle of Kensington, which is one mile north of gentrified 

Fishtown. The concrete wall that runs along Lehigh Avenue keeps the drug trade north of 

the wall. The wall itself is covered with a mural that features neighborhood children lost 

to drug use. 

One member of First Community, Eleanor, who played a role creating the 

artwork, was upset about the hostile reaction to the mural. Coins in the mural were 

supposed to represent temptation but, according to Eleanor, mean-spirited neighbors 

insisted, “that’s a quarter bag, a dime bag, and a nickel bag.” To Eleanor, the neighbors 

turned the mural into a hidden pro-drug message to have something to gossip about. She 

is continually frustrated by the “clannish” and petty nature of some of her neighbors. 
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Throughout the research, I continually saw the wall as the divide between two Americas. 

At the very least, the exploding use of drugs in the city provides a stark and poignant 

backdrop to gentrification in Fishtown.  

Clearing the Gulch 

While the tracks have been a source of frustration for years, the problem reached 

a fever pitch in 2017, when the opioid epidemic swept through Philadelphia and the 

neglected tracks became a source of refuge for a great number of users (Lubrano 2016, 

2018). Each day, users in the city and surrounding areas would enter Kensington to 

purchase drugs. In that year, according to a report from Philadelphia’s Department of 

Public Health, 1,217 people died from overdosing in the city. According to a The New 

York Times article, 236 of those people fatally overdosed in Kensington (Percy 2018). In 

a single weekend alone, over the summer, 165 people overdosed in Kensington (with 10 

deaths) from the same batch of bad heroin; it was called Santa Muerte, or Saint Death 

(Whelan 2018). The heroin contained fentanyl and possibly a toxic synthetic 

cannabinoid.  

Those deaths are part of a larger pattern. In the whole state of Pennsylvania, there 

were 5,456 drug-related overdose deaths in 2017 (Philadelphia Field Division 2018). 

Philadelphia County has the highest overdose rate of the top ten most populous counties 

in America (Eichel and Pharis 2018). Inside Philadelphia, nearly three in ten residents 

report personally knowing someone who has died because of opioid use (Eichel and 

Pharis 2019). 

Mayor Jim Kenney took office in 2016 and quickly made responding to the opioid 

crisis a priority. The following year the city decided to address the drug use on the tracks. 
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The first issue at hand was to clear the gulch. While the tracks adjacent to Lehigh run 

overhead, just west the tracks descend below street level. The gulch, flanked by trees and 

bushes, had been an attraction for drug users for years. Hundreds of people used the 

gulch to shoot up daily. Near a bridge over the gulch, people set up a make-shift camp 

(Taylor 2017). The camp was more than a nuisance to residents, as users overdosed 

readily. The city decided to clear the camp, referred to locally as El Campamento 

(NBC10 Staff 2017). The camp was razed, the trees removed, and proper fences installed 

to seal off the tracks. It cost more than one million (Percy 2018). Conrail, who owns the 

tracks, agreed to dispose of the estimated 500,000 needles and remove items like trash 

and mattresses (Wood and Farr 2017).  

The problem with removing the camp is it did not address the root problem. It 

simply caused the homeless and addicted to move. As a result, nearby areas of 

Kensington—generally less Puerto Rican and whiter—that had only seen simmering 

activity in prior years, became busy with drug use. Some users went northeast to the 

public greenspace, McPherson Square, and set up tents. Some moved into an abandoned 

church, the Ascension of Our Lord Church. According to an article in The New York 

Times on the episode, needles were left in the holy-water basin (Percy 2018). Others went 

east and took refuge under four tunnels along Lehigh that flanks Fishtown. In short, the 

surrounding neighborhoods were flooded with homeless people addicted to opioids.  

The wall on Lehigh became a de facto barrier keeping most of the homeless north. 

At the same time, however, it also brought the issue to the doorstep of Fishtown. 

Residents would sweep needles off their front steps and came to expect routine petty 

thefts. Claire, for instance, watched a young man on drugs through the front window of 
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her home. “He was trying to rip off the mirror on our car. When that wasn’t coming off, 

he broke off the windshield wiper,” she said. Claire thinks he wanted someone to call the 

cops. “I don’t understand it,” she said, “he was on some kind of trip.” Claire said that any 

belongings not secured down would be taken from the street. Residents sometimes found 

feces and urine outside their home. In fact, the defecation associated with the swelling 

homeless population caused a Hepatitis A outbreak (Marin 2019; Wolfram 2018). The 

stories members of First Community tell about their childhoods in the neighborhood 

sound fictious, given the current state of the neighborhood. 

The homeless encampments growing under the tunnels caused a new problem that 

also needed to be addressed. During the course of this research, workers for the city 

would come by and clear the site by throwing the tents away. In response, homeless 

advocates, activists, and the homeless themselves, would bring new tents. There was an 

ongoing tug of war over the homeless encampments. Signs went up plastered on the 

underpass walls that read “Eviction = Death,” and in a nearby low-income housing 

development someone spray-painted “Gentrification Is Genocide” on the wall (Percy 

2018). The situation became a moral drama for the neighborhood.  

The Badlands: The Erosion of Kensington and the Opioid Epidemic  

 The extreme inequality in the country is on display in microcosm in Kensington. 

The new stores, hip restaurants, and general redevelopment of Fishtown, represents one 

America. The closed stores, pawn shops, check-cashing windows, the homeless and 

addicted, represents another. In fact, the derelict state of Kensington north of Lehigh has 

garnered the nickname the badlands, with Kensington Avenue and Allegheny Avenue 

(called ‘K&A’ for short) the de facto center. 
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 The stark inequality in cities like Philadelphia has come to seem expected. 

However, this was not always the case in American history. In fact, in the opening line of 

Democracy in America, De Tocqueville said, “No novelty of the United States struck me 

more vividly during my stay there than the equality of conditions” ([1835]1988:9) [italics 

added]. Today, the United States stands out for its startlingly inequality among other 

advanced industrialized nations (Piketty 2014; Piketty, Saez, and Zucman 2018).  

While people can endure incredible degrees on inequality, relative equality in a 

community is related to civic harmony. When members of First Community reminisce 

about their childhoods, a key factor was the sameness between neighbors. The equality of 

conditions, in the words of De Tocqueville, provided an implicit “togetherness” that 

everyone felt. “Everybody was in the same boat,” as John of First Community put it. In 

contrast, great inequality brings deleterious effects, as many social observers have noted 

(Florida 2017; Klein 2020; Putnam 2016). Great inequality produces conditions where 

walls become needed.  

Eleanor Fights Development 

Eleanor lives on the boundary. The Lehigh wall is not far from her front window. 

For years Eleanor complained about Conrail because they didn’t take care of the land 

they owned. The company was known for running freight railroad throughout the 

Northeast and nearby Midwest. Near Eleanor, however, they were known for allowing 

the vegetation to overgrow and for ignoring the homeless that took refuge there. “Don’t 

get me started,” Eleanor said. “Friggin’ Conrail, they never done anything for this city.” 

When she was young, there were homeless, Eleanor remembers, but they weren’t spilling 

out into the tunnels under Lehigh. In recent years, she said, “there was almost a hundred 
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people under this tunnel.” Eleanor recounts feeling sick during the winter months, 

knowing that people were living in tents in the tunnels near her house. “I mean, it was 

Christmas time and it was bitter, bitter cold.” 

 As far as Eleanor is concerned, the tracks have been a public safety hazard her 

entire life. When she was young, she knew a neighborhood boy. She said, “He got his leg 

cut off, up here, right across the street. A train ran over him.” Many of the old timers talk 

about playing on the trains as kids. The overgrown vegetation now on the tracks has long-

since been used as a place for people to hide. Drug users, prostitutes, and, sometimes, 

fleeing criminals, all use the tracks for cover. When someone on the run enters the 

Conrail property, she says, the police have to legally stop because it’s private property. 

The air space above the property, however, is not private. “The police would be all 

surrounded [the Conrail property]. And they’d have the helicopters up here and they put 

the spotlight looking for them in our yards and everything.” While this is not an everyday 

occurrence, a hovering helicopter directing a giant searchlight into Eleanor’s back yard 

poses a striking contrast with what life was like for her as a young girl in the 

neighborhood.  

Even though the neglected property attracted problems, no one in the city seemed 

interested in addressing the problem. The old timers were left to tolerate the situation. 

Only recently, now that gentrification has creeped north, are people doing anything about 

it. Eleanor added, “that situation was created by Conrail. I give them at least fifty percent 

of the blame.” 

Eleanor actively campaigns against gentrification. She said she does not mind, 

“having fresh blood in the neighborhood,” but, she added, “I feel like I’m being trampled 
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over.” It is not so much the newcomers as the developers and, of course, Conrail, on 

which she blames the problems. After interviewing Eleanor, she expressed interest in my 

research and often reached out to me when events in the neighborhood occurred. On one 

such occasion, she reached out to attend a neighborhood meeting over a proposed condo 

and retail space. 

 Eleanor’s sister, also a Fishtown resident, picked me up along with Eleanor in a 

van. We drove a short distance to an old church north of Lehigh. Inside, a room full of 

skeptical faces watched as a real estate company presented graphic designs of their 

proposed development project. Residents asked questions about parking and traffic 

congestion. For Eleanor, however, the development was personal. The proposed 

development would destroy the mural she helped create on Lehigh. More than that, 

however, the actual construction project would be so close to her home, she worried it 

would literally destabilize the foundation of her house, which she tells me was built in 

1875. 

 Nearby construction has already shaken bricks loose and plaster dusk can be 

found on her dining room table due to the growing cracks in the ceiling. While the 

neighbors were concerned with traffic, Eleanor was concerned that the construction 

would make it miserable to live in her house as she approaches her final years. She feels 

like the development of Fishtown has been too much too fast. She is not ideologically 

opposed to development, but the pace seems an afront to her community. 

 Sensing that I might be a useful future contact, Eleanor sent me some materials 

after the meeting that she was sending to the city. In particular, she forwarded to me an 
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email message that she sent to her local councilman. The message is striking and is 

presented in its entirely below, 

Dear Councilman, 

 

It seems whenever I email you, it is to complain.  This isn’t so much a complaint 

as it is a plea.  A plea to help us to hold onto our Neighborhood.  It is one of the 

oldest in the City, possibly the country.  It has evolved over many generations and 

in very short order, will be completely reconfigured.  It feels like we are under 

attack.  I am all for initiative, improvement and improvisation which is the natural 

process that has kept our Neighborhood a great place to live, thrive and raise 

families.  The very essence of what keeps this a family-friendly place is being 

assaulted by greed.  There are countless families that have resided here for 

generations, including my own, that feel threatened by the onslaught of 

development. 

Is it really beneficial for our residents to have every square inch “developed”?  I 

think NOT. There are so many in the same situation that I find myself facing.  My 

family has had the same address since WW1 and the same phone number since 

1946.  I have always believed my life would end exactly where it began, a full 

circle.  All the “development” is threatening to end the hopes of so many, just like 

me.  It seems, the most important element was eliminated, that being all the life-

long residents in this area feel as though they are being “forced out”, more of less, 

to move at the end of their lives after staying put, holding the neighborhood 

together for a lifetime. 

Conrail has always been and continues to be a rotten neighbor.  Now the 

developers are building right up to the train tracks.  I live directly across and 

cannot see how this will improve the look, feel, or purpose of the place we call 

HOME.  I could itemize all the negatives of this action but, you already know 

what they are.  I want to believe our City would want to help preserve what we 

have here and to continue to grow in a way that is beneficial to the entire City, not 

just developers.  Let’s try to find a way.  I don’t want to move at this point in my 

life.  At the risk of sounding dramatic, I think it would kill me.  You and [named 

Councilwoman] together are a formidable force.  I have faith we can “develop” a 

better way to move forward.  It’s a bad feeling waiting for the other shoe to 

drop.  Please help us. 

Sincerely, 

Eleanor 

 Eleanor’s message paints a stark picture, while touching on many key themes—

resident conflict, displacement, and development undermining the sense of community. 
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Her message, she said, is a “plea” since she is afraid that the development will force her 

to leave after spending her life “holding the neighborhood together.” The councilman, it 

should be noted, responded to Eleanor with a polite but ambiguous reply. He described 

the situation as “a very challenging time” in which everyone needs to work together “to 

get the best results.” He, of course, has only so much power to influence development 

and must balance the demands of various groups with various interests. Eleanor’s 

message shows that even the neighbors in Fishtown, like Eleanor, who are farthest from 

the gentrification feel infringed on. If the wall on Lehigh is functioning as the container 

for redevelopment, then there is no room for the old timers, since development is now 

pushing against the wall. Eleanor feels like the “most important element” in the 

neighborhood, the “life-long residents,” are being forced out or eliminated. Residents like 

Eleanor feel besieged from both directions. The opposing sides seem to represent larger 

forces in the country. On one side is the roaring redevelopment that Eleanor cannot 

afford, and on the other side is urban blight that she would like to avoid.  

How to be Compassionate When Feeling Under Siege? 

 
The members of First Community, closer to Lehigh, experience more of the 

homeless. Having spent their entire lives in the neighborhood, they feel they have the 

moral authority to be firm against the intrusion in their neighborhood. Moreover, they 

were skeptical about attempts—from younger and middle-class activists—to remedy the 

situation through appeasement. For instance, some well-intentioned activists brought 

doughnuts and other items to help the homeless. This didn’t always sit right with some 

members of First Community.  
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The city talked about opening a safe injection site nearby (Vestal 2019). For 

some, however, it seemed to send the message that it’s okay to stay. Jack, for instance, 

said, “you’re giving in. You’re saying it’s okay to do it. You might as well open up a 

store and say, okay, buy your heroin here.” For Claire, she felt continually accosted in her 

own neighborhood. In particular, she was upset at the young man who damaged her car. 

She wasn’t angry at the man per se, understanding he was addicted, but she knew no one 

would come to her rescue in paying to have her car fixed. “We’re working class people,” 

she said, “it’s not like we’ve got all this extra money to put out for stuff that they’re 

doing.” Claire continued, “And then you just feel like, if you [the addicted] want help, 

we’re more than willing to help. [But] don’t destroy the things that aren’t yours!” Claire 

resented the fact that there was no respect for her space or property, especially 

considering that she struggles too. 

 She recounts another similar episode that occurred on her street. “He was banging 

like crazy on the neighbor’s door across the street,” Claire said. “I just said ‘Oh, my God, 

he’s going to go right through the glass.’” Claire said her neighbors, like her, are 

working-class people. She knows they don’t have money to replace a glass door. She 

wonders how she’s supposed to feel about such situations. She speculated that the 

activists who hand out doughnuts do not live right next door to the homeless camps like 

she does.  

 Claire also wondered who the homeless were. Kensington attracted users from not 

only outside the neighborhood, but even around the country. Neighbors didn’t recognize 

the (often young) faces living in the tents. While drug use was a problem in the 

community, the people in the tents were assumed to be outsiders. Claire wondered aloud 
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if some of the homeless were, in fact, middle-class kids who never learned to properly 

value other people’s belongings. “Is this the type of kid that gets hooked on drugs?” she 

asked rhetorically. “It’s self-centered, and it’s all about them,” Claire observed. “Like, 

are these spoiled kids? They got everything they wanted and now it’s time to go out there 

in the world… Mom and Dad gave them everything they wanted growing up. They don’t 

know what it’s like to do without.” She declared, “You’re not going to leave your 

parent’s house and get what you want. You have to work for it. And I just, I wonder if 

that’s what’s going on with the kids that are hooked on drugs. You know, because 

they’ve always gotten what they wanted.” Claire’s speculations are not meant to be mean 

spirited. But she doesn’t understand how she managed to keep it together, growing up 

without much money, while the young people on the street seem unable to do so. And 

when she watches them destroy her property, frighten her neighbors, and then get 

doughnuts delivered in the morning, she feels the limits of her sympathy. 

Kensington’s Reputation in the Context of Neighborhood Polarity 

 The opioid situation in Kensington unearthed feelings that had long simmered in 

the neighborhood. Claire said, “I think we’re portrayed in this neighborhood wrong. They 

[the rest of the city] think we’re heartless, but we’re not. We really care. It’s just that you 

work hard for your stuff and then when some kid comes along…” Class differences were 

on display as it related to the homeless issue. Long-term members like Claire described 

the issues in terms of community legitimacy. She had the right to assert her sense of 

communal order given a life spent in Fishtown. While she cared about the homeless and 

addicted, she also felt the need (and right) to defend her home and neighborhood. Her 

proximity to the real-world issue also gave her response credibility. Members of Grove 
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tended to describe the situation through a social justice frame that emphasized systemic 

failures and the need to show more humanity to the people experiencing harm. The 

homeless were suffering from an unfair system and needed unique help. 

 The situation harkened back to a long-felt sense that the very name “Kensington” 

was stigmatizing. First Community member William said, “I think as the drugs in the 

badlands got worse, people didn’t want to say they were from Kensington.” In fact, as the 

name “Fishtown” became increasingly associated with something positive (i.e., 

redevelopment) developers and new residents tended to privilege the term. When 

members of First Community were young, “Fishtown” was strictly south of York St. 

Since gentrification, however, the name has stretched north to touch Lehigh. The name 

Fishtown, then, is being rolled over the neighborhood that members of First Community 

knew as Kensington. As Madeline explained,  

Fishtown used to be Kensington. ‘Fishtown’ just because there used to be a lot of 

fishmongers down there. But on old maps, it’s Kensington. The bank at Frankfort 

and Girard says Kensington, carved in the marble or granite. But ‘Fishtown’ is 

what the newer people want to call it. So that’s what it is. 

 

Given the hard-stop that is the wall on Lehigh, the old timers feel squeezed by the 

moving redevelopment. The polarization at each end of the neighborhood makes some at 

First Community revivify a familiar narrative whereby the working-class community 

receives blame while being hurt and downtrodden.    

Gary’s Story: Keeping the Faith 

Gary was born on the same street in Fishtown that our interview takes place, on 

which he lived for 56 years. He moved to Jersey eventually but regrets it sorely. He 

makes the drive across the Delaware river at least once a week to go to First Community. 

On his forearm is a tattoo of the Notre Dame “fighting Irish” figure. It’s his only tattoo, 
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which he got after a dare at age 65, and an indication of the Irish heritage that many of 

the old timers possess. When Gary discusses Fishtown he has both the natural nostalgia 

that everyone has for their past, as well as stories that seem like a historical time-capsule 

from another era. The picture he paints is hard scrabble but basically harmonious; rough 

but functional and with roots that matter.  

In the gravelly voice of a former tough guy, Gary said, “I loved Fishtown and I’m 

sorry I ever moved.” He added, “In those days you could just go to bed at night if it was 

hot, leave your front door open, really!” When I ask if he ever worried with an unlocked 

door, Gary answered, “No, not, not in Fishtown.” 

Like Gary, his father was also born in Fishtown. “When he passed away, he was 

in Fishtown. So he was there for 79 years.” They attended the same school, and not that 

many years apart. “I went to Holy Name and had nuns that used to say to me, ‘Gary 

Martin, huh? Your father by any chance called Frederick? Or would you know him as 

Frank?’ And I used to shake my head ‘no.’ And one time she said, ‘Yes you are. You’re 

Frank Martin’s son. You better not be like him.’” 

The old man used to get in fights, often against the side wall near the bikes. “My 

father was tough. If you were in Fishtown you had to be tough. But I have great 

memories.” 

Gary eventually started driving trucks for Acme supermarkets. “My whole family 

are truck drivers and I was one too.” His routes were tolerable. The job, dependable. It 

took him all over the city, sometimes out to Pittsburgh, but no further. “I drove two 

million miles without a chargeable accident,” Gary said proudly. He was usually home 

for dinner. 
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After an early divorce he married again—to an “outsider” willing to tolerate tight-

knit Fishtown—had children, and by his own admission, lived a good life. In his 

estimation, they had little, but didn’t mind. The factories around Fishtown closed but they 

stayed, even as some of his neighbors left. Sometimes it was tough, but Gary continued to 

give back to the community. He did this not only because he was emotionally invested in 

the social fabric of the neighborhood but also because he felt a religious obligation 

through his church. 

While the city lost jobs, Gary was able hold on to his. He raised a family and 

retired. While he and his family did eventually move outside the city to nearby suburban 

Jersey, he was out of his element in the suburbs. “First couple weeks when I moved into 

New Jersey, I couldn’t sleep at night. It’s too quiet. Where’s the noise? Where’s the fire 

engine or the cops? I couldn’t sleep.” 

 While Gary is now well past retirement, he continues to serve as part of the First 

Community food pantry. The food pantry has been a fixture of First Community for 

many years. The pantry has tended to serve poor elderly people from Kensington. Today, 

though, the food pantry pulls in people swept up in the opioid epidemic. Some of the 

people experiencing homelessness in Kensington, many of who are struggling with 

heroin addiction and at the end of their rope, come in.  

Gary is right in thinking that maybe he should have become a pastor. He has a 

way about him. People shuffling into the pantry feel it too. He talks to everyone easily 

and seems to build bridges wherever he goes. For the old timers, conversation is currency 

and Gary is expert in the trade.  
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Once when Gary was walking near the homeless encampment at Lehigh and 

Kensington Ave., he crossed paths with a young woman. He said, “A girl grabbed a hold 

of me by my shirt, and put her head on my chest and was crying… And I understand it.” 

Encounters like this aren’t commonplace but are not incredibly rare either. While many 

would feel uncomfortable, Gary is able to step into situations with understanding. He got 

to know the woman later at the food pantry. He keeps watch on the community, 

providing needed stability. Gary explained, “I’m in that food pantry. I know who comes, 

and who don’t. I know who’s hooked on stuff and I know who isn’t. I know who were 

drunk and who isn’t.” “Ask Pastor Pat, he’ll tell you. In fact, one [of the homeless using 

the food kitchen] came in this morning and said, ‘I come here to see Gary.’ He said, 

‘that’s good.’ He [the pastor] calls me the ambassador to the food pantry.” 

While the most gentrified end of Fishtown is in some ways the safest, it also 

exhibits a different social reality. That is, order is more commonly maintained through 

cameras and police. The newcomers are richer but more individualistic and disconnected. 

The rise in real estate has pulled in a different kind of resident who solves problems in an 

individualistic manner. For people like Gary on the other side of Fishtown, where the 

neighborhood is noticeably rougher, there is a stronger grassroots community. Residents 

there know each other. They are bonded through neighborhood chit-chat and a life of 

observation. Gary takes obvious pride in his role as a central character maintaining the 

social connections on his side of the neighborhood. For Gary, part of what made the 

neighborhood a good place to live was what sociologists call collective efficacy—that 

social cohesion and control was informal and based on cooperation between neighbors. 
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While gentrification has brought material and financial improvement, Gary doesn’t feel 

an improvement in collective efficacy. 

Gary continued the story of the woman who grabbed him. “And I couldn’t find 

this woman for about a year. She didn’t come into the food pantry. But I talk to these 

people [so I knew she was still around]. And the woman was a drug addict before. So I 

finally, I asked one of the women who might know. I said, ‘have you seen such-and-

such?’ She said ‘yeah, she’s up at Wishart and Kensington [in the center of the heroin 

market].’ I went ‘Aw Jesus, Lord Almighty.’” So Gary went driving through the 

neighborhood and after some time, spotted her. “I parked the car and said ‘Hey, what’s 

up? How you been?’ And she gave me a big hug. I said, ‘you okay?’ Yeah, she said, ‘no 

news. I’m okay. I’m clean.’ I said, ‘Cool, well, how are you doing?’ She said, ‘I’m over 

there helping them help to feed these people here.’ There was one sitting up on the wall, 

whacked out,” Gary said. For some of the people struggling to make it out of the drug 

world, Gary is a saint. He provides an anchor in the neighborhood and goes out of his 

way to chase down people easily forgotten. 

The deleterious effects of crack cocaine on urban environments in the 1980s are 

well documented (Bourgois 1989; Grogger and Willis 2000). In much the same way, the 

use of opioids in Kensington are shockingly widespread. While my research was 

conducted mostly south of Lehigh (away from the open-air drug market) on some 

occasions I found myself in the middle of Kensington. I generally tried to leave before 

dark but sometimes passed through the market in the evening. I was always struck by the 

otherworldly sense I felt while passing through. The elevated train on Kensington 

Avenue provides a metal canopy for the street below. Drug dealers and homeless users sit 
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below, sometimes under bright lights, sometimes in poorly lit corners. Men whistle 

discreetly—a way of offering drugs without speaking incriminating words. Women 

wander slowly across the street, in front of passing headlights. People under the influence 

sit slumped in strange positions. It is not uncommon to see people pushing needles into 

their arms as one makes their way through. When old timers describe their childhood 

neighborhood, the contrast with the present is startling.  

While the addicted mostly keep to themselves, sometimes their lives cross paths 

with the residents living nearby. For Gary, for instance, in one moment he is walking 

down the street, and in the next moment a young female acquaintance is crying in his 

arms. The juxtaposition between the most developed corners of Fishtown and the most 

blighted corners of Kensington is arresting. 

Gary shared another important story about a young man in the neighborhood that 

he took under his wing. They eventually grew very close. Gary said, “I had an adopted 

son. It took one hit of heroin. That was it. He was hooked.” “He had two houses. One he 

rented out. One he fixed up and lived in. And I was thinking ‘Damn, okay, he’s doing 

good.’ His name was Kevin. His name is Kevin. He’s still with us. But one hit on that and 

you wouldn’t know it was the same guy.” 

After Kevin started using, he found it very difficult to stop. “He struggled to get 

off it,” Gary said. “He robbed a bank here. And when they caught him… He went up here 

to get a glass of beer, and he didn’t even get to drink his beer, that’s how fast they caught 

him.” “And he’d done five years for armed robbery. From doing that stuff [heroin], it just 

blew his mind. But he’s a hell of a worker. It would make me proud when he used to call 

us mom and dad.” “That sure hurts to see that. It’s just when you growing up, you think 
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sometimes, I go in that chapel and I sit and I think about, ‘did you know when you were 

growing up, you’d see stuff like this?’ And I think to myself, ‘unh-uh!’” The toll that the 

drug trade has had on the old timers in Fishtown is hard to measure. There is shame 

associated with drug addiction, so people are hesitant to share that their family member is 

a user. Kensington is well known as a drug market, meaning that many of the people 

there are not people who grew up nearby. Nevertheless, the proximity to Fishtown means 

that exposure to drugs is ubiquitous.   

Gary points to nearby Leigh Avenue. “I look down at the Conrail lines where they 

had all those people. It looked like a bombed area. It’s terrible. People going up the hill 

[into the woods to do heroin], dropping dead, and the others walk right by ‘em and leave 

them there.” There have been overdoses on the Conrail lines. An estimated 500,000 used 

syringes littered the tree lined gulch (Gunter 2017). No one using wants to get caught or 

deal with the situation, so no one calls the police. Since a body is hidden in the brush it 

can stay unmoved. It is not clear how common this is, but I have heard reports that 

neighbors have called police after an alarming smell. The Conrail lines that Gary 

mentions are a major concern for those residents nearby. Another First Community 

member, Madeline, for instance, is livid when the company is brought up. “Conrail made 

their money here,” she said, “but they didn’t care about paying the neighborhood back. 

And now they’re making money again and we couldn’t even get maintenance from these 

people, or a fence.” She added that, “cattycorner from my sister’s house, all the johns and 

hookers going up there and people living up there. Then they chased them into living in 

the tunnels.” The drug users are a never-ending source of concern for the residents 

nearby.  



277 

 

Philadelphia has been debating the creation of safe injection sites. Gary, like most 

of the old timers, is torn on the topic. On one hand, the users obviously need the help. On 

the other, to Gary, it sends a message that the community is condoning the behavior. 

Members of First Community are more likely to be skeptical of the safe injection sites 

than members of Grove. As Gary said on the proposed sites, “That ain’t helping them 

either.” The key to Gary is encouraging people who are down on their luck but living 

properly and giving them a leg up. “I tell you, I wish I hit the lottery, man. I wish I hit it 

nice and big, boy. There was a factory up near Kensington Avenue. I would of bought it. 

An old factory. And put rooms in it. Showers and a kitchen and get help for people. 

Maybe that would help change them.” 

First Community, for Gary, is the center for organizing and emotional connection. 

The food pantry is something practical that he can do to help support the less fortunate. It 

is also a way for people like Gary to keep tabs on the most vulnerable people in the 

neighborhood. The fate of the church, then, matters a great deal to Gary. While the 

congregants have slowly declined, Gary has stayed committed. “This is my family in 

here. I ain’t going nowhere. This church is up against the wall and I ain’t gonna let this 

church down.” 

Unintentional Community 

 People are constrained by social circumstances beyond their control. And while 

people obviously want to avoid hard times, those times are not without utility. One 

benefit of trying times is the unique bond between people that experience them together. 

This can be true of pupils in school, persecuted religious groups (such as the Anabaptists) 

or even soldiers in combat (see Junger 2016). While the circumstances may be difficult, 
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the consequent socio-emotional ties are deeply meaningful. Facing difficulty brings 

people together. For the residents of Fishtown, the shrinking economic opportunities and 

limited social services, produced a need to work together and look out for one another. 

The old residents of Fishtown were forced to defend and preserve their community even 

as the neighborhood deteriorated (see Suttles 1972).  

 Robert Nisbet (1953) captures a view of community that sheds light on the 

experiences of the old timers. First, Nisbet notices that “the historical triumph of 

secularism and individualism has presented a set of problems that looms large in 

contemporary thought.” The modern person has been “released” from the traditional ties 

of class, religion and kindship. Yet instead of feeling free, as one might expect, this 

freedom is marked, “not by the sense of creative release but by the sense of 

disenchantment and alienation” (10). What matters is meaningful connection to others. 

One consequence of living through and dealing with a declining neighborhood is that 

every day residents are forced to step up and make decisions that shape their lives. It 

gives them the feeling of ownership in the neighborhood, which the members of First 

Community clearly possess. 

 Social thinkers have debated the utility of large versus small governing structures 

for centuries. The central weakness of large state structures is that the “Leviathan,” in 

Hobbesian (2017[1651]) language, becomes too distant and impersonal to respond 

meaningfully to the individuals within. Large structures can lose the ability to respond to 

certain problems. Nisbet formulates the problem this way: 

Where power is external or centralized, where it relieves groups of persons of the 

trouble of making important decisions, where it is penetrating and minute, then, 

no matter how wise and good it may be in principle, it is difficult for a true 

community to develop. Community thrives on self-help (and also a little 
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disorder), either corporate or individual, and everything that removes a group 

from the performance of or involvement in its own government can hardly help 

but weaken the sense of community. People do not come together in significant 

and lasting associations merely to be together. They come together to do 

something that cannot easily be done in individual isolation. (xvi) 

 

 Authentic community, according to Nisbet, emerges organically in a bottom-up 

fashion from everyday people. This stands in contrast to over-arching and powerful 

organizations (of whatever stripe) that hand-down solutions, resources, or opportunities 

from above. This way of looking at community offers insight into bonds between 

members at First Community in Fishtown. 

 If the members of Grove are engaged and organized by the notion of an 

intentional community, members of First Community belong to an unintentional 

community. That is, a community that emerged through trying times and from relative 

isolation—even if, as according to Binzen, it was partially self-imposed. The term 

“unintentional” is not to suggest that First Community members are not active in the 

building of their own community. They of course are. The term draws attention to the 

different levels of agency exercised by the members of First Community and Grove—a 

difference that shapes the social bonds inside the two churches. The members of First 

Community were acted upon. That is, they were forced to sustain community in a context 

of declining resources they could not control. The members of Grove acted, or exerted 

agency. That is, they chose to plant and grow a community in a neighborhood of their 

choosing.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter focused on members of First Community and their response to 

gentrification. It highlighted the practical interventions (e.g., food pantry and AA 
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meetings) that First Community operates to aid the community. It provides additional 

support showing that First Community members tend to use a community legitimacy 

frame when narrativizing neighborhood change. Members of First Community have spent 

many years in the neighborhood, many of which have been difficult, that have bonded 

them and continue to define their relationship to the streets of Fishtown. They feel they 

have earned their ownership through years spent and simple dedication. However, in the 

same way that the economic forces of redevelopment have influenced Grove, the efforts 

of First Community members are also constrained by economic and demographic destiny. 

That is, the children and grandchildren of members of First Community cannot afford to 

live in Fishtown as members themselves get older. The benefits, they observe, are not 

necessarily working for them. For those that have stayed, and continue to stay, the higher 

value of their home is of no practical utility. The congregation is shrinking and will 

continue to shrink even as the costs of maintaining their presence ticks upward. First 

Community, nearer to Kensington, provides deeply needed emotional (and material) 

support to some of the most underserved residents of Philadelphia. Faith-based 

organizations like First Community continue to provide a place to find meaning, purpose, 

and community for those who remain but are mostly not helped by the redevelopment 

occurring nearby. The gentrification of Fishtown pushes in from one side as the opioid 

epidemic and homelessness pushes in from the other direction. 
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CHAPTER 9: PURPOSE AND MEANING AT GROVE 

 

Introduction 

This chapter directly addresses the role of religion in the community. While both 

churches are Christian, they belong to different denominations, which influences their 

degree of (un)conventionality in relating to mainstream American society. In the previous 

chapter, I outlined some of the difficult experiences in which members of First 

Community have dealt. Such experiences show why members are inclined to offer 

narratives that fit inside a community legitimacy frame when they discuss the 

neighborhood. In this chapter, I explore how members of Grove see their good works in 

the neighborhood. I provide additional examples to show how their narratives fit within a 

social justice frame. Additionally, I introduce the concept moral entrepreneurs by the 

sociologist Howard Becker to consider how Grove members see their mission in the 

neighborhood. Becker’s concept is used to bring the tension between the two groups into 

greater resolution. The main theme of the chapter is the relative social privilege between 

the two groups and how that affects their perspective.  

The Purpose of the Religious Tradition 

When Jesus said, “pick up your cross and follow me,” Grove member Zoey 

explained, “[it] means you’re going to be defying empire. You’re going to be flying 

against the people in power.” Zoey is like many Grove members who view Christianity 

as a radical protest against the status quo. It is, of course, a striking fact of history that the 

same Roman Empire that worshipped worldly power adopted the story of a suffering 

peasant and made his execution into something to revere.  
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The religious traditions were of keen interest to classic sociologists like Marx, 

Weber and Durkheim. Each emphasized a unique dimension, but it was Marx who drew 

the most direct connection to suffering. The need for religion, he reasoned, was greater in 

those who suffer the most. This, at least, is what Marx had in mind when he penned his 

famous dictum that religion is the opium of the people. The quote, though, fails to 

communicate the sympathy the atheist had for religious practice. The full passage 

originally published in 1844 reads, 

Religious suffering is, at one and the same time, the expression of real suffering 

and a protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, 

the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is 

the opium of the people…  

 

A little later, reflecting on the purpose of his own critique of religion, Marx continues, 

Criticism has plucked the imaginary flowers on the chain not in order that people 

shall continue to bear that chain without fantasy or consolation, but so that they 

shall throw off the chain and pluck the living flower. The criticism of religion 

disillusions people, so that they will think, act, and fashion their reality like a 

person who has discarded their illusions and regained their senses, so that they 

will move around as their own true Sun. Religion is only the illusory Sun which 

revolves around people as long as they do not revolve around themselves. 4  (Marx 

and Engels 1978:54) 

 

Cessation of real-world suffering, Marx reasoned, would eliminate the need for 

religion. Marx was not a believer, but he saw the obsession with suffering as a symptom 

of worldly injustice. As he saw it, religion flourished because it gave voice to the real-

world suffering of everyday people. Christianity spread first among the members of 

society with the lowest social status. In short, Christianity resonated most strongly with 

those who knew suffering. Marx would likely have called the central protagonist of the 

 
4 I replaced “man” with “people,” “he” with “they,” etc. 



283 

 

story, a carpenter by trade, a member of the proletariat. He would have understood 

Christianity as a religion for the working-class and have-nots.  

Considering this, one might suggest that the working-class members of First 

Community more closely resemble the early Christians. Yet while members of Fishtown 

have experienced more difficult material existences, it is, in fact, the members of Grove 

who explicitly compare themselves to the early Christians. It is an interesting contrast. 

The members of Grove are more vocally radical and want to challenge themselves to live 

more ascetically and communally, like Jesus. Yet they are, on the whole, a more 

privileged demographic than those at First Community. This tension—related to 

privilege, power, and authenticity—will be a recurring theme as I explore the religious 

dimension of both churches.  

Church as a Meaningful Voluntary Association 

 There are a variety of neighborhood-level institutions that could be the focus of a 

similar study. They range from athletic-organizations—the way that Robert Putnam 

looked at bowling leagues as a measure of engagement—to formal civic organizations. 

On the latter case, Fishtown does have a couple of civic organizations such as the 

Fishtown Neighborhood Association. The reason I have focused on churches rather than 

other organizations is because religious institutions offer a unique characteristic. 

Churches directly address moral commitments in the context of community building. 

While a local sports team may well improve community relationships (through exercises 

in teamwork or personal perseverance) the ostensible goal lies elsewhere (in this case, to 

win the game). Religious traditions, in contrast, are explorations of moral commitments. 

They are sacred spaces to gather, affirm the identity of the participants involved, and 
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articulate the moral commitments that adherents possess—both to themselves, to one 

another, and to the broader community. While the goal of this study isn’t to address 

theological differences, it is to unearth the values that strengthen and constrain 

community. To do that, this chapter turns to religion more directly in exploring how each 

church makes sense of their purpose in the neighborhood. 

 Members of both churches are working towards a version of social justice. 

However, members of Grove use a recognizable social justice language when they talk 

about the themselves, their neighborhood, and the larger world. Members of First 

Community, in contrast, are more traditional in their aspirations. They adhere to a more 

constrained vision of their role in the community. Their interventions are more direct and 

modest (e.g., the food pantry) rather than abstract (e.g., dismantling systems of 

oppression). Yet while the churches model different modes of discourse, there is a similar 

liberal commitment (tolerance for others outside of their community and respect for other 

religious traditions). Below I will further explore the concept Grove’s connection to 

social justice. 

Inherent Tension 

Grove members explicitly celebrate the radical characteristic of Christianity. 

Pastor James of Grove said, “The gospel of Jesus is not fundamentally economic or 

political, but it certainly has economic and political implications. You can’t read it and 

understand it without receiving the very clear message that the Kingdom of God is going 

to give us a new political and economic form.” When I asked James what that means in 

term of recognizable political categories, he replied, “I would say socialism without a 

central government.” James references Acts 2, which reads, “Now all the believers were 
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together and held all things in common. They sold their possessions and property and 

distributed the proceeds to all, as anyone had a need” (Acts 2:44-45).  

The biblical passage sounds like something written by Marx. In fact, there are 

some socialist-inspired Christians who argue that such passages call for the renunciation 

of private property. Some at Grove, which is Anabaptist in denomination, identity 

strongly with this tradition. And there were even Anabaptists, the Hutterites, who lived 

on communal farms and actively practiced collective ownership of all property (Donald 

2004). The intentional communities that some members of Grove have practiced are less 

demanding urban versions of such communities.  

Zoey is a member, inspired by the Anabaptist tradition, who lives in an intentional 

community that shares a bank account, food, and even student loan debt. Many praise the 

lifestyle modeled by Christian activist Shane Claiborne, who help found The Simple 

Way, a non-profit in Kensington that serves the poor and demonstrates ascetic living (see 

Guzder 2011; Jones 2010). Members eschew pursuit of money or material success and 

instead focus on simple living and helping the poor. In other words, some try to live the 

life of Jesus in the modern city. 

The members of Grove idealize an ascetic existence. While some have actually 

practiced the ideal, the practice is limited (e.g., a year of mission work or a stint in an 

intentional community house) and comes about through the exercise of personal agency. 

In other words, members of Grove have the privilege to choose a lifestyle that others 

can’t escape. This is not to undermine the social value of such work, but to point out that 

it is socio-economically situated. Many struggle to leave poverty while some members of 

Grove choose to experience it for a year.  



286 

 

This tension continually finds expression in the differences between the two 

churches. Grove unquestionably stands out as being more radical in its focus. Many are 

anti-capitalist and depict the macro-economic forces of the world as inherently 

destructive. First Community, in contrast, is traditional and accepts the fundamental 

(economic, social, cultural) institutions of American society. This doesn’t mean the 

members of First Community don’t long for the alleviation of the suffering of the poor. 

But they do not lay the blame for the ills of society at the feet of capitalism. Pastor Pat of 

First Community once referred to the congregation as “simple people” without pretense. I 

consistently found that description accurate.  

Based on only this information, one might guess that First Community is more 

typically bourgeois, and that Grove’s radicalism comes from its proletarian status. If one 

were to guess this, of course, they would be mistaken. The fact that it is Grove who is 

more securely middle-class makes their radical position surprising but also in need of 

investigation. The point is not to undermine the sincerity of Grove members, but to pose 

a serious question about social privilege. How do we assess radicalism that comes from a 

demographic of educated, middle-class and even entrepreneurial types? Grove members 

are part of a gentrification wave that disrupts the neighborhood even as they intend to 

stabilize community. Grove members rail against capitalism even as their own presence 

in Fishtown activates the market-forces that can undermine the working-class members 

of the community.  

Different Ideas of Justice 

 While both sets of residents describe the desire for a fair and just society, their 

ideas of what constitute these qualities differ. The members of Grove articulate concepts 
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that are more complex and sophisticated. They are concepts that, in short, come from 

university educations. Members of Grove are more well-travelled, having lived in other 

parts of the country and even other parts of the world. They bring a more cosmopolitan 

view of society to their discussion of social justice. The members of First Community, in 

contrast, have a view that is more parochial in that it is firmly rooted in the material 

conditions of their neighborhood. In the social justice frame, I describe members of 

Grove as being politically progressive and members of First Community as exhibiting 

classic liberalism (which I call civil libertarianism). That is, members of First Community 

have a “live and let live” or “mind your business” attitude. While this sensibility is 

tolerant of others, it can also be criticized as reifying or legitimating the status quo. It is, 

one might argue, more concerned with accepting things than changing them. In this 

respect, Grove stands out as pursuing a moral mission that seeks to disrupt the status quo.  

Distinct from the social justice frame, is the modern social justice movement. I 

distinguish the two because everyone has a vision of what a just society should look like 

even if they are not an advocate of the modern social justice movement. A member of the 

Amish, for instance, has a vision of what constitutes “justice” in a social context without 

being an advocate for the modern “social justice” movement. However, Grove’s vision of 

social justice is, in fact, in alignment with the modern social justice movement. For this 

reason, while both churches have an idea of what constitutes social justice, I focus on 

Grove’s alliance to the modern movement. Below I layout some of the characteristics that 

allow an observer to locate Grove in this broader socio-political identity.   
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Recommended Books, Identity Centering, Unpacking White Supremacy  

Former pastor David personifies the idealistic social justice activist. He locates his 

dedication to social justice in a religious tradition. “I identify as a Christian Anarchist,” 

David said. However, he acknowledged, “a lot of people don’t know what that is.” He 

cites Leo Tolstoy (2017) as an inspiration for Christian Anarchism, particularly his book 

The Kingdom of God is Within You, originally published in 1894. Tolstoy’s work is also 

known for influencing Gandhi, who lived for a while in an ashram dubbed “Tolstoy 

Farm,” in honor of the Russian writer.  

David described the approach as “a class critique, but it’s also a civilization 

critique.” For David, the principal Christian insight sounds a lot like the principal Marxist 

insight. He said that it’s important to “understand that the ruling class serves itself and, 

well, we don’t need it. Nobody does. The police are about protecting property. We don’t 

need them. The average person walking down the street doesn’t need a cop.” David’s 

punk rock roots melded well with Grove’s brand of social justice activism. David 

explained, “I got hooked up with Grove and the social justice thing became something 

that really resonated with me and strangely, I became an activist, which I wasn’t as a 

teenager at all.”  

David has been willing to be arrest for his activism. He said, “In 1999, [is] the 

first time I got arrested [for] doing nonviolent civil disobedience.” The event concerned 

the criminalization of homelessness around the upcoming 2000 Republican National 

Convention, which was held in Philadelphia. When I asked David more about being 

arrested, he said, “I mean I think it’s a necessary rite of passage.” “I’ve done a week. 

That was the longest one. That was at the federal detention center. That was for being 
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part of an action where we shut down the federal building.” David and hundreds of other 

people linked arms and formed a giant circle around the building. Turning back to his 

initial arrest, he clarified, “the first time I got arrested was for drugs and stuff in high 

school. That was not activism.” The clarification is amusing and captures David’s 

personality well. 

I made a point of asking interviewees for reading recommendations, especially the 

pastors. I saw this as a way to better understand their worldview, as well as to forge a 

meaningful relationship. Many of the theological works had to do with marginality and 

exclusion. A few examples that came up repeatedly are Exclusion and Embrace by 

Miroslav Volf (1996), Reading the Bible from the Margins by Miguel A. De La Torre 

(2002) and The Upside-Down Kingdom by Donald B. Kraybill (2011). All works engage 

with the social tension between the dominant forces of mainstream society and those at 

the margins. The authors attempt to show that interpretations of religious stories can 

“other” certain groups depending on what identity gets centered. The works present a 

version of Christianity that emphasizes the pursuit of social justice. 

I ask Pastor David what it means when an identity is centered. David answers that 

it has to do with cultural expressions. He asked rhetorically, “Whose music are you 

listening to? Whose literature is on the shelf? Whose images of beautify do you see? 

Who’s hanging out here? Who owns the place?” For David, all the features of a space 

contribute to a sense that an identity (usually a racial identity) dominates or has 

ownership. Members of Grove, as a generalization, are very self-aware. There is great 

deal of discussion about how their own identities are at-play and how they might be de-

centered to a space more inclusive.  
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Sarah, for instance, is part of a discussion group that attempts to de-center taken-

for-granted dominant identities and better understand American history. The discussion 

group is not affiliated with Grove and Sarah thinks she might be the only Christian in the 

group. Sarah said, “a lot of the history that we're looking at is connected with 

Christianity.” On one hand, she describes the history of Christianity as being “really 

problematic.” But on the other hand, Sarah notes the value of religion in the cause for 

social justice. By way of an example, Sarah said, “Martin Luther King Jr. was a 

Christian.” She said, “I am in a discussion group right now that's centered around 

unpacking white supremacy. And talking about how—it’s a group of white people talking 

about it [laughs a little]—but it's worth trying to do that work of, um, recognizing our 

privilege.” Sarah’s laugh seemed to acknowledge a certain irony. That is, that she was 

engaged in a discussion about white supremacy in an all-white space. It doesn’t mean that 

such conversations have less value. It does mean, however, that the meeting itself is 

perhaps an illustration of the enduring social power of race, even when the content of the 

conversation is about combatting it.  

The Language of Social Justice and Cultural Signifiers  

The spoken word is an important cultural signifier. This is true both within and 

between the two congregations. Within the church, both pastors represent the more 

literary and erudite type. Pastor Pat and Pastor James, for instance, sometimes deploy 

college or graduate level words that leave parishioners looking confused. The differences 

between the two churches, however, is striking. Some of the average members of Grove 

naturally intellectualize their descriptions of their lives, even more so than Pastor Pat. In 

other words, the average member at Grove is somewhat more intellectual sounding than 
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Pastor Pat. This is owed to the respective environments in which Grove members and 

Pastor Pat have spent their lives.  

There is a general difference in speaking (style and vocabulary) between someone 

who spent four years getting a bachelor’s degree, or graduate degree, and someone who 

went to work in a factory at seventeen. That is, the difference between the average 

members of Grove and the average member of First Community. This difference is, of 

course, a generalization. But as a generalization, it is helpful. In a talk at Grove one might 

hear a term like “hegemonic,” which might be commonly heard in a university class on 

political science. Other terms are more naturally aligned with social justice. I hear terms 

like “privilege,” “patriarchy,” and “intersectionality” from Grove members and associate 

the terms with a social and political position. On one Sunday talk, Pastor James uses the 

term “toxic masculinity” when describing certain behaviors in men. He went on to 

explicitly discuss the commitment to social justice that Grove practices.  

Language incessantly changes. The meaning of a word in one generation, indeed, 

one year, has a different meaning in the next. This is especially true of terms related to 

identity, with race as the clearest example. An acceptable term in one generation can 

become offensive in the next.  

I was sometimes struck by the cultural disconnect between First Community and 

Grove that revealed itself in the use of language. This difference is captures in the 

following observation. There is a younger woman who helps at First Community, 

Debbie, who is intellectually disabled. As it happens, Debbie was the first person I met at 

First Community. She answered the locked door and asked, “Are you from the college?” 

Debbie is high functioning but conversations with Debbie have a unique flow. Debbie is 
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an appreciated presence and smiling face around the church. I was initially taken aback 

by hearing the term “retarded” used plainly to describe her. The word was never used 

with malicious intent, nor in her presence. In my social circle, however, the “r word” is 

off limits. Offenders would typically get chastised and asked to apologize.  

Like “moron” in a previous generation, “retardation” was once a professional 

designation. It sought to describe a condition, not to offend. When these terms are turned 

over for preferred alternatives, the shift does not happen all at once, but in stages. The 

professional class leads the change, then others, in a cascading fashion. Before universal 

adoption of the new term is complete, then, there is an imbalance. People of greater social 

status tend to use the correct term while others continue to use an antiquated term and 

continue to offend, sometimes unintentionally. A person of greater social status, then, 

could complain about the vulgarity coming from a working-class person, who isn’t yet 

using the preferred term. But this would be unfair. In this example, the linguistic domain 

is simply functioning as a site of class conflict. In short, First Community pursues social 

justice even though they do not speak the language of social justice. 

Spiritual Guides 

In the introductory chapter I discussed the social justice ethos of the church. Here 

I address more fully how Grove members bring that ethos to life. First, I will re-iterate a 

scene I first mentioned in the introduction. 

One Sunday evening at Grove everyone is asked to bow their heads in meditative 

silence. James asked everyone to think about past spiritual guides. That is, people who 

have done God’s work. I bowed my head, closed my eyes, and I listened to silence. After 

a while a female voice spoke up and said, “Harriet Tubman.” The whole room listened. 
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Then a male voice saed, “Susan B. Anthony.” The names started to come quickly. I heard 

names I recognized like “Gandhi,” “Dr. King,” and “Sojourner Truth,” as well as names I 

did not recognize, like “Mother Hale.” Many of the names are of people of color who 

fought against social inequality, often at the horizon of racial or economic injustice. 

While I am familiar with most of the names, I’m used to hearing them in secular 

circumstances. I am slightly surprised to hear the name of someone like Gandhi, who was 

Hindu, in a Christian context. It becomes clear, however, that the religious affiliation (or 

even lack thereof) doesn’t matter at Grove. There is a broader coalition of agents for 

social change that Grove is concerned with. For James, the ostensible Christian identity is 

less important than the positive worldly effects. Even my research activities at Grove, for 

James, is part of a broader story. “You’re okay, because we think you’re part of the 

church,” he said to me once. James continued, “the Bible is a story that’s ongoing that we 

can participate in now.” Members of Grove tend to be less concerned with the Christian 

identity boundary than with a more inclusive identity defined by advocates for social 

justice.  

One of the first Grove members I interview is Allison. She is in her early twenties 

and found Grove’s openness invigorating, especially when compared to her traditional 

parents. Allison leads a small meeting group (she calls a “cell” group) with at least two 

individuals that don’t identify with being Christian. “There’s a girl in my cell right now,” 

Allison said, “who is just like, ‘I am not a Christian. My life is so much better without 

God.’ But she comes to cell every week.” There is another member who, as Allison said, 

“identifies as Muslim.” He is an Iraqi refugee who feels like he is participating in 
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something positive. According to Allison, he said, “’I don’t know if we believe in the 

same things,’ but he was like, ‘I like what you’re doing here,’ and that’s amazing.”  

For Allison, the inclusivity was a major incentive to join. Allison grew up in a 

politically moderate family and went to a Catholic church, which she hated. “I felt like 

every Sunday I was just being told what I was doing wrong. Like what I needed to fix in 

myself to make it to heaven.” At Grove, there was a message that was very different than 

Old-Testament paternalism. At Grove, she can worship, as Allison said, “this God who 

isn’t judgmental and who isn’t lay-down-the-law and mean, like a scary parent. But 

rather just loves and understands our mistakes and where we’re coming from.” 

 There is a strong emphasis on self-awareness and resisting the urge to place one’s 

own cultural tradition at the center. Like many at Grove, Allison loves that some of the 

songs sung during service are not in English. Allison said, “The first Sunday I went there, 

we were singing songs in Spanish and I was like, this is amazing.” For Allison, it is a 

good illustration of the fact that, as she said, “God speaks all languages. He doesn't just 

speak English.” This is a major theme for members at Grove. Allison is quick to point out 

that “Jesus was a brown-skinned, middle-eastern boy. He wasn't like blonde-haired, blue-

eyed, like some churches in our country try and make him out to be.” Allison is attentive 

to the cultural artifacts that “center” a space. These artifacts—like the art, music, or 

books—that adorn a room say something about who the space is for. To Allison, her 

childhood experience in the Catholic church was too exclusionary. In contrast, Grove 

tries to “de-center” the space so that it is less centered on culturally dominant groups and 

more inclusive of others. 
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  In addition to some activities being rooted in social justice, occasionally 

members reveal a more explicit political position. At some Sunday services, the pastor 

will reference modern political figures. James, for instance, once named 

congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and described her as playing a “prophetic” 

role. Such moments leave little doubt about the political position of most members. When 

I ask Allison if there are any Republican’s at Grove, she responded, “I don’t think so. I 

would be shocked if there were.” Through my interviews I learned there is, in fact, more 

political diversity under the surface at Grove than all members realize. However, 

Allison’s response is understandable. A salient feature of Grove is the politically 

progressive position of its members, some of who are self-declared radicals. Allison said 

with satisfaction that her parents now refer to her as their “radical daughter.” She 

explained that, “in college, I became more radical and more liberal and then I started 

noticing problems [with the Catholic church].” This is a consistent theme. Many tell a 

story of becoming estranged from their traditional religious upbringing at college and 

adopting a liberal political position. Grove was the first church they found that gave 

expression to their new worldview. 

 While the term “social justice church” may sound simplistic, many members do 

reference social justice advocacy when explaining their relation to church. Chloe, for 

instance said, “I think that the way that Jesus modeled to us how to live our life is widely 

misinterpreted. Learning alternative theology… has helped me understand that we should 

not look at the Bible from a capitalist lens. I think that a lot of the folks that I hang with 

are more into looking at scripture through a social justice lens.” From her description, it 

is the social justice lens that determines how the Bible is understood, not the other way 
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around. Although Chloe thinks the Bible, properly understood, simply is the social justice 

lens. Chloe continued, “Jesus says over and over again that he [pauses], or they, cause 

Jesus doesn’t really have a gender. I’m tired of people talking about him being a man... 

Dying and resurrecting was a way of eradicating that [gender]. We are neither male nor 

female in Christ.” In this, Chloe references a line from Paul, in Galatians 3:28, that reads, 

“There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male 

and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (NRSV). It is a revealing aside. Chloe 

makes a point of changing the pronoun of Jesus from male to non-binary. It is the kind of 

correction I hear often from members of Grove. Such changes typically have a plausible 

explanation coming from the Bible. Yet they are changes that are perfectly in alignment 

with the modern social justice movement. It this case, a growing skepticism of a binary 

gender expression. 

Like Allison earlier, Chloe also has a criticism of organized religion that was 

shaped during college. “I got pretty mad at multiple institutions. And the campus 

ministry, I disagreed with so many things they were doing by the time I was a junior or 

senior in college.” The judgmental quality of institutional religion did not sit well with 

Chloe. “The whole consequences of like where you are going, heaven or hell, it’s just 

such bullshit to me.” The real issue for Chloe is the here and now. She is critical of 

processes of capitalism that have made modern America economically dominant. 

“American culture is that we can do whatever we want and get whatever we want. And it 

doesn’t matter who we hurt, or what’s suffering, because we put ourselves in a different 

category than other people or other things, like the water or mountains.”  
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The world that Chloe sees is a state of suffering and even dissolution. She 

gestures in the direction of Kensington. Chloe said, “I truly believe that hell is where we 

are now. Like there’s totally hell on Earth. Like everywhere. People are suffering so 

much and there’s so much pain and grief in the world. Just awful things are happening to 

marginalized people-groups here and around the world and we just pretend like we don’t 

see it.” For Chloe, tending to her community garden in the rougher parts of Kensington is 

a way of introducing positive activity into an environment that otherwise feels 

oppressive. The expressions of Allison, Chloe, and Pastor James, help illustrate the social 

justice ethos of Grove. The degree to which the term “social justice” is used varies. While 

James sometimes steps around it, Chloe directly described her interpretation of the Bible 

as through a “social justice lens.” The main point is to illustrate an adherence to a 

recognizable socio-political identity. Grove lends support, in either word or deed, to most 

causes that could be described as social justice. The topics of abortion or gay marriage 

might be a rare dividing line. However, Grove members make clear that they are not 

interested in wasting energy on such divisive topics given all the other pressing issues of 

the contemporary world. In short, the concerns, issues, and even terminology used by 

Grove members are the same as those used by other young activists interested in social 

justice.     

Moral Entrepreneurs in Fishtown 

 The sociologist Howard Becker (1963) coined the term the moral entrepreneur in 

his work on deviance. The term helps shed light on some of the work of Grove in 

Fishtown. Becker describes how idealistic and genuinely moral visions of proper order 

can devolve into rigid rule-keeping in time. The term moral entrepreneur describes a 
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social type that starts the process. That is, it refers to those who are sincere in their desire 

to improve the world. Becker’s description also includes a position of relative privilege 

on the part of the enterprising moralist. The moral entrepreneur is a crusader. Becker 

describes the sincerity as “fervent and righteous, often self-righteous” and typically 

believe that “their mission is a holy one” (148). Becker gives the example of 

prohibitionists before the 18th amendment was ratified. The prohibitionist sincerely 

believed that a life without alcohol was a healthier, happy, more productive life. The 

problem is that the moral entrepreneur is also focused on “forcing his own morals on 

others.” This isn’t done in a patronizing or vindictive manner. Rather, the moral 

entrepreneur has “humanitarian overtones” and thinks that if people do what they say, “it 

will be good for them.” The problem is that such social types occupy a position of 

(relative) privilege. They seek to address the issues of people occupying comparatively 

less advantage. As Becker puts it,  

Moral crusaders typically want to help those beneath them to achieve a 

better status. That those beneath them do not always like the means 

proposed for their salvation is another matter. But this fact—that moral 

crusades are typically dominated by those in the upper levels of the social 

structure—means that they add to the power they derive from the 

legitimacy of their moral position, the power they derive from their 

superior position in society. (1963:149) 

 

Becker is pointing out that rules defining social justice are often dictated from 

above. In the case of prohibition, of course, a formal change to the laws of the country 

was used to enforce abstinence. This is an act of power, notwithstanding the potential 

positive consequences of the law. Becker goes on to point out that there are different 

people who dream up the rules and who enforce them. The idealistic vision is turned into 
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a set of worldly rules that have to be enforced. He notes that the initial purpose for 

creating the rules tends to get lost in the rule making and rule enforcing process. 

The term moral entrepreneur invokes a power differential evident in whatever 

moral goal is sought. In other words, one often has to hold real world power in order to 

make a real-world change. Members of Grove resemble Becker’s moral entrepreneurs 

because they have a vision based in their educations and ability to enact change based on 

access to middle-class resources. The working-class residents of Fishtown feel this power 

differential when they observe the activities of the newcomers.  

Mission Year and the Savior Complex 

The organization Mission Year is one example of such a middle-class resource. 

Multiple members of Grove have been involved in Mission Year. It is a Christian 

organization that encourages young adults from around the country to commit to an 

underserved community in Philadelphia for one year. As the organization puts it on their 

website, “to embody love and justice for a year,” and for each member to, “become part 

of the local community, worship, and serve alongside your neighbors,” in order to, 

“advocate for solidarity and justice” (Mission Year 2020).   

The missionary is a unique social figure often forgotten in the secular world. Jesus 

instructed his followers to make disciples of all nations (Mark 16:15-16:18). While the 

missionary call has been a part of Christianity long before the colonial period when 

Christians were made aware of land across the Atlantic, once the era of European 

colonialism came, the missionary came to symbolize an arm of domination. The good 

word brought by the missionary too often inaugurated subjugation of indigenous culture. 

As Pastor David put it, “Imagine, instead of having good news for five-hundred years, 
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it’s been bad news.” The history of colonialism makes the role of the modern missionary 

fraught. 

For members of Grove who see their missionary work as part of a social justice 

mission, navigating modern issues of race and class are a key concern. On one hand, the 

missionary like Becker’s moral entrepreneur, is supposed to bring superior knowledge. 

That implies a hierarchical position in that the missionary possesses something of value 

that others lack. On the other hand, in the modern context, the socially conscious 

missionary needs to avoid ignorantly asserting their own knowledge as superior. That 

provides a tension that must be managed. Moreover, it’s not always clear who is serving 

who. As Grove member Steven (who has not been on a mission) put it, “Like going on a 

mission trip is really for the white kids going. Not to knock it. I'm sure there's a lot of 

good work that gets done that way. But there are certainly cheaper ways to dig a well 

than to fly fifteen kids from the suburbs over to Guatemala, you know?” 

In addition to a social identity of some status, the missionary also gets to travel. 

This also becomes a mark of distinction. While the social role of the missionary is 

generally absent in modern culture, it occasionally makes an appearance. Such was the 

case when Utah senator Mitt Romney ran for president. Romney, a devoted Mormon, 

spent two years as a missionary in France after university. The modern mission can be the 

religious equivalent of spending time in the Peace Corp, or travelling, after college. That 

is, as a post-university phase whereby young people give back or explore but also gain a 

coveted experience to carry forward in their professional lives. When compared to 

members of First Community, who have spent their lives in Fishtown, some members of 

Grove appear veritably cosmopolitan. Members have come from all corners of America, 
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and in some cases, other countries. The experience of travel, and of relocating for college 

or work, is another illustration of the members of Grove occupying a class position above 

the members of First Community.  

The two stories below—from Hannah and Samuel—are from members of Grove 

who participated in mission work. It served as a transitional period after college. In each 

case, they wrestled with the tension implicit in the moral entrepreneur. That is, they 

travelled to Philadelphia to bestow help on those in need but found themselves grappling 

with the ultimate meaning of their privileged position among the low-income people they 

came to serve.  

Hannah’s Story 

Hannah is a thirty-year-old member of Grove. She described her hometown as a 

“blue collar, lower-middle class community.” Hannah grew up in a very religious family, 

in a rural area south of Seattle. Her parents worked retail jobs in order to put food on the 

table when she was young. Hannah was a good student and went to university. While her 

parents pushed her towards a Christian university, after visiting one, Hannah decided to 

go to a secular university instead. At college, her political and social views started to 

change.  

With large companies like Microsoft and Amazon, the nearby city of Seattle had 

undergone a transformation since the 1990s (Kreager, Lyons, and Hays 2011; Morrill 

2008). The city itself, while benefiting from international business, remains markedly 

politically progressive. Residents are famously skeptical of the net effects of such 

companies. Today, Hannah participates in progressive activism. Growing up, however, 

Seattle’s political scene made her balk. “When I was growing up, liberal was the enemy,” 
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she said. There was a clear divide between the cosmopolitan core and the more 

conservative countryside.  

Since then, she said, “my political views have really flip flopped.” Most of that 

change occurred at college. Yet she still finds Seattle’s brand of liberalism somewhat 

elite and white-washed. “Seattle to me is really rife with micro-aggressions. There’s a lot 

of systemic racism but nobody will admit it.” For Hannah, Seattle, as a city, considers 

itself too high-and-mighty to admit that it exists inside a bubble of economic and racial 

privilege.  

At the end of her college experience she volunteered for Mission Year. “I had 

never been anywhere to the east coast besides Disneyworld. I just had no concept of what 

Philly was going to be like.” Philadelphia was a whole different experience for Hannah. 

When she left the airport on her first day, the August heat hit her like a wall. She was 

dressed for the crisp Pacific Northwest air and had yet to experience real humidity. 

Moreover, the city felt dirty. “The air smelled so bad and felt horrible.” When she got 

settled into her assigned neighborhood, she was surprised by how normal it seemed. “I 

thought it would look like The Wire or something,” Hannah said, referencing the HBO 

television series. Instead, her new North Philly home looked like a normal neighborhood.   

The racial landscape was also new terrain. Hannah said, “I have never been the 

minority before. I’d never realized how strange my language, my codes, sound to 

somebody. Nobody understood me and I didn’t understand anything anybody was 

saying.” It made her initially uncomfortable, but the situation forced her to deal with it 

and adjust.  
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Hannah was assigned to an all-Black church. “I remember one Sunday going to a 

different service than the rest of my team and having the realization that I was the only 

white person in the room, and I was very aware of it.” It made Hannah reflect on some of 

the non-white people in her life. She said, “I had a really close friend in college who was 

Vietnamese. I thought ‘does he feel like this when he walks into a room and there’s three-

hundred white people, and him?’ Probably.” Her neighborhood taught her the power of 

her own racial identity. “I just walked around with constantly being aware of my skin 

color, which had never happened to me before. I had always felt like the default. Even 

though I would never have had the awareness to put that into words or any kind of 

conscious thought.” 

While the experience made her far more racially conscious and conscientious, it 

also was difficult. Some of the people she worked with confronted her about her cultural 

blind-spots. Hannah explained that, “A new situation would come along, and I’d run into 

some old, you know, prejudice in some area I didn’t know was there or I’d have to 

encounter my own privilege again.” 

The mission work was intensely social, as well as individually taxing. Hannah 

lived modestly with others also doing mission work. Occasionally, Hannah would make a 

comment that she regarded as innocent that someone else found offensive or even racist. 

Conversations would ensue that were sometimes painful but ultimately constructive.  

Hannah recalls two stories that she remembers best. In the first, she was having a 

friendly conversation with her housemates. She described watching a Spanish-language 

version of the movie Castaway in High School. Hannah thought it was funny how the 

dubbed-over Spanish version pronounced certain words like, “Wilson.” A couple of 



304 

 

months after the conversation, her Mexican-American housemate told her how upset she 

was by the comment. As Hannah recounts the story, her housemate said, “’I am so pissed 

that you did that. My grandfather has a deep accent. And I just kept thinking like, would 

you mock his accent if you met him?’” It never occurred to Hannah that the joke could be 

offensive. “I think that was the first time that I had to just accept a person of color telling 

me what you did was racist. And I had to just be like, okay, like ‘if you say it was then it 

was.’”  

In the second story, Hannah described a feeling that others at Grove also 

expressed. Hannah eventually came to call Philadelphia her permanent home and 

bounced around various neighborhoods in the north of the city. She lived in areas with 

mostly low-income Black residents. Hannah came to feel more comfortable in the spaces 

that once made her uncomfortable and out-of-place. “I think in unhealthy ways I 

sometimes used it like a badge of honor. This is so horrible to put into words, but in some 

ways, I think it’s like my ‘I’m cool with black people and I’m cool with Philly’ card that 

I play. In one conversation, she was called-out for it. “My co-worker who has lived in 

Philly his whole life, he said something like, ‘don’t pretend like you know North Philly 

just because you’ve lived in these places, never longer than a year.’” Hannah had to 

humble herself. “I had to stop and be like, ‘this is not okay for me to do.’” Hannah had 

turned her experience in the rough neighborhoods into a token of personal value. She felt 

like she debased the experience in the way she used it. She recounts thinking to herself, “I 

can’t believe that I have used this because it’s given me some kind of credibility that I 

thought that I earned by living in poor neighborhoods.” 
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While Hannah felt momentarily shamed by the exchange, ultimately it awakened 

her to a more self-examined state. She was encouraged to be self-reflective and consider 

her privilege. She considered how easy it was for her to turn her transitory experience of 

a neighborhood (that others spend their lives in) into a badge of credibility. The exchange 

started a process of reflection and a conversation that members of Grove were adept at 

engaging. In fact, the ability to broach such topics is part of what attracted her to the 

church in the first place. “One of the reasons I was drawn to Grove is because the people 

there have these kinds of conversations constantly. Grove really pushed me along this 

journey.”  

Grove is a community where the tension inherent in the position of moral 

entrepreneur can be discussed in depth, even if clear conclusions are not reached. In 

Hannah’s case, while she came from a working-class family, she was able to go to a 

university and set out on an exploration of self. While she did not have much money, she 

had a great deal of agency. She was able to choose a path that broadened her life 

experience, a lesson that stays with her today. “It matters to me that I don’t get too 

comfortable,” she said. The discomfort that she experienced was real in its effect on her. 

It is also worth considering, however, that from the point of view of residents of North 

Philly, Hannah likely played the part of educated young white woman, well-intentioned 

and nice but an obviously on a different path.  

Despite the difficulties that Hannah faced, she ultimately did not return to Seattle 

to use her time in Philadelphia as an interesting story to tell. Philadelphia became her 

home. And while she found a different neighborhood to settle in, the mission work 

experience permanently changed her. As Hannah sees it, the change was for the positive. 
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She said the experience put, “a big emphasis on getting to know your neighbors and 

getting to know people at your church and building relationships. And learning to be a 

good neighbor even when I felt like I didn’t belong.” Her missionary experience taught 

her how to enter a neighborhood, Hannah said, “with a posture of respect, and a lot of 

humility.” She added, “It has changed how I exist here.” While she came as an outsider, 

her presence in the city adds a culturally aware and self-critical citizen. Hannah’s 

experience, much like Samuel’s below, seems to promote unity. 

Samuel’s Story 

Samuel is in his thirties and grew up in a rural and mostly white area of 

Pennsylvania. It’s the kind of area that, Samuel mentions, others would derisively call 

“Pennsyltucky.” On his upbringing, Samuel said, “I feel like my parents were poorer than 

most of my friends. I got free and reduced lunches at school. But my parents were so 

frugal and good with handling money that we lived a very middle-class lifestyle.” Like 

Hannah, Samuel pursued a year of mission work after college, which brought him to 

Philadelphia. It was a more culturally and racially diverse environment than he had 

known.  

While he attends Grove in Fishtown, Samuel currently lives in a different North 

Philadelphia neighborhood. “I married and bought a house, which is in an all-Black 

community and my wife is Black too, so I’m the only white person around.” Samuel met 

his wife through Grove, but even beforehand, he knew that he wanted to stay in 

Philadelphia long-term after his mission experience. Samuel said he wanted to “live in a 

place where I connect with neighbors who are—saying ‘poverty’ might be too extreme 
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because I wouldn’t call my current neighbors in poverty—but a neighborhood that is 

under privileged.” 

His experience in Mission Year exposed him to a more diverse environment and 

set him on a life path. Like Hannah, Samuel’s perspective on the inner-city was more 

informed by media than his first-hand experience. “My experience with people of color 

was like on TV mostly or that one person here and there. So Mission Year was where I 

really got immersed and connected across racial boundaries and socioeconomic 

differences. It really just started blowing up my world.”  

While committed to the purpose of missionary work, Samuel also experienced 

difficulty in relating to the neighborhood. Echoing Hannah’s experience, Samuel said, “I 

went with a sense of adventurousness. I thought it would be cool to be there.” While he 

embraced the experience, “adventurousness” or “cool” wasn’t the appropriate attitude 

and some of his associates told him so. Looking back, Samuel is a bit embarrassed about 

his initial perspective. He “otherized” the neighborhood and related to the city like an 

anthropologist might when first exploring an exotic new locale. “I don’t even know what 

I would point out, like what made it so bad, you know, [maybe] trash everywhere, [or] 

there’s people fighting outside.” While he is proud of his desire to do good in the world, 

his empathy had not quite bridged the divide. The social boundary between the neighbors 

and himself felt very real. After spending years in the city, however, his perspective 

changed. Now, he said, he thinks, “the best view of it is that the people there are actually 

just valuable humans, like anyone.” He asked rhetorically, “Why do people throw trash 

on the ground? There’re systemic reasons for that. There’s a hopelessness about being 

stuck in a neighborhood that’s been ignored that leads to some of that.”  
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His time in mission year and subsequent time in the city fundamentally changed 

his relationship to the people was coming to assist. He came as an outsider but after 

marrying, having children and committing himself to a neighborhood, he’s just another 

neighbor.  

Samuel experienced a full transformation that brought him from interested 

outsider to full insider. Samuel explained,  

Now my perspective is different because I feel so much a part of my 

neighborhood that I don't even look at it as like, ‘oh, there’s these social ills that I 

need to help out with.’ I'm just another neighbor there, that has kids and is trying 

to have enough money to pay for my house. I honestly feel like a pretty normal 

person in the neighborhood except that I am white and so I stand out for that. But 

I don't feel very outsider because I've been where we live now for nine years, you 

know, with my wife and stuff. I know all my nearby neighbors and our kids play 

with other kids on the block and things like that. So, um, yeah, I feel very known 

and comfortable there. 

 

Samuel’s experience with mission work, like Hannah, added a new socially 

conscious resident to the city of Philadelphia. While a transplant, he is not transitory. 

Samuel laid roots in the neighborhood he entered. He contributes to the community 

through his life and work. Moreover, unlike some members of Grove, Samuel’s presence 

has not signified gentrification of his neighborhood (since his home is distant from the 

gentrification wave). While Samuel is not a resident of Fishtown, his membership in the 

Fishtown congregation adds to an inclusive force in the neighborhood. 

While Samuel and Hannah are only two examples of Grove members, they are 

good examples of individuals who transitioned from being outsiders to insiders. They 

both entered their respective neighborhoods with images influenced by media portrayals 

of the inner-city. Their real-world experience forced them to confront their pre-conceived 

notions. They started their experiences with an implicit “othering” of the communities 
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they came to assist. However, while their experiences were sometimes difficult, they 

stayed and found their lives transformed through the experience. They came to reflect on 

their prior attitudes with a degree of shame or embarrassment. Both look back with an 

appreciation of the personal growth their mission experiences catalyzed.  

While both Samuel and Hannah displayed the power differential that Becker drew 

attention to with the concept of moral entrepreneurs, both overcame the “othering” they 

initially displayed and become commitment members of the communities they came to 

serve. 

Two Different Kinds of Outsiders 

 While I continually focus on how members of Grove and First Community differ 

in their beliefs, habits, and relation to the gentrification in the neighborhood, a word must 

be said on their similarity. Both churches personify a spirit of outsider. Although they are 

outsiders for different reasons. For the members of Grove, many come from religious 

families and feel somewhat traumatized by their upbringing. David, for instance, 

compares his childhood to those captured in the 2006 documentary Jesus Camp, in which 

children are subjected to an emotionally charged religious programing. Members of 

Grove left the conservative religious traditions of their families and felt partially 

liberated, but culturally adrift. As David said, “thank God I found Grove,” since it was 

one of the few places where people shared his values while still in a religious tradition.  

For members of First Community, their outsider status comes from growing up in 

deindustrializing Kensington. The name “Kensington” carries stigma inside the city. As 

mentioned earlier, Jack said, “It gets a bad rap all the time.” To grow up in the 

neighborhood in the space after industrial decline but before gentrification was to be 
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forgotten. The members of First Community have felt culturally marginalized and even 

ostracized. As Pastor Pat said, “[I know] how it feels to be put down by someone who 

appears to be intellectually superior, financially superior, all that. When you really have 

very good common sense.” Members of First Community feel underappreciated for the 

role they played in maintaining the neighborhood through the tough times. 

 Some of the more meaningful moments of my interviews with members of Grove 

came when they sought to explain their political radicalism and rejection of institutions 

with their participation in a church. Sarah, for instance, said, “I feel like I’m committed to 

this lifestyle partially because it’s familiar to me.” Sarah says it would be hard to 

completely change her religion or reject religion entirely. “I acknowledge that there’s 

something that’s part of me that identifies with being Christian.” Sarah thinks that Grove 

can function as a refuge for people like her, who had a more traditional religious 

upbringing. She said, “I think the people that Grove collects are folks that either don’t 

have a background in Christianity…and their friends bring them and they like it cause it 

is really community oriented, or it’s people that were raised in conservative Christianity 

and want to maintain some of that because that’s what they know.” Not everyone had a 

difficult upbringing. Samuel, for instance, observed that “I don’t have a lot of serious 

trauma in my background, but I meet a lot of people that [do].” Many of the members of 

Grove speak from either personal experience or observations in others regarding trauma 

bringing them to Grove. 

 Samuel speculates that this is part of what caused Grove to emerge. In fact, he 

wonders if the “brokenness” of Philadelphia attracts a brokenness in people. Samuel said, 

“I think some people want to stay secure in a suburban area, and are maybe hiding the 
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brokenness or trying to keep a neat clear life. But sometimes when people come into the 

city and live in an area that more rundown, part of the reason they feel at home there, 

even as an outsider, is their life might be crazy already.” Samuel refers to the beginnings 

of Grove and continued, “They might have a sense that things don’t go the way the 

system says they go. You know, out there it didn’t work for me. That’s why I like Grove. 

It started with a bunch of punk rock kids or something, right? Like punk rock teenagers 

are kind of, you know, even if they’re white males who could privilege from the system, 

they’re kind of like seeing an alternative and wanting to fight racism and the system that 

doesn’t work.” For Samuel, Grove was a place for a kind of misfit or outsider. While they 

might come from privileged background, their attitude or ethos was distinctly on the side 

of the marginalized.  

 Former pastor David illustrates Samuel outline well. When David was an early 

teenager, he said, he started noticing personal qualities that he disliked in the leaders from 

his church. “A lot of them were liars, fakes… so when I was fourteen, I dropped out,” he 

said. David continued, “I just didn’t like them, in the way that they would act holy one 

day, and have these ecstatic, ‘the holy spirit is knocking me unconscious,’ then, the next 

day, be kind of a dick, or look down on other people.” David stopped going and found 

himself connecting with a very different crowd. “I found more solace in the people who 

would smoke reefer all day or play in bands and party with kids from other towns 

because they didn’t have the same kind of expectations all the time, that are 

unreasonable.” He could have gotten lost if he hadn’t found his way to Grove. They were 

his kind of people, a familiar kind of outsider, but also Christian, which connected him to 

a familiar and meaningful identity. On Grove, David said, “They just didn’t seem like 
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liars to me. They maybe weren’t the smartest people, the holiest people or whatever, but 

boy, they were honest about their brokenness. And I was just like, okay, I really enjoy 

being around people who are honest.” David sometimes still feels like he’s recovering 

from his childhood religious upbringing. “I had rapture nightmares,” David said. “I 

haven’t had one in probably five years…but as a kid I had them recurring.” In raising his 

own kids, he deemphasizes memorizing scripture and all the dark visions that disturbed 

him. Instead, he said, “we teach them that you are loved, and these people love you and 

also love Jesus. And we are a community.” 

 While members of First Community are more traditional in adherence to 

ceremony and the institutional structure of the church, that does not mean they feel like 

insiders. They too, have their own brand of outsider status that emerges in conversation, 

stemming from class differences. That is, it comes from the sense that they are 

downtrodden and underappreciated. Pastor Pat was clearest in articulating the feeling. 

Referring to the hurt feelings in the context of gentrification, Pat said, “…someone comes 

in with a college degree in architecture [and] they’re talking about a building as a thing. 

Whereas the person who lived on that street all their life has other memories of that 

building. They don’t see it as a building. They see it as the community center, or the 

ministry.” To Pat, the newcomers in the neighborhood only see dollars and opportunities, 

rather than the memories that imbue Fishtown with meaning for the members of First 

Community. Fishtown, he thinks, is a “space” but not a place, to the newcomers. 

Sociologists like Gieryn (2000) insist that spaces becomes place because people imbue 

them with meaning (also see Vanclay 2008). Members of First Community increasingly 

feel pushed aside by the newcomers who now considerably outnumber them. 
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Kasinitz and Hillyard (1995) conducted a study of the Red Hook neighborhood of 

Brooklyn, New York in the nineties. It almost perfectly captures the demographic groups 

in this study (i.e., an ageing white working-class cohort suspicious of newcomers, an 

influx of young artist types, then creative professionals). The authors describe the “old 

timers” this way: “Red Hook residents report a pervasive sense of having been cut off 

economically, politically, and culturally from the rest of the city. They speak of 

themselves as being ‘the forgotten people,’ at ‘the end of the line,’ or ‘the last of the 

Mohicans’” (1995:143). Claire from First Community echoed this sentiment closely 

when she said, “Like I said earlier, I believe we’re on the end of a good thing. I don’t see 

anything [good in the future]. I think we were the last of the Mohicans.” The use of the 

same idiom is striking. She added, “my granddaughter, she’s never going to buy a house 

around here, where she wants to live. She won’t be able to do it.” Claire feels the 

economic pinch and feels like her generation just barely squeezed through. 

 To Claire, the old timers in Fishtown occupy a blind spot in society. In being 

traditional, white and living in a neighborhood that has a reputation as sometimes 

threatening to outsiders, she thinks the progressive left disapproves of her. Claire is a 

Republican and Trump supporter. While she did not refer to herself as “a deplorable,” 

one had the sense that she did not appreciate being morally maligned from the political 

left. Yet Claire felt no great refuge from the political right either. To her, she occupied a 

group in the middle that is getting squeezed to death. Claire said, “Our group is the group 

that the politicians say, ‘we need more money off you’ to help [other people, such as 

immigrants].” Claire would like to help, but insisted, “I want to send my daughter to 

college and nobody’s helping me. I can’t. I can’t! We’re all tapped out, baby!” Claire 
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laughs, but it’s no joke. Claire has spent her life making just enough money to get by and 

isn’t impressed by calls from well-meaning politicians to help others. She’s not poor 

enough to use social programs like SNAP and would likely refuse it if she was. On the 

other hand, she is just barely making it and doesn’t feel secure enough to help others. She 

said, “my Dad had a stroke when he was forty-two. There was ten of us and we had 

nothing [referring to social services]. All the neighbors took care of you. They gave you 

food, they bought coal, we had coal, they took care of you.” Claire did not expect help 

from outside Fishtown. Her neighbors stepped in when the family needed help and 

together, they made it work. To Claire, this is admirable and proper. She finds it unfair 

that her “group,” as she calls it, is sometimes looked at as backward or even racist when 

she struggled herself and managed with the little that she had been given. 

 In some ways, then, both churches are full of a kind of outsider. Perhaps church in 

general can be a place where people who don’t naturally fit in elsewhere can find a place 

to belong. Christopher of Grove once recalled a time when his parents told him he could 

always find a community through Jesus. If he ever moved to a new city and didn’t know 

anyone, they advised, he could go to church and get plugged into a network of people. 

Christopher acknowledged that this indeed drives his own interest in church. “I think 

that’s the chief thing when people look for a church… people don’t want to be alone. I 

looked for a community because I didn’t want to be isolated.” And for the members of 

First Community, the shrinking demographics of the long-term members make their 

relationships in the community naturally limited. Their church provides a place for a 

shrinking and sometimes stigmatized group to congregate and experience community.  
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Christopher’s Story 

 Christopher is a thirty-one-year-old member of Grove who grew up in a 

missionary family. Like some others in Grove, he was homeschooled, which kept him 

separated from mainstream American culture and feeling like an outsider into adulthood. 

He was born in Philadelphia, but out of sheer necessity. His parents were living in west 

Africa. His mother flew to Philadelphia simply to access American hospitals for her 

delivery. “The medical system wasn’t that far advanced,” said Christopher. “They came 

back to Philadelphia twice to have me and my little sister.” 

 Like some other Grove members, he was home schooled until college. “I felt out 

of touch with American culture,” he said. Though unlike other members, he was raised 

far away from the America. Through the internet, he would get his hands on popular 

American movies, but struggle with the cultural references. He didn’t belong to west 

Africa but didn’t fully belong to America either. Being connected to two social worlds 

left him feeling like he did not truly belong to any.  

 The practice of religion he experienced growing up also left him with inner 

tension. “A lot of shame.” “You’re not doing this right. You’re a shameful creature.” To 

this day, some traditional Christian songs are triggering for Christopher. “We actually 

changed lyrics in songs so it’s not reflected in the music.” Too often the message coming 

to Christopher was that he was unworthy. In contrast, the message at Grove was 

supportive and personally constructive. 

 Shame is a critical emotion for some of the members of Grove, stemming from 

their childhood experience with religion. “I think it is a big hallmark of the image of the 

evangelical movement in general. Some of the earlier pastors, um, Billy Graham, it’s like 
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we are sinful creatures.” For Christopher, the sacrifice of Jesus is fetishized within 

evangelical churches. “The fact that he died for your sins... If you don’t feel bad for your 

sins, then Jesus didn’t do much.” It is necessary, according to Christopher, to walk 

around feeling burdened by shame as a way of communicating proper devotion. This 

intensity does not capture the way most Grove members described their upbringings. 

However, most do have an experience of somewhat stifling institutional religion that, 

once they got older, had to be re-assessed and critically analyzed.  

 Religious ideas proclaim your status in the world. They teach how an individual is 

woven into the world. Christopher described his evangelical upbringing as, “we are in 

this world, but not of this world.” “Are we holy and new? You can’t be dirty and be a 

Christian. Like you can’t be dirty and be part of this movement. You have to be 

cleansed.”  

 Sexual asceticism (or excess) often plays a notable role in spiritual movements. 

For Christopher the notion of cleanliness blended easily into sexuality. “It gets weirdly 

into sexual purity. That’s where a lot of the shames comes from. It’s almost like 

criminalizing your sex drive. I wasn’t allowed to… like those feelings were bad.” “It 

came off as spiritual that sexuality is a bad thing.” Christopher added sarcastically, “but 

once you get married, it’s fine. But you just can’t get over that overnight. I feel like a lot 

of people are going to counseling because of that right now.” Christopher added, “God 

told Abraham I will make your descendants as numerous as the stars. That implies 

procreation. That’s procreation.” “I think that’s what priests are encountering. They don’t 

have an outlet for their sex drive because they are ignoring it.” 
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 Christopher exemplifies a Grove member whose dedication to the community 

grows from feeling alienated. His unique upbringing makes him feel different. His 

experience with institutional religion as a child has left him hurt. Christopher finds 

comfort in those who knows the unique alienation that he feels.  

The Roots of Grove: Intentional Communities and Jesus People  

 A central characteristic that distinguishes Grove members from general 

newcomers is that they grew up in traditional Christian households and still want to hold 

on to that tradition. However, since they have rejected a more conservative value system, 

they are looking for a progressive-leaning and social justice inspired space to enact a 

tradition (i.e., going to church).   

 Grove member Sarah described this well when she said, “I think we have 

historically collected younger white folks who have grown up in Christian backgrounds 

and want to reinterpret what they know.” She then speaks to the racial makeup of the 

church. “We do have some diversity in our population. Which is great. And I think we 

could increase that. But I don’t know how because I have noticed that lots of churches 

stay within their demographics because you are culturally attracted to what you know to a 

certain extent.”  

The intimacy of a small church unintentionally excludes those who do not feel 

themselves to be a natural “insider” in the group in question. By making the community 

“real” and intimate, any church increases the likelihood of drawing more of the 

demographic that constitutes the core of the group. For Grove, the core of the group is 

middle-class, left leaning, educated white people. This is not to say that that 

description—nor any description—perfectly describes every member of the group. But as 
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a generalization, it is useful. That demographic group, like any group, hold values that 

they want to see represented in the church.  

To understand some of the values that animate the Grove community, it is helpful 

to consider the role that “intentional communities” and the sixties counter-culture 

movement played in an earlier generation.  

The notion of an “intentional community” can be traced back to before the sixties 

counter-cultural movement. In the late 1940s an experimental organization adopted the 

official moniker Fellowship of Intentional Communities. This organization formed in a 

liberal town in rural Ohio with the utopian ideal of ending war through peaceful, 

cooperative living arrangements (Mariani 2020).  

The drive for an intentional community with spiritual cohesion could be traced 

back in the American context to the Transcendentalist movement in the early nineteenth-

century. Turning away from the money-making force of industry were writers like Henry 

David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson. They sought a return to a quiet life in 

communion with nature, influenced by a Rousseauian view of society. 

In much the same way that the Transcendentalists reacted to the growth of 

industry in the nineteenth-century, the Baby Boom generation reacted against the 

“organization man” in their own period (Whyte 1956). The organization man was an 

American social type that C. Wright Mills described superbly when he wrote, “with 

anonymous insincerity the Successful Person thus makes an instrument of his own 

appearance and personality” (1953, 182). While Mills’ description is memorable, surely 

the 1967 movie “The Graduate” provided the most culturally iconic illustration of the 

organization man. The protagonist felt the deadening impending adult life selling 
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“plastics” as a Successful Person in corporate America. As Mills described it, “the moral 

uneasiness of our time results from the fact that older values and codes of uprightness no 

longer grip the men and women of the corporate era, nor have they been replaced by new 

values and codes which would lend moral meaning and sanction to the corporate routines 

they must now follow” (Mills 1956:344). Mills didn’t see the typical American as 

rebelling but only perceiving a “hollowness.” In the years to follow, however, that started 

to change.  

The sixties counter-culture pushed back against a materialistic lifestyle. It was 

often anti-capitalist and interested in exploring other values. Some argue the cultural 

change was catalyzed by the absorption of Eastern religious notions into the west 

(Campbell 2007). Whatever the case, the hippie movement, Woodstock music festival, 

and experimentation in communal living, represented a continued desire to find another 

path distinct from the mainstream. 

From the sixties counter-culture movement came a group known as Jesus people. 

The Jesus people resembled the hippie counterculture in dress and manner. However, 

members of the Jesus people were also resolutely Christian. They essentially subscribed 

to the image of Jesus the hippie, in sandals. Sometimes pejoratively called “Jesus freaks,” 

members of the Jesus people movement absorbed the term and turned it into a point of 

pride. Some of the members eventually bought communal homes and continued to live, 

less conspicuously, even as the spiritual revival of the sixties and seventies faded from 

sight. One intentional community, called Jesus People USA, continue to own and live in 

a facility in Chicago contemporarily (Eskridge 2013). 
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For Rob, a member of Grove, the Jesus people movement inspire some of the 

spirit at Grove. Rob’s father was inspired by the movement. “He and my Mom both did 

that. It was part of their intentional community.” “I saw old pictures; paisley shirts and 

it’s like, it looks like they were going to Woodstock but they weren’t,” Rob said. The 

Jesus people would hold gatherings and concerts that looked like Woodstock and 

musicians like Keith Green would sing Christian folk songs (Young 2011). 

 I do not want to drift too far afield. Grove is not associated with the Jesus people 

movement. Most members, unlike Rob, do not have direct connection to the movement. 

Yet I draw the link for a reason. There are cultural connections between the counter-

cultural nature of the Jesus people movement and Grove. In the same way that the Jesus 

people were a Christian version of the hippie counterculture, Grove might be said to be a 

Christian version of the hipster counterculture. While it might be an over-reach to refer to 

the hipster identity as a “counterculture,” it is the closest generational comparison to the 

hippies. Both groups—the hippies and hipsters—practice alternative ways of living, 

relating, and critical of mainstream American culture through progressive lens. The 

practice of living in “intentional communities” is fairly radical and distinguishes many at 

Grove.  

 Leo, for instance, said, “I ended up moving to Philadelphia to become part of an 

intentional Christian community.” He grew up in an upper-middle class family in New 

Jersey. His intentional community was not affiliated with Grove but located in the 

northwestern part of Philadelphia. Everyone involved shared one bank account, food, 

paid each other’s health insurance bills, and student loan debt. Each member worked 20 
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hours a week and spent an additional 20 hours engaged in activist and community 

building. As Leo said, “it was an exercise in radical communal living.”  

 The term “intentional” is a key word for some members of Grove. This became 

apparent in some of my early interviews. Allison a new member of Grove explained, “I 

was looking for this like radical, intentional community that was justice oriented.” For 

members, C. Wright Mills’ “Successful Person” is the antithesis of living intentionally. 

Like the protagonist in The Graduate, some Grove members are running away from a 

stultifying future in a corporate world. “Intentionality” means not capitulating to the 

system or drifting comfortably with it. Rather, intentionality it involves making active 

decisions, some of which may be difficult, for the purpose of building the kind of 

community one desires to see. As Allison put it, “I was just drawn to the intentionality of 

it. The fact that they really just all do life together, which is just beautiful.” 

 For many members, the idealism of an intentional community makes it both 

valuable but also impractical. 

 Chloe found this to be the case. “I loved living in an intentional community. I was 

really sad to only do it for a short time. But yeah, it’s super hard to create.” Many of the 

issues involve maintaining a singular vision without the bonds (legal or emotional) of 

direct kinship ties. Although even this is debatable. Chloe, for instance, met her husband 

in an intentional community. “We all have different ideas about what we want in life, or 

even why we need to live there. But it’s super cheap to live in an intentional community 

house cause there’s like seven of you living in a three, four-bedroom house. Like bunk 

bed situations, which is hilarious.” The intentional community is a true exercise in 
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creating non-traditional social structures in which to live. The glue of the community 

comes from a unique commitment that the members take on. 

It can produce, it must be said, conditions wear cult-like bonding flourishes. 

Before I embarked on this study, in fact, I heard Grove described as “cultish.” While I did 

not find this to be the case, the term did occasionally come up. Hannah, for instance, said, 

“Grove has a reputation in Philly for being very culty.” When I ask why, Hannah 

acknowledged that the intimacy that Grove aims for also an intensity. Strong inter-

personal bonds do begin to feel like “family” in time. “It’s not a cult,” Hannah assured 

me and laughed. But she understands why it seems that way. She also thinks that some of 

the language Grove uses “can feel exclusionary and strange. [For instance] the fact that 

we call small groups ‘cells’ freaks people out because it sounds really militant. We’re not 

a terrorist organization, for the record.” She laughed again and explained that the small 

groups are called cells, “because they want them to resemble a cell in the body, where 

you grow and multiply. But that language is really weird. And I think that a lot of people 

just want to go to church and have their Sunday experience and just want to go home. 

Grove doesn’t let you do that really. It’s always trying to pull you in, which can be really 

weird and it can feel very demanding at times, I think.” While Hannah is used to it, she 

does recognize that it asks a lot of members. “Grove demands that you don’t stay-put in 

your faith. It demands movement and change and it’s way more than a lot of people want 

from a church.” While the practice of intentional communities and the cell groups of 

Grove are not cults, they do involve the intimacy of small-groups. 

 The younger and childless members tend to be more enthusiastic about communal 

living than those a little older. The need to slowly come to terms with dominant 
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American society is a common theme. Sarah is in the middle of negotiating this 

transition. “I do try to live a life that’s kind of outside of… I mean I feel like we all have 

to exist in the capitalist structure to a certain extent. But I do have a lot of conversations 

and kind of try to direct my life toward a more intentional existence outside of that 

structure.” Sarah appreciates the spirit of the intentional community, and remains very 

active in the church and in the neighborhood, but also lives a traditional life in the sense 

that she is married, and pays a mortgage and taxes on a local property. 

The spirit of an intentional community pervades the church even when the 

practical circumstance does not reflect a true intentional community. That is, even as 

members age out of the period when an intentional community is viable, the desirability 

of living “intentionally” remains. Even those members, the majority, who have not lived 

within an intentional community still emphasize the importance of intentionality.  

Yet to exercise “intentionality” rests upon agency. While it takes little money to 

live in an intentional community, the members who respond most enthusiastically come 

from homes with some means. Leo, for instance, self-identified as coming from a 

suburban upper-middle class home. His foray in intentional community was essentially a 

way of escaping a suburban landscape. 

What is striking about this approach to community is how markedly it differs 

from the experience of the members of First Community. They did not pursue an 

intentional community—or travel great distances to create one—but remained rooted in 

the community in which they were born. Even as others left to pursue different 

opportunities they remain and devoted themselves to Fishtown.   
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Economic Development Helps Grove 

 In the same way that the redevelopment in Fishtown has squeezed First 

Community, it has provided a boost to Grove. The rising prospects of Fishtown real 

estate has also improved the prospects of Grove members. This has occurred a few 

different ways. First, those Grove members who bought homes in the neighborhood have 

seen their home values rise. Secondly, the turn-over in the neighborhood has brought 

more newcomers into the neighborhood who might be interested in Grove, providing 

opportunity to grow the congregation. Lastly, the physical church, like individual homes, 

has gone up in value. In short, while the congregation may have started with scrappy 

young radicals it has already begun to age into a congregation of young professionals and 

stable members of the middle class. The same economic and attendant cultural change 

that pushes in on First Community also provides opportunities to Grove for a future of 

greater impact.  

 When I asked Steven at Grove about it, he started to chuckle. “It’s funny, we just 

had a stakeholder meeting about this.” He continued, 

We were talking more about the people moving into the neighborhood more than 

the development side of it. Because we are going to redo the façade on our 

building, and part of the conversation was [that] our building is worth a lot more 

money now. So we’re going to borrow against it and that’s how we’re going to 

pay for it… It struck up a whole new conversation about who are we trying to 

reach to come into the church.”  

 

For a church with self-declared radicals, appealing to an increasingly upper-

middle class demographic is morally charged. When I asked Steven who they are trying 

to reach, however, he responded, “The answer is still everybody.” 

For Steven, appealing to the new upwardly mobile neighbors isn’t a dilemma, 

perhaps due to his experience as a business owner. Others in Grove agree with Steven, 
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but for different reasons. He said, “Some people feel like the wealthy people that are 

moving from out of town are the people we actually do want to reach because they’re the 

people who don’t know Jesus.” Steven added, “For every rich man that walks away from 

Jesus sad because he can’t give away his stuff, there’s a bunch of people in the Bible who 

were rich and did manage to share all their possessions to get in on Jesus’s ministry.” 

Other members of Grove agree that it might be time to reach out to the newcomers whose 

condos and security cameras have helped changed the tone in the neighborhood.  

I wonder if a version of Grove full of middle-class professionals would still be 

Grove. When I ask Steven about social class in the church, he said, “I guess there’s a 

handful of people that clearly have means and gravitate to Grove. They do a pretty good 

job of downplaying it. They’ll have newer cars, but nobody owns a BMW. It’s just, it’s 

kinda just not the style.” Steven explains that flaunting wealth is anathema to the 

sensibility of their religious tradition. He added, though, “people do flaunt it with the 

craftsmanship they put into their houses. Myself included.” The economic change in the 

neighborhood benefits the church. While members of the church may be critical of 

economic forces in general, they know they have a chance to make the best of the 

situation. It provides a striking contrast to tone inside First Community, which is focused 

on becoming more economical in downsizing rather than expanding their reach. 

 The redevelopment of Fishtown has made the property owned by Grove and the 

homes of individual members more valuable. It didn’t have to be this way, of course. 

Grove could have inserted itself into a neighborhood slowly going downhill. That 

financial reality would have stymied their ability to grow and expand. The 

redevelopment, in other words, helps spread the message and the financial health of the 
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church. While official literature produced by Grove never describes the church as anti-

capitalist, there are many members who do identify as such. It creates an unusual 

situation. On one hand, the community often displays an anti-capitalist idealism that 

wants to push back against the forces of gentrification. On the other hand, those same 

forces have worked to the church’s advantage and have helped it spread. As Grove 

member Hannah once succinctly put it, “there’s a mismatch between my values and my 

actions.” Hannah sorts the Grove members in Fishtown into a few categories. “There’s 

people who are like ‘Kensington ride or die,’ who’ve been there for years, before 

Kensington’s been cool, who are like ‘gentrification is evil’ or we’re evil for perpetuating 

it.” Then, Hannah said, there are those diametrically opposed. “Then there’s people who 

literally made money off gentrification and see no problem with it.” She added, “then 

there’s most people, probably like me, and they are somewhere in the middle. And 

they’re trying to figure out how to navigate.” 

Hannah’s description characterizes most of the members of Grove in who I 

interviewed. They are uniformly opposed to gentrification as a concept. And yet they see 

their own active role in the process and see themselves as partially complicit. To some 

degree, they know they partially constitute the very force that they criticize. Hannah said, 

“I can’t afford to move to a wealthier neighborhood. But any poorer neighborhood that I 

could move into, I would potentially just be like a harbinger of gentrification.” The 

economic force tends to take primacy despite the beliefs of individuals. Hannah said, “I 

think a lot of us at Grove have moved into neighborhoods that have started to gentrify or 

maybe were gentrifying, and [we] just try to be the best neighbors that we can be.” One 

can’t easily criticize someone’s desire to be a good neighbor, but it is also an 
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individualistic solution to a systemic problem. The members of Grove, who often discuss 

“systemic problems,” well know that there’s only so much individuals can do.  

Conclusion 

Members of Grove introduce a progressive, social justice focused element into 

Fishtown. Many moved to Philadelphia from other places in the country. As a result, 

Grove members bring an outsider’s eye and sometimes a more cosmopolitan perspective. 

Moreover, some members participated in a missionary program that channeled their 

religiosity into meditations on race, power, and identity. To this degree, the members of 

Grove are an enlightened contingent of newcomers. They display a reflexivity and self-

awareness that is generally rare. In this sense, they are unusually cognizant of inequality 

and marginalization. However, in comparison to the members of First Community, 

members of Grove are socially privileged. They are educated, mostly middle-class and 

have had the freedom to pursue unique opportunities, like travel and missionary work. 

That position cannot be disentangled from—indeed, is a part of—the unique racial, 

intellectual, and cultural insight members possess. They use the language of social justice 

to question how to be a positive force in the world even as their attendant statuses (white, 

intellectual, educated, middle-class, etc.) naturally privilege them. 
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CHAPTER 10: ROOTEDNESS: TOLERANCE THROUGH STRUGGLE 

 

Introduction 

 In this chapter I show how the life experiences of members of First Community 

have bonded them and define their sense of who are the “real” or legitimate members of 

Fishtown. I also show how the ageing demographic coupled with the impending 

gentrification wave make members sometimes feel like the church is a sinking ship. The 

physical structure of the church is rapidly ageing and requires ever-more maintenance 

while funds dwindle. I also describe how First Community’s liberal, laissez faire variety 

of tolerance can, paradoxically, allow acceptance of positions that members of Grove 

might find intolerant. This tension manifests most clearly around the topic of presidential 

politics, which are discussed at the end of the chapter. 

The Cost of Staying Rooted in a Declining Neighborhood 

 Smallacombe (2002) titled her study on the neighborhood, “Why do they stay: 

Rootedness and isolation in an inner-city white neighborhood.” The terms rootedness and 

isolation provide clues about what holds the older residents together. The stories below 

dip into the lives of three First Community members named Madeline, Piper and Ted. 

They illustrate some of the trauma that dedicating themselves to a declining 

neighborhood has wrought and why they have adopted a non-judgmental approach to 

faith, albeit with a very different character than Grove. 

Madeline 

At First Community, there is a significant fealty to place and a felt sense that the 

old timers need to rely on one another to get by. Madeline, a member in her early 

seventies, once explained her relation to the neighborhood by simply stating, “This is my 
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roots. There’s a lot of history. This is where my grandparents are from.” Members like 

Madeline feel connected to the neighborhood through a lifetime of dedication. More than 

dedication, though, members express profound struggles that have wedded them to the 

neighborhood and its people. This stands in marked contrast to members of Grove. 

Members of Grove are more mobile than members of First Community. While Grove 

members are influence by diverse experiences, First Community members have been 

defined by localized tradition and localized problems. 

When Madeline bought her house in Fishtown it was beyond run down. Madeline 

said, “The house was abandoned. A lot of druggies were using it as a place to crash and 

shoot up and everything. The whole back of the house was out.” She had been living 

nearby but needed to move. “We lived up in Kensington and Allegheny and it was 

starting to get really nasty,” Madeline said. “The drugs were in your face and there were 

the drug dealers that don’t back down.” 

With no indication that the neighborhood would one day gentrify, she moved in 

with her husband and began fixing up the property. With no knowledge of construction, 

they taught themselves and worked to slowly renovate the place. They paid cash for the 

property. “I didn’t want to worry about a mortgage. If someone gets laid off, you’re 

screwed.” They gutted the place over three years before moving in. Even still, she said, “I 

just got a ceiling in here, a couple of months ago. I had cloth tarps in there for the longest 

time.” 

She was taking night classes, trying to get her bachelor’s degree, and barely 

seeing her husband. “We were like passing ships in the night.” Then one day, “I just 
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realized that he don’t look right and we got him to the doctor. He says ‘you need a liver 

transplant.’” 

The surgery ushered in a cascade of issues, all expensive. “I mean we paid a lot of 

money. We paid for our own health insurance all these years. We can’t even afford it. It’s 

either eat, or pay medical. I don’t have any… Mercy Life take care of him. And I just 

have Medicare. I can’t afford any coverage plan. I’m tired. Same with dental.” As we 

talked about money, Madeline pointed to her mouth and said, “my teeth are rotting out of 

my face and everything’s a couple of hundred dollars a visit [at the dentist].” “And 

veterans get treated even worse,” Madeline added.  

Her feelings are understandable and play a role in her approach to faith. “I just 

live my life the best I can each day. Be a Christian that way.” She makes clear that the 

institutional side to church isn’t critical to her. “It’s what you do outside, like Jesus did.” 

Institutions have not protected Madeline. And large systems, she’s learned, are generally 

meant to be treated with suspicion. This carries over to the church too. She is not a fan of 

the large institutional power of the Catholic church. But rather than imbuing Madeline 

with a bitterness towards her own church, it has made her approach church with a great 

deal of tolerance. Judging other people doesn’t interested her. Church is simply a place to 

come together. The fellow residents in church have struggled like Madeline. And while 

they may not have always lived the most pious lives, their commitment to each other was 

what mattered. 

Piper 

 Piper, a member of First Community in her seventies, spent her working life 

hopping around. She said, “I didn’t last at any job more than five years because 
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something always happened. I did retailing. I worked at Walmart. That was when my 

kids were older, and I could trust them to stay home. Piper had primary responsibility for 

her children after her first marriage ended. According to Piper, her marriage ended due to 

the slow fallout over her husband’s time in the Vietnam war. Her first child was born 

while he was overseas in the war. “I would write letters and sometimes I’d get an answer. 

Sometimes I wouldn’t,” she said. “He would have nightmares when he came home. It’s 

horrible. Being in Vietnam was just horrible. And there was no recognition when they 

came home. Which I think is horrible. I mean they did everything for desert storm. But he 

was out there in the jungle. There was nothing done for Vietnam veterans.” Once he 

came back, things changed. “After my husband came back home from Vietnam, he 

wanted no part of church. It changed him bitterly. He didn’t care about anybody else, just 

himself. He was verbally abusive towards me. He was just a Dr. Jekyll, Mr. Hyde, you 

know, it was just horrible.” As a consequence, the marriage eventually ended, and it left 

Piper with a different approach to life. “My daughter calls me a prude because I don’t 

like guns and the drunk. I can’t stand the drinking. Then again I was raised with an 

alcoholic father.” Piper, in fact, dealt with substance abuse problems in many of the men 

in her life. She mentioned in passing that “my son was on drugs and he wasn’t allowed 

[at my house] and that was it. He’s off now, but he still doesn’t come around that much. 

Only when he needs money.” Through watching loved one’s struggle with addictions, 

Piper has adopted a very non-judgmental attitude on matters of faith. The theological 

particulars of First Community do not interest her. The purpose of the church in the 

neighborhood is as a place for people to be with each other, especially when times get 

tough. 
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  When I asked why younger people aren’t going to church as often, Piper said, “I 

don’t want to read too much into that.” She explains her philosophy. “You know, it’s 

your life. You have to live your life the way you see fit. And I don’t worry about anybody 

else.” She continued, “It’s like my grandson, who lives here, he doesn’t go to church. He 

tells me he doesn’t believe in God. Well, that’s you. It doesn’t bother me. It’s what I want 

to do.” There is no proselytizing from Piper. Her ‘live and let live’ approach to other 

people may not satisfy a serious theologian (and sometimes annoyed Pastor Pat) but it 

satisfies her and the people in her life. The sole purpose of church for her is the 

connection to others. “I didn’t care what the denomination it was.” Piper said, “I need 

that spiritual [connection] because that helps me get through not only the day, but the 

week.” This theme of tolerance born from difficulty emerges repeatedly in interviews 

with members of First Community. 

Ted 

 Ted is another member of First Community who has overcome adversity in his 

life. Ted, approaching fifty, is younger than most members of the church but lives a life 

rooted in the community and follows a lifestyle more characteristic of a previous 

generation. Ted, for instance, has a large family. “I’m married. I have eight kids total,” he 

said. “I have two with my current wife and she’s actually pregnant, we just found out. So 

it’s about to be number nine.” Only a handful of the people in Ted’s high school ended up 

going to college, and no one he was close to. Ted was horribly bored at school. “I ended 

up dropping out in twelfth grade. I didn’t graduate,” he said. “And stuff happened at 

home. My mom and dad went through a divorce. She needed to help paying the bills, 

everything.” Ted tried trade school for a bit but instead dropped out and started working 
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for his father-in-law. He found he had aptitude for working with his hands and with 

people. He worked his way up and went into business for himself. Today, he said, “I have 

twenty-seven people who work for me.” As I talked to Ted, his phone continually rang 

from contractors and employees. Between his family, his employees, and First 

Community, Ted is continually engaged. He is a major pillar in his local community.  

 He wants his own children to do well but doesn’t insist they live a life so different 

from his. Ted said, “I don’t push college on them. They’re required to go and at least 

graduate high school.” A few years ago, Ted started taking classes and got his GED to 

show his kids that he could do it. He said, “So I went back just to show them that I can 

get that piece of paper.” He is more interested in making sure his kids have a better 

upbringing inside the home than he had.  

 Ted described his family upbringing as difficult. Ted said, 

My father was an alcoholic and drug addict. He was very abusive. He beat us. He 

beat my mother. She was always in the hospital, broken ribs, everything. Why did 

my father stop? I was about twelve years old. He was beating my mom. I came 

downstairs. I ran down the stairs and told him to stop and he told me, he said, ‘go 

up to your room.’ And alls I did, I know I didn’t hurt him, but alls I did, was 

swing. I just made a fist. And I swung as hard and as fast as I could until I 

couldn’t swing no more. But I stopped him from beating my mom. And I think in 

that moment he realized that there was something wrong, I think. I think that’s 

what triggered it because he never touched my mom again. 

 

Later Ted added, “my dad did three tours in Vietnam. I don’t know if that had 

something to do with it.” Either way, when his father passed, he said, “I didn’t even go to 

his funeral.” The difficult times, and his own problems, have made Ted tolerant of nearly 

anyone. Pious living isn’t valued by Ted, but rather stepping up and lending support to 

the people in need. Ted said that growing up, “If there ever was a fight, I’m usually the 

first person they call.” Today, Pastor Pat relies on Ted when venturing into some of 
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Philadelphia’s toughest neighborhoods. Ted, they joke, provides the muscle so that Pat 

can deliver food or otherwise lend support. 

 Ted makes clear that people should live the lives they want. Even still, I’m 

surprised when he talks about his passion for strip clubs. “Me and my wife, we go to strip 

clubs together,” he said. “I am a VIP member and I have my VIP cards. I’ve probably 

been to just about all the main clubs all the way up to New York, [and] all the way down 

north Jersey, everything. I have a friend, he actually owns a strip club down in Fells 

Point, Baltimore. So when I go there, I’m sitting in VIP, everything.” “Half of the people 

on my Facebook, I have about 5,000 friends on Facebook, they’re mostly strippers, I got 

porn stars. I ask if Pastor Pat knows. “Yeah, he knows. I don’t hide nothing. I’m very 

transparent.” Ted said, “I’m comfortable in my shelf. I am who I am. I’m not changing 

for nobody. If you don’t like it, you don’t like it. But that’s me. I like it. God made me 

who I am. I’m not, you know, I can’t change. You can’t change, if you’re gay. You can’t 

change, if you’re transsexual. Well, you can’t change me because I like going to strip 

clubs.” Ted manages to tie self-acceptance of his lifestyle to social justice positions (on 

sexuality and gender identity, for instance). It is a unique tact. While it might be 

unorthodox for someone active in church to be so open about frequenting strip clubs, it’s 

clear that Ted represents a bold force for tolerance in his community. While he shares 

little cultural or lifestyle similarities with members of Grove, his attitude on social issues 

is, in fact, in alignment with those who explicitly advocate for social justice. 

 The members of First Community grew up in a tough working-class 

neighborhood at a time when jobs were leaving. In the process they’ve had to address 

some serious trauma and even violence. It’s led them to adopt a non-judgmental approach 



335 

 

to religion. While they are traditional in certain respects, they also are very inclusive in 

the lifestyle decisions of others. They don’t press pious living on to others and sometimes 

not even on themselves. For them, church isn’t about the theological differences (which 

are abstract and more interesting to an intellectual type). Instead, it’s about meaningful 

relationships. 

In some ways, First Community’s variety of tolerance makes their social views 

similar to Grove’s. That is, rather than judging the “otherness” of others as negative, they 

are accepting. However, in some sense they are more non-judgmental than Grove in a 

way that makes them less critical. They are not interested in condemning capitalism or 

social practices that might be associated with the dominant system. On gentrification in 

Fishtown, Ted said, “the first thing that went through my mind, I’m like, damn, I 

should’ve bought all these vacant lots.” This insight also helps explains the acceptance of 

the nearby casino—while Grove members protested the casino for exploiting poor people 

and encouraging drinking, First Community members were pleased to see job 

opportunities. Their approach to such issues is direct (e.g., jobs) rather than abstract (e.g., 

exploitative systems). It makes them tolerate activities that members of Grove would 

plainly criticize. 

Eleanor 

The church boundaries were critical in Fishtown when First Community member 

Eleanor was young. As Eleanor put it to me, “there are so many invisible barriers around 

all the churches. We didn’t identify by the neighborhood,” she said, “because we 

belonged to a parish.” It is markedly less-so today. But for the old timers, old habits die 

hard and the church boundaries still matter.   
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Eleanor is near seventy and lives in a three-story row house built in 1875. “My 

father was the youngest of thirteen! And they all lived here at one time.” Of all the family 

members, Eleanor was the one that wanted to break free of Kensington. “I couldn’t wait 

to get the hell out of here when I was growing up, that’s for sure. It’s just funny how I 

ended up. I’m the only one that’s here.” Eleanor is full of energy. But now that she’s 

getting older, she sometimes has trouble with her hands. She has something called 

Dupuytren’s disease, which makes the tissues in the hand tighten, forcing the fingers to 

splay apart. Surgery can relive the condition, she said, but Medicaid won’t cover it. She 

faced me and contorted all her fingers wildly and joked that this is how she’s bound to 

end up. But it’s not much of a joke. When she learned about my Scottish ancestry, she 

nods knowingly, wagged a finger and warned me to be careful. The Scots are susceptible 

to the condition, she said. Don’t let your fingers end up like mine, she warned. 

“This neighborhood is so old that, well, it’s very clannish,” Eleanor said, who 

maintains that she never fit in. The narrative of her life is the story of an outsider. Even 

today she takes obvious pride in her eccentricities. She rents out the third floor of her 

home to a local artist. She gleefully rages against the current president who she called, 

“the Donald.” As we talk, she sinks deep into her couch like she won’t be getting up 

again. Across from us is a giant screen displaying CNN. Eleanor hits mute and leaves the 

talking heads silent as we talk.  

Everybody went to church. Exceptions were non-existent, as far as she was aware. 

Yet the institution of the church, even then, never sat well with her. “I got pissed at the 

church when I was young.”  
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One day she was exploring in her house and ended up going through some of her 

mother’s things. “I was about ten years old and I found a Playboy magazine in my 

mother’s bedroom. My younger sister came in and wanted to see what I had. And I 

showed her. It sounds funny now but at the time, it wasn’t. I was scared to my bones.” 

Eleanor was savvy enough to know the seriousness of what she had found. 

“We used to go to children’s Mass every Sunday at nine o’clock. And that Sunday 

the sermon was about how the worst sin in the world is when you make someone else 

commit a sin. And all I could think of was my sister with that freaking magazine. I 

thought we were all damned to hell. For years I thought that.” The reality of eternal 

damnation terrorized her. It produced a criticism of religion that she holds to this day. 

The neighborhood, for all the orderliness and obedience that members paid, was a 

hard-scrabble place. As a teen, she became associated with a neighbor in order to make a 

little money. “The man next door was a huckster. And he used to set up a stand right on 

the corner. I was the huckster girl and I would sit out there all day from nine or ten in the 

morning until five or six. Until everything was gone.” She sold cigarettes, little 

conveniences to people walking past. “And he paid me [only] $5 a day, son of a bitch.” 

Neighborhood kids eventually got wind that she sat near a cash box. One day the kids 

came and distracted her. “All of a sudden, I get so popular. I don’t even know what’s 

going on. They were coming around to rob the cash out of the box.” 

The hard-scrabble mentality also taught those who cared, like Eleanor, that they 

needed to look out for one another, since no one else would. Eleanor had a neighbor she 

called Nes. “On the next block on Tulip street there was a lady. She was blind and she 

was crippled and she lived in a house by herself. Nes had cataracts, but I guess they 
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didn’t operate on them then. I don’t know. She used to crawl around on her knees all the 

time. This was during my girl scout days. And I would go in and, you know, I would take 

her things [that] my mother would make for dinner. I used to help her do things.” 

Eleanor lists five neighborhood boys—basically a gang of young teenagers. “And 

one night I was in there. It was early evening time and all those boys came in. And it was 

just me and Nes in there. And I remember right away, I knew I was in trouble.” “She 

never locked her door. And, um, then they started saying all kinds of things and I’m like, 

ugh, I didn’t want to leave Nes.” But Eleanor didn’t know what else to do. She was 

worried she was about to be sexually assaulted. She continued, “But so I got up to leave. 

Johnny stood in front of the door and he was jerking off right in front of me. Which I had 

no idea what that was, even. And I thought, this is really it. They’re going to do 

something awful.”  

“And then my best friend’s brother, who lived up the street, he knew all those 

kids and he came around and rescued me.” They got out of the house together. “And after 

that, I never told anyone. I mean I thought they would kill me. Because I know they got 

Nes out of there after that. I never knew what happened to her.” The unlocked doors of 

Fishtown, described fondly by some, also meant that some were left unprotected. Any 

village is two-sided. Most of the old timers remember the sense of protection and 

togetherness of the tight-knit environment. Eleanor, however, stands out for not avoiding 

the suffocating and powerless sense that a tight-knit environment can bring as well. 

Years later at a High School reunion a woman brought up some stories from the 

neighborhood. The woman asked, “Remember how that guy used to torture you? 

Remember when he took your shoes?” Eleanor didn’t remember. “But it was things I 
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didn’t want to remember,” she said. She started sharing some stories for the first time and 

out came the story with Nes. It was the first time she told a soul. For Eleanor, growing up 

in the neighborhood was harrowing and treacherous. She felt besieged by the other kids 

on the block. As a result, however, she adopted a two-sided outlook. On one hand, she 

grew tough and found herself defensive and suspicious as a mode of self-preservation. On 

the other hand, she became less judgmental of personal differences. Her outlook is 

laissez-faire and classically liberal in the sense of toleration for differences. She does not 

believe that she holds a perfect way to live or practice faith. It is not her job to interject 

into other people’s lives or affairs. Rather, an upbringing in Fishtown through the tough 

days has left her with a tough exterior and accepting posture toward others.   

Being Non-Judgmental 

Members of First Community are traditional in having lived their lives inside an 

urban village with a stigmatized reputation. They know difficulty and exclusion. Owed to 

these experiences, they tend to hold a non-judgmental orientation when it comes to other 

practices of faith. This is exemplified by Piper, who said, “I always found a church to go 

to and I didn’t care what the denomination it was. It wasn’t important to me.” 

Piper also takes a very non-judgmental attitude toward the newcomers in the 

neighborhood. When I ask her directly about young people not being involved in the 

church, she doesn’t criticize. When I ask Madeline about the younger generation, she 

speculates that they have not reached a time in their life when they need church. “I think 

when you get in your forties and fifties is when you realize that you need to go back to 

church.” Her own children, even, have drifted away from church. She wonders if having 

kids might also be the push that people need to come back to church. 
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Pastor Pat acknowledged the distance between laity and layman at First 

Community. A visiting theologian spoke at the church recently. Pastor Pat described, as 

he put it, “watching people’s faces glaze over as [the visitor] talked about Constantine’s 

rule.” This stands in contrast to the members of Grove who often express intellectual 

interest in the grand historical drama involved in the spread of Christianity. The details of 

doctrine, of history, just did not matter to most at First Community. To members, such 

history wasn’t the point.  

While Pastor Pat is a literary type of person who enjoys reading St. Augustine’s 

Confessions for pleasure, he also does not disagree with the members of First Community 

on this point. He too thinks the purpose of the church is real community as carried out 

and lived in the present. As he said, “The ministry when I was training was woefully 

inadequate. We studied Greek. We studied Hebrew. We studied theology. Nothing to 

prepare you really for ministry in different kinds of environments. There was no 

conversation about urban ministry.” 

Reminiscent of the experiences of Hannah and Samuel, Pastor Pat went into the 

field with pre-conceived notions of his mission only to be humbled and changed by the 

community he was tasked with assisting. He brought expert knowledge but found that his 

training was little help in the context.  

Practical Prayers 

One distinctive difference between the two churches is the way that members 

conceptualize the impact of the divine in their daily lives. First Community members are 

far more likely to talk about God intervening in their daily affairs and answering prayers. 
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A brief aside from Gary illustrates how First Community members think of God in their 

lives. 

After a friend died of lung cancer, Gary decided that he should quit smoking. “My 

best friend died and I wanted to do something to always remember him by.” But quitting 

isn’t easy, and Gary was having a tough time of it. “After a week it was driving me crazy. 

Oh my God! And I was watching a show called Wagon Train on the Family Channel. 

And all of a sudden my mind just went, ‘I can’t do this.’ I said, ‘God, I can’t stand this 

anymore. You gotta help me please.’” Then Gary had an idea. He turned to his wife. “We 

need to go down to the IGA. ‘why?’ I said, ‘I need toothpicks.’ And when I put the 

toothpick in my mouth, the craving stopped. By the time I walked back to Aramingo 

Avenue, no more withdrawal from nicotine. When I realized that, it scared the hell out of 

me. Whoa, God heard me, you know? I’ll never forget that.”  

In another similar story, Gary describes nearing retirement. After driving trucks 

his whole life, climbing in and out of the high cabs, Gary’s body was wearing out. “I 

have a torn Achilles tendon. But it’s not torn all the way. I worked inside for a while. 

Truck maintenance and license plates, you know.” But even still, Gary decided it was 

time to retire. The problem was he hadn’t yet made it to 64. Gary continued,  

The social security guy—again, this is a gift from God—came to my house and 

wanted to know why I was retiring at 64 and a half. So I told him. I said ‘I have a 

50 percent tear. I can’t keep climbing in and out of these tractors. At my age it’s 

going to take over a year of rehab to get my foot to work. So he’s writing stuff 

down. He says to me, here’s my card. The day after you retire, you call me. And 

I’m thinking ‘yeah, alright.’ But the day after I retired, I called. He said, ‘Gary, 

I’m going to put you on disability for six months till you hit 65 then I’m going to 

leave you on social security. He said, ‘At least you’re not trying to beat the 

system.’ No, I’m not trying to beat the system. And I think that’s another gift. I 

called him at Christmas time and said, ‘Merry Christmas and happy New Year, 

pal.’ He said, ‘Gary Martin, right?’ We talked. I never heard from him again. 
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Like most at First Community, Gary subscribes to a conception of God that 

intervenes in human affairs. God is less a metaphor for the infinite than a human-like 

mind with agency who answers prayers. The issues that First Community members focus 

on are immediate and rooted in their daily lives.  

Pastor Pat Praises the Grove Model 

When asked to consider how they might reshape the church, members of First 

Community sometimes described scenarios that resembled the structure of Grove. While 

it is more instructive to draw contrasts between the two churches because the contrasts 

tell us something about what makes the groups distinct, the similarities are meaningful. 

Pastor Pat appreciates tradition, but also knows the extent to which it is socially 

constructed and, as such, is open to change. I asked Pat, “If you could design from 

scratch the service on Sunday, and put it exactly as you think it ought to be, what would it 

look like? He replied quickly, “more like this,” referring in our conversation over a meal. 

“More like a deep discussion.” Interested, I asked, “would there be pews?” Pat 

responded, “No, no. There wouldn’t be tables. People would sit around tables for food. I 

mean that’s what Luther was famous for. He had these beer fests at his house. And he had 

all the seminary students over and they would go on forever. Because it wasn’t didactic. 

It wasn’t trying to teach something in someone’s head. It was drawing out of people what 

is already there.” 

The pastor tries to approach every encounter as holding such potential. “I don’t 

know if you’ve read a lot about Dietrich Bonhoeffer. He was a pastor who opposed Hitler 

and founded what was called the Confessing Church.” Bonhoeffer thought that God was 

to be found in meals and conversation, and everyday life. Pat shares that sentiment. “I 
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think constantly ‘God’s knocking on the door.’” I learn later that shortly after Hitler 

became Chancellor, Bonhoeffer delivered a radio address in which he warned Germans 

of the rising cult whose great leader may turn out to be a mis-leader. He was cut-off 

midsentence while live on the air. Some years later he would be imprisoned and finally, 

hung, as the regime was collapsing and only 21 days before Hitler’s suicide (Bethge 

2000).  

Pastor Pat is not the only member who described ideal worship scenes that were 

reminiscent of Grove. Camila too wondered if that is what was keeping the younger 

people away.  

Camila said, “A lot of the new neighbors are younger. I’m going to call them 

yuppies. And a lot of the new neighbors don’t believe in the [physical] building of 

church. We have a book and we go through the book. And I think the younger ones, 

maybe their worship is different, like in a house of something. Or just like a meeting.” 

The lack of emphasis on the physical building sounds a good deal like the former 

dentist office that became Grove. The lack of emphasis on pouring over a book sounds 

like the free-form conversation at Grove. And a meeting in a house sounds exactly like a 

cell meeting at Grove. Camila was barely aware of the existence of Grove, even in her 

neighborhood, but managed to pin-down a generation difference. 

President Trump’s Election as a Point of Cultural Division 

This research took place during the dramatic tenure of President Trump. The 

polarizing presidency created a clear moral divide within the country that also ran 

through Fishtown. Many of the conversations veered partially political in response to 

ongoing national events. While Fishtown is, like most big cities, majority Democratic, 
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there is still a contingent of Republicans, especially among the old timers. Most at First 

Community are Democrats, but some are Republicans who voiced quiet support for 

Trump knowing that most of their neighbors (newcomers and otherwise) felt differently.  

What is interesting about this political divide is the clash of worldviews it 

involves. The divide had less to do with boring policy decisions but instead with the great 

moral dramas of the country, involving race, inequality, and personal identity. Issues like 

the attempt to barre immigration from Muslim-majority countries or build a wall on the 

US-Mexican border, spoke to the different moral visions of citizens. Dual patterns of 

polarization and increasing homogeneity make it such that, according to Dimock and 

Wike (2020), “race, religion and ideology now align with partisan identity in ways that 

they often didn’t in eras when the two parties were relatively heterogenous coalitions.” 

First Community and Grove are both Christian but also subscribe to different intuitions 

and ideological positions. While doing the research, I sometimes felt like I was entering 

and leaving two different Americas.  

I first make a point about the “ideal” political continuum. The Republicans are 

traditionally the party of business while the Democrats are the party of labor. While the 

political landscape varies by country, the philosophically conservative wing consistently 

stands for the utility for existing social order and traditions while the liberal wing stands 

up for those oppressed and marginalized by the existing order (and for new ideas that 

might change it). Yet in the American context, an odd wrinkle has emerged from this 

ideal map. The Democratic party has increasingly been perceived as the party of the 

people who live in cities (and sometimes surrounding suburbs) while the Republican 

party is favored in rural areas. The geographic difference masks a class difference. The 
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cities that have benefitted the most from globalization while the rural areas have 

floundered, especially for the working class (Florida 2017; Mallach 2018; Putnam 2016). 

The cities that have benefitted the most in the past few decades (e.g., New York City or 

San Francisco) are some of the most reliably progressive. To some, then, the Democratic 

party represents the interests of middle-class, college-educated, cosmopolitan types, 

while the Republican party represents the traditional, everyday working person, 

particularly after the populist campaign of Trump. The flipping of ideological camps isn’t 

by any means complete. Moreover, it’s partial flip is noticeably racialized, meaning that 

non-white voters still markedly favor the Democratic party (NY Times Staff 2020). 

Scholars, then, have been wondering why some rural, working-class, typically white 

voters opt for the Republican party even when the Democratic party is ostensibly the 

party of labor (Frank 2005; Hochschild 2016).  

J.D. Vance (2016) wrote a memoir called Hillbilly Elegy that sought to explain 

the worldview of working-class whites that have fallen behind in recent generations. 

While Vance’s work does specifically reference rural whites, some of what he describes 

can be observed among the working-class whites in Fishtown. Vance describes an 

underclass that mirrors much of the behavior described by William Julius Wilson (1987) 

albeit white and rural rather than black and urban. Moreover, in both cases a drug abuse 

epidemic played a significant role (opioids and crack cocaine, respectively). Vance 

describes a group that perceives themselves to be disenfranchised and unappreciated, 

even unfairly maligned. This, in part, explains why Hillary Clinton’s casual “deplorable” 

comment during the 2016 campaign stung and resonated so deeply.  
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On Fishtown John said, “this neighborhood is Democratic on paper but they’re all 

for Trump.” While the voting data for Fishtown make clear that most residents are indeed 

Democrats, John is referring to a network of his neighbors that privately voice concern 

over what they perceive to be a tilt to the left. A few of the members of First Community 

expressed sincere concern over the direction of the country but generally were not sure 

what it meant or what to do about it. Their feelings, it should be noted, are largely in 

keeping with the tenor of the country—in December of 2020 a public poll found that only 

28 percent of likely American voters think the country is headed in the right direction 

(Rasmussen 2020). John continued, “I think, internally, in this country… I always say, 

‘there’s a disturbance in the force.’ I feel that somewhere, somehow, something evil’s 

going on. I don’t know who’s behind it.” John observed that both political sides blame 

the opposing side for the problem, then added, “I really don’t think Trump’s that bad. I 

hope he ain’t that bad. I voted for him. I hope he’s not a racist because I don’t want him 

to be.” Perhaps owing to the sense that a Trump supporter would be seen as racist in their 

neighborhood, many kept their opinions quiet. Madeline, for instance, said, “I don’t 

advertise who I’m for. I don’t put nothing in the window or anything.” John addressed 

the tension explicitly when he said, “I really feel there’s a strong divide. That’s the 

problem with being a Trump voter. You can’t voice your opinion, especially in 

Philadelphia. Now the young ones are all for Democrats. But, I don’t know, it’s scary to 

me.” John perceives a seismic shift happening but worries it may be in the wrong 

direction.  

The reaction to Trump from Grove was markedly different. Allison said, “I was 

flabbergasted because I was so shocked.” She was not alone. Before election night, 
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Newsweek Magazine preemptively distributed an issue with Hillary Clinton on the cover 

under the text “Madam President” (Reuters 2020). Additionally, a staff writer for The 

New Yorker Magazine, Andrew Marantz, claimed in a podcast interview that the 

magazine did not prepare a cover in the case of a Trump victory, such was the confidence 

in the inevitable Clinton victory (Harris 2019). Their confidence wasn’t just smugness 

but reflected the polling. The Trump win sent a shock through the country in which both 

churches felt compelled to respond.  

The former pastor of Grove, David, said, “I don’t know anybody around here 

[Fishtown] who supports Donald Trump. So it’s really weird, right, because your echo 

chamber has another echo chamber. People just talk shit on Trump all the time. There’s 

not a lot of Clinton people in here either.” David’s statement is revealing because it 

shows how hermetically sealed networks can be. David and John (who claimed most of 

his neighbors support Trump) live in the same neighborhood but perceive the political 

affiliations of those around them very differently. John is connected to a large but mostly 

subterranean network of Trump supporters, while David associates mostly with left-

leaning Grove members who reject even Clinton as being too conventional. 

Sometimes the radicalism of Grove makes odd bed fellows. David, for instance, 

said, “Mumia Abu-Jamal said something that really threw me. He said, ‘if Trump is the 

price that we have to pay to defeat Clintonian neoliberalism, so be it.’” Abu-Jamal is a 

Black political activist who has been incarcerated as the result of the killing of a white 

Philadelphia police officer in 1981. The case has become symbolic of a broader divide 

since some see Abu-Jamal as a political victim and others see him as a violent radical. 

Regardless, Abu-Jamal’s critique of “neoliberalism” affects David. It suggests a profound 
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rejection of established political order—very different in detail but perhaps not in spirit to 

John’s sense that “there’s a disturbance in the force.” Zoey of Grove, like David, also 

feels distrustful of the whole political establishment. Zoey said, “I don’t trust the political 

system to save us one way or another. Do I want someone else other than Trump in 

office? Yes, I do. But at the same time, I have no hope that the Democrats are an 

answer.” For the members of Grove—especially for those who take the Anabaptist 

tradition most seriously—skepticism of both political parties is practiced, even while the 

Democrats more closely align themselves with the social justice causes they support. 

When President Trump signed an executive order that sought to keep many 

foreigners from Muslim majority countries entering, members of Grove went to protest. 

Allison recalled that, “the night that the refugees came to the Philadelphia airport and 

were detained, we had a love feast, and in the middle we all got the news that the 

refugees were stuck at the airport and immediately some people got up and left and went 

to the airport.” The shared meal was stopped so that, as a community, they could pray for 

the refugees and remind themselves of the bigger changes happening outside their 

neighborhood. The banning of immigrants was one of the first major events of the Trump 

presidency, and Grove’s reaction to it is illustrative of their response in general.  

Members of First Community were also shocked when Trump won, although their 

reactions were markedly different. John remarked, “I voted for Trump. I’ll vote for him 

again.” John likes that the president says what’s on his mind but said, “I guess he’s not 

real professional, really.” John added, “I like a tough guy. I’ve worked for some really 

tough bosses. And I always felt that I’d rather work for them than a weak guy.” On the 

election Camila said, “I believe that God put Trump in this position for a reason. We 
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don’t really know why, but I really think God did it. I was shocked when I got up that 

next morning and they said Trump was president. I could’ve died. I voted for him.” For 

Beverly, Trump was a kind of outsider that would confront a political establishment that 

had grown too estranged from the people that it was supposed to represent. Camila saw 

the Trump victory as a kind of divinely inspired intervention. She hoped that his 

presidency would lead to an alleviation to some of the suffering in Kensington and to a 

renewed attitude of self-improvement. “No one feels good about their selves,” Camila 

said, when comparing the young adults that she sees in the neighborhood to her own 

friends earlier in life. She thinks a deteriorating working-ethic and personal confidence 

have enervated the drive that used to improve life. 

Members of First Community commonly have parents that live on the other side 

of the divide. Christopher, for example, said of his parents, “They’re conservative and 

voted for Trump,” and “Hillary was kind of the devil to them.” Hannah also felt similarly 

about her parents. “They never have told me that they voted for Trump. I think they 

probably did. I don’t know. They’re so angry.” Hannah added that, “I have a hard time 

understanding how any Christian could see Trump or any of his policies as being moral, 

let alone, you know, Christian.” Leo felt similarly, referring to the conservative 

movement, he said, “It’s been kind of shocking for me as an outsider to see the Christian 

right get on board with Trump because he’s basically Hugh Hefner from Playboy. He’s a 

deeply immoral man.” 

 In some ways, the most salient characteristic at First Community is the heterodox 

positions. Political opinions at Grove are fairly homogenous. That is, everyone is signed 

on to a distinctive vision of social justice advocacy; support of Trump would be 
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essentially unthinkable. At First Community, members hold differing views in a 

reasonably tolerant manner. First Community member Lillian, for instance, said, “We 

just don’t like Trump,” referring to herself and her husband. “I don’t think he’s good for 

the American people.” When I asked Lillian about her politics, she surprised me and said, 

“I’m a Republican. He’s a Democrat.” It is a surprising admission because as inter-

partisan marriages are increasingly less common (Hersh and Ghitza 2018). None of the 

members of Grove I interviewed discussed being in relationships with a partner not 

ideologically aligned with themselves. Since the 1950s, a Gallup poll has asked 

Americans if they would prefer their child to marry either a Democrat or Republican. In 

the late 1950s, 72 percent said they didn’t care. When the question was asked in 2016, 

only 45 percent said the same thing (Vavreck 2017). First Community has inter-partisan 

marriages and more tolerance for opposing views inside the church. This harkens back to 

the more classically liberal position (that I refer to a “civil libertarianism” in Table 3). 

First Community members, on the whole, allow for more idiosyncrasies in the political 

beliefs of their members. 

 It should be noted that most of the members of both churches are critical of 

Trump. At Grove, general bewilderment defined their relationship to Trump. The 

members of Grove often reflected on their parents, which, surprisingly, seldom gave 

them a better sense of what animates a Trump voter. There was a greater cultural silo in 

terms of the beliefs in their friend groups, partners, and, of course, fellow church 

members. At First Community, in contrast, there was more tolerance for Trump 

sympathies, which some members hold. There was also a greater sense of being “left 

behind” and economically squeezed. The political establishment was perceived 
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suspiciously, and Trump was a deviation from the status quo. For those who did support 

Trump, they were frustrated with feeling like they needed to keep their opinions secret. 

They felt unfairly maligned for their Trump sympathies but grateful for the political 

victory even as it divided them from most of their neighbors.  

The End of an Era 

Members of First Community generally tried to show me the positive side of their 

church. Over the course of the research, however, as I became a more common fixture, a 

pessimistic tone started to emerge. Member Debbie, who had a learning disability and 

sometimes shared inappropriate details, said in front of me (and Pastor Pat) that Pat had 

said the church was in danger of closing. Pat blushed and changed the topic quickly but 

there was no real secret disclosed. It was obvious to everyone that the demographic 

reality of the church pointed the same direction. That is, there simply were not enough 

young members to keep the church afloat. Meanwhile, the building continued to age and 

required more maintenance. Both redevelopment and time seemed to be pushing 

members away. In time, it seemed, the church would likely have to close. 

More than the church closing, there was a tone of finality. I felt like I was 

witnessing the end of an era. It’s one thing to approach the last chapter in life with the 

knowledge that one’s children or grandchildren are following in your footsteps. In such a 

case, the world one knows will go on without oneself. There is comfort in this. It’s 

another thing to see the world change drastically. In the context of gentrifying Fishtown, 

members of First Community expressed misgivings. They saw their demographic both 

ageing out of the neighborhood while getting replaced by a new group simultaneously. 
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Their group was dying out. As Claire once put it to me, they feel like the “last of the 

Mohicans.” Some anticipate their houses being snatched up after they pass. 

More than the demographic turn-over, there was a sense of exhaustion. 

Interestingly, Pastor Pat, nearing retirement, even seemed open to the idea of moving 

away from organized religion. Pat shared an anecdote from a conversation he had 

recently had with a fellow pastor. Pat said, “we had lunch a couple of weeks ago. She 

said to me, ‘do you think you’re going to go to church once you retire?’ And she 

followed that up right away. She said, ‘I’m not sure I’m gonna.’ And she’s got a very 

large successful ministry.” Pat was sympathetic to the fellow pastor. Part of the reason 

the fellow pastor had a large ministry was because the church offered events that were 

fun for people. “They have line-dancing at their church. So like fifty people will come 

out for line-dancing. Um, at Bible study, there’ll be like five. And that’s not why she 

went into ministry. It’s not why I went into ministry.” Pat went into ministry to devote his 

life to serious spiritual practice. For him, when church becomes a mere social function for 

secular-type activities, it loses its purpose. 

When Pat did retire, I went to his retirement party. This too contributed to the 

feeling of an end of an era. His retirement was not a total surprise. Tensions had frayed 

between Pat and Ted and the mini dramas never seemed to end. While relations were 

mended, Pat could often be heard saying, “I’m too old for this.” Sometimes it was in jest, 

but over time it became clear, he meant it.  

The retirement party took place in the church. Nearly all the members of First 

Community that I interviewed were there along with new faces. People from previous 

periods in Pat’s life came and said a few words. It was a moving event and, like pastor 
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David’s retirement from Grove, represented the passage into a new stage of life. Talking 

with Pat after his retirement, he also expressed the same sense that David had. His status 

as “pastor” no longer held. For most of his life, Pat said, if someone asked him who he 

was, he’d respond, “I’m a pastor.” Pat said, “That’s what I am. Well, I’m not that 

anymore. So who am I?” The absence of an identity was exciting for Pat and opened the 

possibility for other opportunities to emerge. I wondered, though, about how Pat really 

saw his time as a pastor. Young people make decisions that affect the rest of their lives 

even before they have any sense of what their adult-selves will become. Pat didn’t voice 

regret about becoming a pastor. However, he said, “I don’t think that being a pastor was 

necessarily always my calling.” Pat cited budgets and building maintenance and petty 

personal grievances as a few of the many issues that he had to deal with as pastor. None 

of that had anything to do with worship or meditation. He also voiced some interest in 

doing additional, post-retirement work at First Community but also wanted to keep his 

distance. “They would need to have a thorough audit of their finances, of everything, 

before I would go back. Because there are many, I wouldn’t say irregularities, but there 

are things that were not done right. And I don’t want to get in any way dragged in if the 

poop ever hits the fan. I want to say, ‘well, you knew the poop was there. I’m not 

involved with that.’” 

While the church goes on without Pat, his departure seemed to portend further 

decline. While he valued his time at First Community, he also expressed some concerns 

about their operations and the maintenance. He said he looked forward to his retirement, 

a time when “you’re not worried about ‘how are we going to raise $30,000 now to rewire 

the place.’” Pat had never raised the rewiring issue with me before, only the need for a 
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new roof and new stained-glass windows. The costs were obviously stacking up. He had 

already sold his house in Fishtown and now lived in a condo closer to Center City. Pat 

sometimes sounded like his departure was from a ship he suspected was sinking. 

Moreover, shortly after Pat’s retirement the church was the victim of attempted arson. 

The arsonist attempted to set fire to the church on an evening with a light rain. The fire 

didn’t take, and security cameras caught the culprit’s face, but the episode rattled 

members. The motive remained unclear, but there was speculation that crooked real 

estate developers were paying off arsonists in order to get rid of ageing structures so that 

they could make room for new condos. While this is pure speculation, another structure 

in the neighborhood, a local junk yard, had a suspicious fire in the summer 2018. In short, 

the gentrification wave, and the myriad changes that have gone along with it, continue to 

push in on First Community. The economic forces at play made the future look very 

uncertain. 

Conclusion 

 The members of First Community do not see their church as an instrument to 

transform society, but to simply connect with neighbors and give-back when possible. 

Moreover, their ability to change the neighborhood is constrained by the economic force 

moving through Fishtown. The development of Fishtown increases the reach of Grove as 

it causes First Community to shrink. There is an obvious tragedy in their predicament. 

The population in Fishtown has continually declined since the 1940s, yet the dedicated 

congregation of First Community has kept the church open. It is unpleasant to consider 

that the redevelopment of the neighborhood may well be the sudden change that causes 

First Community to close. The members have carved out a place they hope to maintain 
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for as long as possible. As long as the newcomers are from a different demographic and 

share different values, it is unlikely that their resources will contribute to keeping the 

church open. First Community members know that Fishtown will continue to change 

without them, and it is unclear how long their particular way of life with define the 

neighborhood.   
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CHAPTER 11: IDENTITY, DEFENSE AND EXCLUSION 

 
Me against my brother. My brother and me against my cousin. Me, my brother, 

and my cousin against the stranger. –Bedouin proverb 

 

Introduction  

 This chapter addresses race and social identity. It begins by considering the 

insular and even racist reputation of Fishtown. The reputation was solidified in the 

middle of “white flight,” a period when many inner-city urban areas saw the population 

of white people precipitously decline. Fishtown stands out for remaining a white enclave 

while much of north Philadelphia experienced racial turnover. The significance of this 

context is explored, and its contemporary relevance questioned, relying primarily on 

members of First Community, who experienced the change firsthand. I use two concepts 

to shed light on Fishtown’s past and present. I argue that Fishtown exemplified Gerald 

Suttles’s concept of a defended neighborhood during a period from roughly 1960 to 2010. 

That is, after the major industrial employers left the area but before the modern period of 

redevelopment took off. The defended neighborhood is a strategy of last resort. It is used 

by marginalized residents to marshal some semblance of security in response to 

(perceived) threats encroaching in their own back yards. While it is intrinsically 

defensive and exclusionary by nature, it is also a desperate attempt to preserve civic 

stability. The second concept I introduce, to consider modern Fishtown, is white space by 

Elijah Anderson. Gentrification and the influx of new residents has drastically changed 

the identity of Fishtown. While the hallmarks of a defended neighborhood have declined, 

a new, subtle dimension of exclusion persists. Anderson’s concept is a way of capturing 

the sense of unease that some non-white residents continue to report. While considering 

this concept, I rely mostly on the members of Grove, who grapple with the meaning of 
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their own white racial identity and overall mission in the neighborhood. Together, these 

two concepts are used to problematize the growing cosmopolitanism of the former urban 

village. I argue that while a variety of qualities divide the long-term residents from the 

newcomers (e.g., social class, education, occupation, generational sensibility, etc.) the 

shared racial identity remains salient.  

Evelyn’s Story 

Evelyn is a young professional and brief Fishtown resident. She lived near Grove 

but was never a member of the church. In this chapter, I draw upon stories from Black 

observers, such as Evelyn, to shed light upon a dimension in the neighborhood that might 

elude the typical white resident. I spoke to Evelyn about her experience in the 

neighborhood and why she chose to leave at the end of her lease. Evelyn’s insights 

appear throughout the chapter.   

Evelyn rented a home with housemates and from the very beginning, she said, “I 

wasn't very comfortable in the neighborhood.” There were subtle signs that she wasn’t 

welcome. For instance, she said, “I noticed my one neighbor wouldn’t talk to me.” She 

thought it was strange but tried to brush it aside. But the same neighbor seemed willing to 

talk to her other roommates. “I did notice my interaction with older white people in the 

area. I was very uncomfortable with, um, I got looks... I’m generally friendly and I do 

like saying ‘hello’ to my neighbors, but that never really happened in Fishtown.” Evelyn 

said, “I had some guy like spit at my feet once. I don’t know what that was about, but I 

was very uncomfortable. It felt like nobody was around. And he looked at me in a way… 

I feel like if I had said anything, that he could obviously say, ‘no, that’s not what I was 

doing.’ But I felt like it was.” 
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 Evelyn wondered if she was being overly sensitive. She thought, 

I have felt those moments in, like, little pockets, but never all the time. Times 

when, you know, [I feel that] someone is judging me, or that maybe someone is a 

little bit racist. And they don’t want me around. I felt that way all the time in 

Fishtown. Mostly with the older white people in the neighborhood. And I was 

really bothered by it because I was like, you know, ‘is this just me?’ ‘Am I just 

like blowing this out of proportion?’ But I did notice there aren’t many African 

American people living in Fishtown at all. In the little area I was in, I think it was 

like 97 percent white. 

 

 While Evelyn grew up in a predominantly African American neighborhood, she 

also grew up with a lot of white people. “When I went to school, it was predominantly 

white. I went to a school that my mom taught at, but there was always still a variety of 

people around. I would say that from my experience, from the circles I’ve been around, 

I’ve just mostly been surrounded by white people, essentially, both growing up and in my 

friend group. So that’s why, you know, I feel like I’m not just making this up.” She was 

well versed in navigating different kinds of social spaces, including spaces dominated by 

white people, but to Evelyn, Fishtown felt different. She singled out the older white 

residents as the source of most of her discomfort.   

One day Evelyn’s housemate reported back on a conversation in the 

neighborhood. Evelyn said, “there were people who had been talking to her [the 

housemate] and said, ‘we’re fine with gays moving in as long as the Blacks don’t move 

in.’ And there was a news article about a Black family who moved in and their car and 

home were vandalized, like four times. After a while they could tell that it was not, you 

know, just random.” Evelyn’s reference to a news article appears to be in relation to the 

Taylors. As reported by local Philadelphia news, a Black couple, the only on the street, 

moved in. The morning after receiving the keys to their home, six of their windows were 

damaged. This inaugurated a series of similar acts of vandalism against their property 
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occurring over months (Glover 2013). After exploring newspaper archives, I discovered 

this episode is only one in a series. Other stories will be outlined later in the chapter.  

Evelyn’s most memorable experience in Fishtown, however, unfolded over 

several months. As she explained, when Evelyn was a child, families on her street owned 

dogs, not just for pets, but as guards. “I would always have dogs that were barking at 

me.” As a result, Evelyn developed a fear of dogs. “But throughout my life, I lost my fear 

of dogs since I’ve interacted with nice dogs.” However, on three different occasions 

while Evelyn was walking in Fishtown, dogs tried to attack her. As she passed by dog 

walkers in the neighborhood, the dog would jump at her in a hostile way. She continued, 

I’ve had dogs bark before because, you know, sometimes they’re like ‘we’re 

barking, we’re dogs.’ But there was one time I remember it was really scary. I 

was going to a little corner store and there was a woman who was on her phone 

with her dog. This is a black lab. And at this point, I’m not scared of dogs. I’m 

just walking up and the dog looks at me and just lunges! I have to get back to not 

get bitten by the dog and the woman is like pulling the dog. I’m like, ‘oh my 

gosh.’ The funny thing is none of the people whose dogs tried to attack ever said 

‘sorry,’ which really pissed me off because it was pretty scary. But since there 

were multiple times when dogs lunged at me in Fishtown, I redeveloped a fear of 

dogs. It was ridiculous! 

 

I ask Evelyn why she thought the dogs reacted to her. She responded, “I don’t 

know. Some dogs are racist.” “Is that a thing” I asked. “Yes. So there is—because I’ve 

talked to my boyfriend about it—and he lived with someone who had a dog that was 

scared of Black people and only barked at them. And he was like, ‘if the owner has bias 

and they pull their dog away, the dog can feel that and develop bias.’ And he said this 

dog would be defensive or growl at Black people.”  

Reflecting on the sustained whiteness of Fishtown in a city that has grown 

increasingly diverse, Evelyn mentioned an insight she learned from a friend. Evelyn said, 

“She was like, ‘I know a relator who talks to other relators and they told them that they 
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specifically don’t want to rent or sell to Black people in Fishtown.’” While an anecdote, 

it is supported by others including Pastor Pat, which is discussed below.  

Given that Evelyn’s negative experiences mostly relates to the older, long-term 

residents in the neighborhood, I also asked her about the newcomers. “I don't necessarily 

know that the older white people really love the hipster people coming in. Because I think 

there is also class-conflict there. But I think they can at least [racially] identify with this 

person, can talk to this person, as opposed to interacting with people of different racial 

groups.” In Evelyn’s view, while the newcomers may be seen as a nusance, at least the 

old timers feel a common identity with them. While there is still tension, it is mitigated 

by a shared racial experience.  

Looking back on her time in Fishtown, her feelings are decidedly mixed. “I 

always laugh a little to myself,” she said. “There are some people who are like, ‘Fishtown 

is like heaven. And I’m so glad I’m here. And I have nothing to worry about in Fishtown. 

It’s just so wonderful.’” “And I think, you know, there are many times where I see people 

my age, who are white and especially if they are, you know, more affluent. I often find a 

clash. It’s like there’s part of the world you aren’t seeing. And you won’t see, unless 

someone tells you, and you accept it, or if you experience it yourself, which you won’t.” 

Evelyn said, “It’s definitely your experience of privilege in Fishtown.” I asked Evelyn 

straight forwardly, “If you had a Black friend who was moving to Fishtown what would 

you tell them?” She made a face but replied quickly, “I would tell them don’t move 

there.”  
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White Flight and the Modern Racial Landscape in Philadelphia 

 The significance of race in Fishtown is found in relation to the broader changes in 

Philadelphia. While I have focused on the loss of jobs and income when I have discussed 

deindustrialization so far, the racial and ethnic composition of the city was also reshaped. 

According to a report by the Pew Charitable Trusts, the single largest change in the racial 

makeup of the city has been the decline of the white population. Between 1990 and 2010 

the non-Hispanic white population declined by 31.9 percent (Pew Charitable Trusts 

2011).  

 North Philadelphia held about half-a-million people at its peak in 1950. In the 

ensuing decades, nearly 50 percent of the residents left. Of those who left, nearly 70 

percent were white (Moore 2002:53). A variety of neighborhoods shifted from being 

mostly white to predominantly Black or Hispanic, usually Puerto Rican.  

While the term white flight generally refers to the historical period between the 

1950s and 1970s, the demographic process often continued unabated (Eichel et al. 2019). 

For instance, in the northeastern part of the city the white population declined from 92 to 

58.3 percent in the twenty years between 1990 and 2010 (Pew Charitable Trusts 2011). 

At the same time that the white population was declining overall, the white population 

was increasing in other parts of the city. For instance, in the gentrified neighborhood 

Fairmount, the white population quadrupled during the same period (that is, between 

1990 and 2010) (Lang 1986).  

There are, in short, two simultaneous processes to observe. First, white people 

continue to leave the city. These tend to be families or older people, like those at First 

Community. This pattern has been observed for decades. Secondly, white people who are 
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younger continue to move in. The younger white people, however, are not spatially 

replacing those leaving. Instead, they tend to move into concentrated areas. This second 

pattern describes gentrification.  

 The city has become more racially heterogenous due to the decline in the white 

population, and importantly, the growing immigrant community (a sometimes neglected 

but substantial change). A good deal of recent immigration comes from countries in Asia 

and central America. Fifteen percent of the city is Hispanic, while another 7 percent is 

Asian. In total, 14 percent of Philadelphia residents are foreign born, while 13 percent 

have at least one foreign-born parent (Eichel et al. 2019). While young people are the 

ostensible gentrifiers of Philadelphia, scholars have identified immigrant enclaves as also 

playing an important role in gentrification (Lin 1998; Zukin 1996). 

The modern (2019) racial breakdown of Philadelphia is represented in the Table 6 

below.  

       Table 6. Race in Philadelphia 

Race Percentage 

African American 42.3% 

White 41.2% 

Hispanic or Latinoa 14.5% 

Asian 7.2% 

American Indian 0.4% 

a. Ethnic Hispanics may be of any race, so are 

represented in all applicable race categories. 

For this reason, the table does not sum to 

100%. Source: Census 2019 
 
 

 The immigration from Asia and central America since the 1970s is notable 

because it has caused a change in the black-white binary that characterized much of 

American history (Krysan and Bader 2009). In Philadelphia, a mosaic of different racial 

and ethnic groups makes the racial landscape more complex. In 1940, for instance, the 
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white population of the city was 86.9 percent while the Black population was 13 percent. 

Incredibly, that left only 0.1 percent for all other racial or ethnic groups (Gibson and Jung 

2002). While the city is now more diverse, perhaps the term “mosaic” is too rosy. 

Philadelphia has been described as the fourth most segregated big city in the country 

(Silver 2015). This is not entirely surprising, since segregation can persist despite a 

diverse racial landscape. Even while cities appear diverse in the aggregate, micro- and 

meso-level segregation still exists within, while the particular social mechanisms 

continue to be debated (see Crowder and Krysan 2016). Many patterns of segregation 

endure, even while some research suggests the country is gradually becoming less 

segregated over time (Wagmiller, Gage-Bouchard, and Karraker 2017).  

Those Who Stayed: Dedication or Defense? 

The key point as it relates to Fishtown is that the members of First Community, 

and the old timers in the neighborhood in general, have watched the racial landscape of 

Philadelphia transform over the course of their lives. The largest demographic change is 

people who look like them leaving. While that was occurring, they decided to stay. As 

Table 7 below shows, the percent white in Fishtown remained essentially unchanged 

through the 1970s to 1990s and, while it has dipped since 2000, remains high.  

 

  Table 7. White Population of Fishtown by Decade 

 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2019 

Percent 

white (%) 

99.8 99.3 98.3 97.5 91.7 94.4 92.1 

Data refers to census tract 158 (listed as 18B on the 1960 census). Source 

for Percent White: Census 1960 T13-Race; Census 1970 T12-Race; 

Census 1980 T12-Race; Census 1990 T12-Race; Census 2000 T14-Race; 

ACS 2010 (5-Year Estimates) A03001-Race; ACS 2019 (5-Year 

Estimates) A03001-Race 
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The broader demographic context places the old timers in a unique position. On 

one hand, one might assume that residents who stayed in Fishtown, were among the least 

prejudiced. It stands to reason that as north Philly neighborhoods flipped from white to 

Black, the most prejudiced white residents were the first to leave. The ones who stayed 

were the ones who did not feel threatened. On the other hand, as the demographics were 

changing, jobs were leaving as well. The more upwardly mobile and educated residents 

may have been the first to leave in pursuit of other opportunities. In this rendition, the 

less mobile, less educated residents with fewer options would have remained. In any 

event, the confluence of dwindling job opportunities and racial turnover produced a 

“hunker down” atmosphere. What is clear is it produced an effect where some of the 

more economically advantaged residents left.  

While the members of First Community stayed there were, of course, plenty of 

residents who left. In each decade since 1940 the neighborhood declined in population. 

Figure 4 shows the steady decline in the total population. It was not until redevelopment 

brought new people into the neighborhood, that the population started to rebound. It is a 

sobering figure, considering the controversy surrounding gentrification. That is, the 

neighborhood today, fully gentrified, is still only about 60 percent of its historical peak.  
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Figure 4. Total Population of Fishtown by Decade 

 
Source: Census 1940; Census 1950; Census 1960; Census 1970; Census 1980; 

Census 1990; Census 2000; ACS 2010 (5-Year Estimates); ACS 2019 (5-Year 

Estimates). Data refers to census tract 158 (listed as 18B on the 1960 census and 

as a composite of 18B and 18C on the 1940 and 1950 census). 

 
The broader demographic and economic changes are not unique to Fishtown. The 

growing suburbs, attendant job opportunities, and fear of racial turnover, encouraged 

white middle-class residents to leave their urban neighborhoods in many cities across the 

country (Boustan 2010; Crowder and South 2008). What is unique to Fishtown, is the 

extent to which it remained mostly white in north Philadelphia. As Pastor Pat once put it 

to me straightforwardly, “Fishtown prided themselves on the fact that they did not look 

like the neighborhoods that were going down around them. And part of it, in their minds, 

rightly or wrongly, probably wrongly, but they attributed it a lot to race. So you’ll get a 

lot of that, you know, from the old timers.”  

Peter Binzen (1970), discussed earlier, agrees with Pat in placing race at the 

center. They see an atmosphere of fortification emerging as a functional reaction to the 

racial turnover taking place around them. Its legacy left boundaries that remain 

meaningful to residents today, on the inside and outside of the neighborhood. 
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Pastor James of Grove described the boundaries of Fishtown like this, “In history, 

Frankford Ave. was sort of the dividing line between working-class white people and 

then working-class, poor, or lower-class people of color, Latino and Black. And so, west 

of Frankford you’d have a Latino and Black community all the way, very far north.” To 

the east of the Frankford diving line, James said, “you’d have Irish Catholic and then, 

when you get to Port Richmond [moving north], Polish Catholic.” Then, more recently, 

James continued, “you have new residents that are gentrifying the neighborhood. So 

yuppies, for lack of a better term. That adds a different dynamic as well. And what you 

see now is the severest lower class, kind of the untouchable class with victims of the 

opioid epidemic that are lined up underneath the bridges underneath Lehigh Ave. They’re 

the, as the Gospel says, the least of these.” James sees Grove as trying to address the 

divisions. “We’re trying to sort all that out. And our church is trying to build bridges 

between the groups of people that otherwise aren’t connected to one another.” 

Creed: A Symbolic Passing of the Torch  

 James is not the only one to observe the changing racial landscape of the 

neighborhood. One interesting example is from popular culture. It involves the “Rocky” 

movie franchise. In the original 1976 film, the inspiring underdog was defined by his 

working-class and Italian ethnic identity. Interestingly, the fictional Rocky lived at a real 

address in Kensington, on a recognizable street just north of Lehigh Avenue. Nearly a 

half-century old now, the cinematic montage of Rocky running through the streets of 

Philadelphia remains the most iconic scene associated with the city. This is made 

especially clear while at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, where tourists still jog up the 

famous steps and take a picture with a statue of Rocky, or in the Italian market where, 
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even today, vendors burn cardboard in garbage cans for heat in the winter (see Katz 

2018).  

Robert Putnam, in his book Our Kids, also comments on the significance of 

Rocky after describing Kensington. Putnam wrote, “by 1970…the factories and their 

neighborhoods had begun a long descent, and the city lost over a quarter of a million jobs 

between 1970 and 2000. Close-knit communities where housewives once proudly swept 

the front steps daily gave way to abandoned factories, open-air drug markets, and acres of 

crime-infested empty lots. As poor blacks moved ever closer to the white ethnic enclaves, 

racial tensions in the area erupted, symbolized by the brutal battles between Rocky 

Balboa and Apollo Creed” (Putnam 2016:192). 

If the two characters that Putnam mentions are indeed intended to symbolize the 

racial conflict of the era, the new generation in the franchise, Creed, does so for the 

current racial landscape. The protagonist in Creed is a young Black protégé named 

Adonis “Donnie” Johnson. The old Rocky is a dying sage who passes on his knowledge 

to Donnie as he hides his failing health. Donnie trains in Rocky’s Kensington gym and 

watches his romantic interest perform at the local Fishtown bar, Jonny Brenda’s, that 

helped gentrify the neighborhood. It seems likely that this racially symbolic passing-of-

the-torch was a conscious creative decision by the film makers. Regardless, it gives 

popular representation to the demographic changes in the city that I describe above. 

Journalists writing on popular culture have made the same observation about the film (for 

example, see Serwer 2018). 
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The Defended Neighborhood and the “Fortification” Mentality 

“The seventies were bad,” John said, who spent his life in the neighborhood. 

“Nobody was working. We were all hanging on the corner. A bunch of the guys went and 

rented a car and went to California.” John decided to stay despite the decline in industrial 

employment and sense of falling fortunes. Houses that held large families were 

sometimes left with a single occupant as the population declined. John kept his job and 

never seriously considered leaving. He watched as deterioration gave way to gang 

activity in the neighborhood.  

Gangs 

When social inequality rises and avenues to climb the socioeconomic ladder 

shrink, rates of violence in young men increase in lockstep (Sampson 1993). A 

quintessential marker is the emergence of gang formation. The micro-structure of the 

gang appears to form in response to external pressure. When the dominant economy does 

not provide viable avenues to advance, social structures like gangs emerge as an 

alternative route to gain protection and status. 

To John, the decline in employment was measured by the boys and young men 

who turned to gangs, mostly in the 1970s. “Right here on this block were the Dragons,” 

John said. The Dragons, the Pagans, and the Warlocks, are the three gangs John 

remembers from the neighborhood. When listening to John, one is reminded of the 1979 

movie “The Warriors,” about feuding gangs in deteriorating New York City. “They were 

on Frankford and Norris,” John said. “It’s a motorcycle shop now, but that’s who owned 

it before them, the Warlocks motorcycle club. And you’d see two- to three-hundred of 
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them come down the street.” I wonder if some of what John says has been given a 

dramatic flair.  

When I ask others about the gang activity, they typically respond like Eleanor, 

who said, “It was rough and tumble. [But] I wouldn’t say gang activity. You knew where 

to stay away from. And everybody had their territory. Not like the Jets and the Sharks 

[from West Side Story] but, actually, it wasn’t that far removed because on the other side 

of Kensington Avenue, it was all Puerto Rican and that was like, taboo.”  

 While John describes his experience in the 1970s, even Pastor Pat mentions the 

groups of boys that patrolled the neighborhood when he moved in the early 2000s. Pat 

said, “Growing up gay for me, groups of boys often felt threatening. Especially kids that 

were tough, smoking and drinking on the corners, you know, big gangs of boys or like 13 

to 16 year-olds, when you get twenty of them together and they’re just being sort of 

punchy with each other, I always felt like you never know when the tide is going to turn 

and they might be in attack mode.” Multiple members of First Community tell me that 

boys used to spin the street sign arrows so that streets directed traffic only out of the 

neighborhood. Only the people who actually lived there new better. Pat avoided walking 

through the neighborhood when walking home from work. Instead of weaving through 

the tiny streets, he would stay on the well-trafficked Girard Avenue until heading directly 

for his house.  

Even today, Pat still feels uneasy sometimes. Pat said, “Just last week, one of my 

members, an elderly woman, Camila, you know, I pulled up to the church, she pulled up 

in her car, and there was a gang of kids, of boys, probably 13, 14, 15 year olds on the 

corner. There were probably about twenty of them. They looked like they were hanging 
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on the corner. But they looked like they might be up to something suspicious and both of 

us just stayed in our cars until they, they were white, until they sorta started walking as a 

group past the church.” Pat points out that while Fishtown has changed a great deal, it 

also has not transformed everywhere. Some of the activity that was associated with the 

rough Fishtown of the pre-gentrification years has simply been pushed north.  

Pride, Identity, and the Willingness to Access Public Resources 

With residents leaving, Fishtown was on its way to mirroring the economic plight 

that Wilson (1987) describes as concentrated poverty along with the attendant social 

dislocations. However, unlike the communities that Wilson described, Fishtown’s white 

racial identity makes the social dynamics different.  

Journalist Binzen’s ethnography on Fishtown was written in the late 1960s, right 

before the period that John describes. Bizen wrote, “Before going into Fishtown, I had 

been told that it was probably the most bigoted neighborhood in Philadelphia” 

(1970:142). Once Binzen moved into Fishtown, however, he was most struck by the self-

inflicted harm that the “fortification mindset,” as he put it, engendered on residents. 

Many members of Fishtown financially struggled but few, according to Binzen, utilized 

social services or even vocalized a desire for help. In keeping with observations of Pastor 

Pat four decades later, Binzen observed that Fishtown residents prided themselves on 

their independence even as their circumstances declined. 

Binzen interviewed a graduate researcher from Vanderbilt University in 1968 that 

was doing work in the community. The researcher was a native to Kensington and is 

quoted by Binzen as having said, “the real significance of Fishtown... is the existence of a 

group of working class whites in trouble who are unrecognized by professionals in the 
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field of urban social problems” (1970:102). Other professional types that Binzen spoke to 

agreed that members of Fishtown shun social services. To ask for help would represent a 

kind of failure. It would be an acknowledgement of their lack of independence, the 

acceptance of a status of dependency. This might be fine for some people, Binzen 

suggests, perhaps for other communities, but not for the members of Fishtown. 

Reflecting fairly on the condition is challenging. On one hand, when resources exist and 

are needed, a culture that refuses them seems dysfunctional. On the other hand, the 

residents were attempting to continue to live by a moral code that celebrates self-

sufficiency and independence. 

Defending the Neighborhood 

The defended neighborhood, according to Suttles, arises when four key elements 

are present: fear, reputation, (dis)organization, and social control. Suttles (1972) was 

writing about Chicago neighborhoods but the term describes many of the features of 

Fishtown. Suttles wrote, “The residential group which seals itself off through the efforts 

of delinquent gangs, by restrictive covenants, by sharp boundaries, or by a forbidding 

reputation—what I will call the defended neighborhood—was for a time a major category 

in sociological analysis” (1972:21). Marginalized residents turn to mostly informal social 

controls to exert power on residents and outsiders (see Marshall 2009). Fishtown exhibits 

the features of a defended neighborhood as documented by Binzen and described by 

members of First Community.  

The concepts of scarcity and abundance help illustrate the idea of a defended 

neighborhood. Scarcity of resources gives rise to uncertainty, suspicion, and lack of trust. 

Abundance, in contrast, encourages trust, the willingness to share, be charitable, and 
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facilitates a posture of openness. When the economic pie is growing, it is easier to divide 

the pieces up so that everyone feels appropriately secure. A period of abundance is 

typically a period of peace. When the pie is shrinking, however, competition and 

uncertainty grow. In Fishtown, the decline in manufacturing meant that a mindset of 

scarcity, rather than abundance, took root in the neighborhood. Consequently, a period of 

suspicion, distrust and uncertainty emerged. The feelings were reinforced by the racial 

turn, causing a notable fortification or hunker-down mentality. 

Fishtown fit Suttles’s description of a defended neighborhood from roughly 1960 

to 2010. That is, after the major industrial employers left the area, but before the modern 

period of redevelopment began. That is a significant period, the cultural consequence of 

which won’t disappear overnight. Binzen left Fishtown suggesting that the attitudes he 

observed would remain deeply rooted. He wrote, “…I conclude, as I bid my hosts good-

by, the spirit of Fishtown is likely to long endure even if the neighborhood itself 

disintegrates” (1970:144). To Binzen, the structural forces would only continue to 

undermine the economic base and further catalyze some of the dysfunction he observed. 

Binzen’s prediction isn’t surprising, and for some period, basically accurate.  

Binzen had no reason to suppose the economic tide would turn. However, his 

forecast makes the eventual period of economic redevelopment interesting. The economic 

forces in play during Binzen’s time have run their course and a new period of growth 

now defines the neighborhood. Gentrification represents a new period of abundance that 

is at odds with the forces of scarcity that defined Fishtown for years. 

 The defended neighborhood is a strategy of last resort. It is used by marginalized 

residents to marshal some semblance of security in response to (perceived) threats 
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encroaching on them. While it is indeed intrinsically defensive and exclusionary by 

nature, it is also a desperate attempt to preserve civic stability in a situation of felt 

powerlessness. The period of gentrification helps attenuate the characteristics that cause a 

defended neighborhood. Yet the new wealth in Fishtown is held by the newcomers, not 

by the children or grandchildren of the long-term residents. While gentrification 

attenuates some defensive characteristics, it can also simply push undesirable behavior 

away as poorer residents are forced to leave. In this sense, it can also be understood as an 

instance of class-conflict whereby middle-class residents “address” the defensive posture 

of the neighborhood by expunging those residents who don’t conform to the new middle-

class standards.  

The Legacy of Defense 

 In the beginning of the chapter, I discussed Evelyn, who had heard through the 

grapevine that realtors avoid selling properties to Black people in Fishtown. The story is 

supported by an experience of Pastor Pat, discussed in a previous chapter, in which he 

overheard a racial epithet spoken to a realtor. The legacy of the defended neighborhood 

continues to live on, in part, because there remain two Fishtowns. While redevelopment 

has brought abundance, the neighborhood remains economically segregated. For long-

term residents, the changes in the broader neighborhood have not necessarily changed 

their circumstances or attitudes. This helps explain the vestige of defensiveness that 

continues to exist.  

 As the population of Fishtown declined over the decades, the available housing 

meant that it would have been natural for the neighborhood to have become far less 

white. Knowing this full well, there was immense pressure placed on neighbors to sell to 
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other white families. As Eleanor said directly, “you couldn’t be a blockbuster. Don’t do 

that boy, boy, you better sell to a white family. That [sentiment] was very alive and well 

around here. Now I’m not sure about the motivation, but I’m sure it was something like, 

‘well, if one moves in, they’ll all move in.’ Cause everybody starts moving out, which, I 

don’t know what that was about.” Neighbors were concerned that even a slight shift in 

the racial makeup would eventually catalyze a full turnover that would completely 

change the neighborhood. For that reason, vigilance was directed against the first (and 

few) Black families that did move in. 

 One episode of racial conflict came up multiple times during interviews. For 

instance, First Community member Jack said, “I remember there was an incident where 

they thought Blacks were going to come in. Oh man, was that bad. They fire-bombed the 

house all that. That was in the seventies. It was crazy man. Guys I knew, threw a 

firebomb through the window. Not to let them move in. That’s ridiculous, man. They 

were afraid that it was gonna turn all Black. I’m being honest.” While this event was 

brought up several times, the details sometimes changed, and I was not able to find a 

newspaper article verifying the event. Given the obvious impact of the event in the 

memory of the residents, it seems the episode would have been reported. While I suspect 

some even occurred, the details are not clear. Eleanor, for instance, appears to refer to the 

same episode but describes it differently. She said, “the house was in the middle of the 

block, and it was an old man and his daughter, who took care of him, he was in a 

wheelchair and they actually ripped off the front of the house.” They did this, Eleanor 

said, by pulling off a few loose bricks at a time until a part of the front of the house was 



375 

 

missing. Using harassment, intimidation, and sometimes explicit violence, Black 

neighbors were driven out of the neighborhood.  

 Whatever the details of the story above, it became clear that there have been cases 

of serious violence in the neighborhood, sometimes specifically directed at Black people. 

I spent time searching the archives of The Philadelphia Inquirer for any stories related to 

violence in Fishtown. What follows below are a few key stories that emerged from that 

research.  

A Few Stories of Violence in the Neighborhood 

With all major cities come incidents of crime and violence. Simply put, with large 

numbers of people come more incidents of violence. The section below is not meant to 

unfairly malign Fishtown. All sorts of different neighborhoods, in and outside of 

Philadelphia, have violent episodes. But the stories are relevant in understanding the 

reputation of the neighborhood. Not only do they catalog real events, but they reveal 

something about the perception of the neighborhood that outsiders might have.  

 A newspaper article from The Philadelphia Inquirer in 1988 is titled, “He’s Not 

Welcomed to Fishtown: A Newcomer From Texas Meets Racism in Phila.” The article 

tells the story of a Black man in his early twenties who moved to Philadelphia from 

Texas to get a Master’s degree from a local university (Inquirer Staff 1988; Wiegand 

1988). Not knowing Philadelphia, he moved into affordable Fishtown with a white 

roommate. Residents were displeased to see him in the neighborhood. They responded by 

throwing an egg at his front door, which was followed in the night by a brick through his 

living room window. He reported that the vandals outside, “were talking amongst 

themselves and the gist of it was ‘this N-word’ and ‘this N-word lover.’” The article 
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states that, “some of the people in those neighborhoods think they’re doing a public 

service—running out blacks. They’ll tell self-justifying stories about how black sections 

have gone to pot. They have more difficulty explaining how a brick through the window 

of a…graduate student makes their block a prouder place to live.” By pointing out that 

the individual who was harassed out of the neighborhood was a young professional, it 

undermines any self-justifying narrative that the action was about protecting the 

neighborhood from the disorderly poor.  

 Another article, while not directly about race, does keenly capture the ethos of the 

defended neighborhood. The article, from 1991, is titled “Fishtown: No Halfway House 

Here.” The story (Diaz 1991) outlines the rejected plan to establish a halfway house for 

convicts nearing the end of their prison terms. Since the numbers of prisoners in 

Pennsylvania was soaring, the state was looking for options to ease the burden on the 

prisons. Hundreds of neighbors turned out to reject the plan. The article states, “many 

residents complained that the neighborhood was already struggling with a shelter that 

houses men with drug, alcohol and other problems.” The neighbors felt like Fishtown 

was being forced to accept undesirable circumstances because no one would stand up for 

them. One neighbor was quoted as saying the prisons are not the responsibility of the 

neighbors and advised officials to, “build prisons large enough for the suckers.” 

One incident in Fishtown in the mid-90s was serious enough to be reported by 

The New York Times (NY Times Staff 1994). Five white residents broke into the home of 

a Black deaf woman and beat her and her teenage son with aluminum bats. The family of 

the woman, Joan Smith, was the only Black family on the street. Moreover, it wasn’t the 

first time they were attacked. A Molotov cocktail was thrown through a window shortly 
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after they moved in. The article describes Fishtown as an “economically depressed area 

of row homes.” The incident occurred after Smith’s children had a heated argument 

earlier that night with members of another family in the neighborhood. Later, members of 

that family attacked, yelling racial epithets as they did so. Smith threw herself onto her 

daughter in order to shield her from attack, and as a result, “suffered gashes and bruises 

requiring 14 stitches in her head, a broken left hand and a broken left foot.” The article 

quotes the president of the Fishtown Civic Association, who denied the incident was 

racially motivated, saying, “This is a very small community that’s just got a few idiots.”  

 After the incident, Mayor Rendell and Councilman Joe Vignola held a public 

meeting about violence in the community (Morello 1994b). In the meeting, word spread 

that Fishtown was being badmouthed as being racist. As a result, about one hundred 

neighbors gathered outside the meeting and shouted at the mayor as he exited. One 

resident was quoted as saying, “we’re tired of being stereotyped.” Some residents insisted 

that the incident was about family-versus-family rather than about race, despite the 

epithets that were expressed during the attack. 

 The meeting with the mayor wasn’t the only fallout related to the event. One 

incident involved a young girl. An article titled, “Fishtown’s Nice Folk Retreat into 

Silence: No One Wants to be the Next Victim. So When Slurs are Slung, Most Just Sidle 

Away,” (Morello 1994a) explains that after the beating of the deaf woman, a local girl 

wanted to do something. The girl befriended the children of the hurt woman. She drew an 

image of strawberries, bananas and stick figures. She wrote, “if you don’t judge fruit by 

its color, why do you judge people that way.” The image was put in the window of her 

apartment. Fearful neighbors complained to the landlord, saying, as quoted in the article, 
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“somebody would firebomb the apartment building.” It added, “some white adults who 

gave gifts and assistance do not want to be identified lest they, too, become targets.” 

According to the article, while most in Fishtown condemn the violence, they keep such 

opinions to themselves due to fear of retribution from their neighbors. The article 

describes Fishtown as a tightknit neighborhood in which three generations of families 

typically live on a single block. However, “it’s also a neighborhood where unemployed 

men sit on front stoops drinking beer in the afternoon, and young toughs speak with their 

fists. Teenage boys hang out on corners after school, rolling up their pant legs and 

shirtsleeves to display knife scars from scuffles with other groups of youths from 

informal ‘gangs’ that adopt acronyms like WTO, short for White Teenage Outlaws.” One 

woman, a lifelong resident, is quoted in the article as saying, “You have to be born in 

Fishtown to survive here.” 

In the Soil 

 I spoke with newcomer, Cara, who, like Evelyn, lived near Grove but was never a 

member. Unlike Evelyn, however, Cara is white and unsurprisingly, did not experience 

the ubiquitous sense of unease that Evelyn reported. Cara did, though, do some historical 

reading after moving into Fishtown and was distressed by some of what she learned.  

Cara recalls reading W.E.B. Du Bois’s The Philadelphia Negro, which led her to 

investigate some of the conflict in the nineteenth century. Cara said, “I found out that all 

the white racist mobs essentially started in Fishtown and No Lips [Northern Liberties] 

and they ran down to the historically Black neighborhood of Queen Village and South 

Street and would, I don’t know, kill people or throw torches. I don’t know what they 

were up to. [But] it was all here, like, historically. It’s in the soil.”  
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While she does not know about incidents described above, it is clear that Cara 

feels deeply conflicted about the past. On one hand, Fishtown offers her a walkable 

community where she feels safe, and access to the amenities she prefers. On the other 

hand, knowing the history makes her feel uncomfortable. She sometimes second-guesses 

her decision to make the neighborhood her home. 

 Both Cara and Evelyn both make reference to history in the context of racial 

tension. Philadelphia has been an important place for African Americans since long 

before the Great Migration. Before the Civil War, in fact, the city was home to the largest 

Black community outside of the south and second only to Baltimore (Hershberg 1973). 

By the end of century, the Black community was receiving serious attention, including, of 

course, the scholarship by W.E.B. Du Bois that Cara mentioned. In the work, Du Bois 

(1899) surveyed the black community in South Philadelphia and identified a multitude of 

neighborhood-level processes that constrained Black progress. Some continue to resonate 

today. For instance, De Bois discussed the inability of white realtors (and residents alike) 

to distinguish between different classes of Black families. Du Bois said, “public opinion 

in the city is such that the presence of even a respectable colored family in a block will 

affect its value for renting or sale” (1899:438). The city, despite its growing diversity, 

remained mostly white and persistently segregated. 

 Du Bois was writing at the end of a century of various ethnic (and religious) 

tensions. An influx in immigration caused a nativist movement to gain moment in the 

middle of the nineteenth century. “Nativists” does not refer to indigenous people, but to 

the white children and grandchildren of the revolutionary generation. They were often 

hostile to new white immigrants, who were often Catholic. According to a report from the 
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Historical Society of Pennsylvania (Wilson and Coval 2007), in the mid-nineteenth-

century, “many newcomers took up residence in suburban neighborhoods such as 

Kensington, Southwark, and Moyamensing… where tremendous overcrowding and 

unsanitary conditions created concern and frustration.” The report continued, “In these 

heterogeneous neighborhoods, where one group often lived in close proximity to another, 

religious differences, economic habits, and social mores came into contact and conflict.” 

In other words, in the nineteenth century, the people of Kensington experienced 

exclusion at the hands of the nativists, conflict in competition with other low-status 

neighbors, and this combustible situation, in turn, sometimes erupted in violence against 

other low-status outsiders. While historical periods have fundamental differences, it is 

worth observing the striking similarity with the contemporary issues. Cara and Evelyn are 

correct to suggest some of the historical patterns remain salient. Social tension, even 

violence, around race, ethnicity, religion, and perceived status have found a renewed 

expression for generations.  

Looking in From the Outside 

Evelyn had been warned about Kensington. She grew up in Philadelphia, but far 

away from Kensington. She can recall her impression. “I remember when I was a kid, 

people saying things about Kensington, like how dangerous it was. How horrible it was. 

You don’t ever want to go there.” “Once I remember my Dad went to look at a car that 

was there. And I just remember being acutely aware that we were in Kensington. And 

like, oh my gosh, like why?” 

Despite growing up in the city, and despite her impression of Kensington, she did 

not have an association with the name Fishtown. She recalled, “I do remember thinking, 
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when I was looking at Fishtown, I was like, ‘oh wow, Kensington is right next to 

Fishtown.’” But the name Fishtown held no negative association to her. For other 

residents in the city, the neighborhood’s reputation was clear. Evelyn said, “The funny 

thing is, when I left Fishtown and said it felt kind of racist, a lot of people were like, 

‘well, of course it is.’ There was one Black person I talked to and, she’s older, and when I 

told her that, her face had no sympathy. It was like simple logic. ‘You went to Fishtown, 

what would you expect?’” 

While researching Fishtown through newspapers and various articles, most of the 

commentary came from white writers, such as historian Ken Milano (2008; 2009; 2010). 

In a few cases, however, Black writers gave reflection on the community. Since they are 

somewhat rare, they add a valuable perspective on the neighborhood.  

Writer Thomas Chatterton Williams, for instance, reflected on volunteer work 

canvassing inner-city neighborhoods for the 2008 presidential election. His directive was 

to get new voters on the rolls to vote for the Democratic primaries. For many, including 

Williams, the term “inner-city” implied a poor Black neighborhood. “I’d never seen 

urban white poverty before,” he said, on Fishtown. As Williams explained in a podcast 

interview, he started in Baltimore with a white friend, going door-to-door in the poorest 

areas in the city. He was shocked at how politically disconnected the population was, 

both Black and white. In Baltimore, many did not recognize the name Barack Obama 

(before his nomination for the Democratic ticket). Many did not recognize the name 

Hillary Clinton either. In Philadelphia, he canvassed Fishtown, which he described in the 

following way, 

 



382 

 

I’d never seen urban white poverty before. We went to Fishtown in Philadelphia. 

And it was a much more hostile environment to be walking around canvassing for 

a Democrat. There was no sense of menace in the [poor Black] Baltimore 

neighborhood, but there was in Fishtown. There was an interaction with a very 

obese woman, a very kind woman, breathing through air tubes. After she said she 

would vote for Obama she grabbed my [white] friend Josh and said, ‘can you 

please tell him that I’ve been laid off and I’m going to lose my healthcare and I 

don’t know how I’m going to survive.’ And there was something so soul crushing 

about the naiveté of her appeal, the idea that Josh had any kind of influence, the 

dire nature of her circumstances. And it struck me, ‘what is this thing that unites 

her and Josh in a white experience?’ I couldn’t see it. (Harris 2020) 

 

 For Williams, the shared identity between the white woman in Fishtown and his 

white friend, Josh, seemed more an idea in the mind of the woman than a reality. As he 

saw it, the class division (that united himself to his friend) seemed more salient than the 

racial connection that the woman presumably felt. While Williams acknowledged the 

significance of race in the neighborhood, he also lamented that the racial enclosure 

seemed to wall off the struggling community from a broader transracial coalition of 

working-class neighbors. 

 The linguist, John McWhorter, a native Philadelphian, also described his view of 

the neighborhood in an interview. He referred to a book by Charles Murray (2013) that 

features Fishtown as an illustrative example of a working-class white urban community 

that is unraveling. McWhorter said, 

[Murray’s] set piece community for the underclass is Fishtown in Philadelphia. 

And I grew up in Philadelphia. And I remember my mother, who was a social 

worker, always telling me about Fishtown… And she would say, when you see 

the Black ghettos in North Philly… don’t think there’s anything Black about that 

because there are white people who are doing all the same stuff in Fishtown. 

(Loury and McWhorter 2018) 

 

 Residents like Evelyn, along with observers like Williams and McWhorter, offer 

an earnest perspective of pre-gentrification Fishtown as an area of concentrated poverty. 

They describe the same social dislocations written about by sociologists like Wilson 
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(1987) on poor inner-city Black neighborhoods. However, as Black social observers they 

report the sense of racialized danger that a white observer might miss when describing an 

inner-city white neighborhood.  

Moving to Mayfair: What Goes Around Comes Around 

 One interesting wrinkle in the narrative of the neighborhood that long-term 

residents at First Community tell, involves the neighborhood of Mayfair. The 

neighborhood is not far from Fishtown in geographical distance, but it was once a world-

away in social distance. Some the members of Fishtown who left during white flight 

shifted slightly north, to Mayfair (and other similar communities that flank the Delaware 

River). A couple of members of First Community either currently live or used to live in 

the neighborhood.  

Mayfair became a common destination for white people who wanted to leave the 

inner city but still have a Philadelphia address. In the boom years after World War II, 

investment in the area flourished and turned Mayfair from farmland to quasi-suburbia. 

Not fully suburban in appearance, Mayfair provided a unique combination of bucolic 

suburbia along with the lined rowhouses with which Philadelphians are familiar. With 

larger homes, small green lawns, convenient parking hidden in the back, and shopping 

malls a short drive away, Mayfair provided an ideal model for living in an America 

planned around the automobile. For many in Fishtown, Mayfair was seen as moving up 

the social ladder. First Community member Jack said, “You always want to be better. 

That’s why we moved up to Mayfair.”  

Recently, however, Mayfair is also changing, becoming more economically 

depressed, and generally becoming less white. Jack has noticed the changes. He said, 
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“Mayfair was beautiful, but now it’s getting bad. I got chased out of Kensington. Now 

I’m getting chased out of Mayfair.” Jack doesn’t explicitly address race but describes the 

differences he sees in the new residents. The new residents, according to Jack, are more 

likely to throw trash on the ground. He explained,  

Or if you got pavement, and you got grass growing out of the cracks, you cut it 

out and throw it away, or you spray something to kill it. They’re not doing that 

now. I don’t get it. I try not to be, uh, [hesitates] I don’t know. I don’t know the 

word I’m looking for, but the neighborhood is changing. They knocked down a 

project. They wanted more room, and to move north would have been too 

expensive, so they came down south towards our way. It’s not everybody, but all 

it takes is a couple of people who don’t care. Renters. That’s the bottom line. 

Renters. I’m not talking about college students. I’m talking about families. You 

know what I mean? Don’t throw trash out of the car. Take it to your house and 

throw it away. Quality of life issues. It gets people mad. Playing loud music at 

night. When you got a parking spot, take it. Don’t idle in the middle of the street. 

These are all courtesy things. I guess people aren’t taught that. I don’t understand. 

My son’s getting mad at me cause I get a little nuts. [I yell] Pull over, man! What 

the hell? [In his son’s voice] ‘You’re gonna get me shot, Dad.’ 

 

Jack sketches out some of his problems with the changing neighborhood. While 

he avoids addressing race head on, and eventually settles on “renters” as the source of the 

problem, it’s clear that the people coming in are those who lived in public housing and 

are different than him in a manner he considers meaningful.   

Before interviewing Jack was I aware of Mayfair because another member of the 

church had mentioned in passing that the neighborhood was going downhill. Pastor Pat 

heard the comment and later explained that “downhill” was code for becoming less white. 

The racial change in Mayfair is displayed in the Table 8 below.  
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      Table 8. Race in Mayfair by Year 

 2000 2010 2019 

Percent white 96.9% 87.2% 64.2% 

Percent Black 1.1% 3.8% 16.2% 

Total residents 5,452 6,064 5,998 

Source: Census 2000; ACS 2010 (5-Year Estimate); 

ACS 2019 (5-Year Estimate). The data in the table 

refers to census tract 316. 
 

While Pat is critical of racism and, having been part of a Black church, has 

meaningful experiences in both white and Black areas of the city, he too voiced some 

mixed feelings over Mayfair.  

Pat’s parents eventually moved from near New York City to Mayfair, which 

meant that Pat would visit frequently. Pat said,  

Mayfair used to be beautiful. And now, I went up there the other day and the 

houses are starting to look run down. And you can see a lot of people of color. 

When my parents lived there, back in the 90s, it was all Caucasian. So I always, I 

sort of, you know, I can’t quite explain it. My thought used to be that as 

neighborhoods change, people rented their homes out. And the renters didn’t care 

about how they looked, since they had no investment in it. But when I’m looking 

at a place like Mayfair, where these houses are pretty much all, I think, owned, I 

don’t understand why there isn’t more care taken in terms of how they look. 

 

The conflicted feelings Pat expresses are not uncommon. Resolving thoughts and 

feelings is not an easy process. In talking with some of the members of First Community, 

I sensed a difficulty in articulating, on one hand, an acknowledgment of the wrongness of 

racist or prejudicial thinking, and on the other hand, the sense that there were, in fact, 

different values that new people brought into their community. They seemed to be 

searching for language that expressed a legitimate desire to protect their community 

without being seen as unfairly targeting other people because of their race. Eleanor once 

remarked on racism, “I think it’s a really insidious thing. And I think that a lot of people 

who have those feelings don’t want to have those feelings. But it’s so ingrained. I 
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remembers myself, I was a little girl standing out front and the trash trucks came around 

and I remembers thinking, ‘if I touch that man, will I turn Black?’” 

The issue is inherently difficult. On one hand, part of what makes a community 

coherent is a shared set of values and a sense of solidarity. But in the context of a 

heterogenous country, the borders inside clearly must remain open, which does leave 

them consequently, open to change. And while such change can impede civic harmony in 

the short term, in the long term, scholars like Putnam (2007) argue that heterogenous 

environments produce “cross-cutting” forms of social solidarity. In short, increased 

diversity can cut down on community cohesion in the short term but can produce a better 

society in the long term.   

One of the most vexing subtleties to address regards the legacy of the defended 

neighborhood in the context of modern gentrification. Jack, like others, maintain that they 

kept the neighborhood if not nice, then stable, as the nearby neighborhoods changed. The 

stability, as they see it, laid the groundwork for the future reinvestment. In other words, 

they see the newcomers as perhaps owing a debt of gratitude to the long-term residents. 

They do not specify the extent to which “stable” is code for white, but one is left with an 

impression that race is salient. Nevertheless, accusations of racism made by the 

newcomers against the long-term residents, seem misplaced to them. John once said, “I’d 

like to know what the [new] people think of us because I know there’s been a lot of 

comments that Fishtown’s a racist neighborhood and stuff. I just wonder what they think 

of us, the new people that move in, because sometimes they’re not friendly. Like I’ll be 

sitting on the step. [I’ll say] ‘how you doing?’ and they’ll just put their eyes down and go 

by.”  
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Jack said, “I never thought I would say I want to move back to Kensington. I 

never thought I would say that. Cause where I’m at now was considered a really nice 

neighborhood. Now it’s flipped.” But Jack has been priced out of the gentrifying area 

where he would want to live. “Brand new houses going for $400,000 or something like 

that. That’s mind boggling. You could of got them houses five years ago for $30,000.” 

Although Jack isn’t so sure that he would like the neighborhood now anyway. He said, 

“But I guess with all the yuppies, I don’t know, there’s no sense of neighborhood thing 

anymore.” The community that he valued growing up, he knows, is on the decline inside 

boundaries of the neighborhood even as the housing prices rebound. 

The long-term members don’t appreciate being looked down on, but ultimately 

the economic benefits that the newcomers bring outweigh the costs. I ask Pat directly if 

the old timers who are okay with gentrification, feel that way because the newcomers are 

also white. Pastor Pat respond in the affirmative, “Mm-hmm, yeah,” he said, “and 

property values are going up. Generally, when people feel financially stable, they may 

not like the changes that are taking place, but they watch their pocketbooks. And they see 

the value of their home going up.”  

And yet while the defended neighborhood of the past diminishes, the 

neighborhood retains an air of exclusion.  

The Neighborhood Opens Up but Not Completely 

 While gentrification does not by definition have to do with race, in the racialized 

American class structure, a racial dynamic often emerges. In Fishtown, the white-to-

white turnover might make one assume that racial tension is not part of the story. While it 
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might not be as salient in comparison to other instances of gentrification, race remains 

critical. 

 The following passage captures the stinging criticism that gentrification 

sometimes receives. Ta-Nehisi Coates (2017) writes, “I know that “gentrification” is but 

a more pleasing name for white supremacy, is the interest on enslavement, the interest on 

Jim Crow, the interest on redlining, compounding across the years, and these new 

urbanites living off of that interest are, all of them, exulting in a crime.” Coates isn’t a 

sociologist but poignantly describes the emotional reaction in considering the economic 

interconnectedness between the forces that make gentrification possible and the laws of 

exclusion (e.g., Jim Crow and redlining). Others, of course, disagree with placing so 

much emphasis on the racialized dimension of neighborhood change. Thomas Chatterton 

Williams, discussed earlier in this chapter, identifies himself as a Black gentrifier and 

responds to Coates. Williams (2017) writes, “In my own young black life, I have done 

my part to gentrify a half-dozen mixed neighborhoods ranging from Spanish Harlem to 

Fort Greene to the ninth arrondissement of Paris.” Williams focuses on the class divisions 

that underpin gentrification even in a racially heterogenous neighborhood. 

 More to the point, what significance does race specifically hold in a neighborhood 

like Fishtown where the newcomers are also white? Given the history of white flight in 

which middle class wealth was drained from urban areas, one might expect that the return 

of the white middle class would be a positive development for urban areas. And that 

those mostly concerned with the racial symbolism of a Black-to-white turnover would 

find Fishtown gentrification less problematic, given that the neighborhood is already 

white. Yet in speaking with members of both Grove and First Community, few find the 
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process totally acceptable. While members of Grove represent a more racially tolerant 

kind of resident, people like Evelyn continue to report a sense of unease in the 

neighborhood today.  

 The functional posture of defense that the neighborhood exhibited has waned, 

another subtle dimension of exclusion continues to persist that is racialized. While 

redevelopment has meant the gangs of boys have retreated, weeds are pulled, and houses 

are restored, the neighborhood does not feel “opened up” to everyone. The newly 

gentrified, white middle class milieu retains its own exclusionary element that I will 

discuss below.  

Grove as a White Space 

When one demographic is a majority in some social setting, the space can feel 

“owned” by that demographic. In the American context, spaces dominated by racial or 

ethnic minorities (e.g., the African American barbershop or an ethnic enclave, like 

Chinatown) can function as protective spaces for an otherwise white-dominated society. 

Spaces dominated by white people can, instead, communicate an air of exclusivity or 

outright exclusion. Anderson (2015) calls such environments “the white space,” and 

offers a hip brewery in a gentrifying neighborhood as an illustrative example. The 

establishment Anderson describes is in a neighborhood in Philadelphia that is, he wrote, 

“at the center of the black ghetto, but is now being gentrified” (18). Anderson said, “the 

brewery appears as a white space in the middle of the ghetto. Its clientele and workforce 

are overwhelmingly white and drawn mainly from the local neighborhood” (18). 

Anderson gives other examples to demonstrate what he means by the term white space, 

which all have a distinct class character (middle or upper-middle). The white space is not 
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just a place that happens to have some percentage of white people in it. A poor white 

trailer park is not a “white space.” It is a space that feels economically exclusive and 

culturally coded as white. The new hip establishments in gentrified Fishtown are, like 

Anderson’s brewery, coded as white spaces. However, unlike his example which was 

located in a mostly Black neighborhood, the establishments in Fishtown blend in since 

the long-term residents are white. I argue that Anderson’s concept is a way to consider 

the continued exclusionary nature that some report in Fishtown. The concept captures 

both a class and racial dimension. The gentrified spaces of Fishtown retain this 

exclusionary air though its presence is less obvious than in the examples offered by 

Anderson because the neighborhood was already white before gentrification began. It 

takes non-white residents like Evelyn to address a subtle sense of unease of which white 

newcomers would not be aware.  

Approaching Fishtown with this concept in mind, the activities of Grove take on 

renewed significance. The church emphasizes inclusiveness and social justice in a white 

space. Pastor James reflected on their purpose by saying, “we are preaching the Gospel 

that is inclusive, that is anti-racist.” The sensibility of the church is culturally open. They 

demonstrate this in many ways, such as when they sing songs in different languages. And 

the church is involved in a variety of social justice causes, outlined earlier. At the same 

time, however, nearly everyone I spoke with at Grove acknowledged the whiteness of the 

congregation. Few had definitive statements about what that meant. They were actively 

wrestling with the racial landscape. In short, some saw the church as antithetical to the 

concept of a white space while others worried that the church may function as an 

extension of it. 
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Some describe the general whiteness of the congregation as problematic. Allison, 

for instance, was quick to point out the relationship between Grove and the surrounding 

gentrification of the neighborhood, including adjacent less-white areas. Allison, who 

identifies as Hispanic, said, “I think that a lot of the people that got connected to Grove 

wanted to live near it if they didn't already. And I think, unfortunately, the majority of 

those people are white, middle class people.” Allison thinks that Grove should be more 

diverse and sees her activities in the church as contributing to that goal. Others were more 

likely to describe the whiteness of the church as basically inevitable. Maya, for instance, 

who is white, said, “it’s definitely more of a white congregation... But it’s not for lack of 

trying.” Maya describes Grove’s active attempts to diversify the congregation. She 

suggests that the makeup of the congregation is due to the preferences of the people, and 

not anything exclusionary about Grove. Steven, for instance, who is also white, said, 

“racial diversity is there enough. I don't know if it matches the demographics of the 

neighborhood, but we are less segregated than a lot of churches.” In fact, even Allison, 

who is very critical of gentrification, went on to say that, “gentrification to me is just like 

this puzzle. Because I think, too, people just tend to be drawn to live in places where 

people look like them and have the same culture as them.” 

While Steven was less concerned about the racial demographics than some other 

members, he is basically correct in his comparison. That is, Grove is more diverse than 

most American religious organizations. Only about 10 percent of American churches can 

be considered integrated at all. About 90 percent of white church attendees say that there 

are few or no Black people at their religious services. About 73 percent of Black 

attendees say the same thing about white people (Vischer 2001:204). While on the 
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television program Meet the Press in 1960, Dr. Martin Luther King said that “11 o'clock 

on Sunday morning is one of the most segregated hours...in Christian America.” The 

comment continues to be true, as many American worshippers today do so with people 

who look like them. 

When we discuss race, James said, “we run fifteen to twenty-percent people of 

color on Sunday.” In my sample of 18 Grove members, three identified as non-white. 

That is about 17 percent of the sample, which is on par with James’s estimate. James 

makes a point of describing the non-white members of Grove as being highly educated 

which includes James himself, who holds a graduate degree (MDiv). The congregation, 

while predominantly white, is in fact, more racially diverse than the surrounding 

neighborhood.  

Sarah, who is white, said, “we do have some diversity in our population, which is 

great, but I definitely think that we could increase that.” After a pause she continued, 

“But I don't know how because I have also noticed that a lot of churches stay within their 

demographics, because culturally you are attracted to what you know...” The intimate 

nature of a religious community that makes those on the inside feel welcome, can also be 

inward facing. One consequence of keeping things personal, is it becomes harder to 

integrate people from the outside—a general phenomenon made visible when it comes to 

race. Sarah continued, “I mean it feels like an extension of family and it doesn’t surprise 

me [that churches often remain segregated].” In short, Grove champions social justice 

causes that advance racial equality but the church also sits within a social matrix (e.g., 

education, political beliefs, cultural tastes, etc.) that appeals to young white educated 

progressives. 
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To Pastor James, part of the reason Grove appeals to educated white people is 

because of a socio-emotional affect that he and other pastors possess—what a sociologist 

might call their habitus. The concept refers to embodied cultural capital, or what could be 

described as a “feel for the game,” or simply spaces where one feels comfortable. Being 

self-deprecating, James said, “I’m overly educated and sometimes I speak in a way that 

appeals to white professionals.” What James describes is comfort in the white space. 

When describing his congregation James said, “Most of our people of color are also 

graduate student people.” That is, most of the people of color who attend Grove are 

educated professionals who have found a comfortable niche in Grove through 

friendships, romantic relationships, or otherwise shared tastes. The inclusive values of 

Grove provide a buffer against the unease that people like Evelyn experienced in 

Fishtown. The church is appealing to a social type that is often though not exclusively 

racially coded white. Member Maya once remarked on the congregation as a whole, “I 

think it’s a unique person who comes to Grove in Fishtown.” Maya was not addressing 

race, but the comment is still helpful in thinking about the racial dynamics of the church. 

The congregation is indeed unique. Their uniqueness carries both an inclusive and 

exclusive dimension that is partially racially salient.  

College and the Cultural Sensibility of White Progressives 

As discussed earlier, Pastor James is cerebral and enjoys playing with language. 

He takes obvious pleasure in the acrobatic leaps from idea to idea, done in front of an 

audience on Sunday. While he provides critical commentary on race, and reflects on his 

experience “bring brown,” as he typically puts it, he has spent much of his life in spaces 

partially defined by their whiteness and partially by education. 
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Sometimes James’s grad-school vocabulary has the unintended consequence of 

excluding. It is a markedly different tone from former Pastor David, and one that elicits 

mixed feelings. For people like Sarah, the difference is obvious. She said, “yeah, 

sometimes James’s talks are like too cerebral for me. I'm like, ‘I don't really get what 

you’re saying.’” While this is a common sentiment, the style of James is not out of place 

at Grove either. The language used at Grove veers intellectual. And while many enjoy the 

high-level conversation—indeed, many go for that reason—it is appeals to the people 

most comfortable with that vocabulary and general mode of discourse. 

To be clearer about what I mean when I describe Grove as educated, I will briefly 

describe my sample. Of the Grove members I spoke to, fourteen members have either a 

bachelor degree or had some college experience; two members had graduate degrees; two 

dropped out of High School and earned a G.E.D, one of which was in the process of 

pursuing further education. This means that about 90 percent of the Grove members that I 

interviewed have experience in the college environment. By way of comparison, in the 

city of Philadelphia, only 28 percent of residents hold a bachelor's degree (Eichel et al. 

2019). The most educated neighborhood inside Philadelphia is Rittenhouse Square, where 

93.5 percent of residents hold at least a college degree.5 That is, the congregation at 

Grove in Fishtown is nearly as educated as those in the wealthiest section of the city. 

Grove is, in some respects, a pocket of privileged people in a neighborhood that was once 

struggling. Their arrival there, and others educationally and occupationally similar to 

them, signaled that the neighborhood would be changing.  

 
5 Rittenhouse Square refers to census tract 8.03. Source: ACS 2018 (5-Year Estimates). 
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Luis provided the clearest critique of the language of Grove. Luis is a Latino, and 

while a dedicated member, grew up in an impoverished neighborhood that felt a world 

away from the atmosphere at Grove. Luis points out the whiteness of Grove and goes on 

to described educational and class differences. For instance, he describes, when he was 

young, not understanding the sermons until he went to college. His university classes 

provided the vocabulary he needed to tune-in to the sermons at Grove. Luis said, “I often 

tell people I didn't understand what the sermons were about. Before going to [university]. 

It was all cryptic to me.” He added, “the way that Grove is intellectual is very similar to 

college.” Luis is referring to terminology like “structures of oppression,” which are 

abstract concepts that are not immediately accessible. Indeed, some of the talks at Grove 

would be impenetrable to the members at First Community.  

Luis describes a barrier that he labels as “white” but when asked to describe it, he 

expressed a distinction based largely on education and class. He uses the term “white” to 

mean a distinction that involves more than race. In other words, Luis uses “white” as a 

coded term for a degree of social status that is racialized, to be sure, but refers to a 

broader social type that is often, though not always, white. The old timers in the 

neighborhood are not “white” in the way Luis means it.  

The description of Luis and others make clear that there is a broader meaning of 

whiteness. The term is used to gesture towards a general degree of social status. While 

this description of whiteness will naturally mean different things to different people, I 

turn to a memoir on identity that helps provide insight to what Luis described. Trevor 

Noah, the biracial South African comedian, reflected on his upbringing in a society in 

which racial mixing was illegal. In his memoir, Born a Crime, Noah (2016) writes, 
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My mom raised me as if there were no limitations on where I could go or what I 

could do. When I look back I realize she raised me like a white kid—not white 

culturally, but in the sense of believing that the world was my oyster, that I should 

speak up for myself, that my ideas and thoughts and decisions mattered (70).  
 

Noah’s description dovetails with a remark from Grove member, Robert, who 

reflected on his business and sense of himself. Robert said, “I grew up with people telling 

me that I was special. Just things that you tell kids, but I took a lot of it to heart.” Robert 

went on to describe a sense of ego that he takes to his business practice. Robert’s 

statement stood out in the moment for its confessional tone, but it did not seem 

sociologically relevant until reading Noah’s passage. While Robert does not speak for 

every member of Grove, there is the palpable sense that members of Grove know they 

matter. They have a mission, a purpose, and knowledge, that matters. They see 

themselves as a force for good and steadily expand their entrepreneurial activities that 

expand their footprint. Luis, who grew up in a neighborhood where the message seemed 

to be that he did not matter, recognized the difference immediately. While the 

congregation is more diverse than the surrounding neighborhood, it retains its privileged 

element. This element is described in shorthand by non-white members as white, while 

white members acknowledge race but are less likely to place so much emphasis on it. 

Grove Encourages Reflection on Identity in a White Space 

 Given the documented history of exclusion in Fishtown, Grove stands out as force 

advocating for racial justice and racial reflection. Regardless of the racial composition of 

the congregation, or perhaps because of it, Grove injects a thoughtful element into 

Fishtown regarding race. Below I discuss some of the activities that Grove members 

engage.  
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Members emphasize activities that encourage reflection on their own racial 

experience. For instance, meetings are held to discuss the topic of white privilege. At the 

end of one Sunday sermon, Emily provided a typical announcement. She said that Grove 

was “mobilizing because the Black Lives Matter team is doing this cool workshop on 

White Fragility by Robin de Angelo. [The team is] talking about why it’s so hard for 

white people to talk about racism. The team encourages you to read the book ahead of 

time… other people in the community will share the book with you.” While the small-

group discussions that happen around such books can resemble university seminars and 

are even examples of the kind of activities that Luis sometimes objected to, in the context 

of Fishtown they represent an attempt to advance a more racially enlightened worldview.  

Luis is not the only one to point out the sometimes-exclusive dimension in 

activities intended to encourage inclusivity. Sarah, for instance, discussed her 

participation in a reading group that unpacked white supremacy. She laughed in a self-

deprecating manner and admitted that everyone in the group, like her, was white. While it 

would be easy to hark upon the irony of an all-white book club intended to criticize white 

supremacy, it is also an effort to engage in the kinds of conversations that bring about 

greater self-understanding and awareness.  

Owen discussed an experience, like Sarah’s, in which a gathering intended for 

personal reflection carried with it an exclusive element. Owen doesn’t live in Fishtown, 

but a different gentrifying Philadelphia neighborhood where long-time working-class 

Black residents are increasingly living with new, middle-class white people. Owen holds 

a small religious house meeting in the neighborhood and considered making the meeting 

more diverse by integrating it with his long-term neighbors. “Some [meetings] have more 
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diversity in them, but it's just like mostly like white dudes...we're going to talk about our 

feelings and stuff. It's culturally a pretty different kind of thing.” He likes the notion of 

integrating the meetings but wonders if some of the discussions would sound awkward. “I 

think it might just come off, like too foreign to them.” Owen describes a group of 

sensitive white men talking about their feelings and being vulnerable together. While that 

environment is emotionally beneficial for the men involved, Owen worried that it would 

come across as culturally alien to the working-class Black community who have their 

own traditions involving worship. 

Pastor James emphasizes their desire to build a church that affirms the values of 

social justice, even as the church can feel exclusive. The tension between the explicit 

inclusiveness that is advocated for, and the sense of exclusiveness that persists, does not 

have obvious resolution. Such tensions are rife in civic and religious organizations. 

Members of Grove like James are aware of this tension and respond not by quelling 

dissent but by encouraging open discussion, which Grove tends to do well. Hannah 

described the tension in the following way. She started by saying, “I think Grove, when it 

was founded, to my knowledge, was an anti-racist church. And that’s something that 

people at Grove have been working on for a long time.” Hannah, however, was the only 

respondent that suggested that Grove was explicitly founded for this reason. And while 

race is indeed focused on, I did not see this supported in the early Grove literature. She 

added, “I mean, I’m sure it depends on who you talk to. I’m sure there are people for 

whom that’s less important. For me, it’s very important.” If fact, while Hannah is white, 

she originally considered leaving Grove because it felt insufficiently diverse to her. 

“When I first started going to Grove, I told Pastor James, ‘it’s too white.’ I can’t go this 
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church. I need to be in a more diverse church. And he was like, ‘what am I?’ I was like, 

‘you’re not white, but....’” Hannah laughed but her comment hinted at the same point 

Luis made. The sensibility inside the church, even expressed by people like Pastor James 

who are not white, still “feels white.” And this whiteness describes a condition of relative 

status, as discussed above, broader than race, sometimes described as simply “mattering.” 

Pastor James helped convince Hannah to stay by reassuring her that while his vocabulary 

might appeal to educated white progressives, the church would be committed to diversity. 

David’s Influence 

In the following section I revisit former Pastor David. As a resident in Fishtown 

since before gentrification, he occupies a unique space between the newcomers and old 

timers. David has built many relationships throughout the community over the years. 

David is also deeply committed to racial justice but sometimes wonders about the 

ultimate impact of his activities. For this reason, I present more of David’s views and 

activities below.  

David is one of the members of Grove that I interviewed twice. Three years after 

our original meeting, I sat down with David again in the same local coffee shop. A good 

deal has changed. “Last fall I resigned from pastor at Grove,” he said. I knew this from 

others but was still startled to hear David say it. “Pastor” is a title that defines one’s life, a 

master status, in Goffmanian language.  

David seems different now. He said,  

Being a pastor is a blanket. If somebody knows that about you, that’s a thing for 

90 percent of the people that I encountered. They would talk to me differently 

because of my job. I don’t have that anymore. They think I’m an artist. They think 

I’m a person who does indigenous solidarity work or somebody who likes to 

travel or cook or grows food. You know, these other things that I’ve done for 

years. Being a pastor is a barrier for so many people. 
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  No longer holding the title of pastor, I see David differently as well. 

The end of his time as pastor coincided with another major change in his life. 

“This year, back in February, I turned 40.” “And last summer, a year ago last week, my 

Dad died.” “You ever hear people describe the second half of life as a second puberty? 

Where women experience menopause, people with my body often experience something 

pretty similar… emotionally and spiritually. And even though I’m really dialed into those 

sorts of things [life stages and spiritual changes].” David added, “But it’s different when 

you’re in it.” 

I caught David in what he described as a “pivot.” His time as pastor represents a 

huge portion of David’s adult life. When it ended, and with his recent life changes, he 

looked for a new direction. He ended up traveling, first to Poland to see relatives (and do 

“ancestor stuff”) and later to Mexico. “It was about a 15,000-mile drive. It took me two 

months.” During his journey, he presented a scholastic paper on “ways of knowing” at 

the annual symposium held by an Indigenous Learning Community. The paper he 

presented addresses how different cultures make claims to knowledge. David said that 

what he is learning, “really calls into question the limits of white supremacy and white 

supremacist hegemony. What it sets as the limits of knowledge, how we receive 

knowledge, and what is legitimate knowledge and what is not.” His work with the 

indigenous community has helped sharpen his view that “settler colonialism and white 

supremacy undermine our connection to the land and to intergenerational stories, on 

purpose.” 

As David sees it, there is an ideological doctrine inside of people that is harmful 

to others, both historically and contemporarily. He wants to encourage others to see this 
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doctrine so it can be dismantled. National narratives get cast into new light. As an 

example, many tell the American Revolution as a David and Goliath narrative, in which 

America is the young David and the British Empire is Goliath. The story, of course, can 

look different from the perspective of the indigenous people of North America, and 

different still to the descendants of enslaved Africans or, indeed, to the British. David is 

concerned with whose story people are listening to. He is interested in “centering” a 

different identity (cultural or otherwise) into the role of the protagonist. As an illustration, 

David said, “I can say ‘I’m a Polish-American settler living in traditional Lenape Leni 

lands.” While he sometimes identifies this way, it is difficult because, he explained, “for 

a lot of people, that doesn’t make sense to them.” 

David emphasizes the concept of whiteness and its potentially destructive power. 

“Somebody told me yesterday, ‘I’m just a white person!’ I’m like, oh really? As long as 

you think that, you’ll always think of yourself as you’re just this on-top-of-the-world-

group. That’s what buoys white supremacy and it’s just, like, people going along with 

that horseshit. So when people start to deconstruction that, if more of us do it, the less 

centered whiteness gets.” 

Messages like David’s in a neighborhood like Fishtown are noticed. Since David 

has meaningful relationships with long-term residents, his perspective is well known and 

sometimes causes controversy. Moreover, his activities are not limited to discussions. 

David has made real attempts to fight back against the forces of division inside of his 

neighborhood. For example, he said, “We didn’t want our kids to go to Adaire 

[Elementary school] because it was 98 percent white. We filed a desegregation form. 

We’re like, we live in Philadelphia, we don’t just live in Fishtown.”  



402 

 

He does not want his kids to grow up only socialized among white people. They 

live in a diverse city, he reasons, so they should go to a diverse school. He expresses 

concern that even as neighborhoods grow diverse, schools can grow segregated, a 

concern for which there is evidence (see Candipan 2020). When discussing the topic, 

David’s wife joined the conversation at one point and mentions that on their street, she 

said, “one family was instrumental in getting the one section eight house on our block 

shut down because it always had African American families in it.” Both her and David 

maintain that despite the influence of newcomers like them, there is a lot of work to do.   

David’s family tries to bridge the gulf that separates the residents in Fishtown. 

The relationships forged by members like himself, encouraged by Grove, as well as the 

broader demographic changes caused by gentrification, have caused the defended 

neighborhood ethos to diminish. As David bluntly put it, “it’s starting to no longer be a 

hostile, white supremacist, like you-don’t-belong-here, outsiders-not-welcome 

[neighborhood].” By that same token, however, David said, “none of my Black friends 

would go there. I didn’t know that, when I first moved.” No sole individual, even 

someone with the unique character of David, can change a neighborhood alone. Sarah 

once described her activities in Grove as “creating positive ripples out.” David’s efforts 

in the neighborhood is an example of the activities intended to start such ripples. While 

the neighborhood continues to exhibit a degree of exclusion, David’s discussions with 

members helps encourage reflection.  

Pastor Pat’s Influence 

 Pastor Pat sometimes plays a figure akin to David inside First Community. As an 

openly gay pastor, he forced a conversation about sexuality among members who 
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otherwise may have avoided the issue. Moreover, Pat spent time as the pastor at a Black 

church, and at a deaf church. Through trial and error in the city, Pat developed a better 

understanding of race relations and racial misunderstandings than the average old timer. 

Given his unique background, Pat brings a progressive force to First Community and, in 

his own way, gently pushes the congregation in a more accepting direction. Below I 

explore more of Pat’s experiences and their affect at First Community.  

Pat had two profound experiences in his professional life that deepened his 

understanding of race and identity. His first job in Philadelphia was at an association of 

deaf churches that had a few locations, some Black and some white. Pat said, “the first 

church, the Philadelphia deaf church, was white. The Trenton deaf church was Black. 

And there too… African American deaf people have a very different culture and different 

language than white deaf people. So there was tension between the two groups.” Pastor 

Pat continued, “[Black deaf people] have a very different style of signing. So there’s a lot 

of racism in the deaf white community against deaf Black people.” In Pastor Pat’s 

experience, white deaf people often feel isolated and alienated. Blaming Black deaf 

people for “corrupting” the use of proper sign language becomes an easy, and malicious, 

response. The experience, he says, taught him that white people who feel powerless can 

sometimes be more exclusionary in a desperate attempt to hold status over others.  

After working in the deaf church, he worked as a pastor in an African American 

church. “I first went to Holy Cross, which was my first Black church,” Pat said. In this 

new context, he had to absorb new cultural knowledge. He needed to both fit in, and at 

the same time, know his place. “An African American church pastor tends to be very 

heavy handed. And the church wanted me to do that. But at the same time when I did it, it 
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became racial.” “Frequently, someone would call me [out] on something, saying, ‘who do 

you think you are, doing x, y, or z.’” He needed to be the leader without being superior. 

This proved difficult given the authority of the position. “In Black churches, the pastor’s 

family is considered the first family. So you always have special seats. You always have 

special introductions. If you have a spouse, if you’re married to a woman, she’s the first 

lady.” At times, the cultural differences were tough to navigate. “I had to learn how to 

march to the rhythm. How to clap. For me, as a Caucasian person, I didn’t know if I 

should. I didn’t know if I could. They made it very clear to me that ‘you’re our pastor, 

you need to learn to march!’ So we did a lot of marching around the church and stuff like 

that. It was interesting. It was exciting. It was challenging.” “That was a shock for my 

parents,” Pastor Pat added, who would travel every Sunday to attend.  

His time as pastor of the Black church was a period of learning and a lasting 

change in perception of the country. For example, Pat describes one episode while getting 

a meal in a restaurant with his friend. His friend was an African American pastor who 

also happened to be Pat’s boss at the time. As Pat recounted one situation, his friend 

would tell him, “’watch, and see who’s going to get the check.’ And invariably I was 

handed the check.” Sometimes they would travel together. His boss would walk up to a 

service counter somewhere and ask a question to a white worker staffing the counter. 

“People would look at me when they were answering him,” Pat said. “I would say ‘why 

are you looking at me, he asked the question.’” “So I mean, I became, I don’t think the 

average white person necessarily would be aware of that. I wouldn’t be, had someone not 

pointed it out to me. It’s not that I have superior skill, it’s just that someone took the time 

to point it out and teach me.” 
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Interestingly, Pat once confessed that the traditional worship at First Community 

is sometimes stuffy, even to him. He described his own ideal worship setting. It bears an 

uncanny resemblance to Grove. Pat says that if he could design the church, there would 

be no pews. Rather, church would just be a deep conversation in a comfortable room. He 

said, “people would sit around tables of food. I mean, that’s what Luther was famous for. 

He had these beer fests at his house, and he had all seminary students over and they 

would go on forever. I wasn’t didactic. It was drawing out of people what’s already 

there.” Pat wants to put the focus on the relationships between the people and on 

communication. 

Pat has forged intimate relationships with communities in Philadelphia (and 

beyond) that go beyond the average member of First Community. For this reason, he 

brings a broader perspective and while not steeped in the language of social justice that 

Grove uses, is a force for greater inclusion. While Pat is self-effacing and doesn’t claim 

any special understanding of other groups, his experience has clearly taught him practical 

lessons. His commitment to his faith has forged bonds between people that would 

ordinarily not exist.  

Distinguishing First Community from the Old Timers 

 While the members of First Community come from the long-term residents I refer 

to as “old timers,” I need to make a point distinguishing them as well. As a group they 

are, of course, not responsible for the worst incidences in the neighborhood’s history. 

And while I present them as members of the defended neighborhood, they also represent 

a positive force all their own among the old timers. Moreover, the opinions of the 

members of First Community must be fairly considered in their generational, class, and 
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educational framework. That is, the values of the newcomers, and of Grove members 

especially, are shaped by their own relatively privileged social location. Members of First 

Community, in contrast, are coming from a very different life experience. 

 The congregation at First Community is whiter than Grove, but not dramatically 

so. The one Black member of First Community who I interviewed had a white partner 

who, in turn, insisted on First Community through a relation with Pastor Pat. Even so, 

that individual, Elijah, spoke positively about First Community. And all individuals 

spoke disparagingly about any of the racist incidents that took place in Fishtown’s 

history. Rather than contrasting, in some sense, pitting, First Community and Grove, it is 

more helpful to see them as equally sincere in their efforts to do community. 

Class Identity Explored 

In the following section, I show how First Community members describe the 

basic identity groups in the neighborhood. I start by showing an example of the 

resentment that is sometimes directed at “yuppies.” The class divisions can make 

members feel looked down upon despite the shared racial identity. Later, I consider a 

broader set of identities that continually surface in conversation. I present the identities as 

dichotomous in Table 9 as a way of easily visualizing the contrast.  

Feeling Shunned by Newcomers 

Madeline complained that while there were new restaurants and amenities in the 

neighborhood, they were not for her. This was true, she felt, both in price and style. She 

said, “I don’t really do restaurants. We don’t have the money.” “And the other thing is, 

we’re older. The way the places are now, it’s all young people. And even the bars, they 

don’t cater to older residents. We only have one bar, Perry’s, around the corner. 
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Everywhere else you feel like a misfit.” At other bars for the newcomers, Madeline 

continued, “they don’t have the neighborhood beers. It’s all the elaborate fancy stuff. It 

makes it clear that they don’t want old timers in there.” Not only did Madeline feel like 

she didn’t belong in the new places, she felt openly mocked for venturing in. She shared a 

story of going into one of the bars that caters to the younger crowd. “A couple of times 

we went to the Memphis Bar and it was like that in there. And one time I tripped over a 

step, and they laughed. There’s a step that goes into the back room. Nobody warns you. 

And I luckily caught myself and didn’t land on my face and the bartenders laughed and 

I’m like, wow, where’s the respect.” Madeline feels withdrawn and sometimes resigned. 

“They think it’s their neighborhood and they don’t know shit about the neighborhood.”  

 Madeline also notices other cultural differences with the newcomers. She said, 

“Yuppies, if they don’t like something or they hear noise, they call the cops right off the 

bat. Like us, we’ll put up with it for a little while. You know, it’s just someone having a 

good time. But if it rubs the yuppies the wrong way, they’ll call the cops in a heartbeat.” 

Madeline opens the floodgates and starts to complain of a number of simmering tensions, 

involving driving (“U-turns on Frankfurt”), parking (“the handicap parking gets blocked 

or they park on an angle”), and pets (“slinging this dog dirt around”) and ultimately 

exclaimed, “I’m sure we had that in our generation too, but it’s just that when you grew 

up here and then someone comes in and just don’t even think you matter…” Madeline 

circled back to the dog dirt and said, “they left two bags on my front porch! Why’d you 

have to do that? It pisses me off cause I can’t catch them. They’re sneaky.” 

 The members of First Community like Madeline continue to justify their standing 

in the neighborhood in terms of the community legitimacy frame. Dedication to the 
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neighborhood, measured in years spent, is tied up with a sense of ownership. As Claire 

said, “Philadelphia worked. I don’t know why anybody would leave because I felt like 

my ancestors were right. This is the place. This is a good spot.” “It’s kind of amazing to 

be generations in the same place. It seems like in small towns, people will stay in the 

same place for a long time, and bigger cities, people go and move around more. When 

you get neighborhoods, I find that they’re like small towns. Everyone I know, same story, 

their family goes back generations and they’re still here.” For members like Claire and 

Madeline, they have earned their place in the neighborhood.  

The Grove members who have lived in Fishtown long enough to know old timers, 

they are more likely to understand their perspective. David, for instance, mentions 

neighbors who live on Thompson street. David said, “First of all, some of them were 

named Thompson. The street is named after them! And they own the bar at the corner 

and the water ice place. So there are folks like that.” With such intimate ties to the 

neighborhood, David acknowledged, it’s not surprising that the streets and buildings hold 

meaning to the old timers to which the average newcomers would scarcely be aware.  

 While the old timers claim legitimacy in the neighborhood, members of First 

Community do point out positive changes that seem to correspond to the arrival of the 

newcomers. Eleanor reflects on the change in racial attitudes that she has seen over the 

years. She mentions a Black couple she recently saw in the neighborhood. “They were 

walking up and down Tulip street like they didn’t have a care in the world. And I think, 

Christ, dial back fifty years…” Eleanor suggests that they would have been confronted. 

Eleanor went on to criticize the insular character of her neighbors. She likes that the 

neighborhood is becoming less inward facing.  



409 

 

The strives toward greater racial sensitivity and integration have, of course, 

happened gradually and throughout the country. Nevertheless, the specific influx of 

newcomers in Fishtown has clearly tilted the neighborhood toward greater racial 

sensitivity in recent years, even as the old timers complain about a class-based snobbery.   

Cultural Division 

 There are a series of dichotomous identities that continually surface in 

conversation. I see the divisions as being underpinned primarily by class but also 

including a cultural dimension. 

The division coalesced around the perceived softness of the middle class and 

hardness of the working class. For instance, the hippies in the 1960s were perceived to be 

soft, and more likely middle class. The so-called greasers were perceived as hard, and 

more likely working class. When times get tough, middle class families tend to have the 

resources to do something about it. One major division, for instance, which I discuss 

below, was Vietnam. Working class families sent their children to war while middle class 

families were more likely to have children in college, where they avoided the war. Today, 

the new people moving into the neighborhood are distinctly middle class. For the old 

timers, they carry with them the privileges of the middle class, which the old timers 

sometimes resent.  

When I asked Eleanor about politics in the neighborhood, she immediately 

invokes some of these identities. She responded, “that’s where the line comes in with the 

greasers and the hippies. It’s the same. The greasers are for Trump. Love it or leave it, 

you know. They don’t know shit and they don’t want to think. And then there’s 

everybody else. So, around here, there’s a lot of Trump people.” For Eleanor, who lived 
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in Fishtown most of her life, the cultural identity she associated with “the greasers” years 

ago, is now associated with those people who support Trump. Sometimes, as Eleanor tells 

it, it is not just the same “type” of people but also, literally, the same people. The Table 9 

below is a generalization. However, as a generalization it is helpful in clarifying the 

contrasts in which I want to draw attention. 

 

Table 9. Class and Cultural Identity Dichotomies 

Class Status Working Class  Middle Class  

Cultural Attitude Traditional Alternative  

Social Outsider Type Greasers (c. early 1960s) Hippies (c. late 1960s) 

Nationalism Support the Troops (c. 1970s) Anti-Vietnam (c. 1970s) 

Politician Trump (c. 2015) Bernie (c. 2015) 

 

The hippies, in contrast to the greasers, were once the minority in working-class 

Fishtown. They were more likely the children of middle-class families. As such, they 

were more likely to go to college, less likely to go to Vietnam, and more likely to secure 

a middle-class living and move out of Fishtown and escape as the neighborhood was 

declining. Multiple members of First Community told stories about disliking the Vietnam 

protestors and feeling a strong need to support the troops. 

It is understandable why resent might grow with a working-class family sends 

their child to Vietnam and they are killed why a middle-class neighborhood sends their 

child to college. Working class families can feel like they sacrificed for the country while 

middle class kids protested and avoided the war. Years later, the hipsters brought an 

identity reminiscent of the middle-class hippies back into the neighborhood. Linking the 

hippies to the hipsters in the context of Vietnam, helps explain some of the antipathy the 

old timers feel. 
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Political scientists Marc Hetherington and Jonathan Weiler (2018) address a 

national divide in their book Prius or Pickup? The authors contend that there are basic 

psychological differences—they simplify them as ‘fixed’ or ‘fluid’—that underpin a 

whole panoply of preferences. While I make no attempt to sort the members of either 

church into such psychological categories, the distinction they draw in their work 

resonates with the dichotomies I observed. And in this same vein, in his book Why We’re 

Polarized, Ezra Klein (2020) addresses the cultural and attitudinal differences between 

liberals and conservatives. He writes, “the kinds of people most attracted to liberalism are 

the kinds of people who are excited by change, by differences, by diversity. Their politics 

are just one expression of that basic temperament—a temperament that might push them 

to live in polyglot cities, to hitchhike across Europe, to watch foreign-language films.” 

(46) Conservatives are different. Klein writes, “that kind of person might also prefer 

living in a small town nearer to family, going to a church deeply rooted in ritual, 

celebrating at restaurants they already know and love” (46). Some of what I observed in 

Fishtown mirror larger societal changes moving in the direction of increased polarization. 

The urban village populated by the old timers provides a clear contrast to the 

cosmopolitan young people gentrifying the neighborhood. The neighborhood and the 

identity categories discussed functioned as a microcosm for broader social identities in 

the country. 

I should note that members of First Community sometimes disrupt the 

dichotomies in Table 9. For instance, Piper makes clear that she does not support Trump 

but laments how the Vietnam veterans were treated. Camila, in contrast, shares Piper’s 
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view on the veterans. She said, “our country forgot about those people. And I think that’s 

a disgrace.” But unlike Piper, Camila does supports Trump strongly.  

While First Community (and Pastor Pat) may mostly function as a progressive 

force among the old timers, the differences to Grove remain striking. Compare, for 

instance, David filing a desegregation form at his child’s school with Camila’s reaction to 

mandated busing in Philadelphia, intended to integrate the public schools. Camila marked 

that,  

They started busing the Black children and I have nothing against Black people or 

anything, but, I worked in the school and I noticed a difference in how the kids 

treated us. There was lots of fights. And I don’t know if it was because it was 

Black and white. And I don’t think the Black people were happy their kids were 

bused into a white neighborhood either. I really don’t. Because I remember the 

Black parents complaining because they weren’t in their neighborhood. And if 

they got sick they had to go pick them up across town. I guess it was a good thing. 

I don’t know. 

 

Camila eventually took her own kids out of the public school so they could go to a 

private Lutheran school. “My older son, he asked me to take me out,” she said. Camila 

continued to describe her experience in the school, 

There’s a lot of [Black] families that I don’t think were involved in their kids lives 

like we were. Kids had a lot of anger. I guess they had parents that fought. I mean, 

my husband drank too, but we were together. A lot of them weren’t. They were 

raised by one parent. And, just working in the school, you seen a lot of poor 

families. Like the kids would come for breakfast because the parents would still 

be in bed. Where we were up, we went to work, we fed our kids, took them to 

school. I probably wouldn’t have seen that side if I didn’t work in the school. And 

you get to feel sorry for the kids, you know? And the kids that come to school like 

that have a lot of anger and then want to fight with other kids. It’s still that same 

way today. 

 

David went out of his way to encourage racial integration in the local school, 

while Camila went out of her way to avoid it. Camila might be one of the more 

conservative members of First Community. Pat said, “Camila, she’s a big Trump 
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supporter. But this is a gift to me of the church, is that we are still close as ever because 

our bond in Christ.” While Pat said he hates Trump and “most of my people hate Trump,” 

he insisted that, “when there’s a commitment to faith, to thy neighbor, that’s real and 

that’s valuable.” Pat maintains that his commitment to his faith makes disagreements 

with others, like Camila, less important in relation to a deeper dedication to community 

and the purpose that imbues in his life. 

Conclusion 

The significance of race in Fishtown is everywhere and nowhere. That is, inside 

the neighborhood the meaningful division lies between the long-term residents and the 

gentrifying newcomers, who are both white. In this way, racial division does not appear 

relevant. Yet, seen broadly, both historically and in relation to Philadelphia, the shared 

racial identity between residents continues to define the neighborhood. And while no one 

would contest that Fishtown remains white, the significance of that identity is debated. 

The same word carries ranging connotations, as I have shown, from “oppressor,” to the 

simple feeling of “mattering,” depending on who is talking. While the ostensible views 

on racism do not vary between residents (everyone agrees, at least in conversation, that 

racism is bad) that solves little. The most interesting dynamic is the hardest to parse. To 

what extend did the insular push to “defend the neighborhood” in the past ultimately set 

the stage for the gentrification of the present? Members of First Community feel like they 

kept the neighborhood good for the newcomers, who should be grateful. But what does 

“good” mean in this context? I have tried to show that there are clear racial connotations 

to such statements. From the point of view of progressive newcomers, such sentiments 

only reinforce the view that the old timers are racist. From their point of view, the loss of 
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influence of the old timers is nothing to mourn. They represent the “progress” in 

progressive. 

The gentrified spaces of the newcomers, however, are no panacea. There 

continues to be an atmosphere of unease that non-white residents report in the 

neighborhood. I maintain that while the era of the “defended neighborhood” has waned, a 

subtle dimension of exclusion persists. I use Anderson’s concept of white space to 

describe this subtle dimension. I show how Grove sits at a unique social nexus in 

Fishtown. They display features that both include and exclude. In some ways they create 

a privileged environment that functions as an extension of the white space. 

Simultaneously, however, they bring a degree of racial self-reflection and advocacy for 

social justice including racial justice that specifically attenuates the white space. 

I also address a set of identities that are not explicitly racialized. The opposing 

identities are cultural though undergirded by class differences. They involve deep moral 

themes like duty and honor in the case of supporting the troops. They also involve the 

theme of relative privilege. This is especially evident in the case of Vietnam. Working 

class families in Fishtown had their child or partners go to war while middle class 

families went to college. The difference is striking and helps explain lingering feelings of 

resentment. 

Members of both churches express mixed feelings. The members of First 

Community are basically glad to see the neighborhood come back to life, even as they 

report feeling stigmatized and pushed aside on the same block where they played as kids. 

There is an irony that after years of defense, when the “invaders” finally came to 

Fishtown, they were white. The newcomers continue to bring their values into the 
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neighborhood based on class, education, and generational sensibility. Sometimes that 

means shunning the old timers whose neighborhood they have chosen. While they are 

eager to distinguish themselves from the old timers, they remain, after all, neighbors. 

Their sense of security in Fishtown may well rest in part on walls invisible to them.  

The churches, attending mostly to their respective residents, attempt to build 

bridges even as the economic changes in Fishtown continue to refashion the 

neighborhood as an enclave for young hip white professionals. 
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CHAPTER 12: CONCLUSION 

 

Introduction 

The concluding chapter revisits the central purpose of the study: to understand the 

role that two local churches play in maintaining their community amid economic change. 

In this chapter, I revisit the key activities that each church engages and the role of identity 

in the neighborhood. I will also pull back to consider Fishtown’s relation to broader 

polarization in the country. To help address this, I cover an episode of civic unrest that 

affected the neighborhood. 

This research concluded in the first months of 2020. Pastor Pat’s retirement party 

provided a distinctive sense of closure, not only for Pat, but for the research. Just as the 

research activities of the previous years were ending, there was incredible social 

upheaval. The covid-19 global pandemic hit, shut down the churches, many Fishtown 

businesses, and much of the city. Philadelphia had changed overnight. Even walking past 

strangers on the sidewalk felt risky. Then, in the middle of a series of tense months in 

which residents were quarantining, the filmed death of George Floyd sparked national 

and international protests over racial inequality. The protests laid bare some of the social 

fissures that I am exploring in my research. Along with a series of incidences in 

Philadelphia, there was an episode in Fishtown, referred to colloquially as the “bat boys” 

incident, that sharpened the divide inside the neighborhood. The incident caused an 

internal reckoning over Fishtown’s identity. 

Giving Back: How Each Church Impacts the Neighborhood 

 The two churches approach their relationship to Fishtown in different ways. The 

members of First Community give back through traditional channels. They have a food 
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bank for anyone, which tends to include the elderly and the homeless in Kensington. 

They also provide space for Alcoholics Anonymous meetings. While they provide 

services to marginalized people, they do not discuss problems in terms of “systemic” 

injustices. That is, they are not concerned with processes that are large, abstract, or 

institutional in nature. They are firmly rooted in Fishtown. And firmly rooted in the 

traditions they have known. Their role is tangible and practical. They see their purpose as 

contributing a needed warm meal and comforting conversation.  

The members of Grove, in contrast, do see themselves as fighting abstract 

structures that oppress. They do not provide a food pantry for the poor but provide many 

more services ranging from financial gifts to mental health services. The thrift store is a 

classic example of the kind of interventions that Grove seeks. It functions as an in-

between space for the middle-class newcomers and the struggling long-term residents in 

the neighborhood. The most salient difference is that Grove’s approach to social 

problems is influenced by their highly educated congregation. They often intellectualize 

social problems and seek organizational remedies.  

While Grove makes a larger material impact on the neighborhood compared to 

First Community, it is clearly related to their relatively higher class and educational 

levels. Their ability to change the neighborhood (e.g., in opening new businesses) is also 

partially related to their class position. In other words, they do improve the neighborhood 

but also are part of the general middle-class influx that long-term members of the 

neighborhood find intrusive.  

The economic redevelopment of the neighborhood is a more powerful force than 

the interventions of either church. This is not to relegate or dismiss the activities of either 
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church. It is to point out, however, that the fate of both churches is shaped by economic 

currents. As such, the congregation of First Community continues to shrink as the cost of 

maintaining the physical church increases. At Grove, the church expands its influence 

with the swelling population of newcomers. 

Who Truly Belongs in the Community  

 The members of the two churches, when asked about belonging in the 

neighborhood, emphasize different dynamics. The members of First Community tended 

to emphasize their unique legitimacy in the neighborhood due to time. That is, they see 

their place in the neighborhood resting on a lifetime of dedication to the streets and 

places. Moreover, their family lineage is tied to the neighborhood, with parents, 

grandparents, and even distant relatives having lived in the same house, on the same 

street. When they walk through Fishtown, the buildings hold memories that have 

developed over years. Further still, for the members of First Community, they remained 

loyal to the neighborhood even while it was in its roughest condition. They see 

themselves as the good stewards of the neighborhood, who protected it over the years. 

For this reason, they consider themselves to be the authentic members of the community.  

 For the newcomers who moved in during gentrification, buying in Fishtown was 

primarily a financial decision. For Grove members, their narratives involve acts of social 

consciousness raising. They see themselves as bringing the values of social justice to 

neighborhood causes. Protesting the building of the casino, for instance, is a classic 

example of the kind of activity that Grove engages. However, as with the casino, the 

values of Grove do not necessarily correspond to the practical needs of the long-term 
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residents. In some cases, the long-term members feel patronized by the same activities 

that are intended to help. 

 These differences in framing neighborhood issues are captured in table 3 in 

chapter 6. Members of First Community frequently describe issues in ways that 

emphasize a community legitimacy frame. Members of Grove, in contrast, tend to 

describe issues that emphasize a social justice frame. These two frames help explain the 

different a priori assumptions that each set of residents make. The framing helps 

explicate a difference in outlook that is explored throughout the research. 

Outsiders: Reckoning with a Legacy of Exclusion  

 Gentrification in Fishtown does not involve the obvious Black-to-white turnover 

that attracts the most criticism that the process receives. I have shown how, despite this, 

the racial landscape in Fishtown is still important in grappling with the divisions today. 

 Fishtown was a working-class, tight-knit and functional community before the 

decline of industry. Kensington, with its base in textile manufacturing, was especially 

hard hit by the economic changes. As members of the community left, the neighborhood 

became increasingly insular. Fishtown exhibited the symptoms of a defended 

neighborhood as described by Suttles. The defended neighborhood is hostile to outsiders 

and insular. However, it is also a desperate attempt by marginalized people to protect 

their neighborhood. As members of First Community like Pastor Pat acknowledge, the 

strategy of defense inside Fishtown had a great deal to do with race. While the white 

population of Philadelphia declined overall, Fishtown remained predominantly white. 

Members of First Community do not address race directly, as members of Grove do. 

However, Pastor Pat’s influence has been positive owed to his unique experience as a 
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pastor of a Black church. Even still, the ambitions of the church are modest. They attempt 

to provide resources for those struggling nearby, but do not address larger issues like 

systemic racism. 

 As a result of this legacy, the period of gentrification is cast in an unusual light. 

While the redevelopment in the neighborhood has transformed the identity of Fishtown in 

some ways, many report that a subtle dimension of exclusion persists. I use Anderson’s 

concept of white space as a conceptual tool to think about the neighborhood today. I 

suggest that Grove’s relation to the white space is two-sided. On one hand, they are the 

most vocal and perhaps effective advocates for social justice in the community. They do 

not shy away from discussing and organizing to support racial justice. On the other hand, 

the church itself is described by non-white and white members alike as feeling defined by 

its whiteness. In other words, Grove both fits into the white space milieu and provides 

valuable critical reflection on the racial landscape in Fishtown. This tension is evident in 

the conflicted discussions on race that Grove members engage. 

Civic Unrest in the Neighborhood 

 As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, Fishtown was the site of an 

instance of civic unrest during the racial justice protests in the summer of 2020. The 

incident divided the neighborhood and caused a wave of reflection.  

 In the tumult of the protests, a rumor circulated in Fishtown that young radicals 

were going to sweep through the neighborhood and damage property, specifically 

targeting the 26th Police District (Melamed 2020). In recent days, images of the 

Minneapolis 3rd Precinct on fire had circulated in the media. While the hip restaurants, 

bars, and cafes in the neighborhood placed plywood over their windows, anticipating 
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violence, a group of men decided to gather in order to, according to them, protect the 

police station.  

 The gathering of men resembled a mob. The men, who were mostly in their 

thirties, stood carrying bats and, in one case, a hatchet (Ruderman and Laker 2020). They 

gathered on Girard Avenue, the most heavily trafficked street in the neighborhood, in 

front of the police station. Many young people in the city, including many members of 

Grove, turned out that day to show support for the protests. Later in the day, as protestors 

were heading back to their homes in Fishtown, there were altercations between the 

protestors and the assembled men. At least three people were assaulted. Racial epithets 

and homophobic slurs were heard from the men. 

One assault received some media attention because the victim was a producer for 

WHYY-FM public radio (Moselle 2020a). While the shooting event in Kenosha, 

Wisconsin involving Kyle Rittenhouse had not yet occurred, the men appeared, like 

Rittenhouse, to consider themselves an aid to law enforcement. However, their presence 

was entirely extra-judicial. A literal divide emerged across the avenue. On one side were 

the mostly young progressive newcomers of the neighborhood advocating for racial 

justice. On the other side were the assembled men, a vestige of the old defended 

neighborhood, looking menacing. 

One man in the assembled group is reported to have said, “anyone who wants to 

throw shit at a cop or pick on a cop, pick one of us the fuck out, and we’ll go around the 

corner and fight you” (Moselle 2020b). While the men saw the protests as a threat to the 

police, the newcomers saw the men as the true threat. More importantly however, the 

newcomers thought that the police were siding with the would-be mob. Philadelphia was 
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under strict curfew, but the men in Fishtown were not forced inside by the police. The 

police separated the two groups. But they otherwise appeared to tolerate the presence of 

the men, despite the thinly-veiled threat of violence.  

On social media, messages about tension in Fishtown circulated. A twitter user 

that day posted a message that read, “please be careful tonight. There are two all white 

armed vigilante groups roaming Fishtown with the blessing of the @PhillyPolice they 

want to stir up problems and hurt protestors…” Since the protests were for racial equality 

for Black Americans, the assembled men appeared like the modern echo of the mobs that 

started in Kensington in the nineteenth century, discussed in chapter 10. 

The relationship between the assembled men and the police appeared suspicious. 

The newcomers in the neighborhood thought the police were, essentially, protecting the 

mob, rather than themselves. As it turns out, at least one of the men involved in the 

assembled group had a brother who was a police officer at the 26th district (Ruderman 

and Laker 2020). Rather than directing the men away, newcomers observed roughly 

twenty police officers chatting with the group. Officers, it was reported, “shared pizza, 

sandwiches, and bottled water with the vigilantes, who said they were there to protect 

police and their neighborhood from would-be looters” (Ruderman and Laker 2020). It 

appears there was some kind of prior communication in which the police told the 

neighborhood men there might be looting. According to one neighborhood man who was 

part of the assembled group, the police said to them, as reported, “’protect us.’ They were 

just saying, ‘They’re coming. There’s gonna be looting’” (Jones 2020). The assembled 

men, in other words, may well have gathered at the behest of at least one person on the 

force. From the point of view of newcomers, the threatening mob of white men was given 
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tacit sanction by the police which in turn, validated the view of the protesters, who saw 

the police as untrustworthy.  

 The racial reckoning that the country was going through reverberated in Fishtown. 

There were attempts at reconciliation in the aftermath, but the neighborhood had 

experienced a traumatic event (see Orso 2020a). The tension simmered for days. In an 

attempt to quell some of the concerns of the neighbors, the police captain of the 26th 

district held a public video call. The call, with about 300 neighbors, devolved into 

frustrated arguing. According to an article, a respondent on the call asked the captain, 

“Do Black lives matter?” and the captain answered, “Of course they do. Black lives 

matter. White lives matter. Hispanic lives matter. Asian lives matter. Native American 

lives matter” (Orso 2020b). While the captain did not say “All lives matter,” his response 

was enough to signal a position at odds with most on the call. Rather than calming the 

newer residents, it made them feel more certain that the private sentiments of the officers 

aligned with the men holding bats.  

The tension was palpable between the working-class neighbors who had defended 

Fishtown through intimidation for years, and the newcomers who were horrified by the 

bat-wielding men and the police’s apparent complicity. One of the people assaulted that 

day relayed the event on twitter as it proceeded. He wrote in a tweet that there is, “a lot of 

talk on the bat-brandishing side about ‘this is our neighborhood.’ What I’m overhearing 

now is more anti-hipster/gentrification.” The neighborhood was fracturing along identity 

lines. While the incident was racially charged, it also revealed a divide between identities 

that is more complicated than simple racial identity. 
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 The assembled men were defending “their” neighborhood, but their neighborhood 

had changed. The insular village-like quality of Fishtown had transformed. The newest 

neighbors hold different values than the old residents on a variety of issues, especially 

concerning race and the role of the police.  

Residents were forced to reflect. A walk-through was held on the streets of the 

neighborhood in support of racial justice. The words “end racism now” were drawn in 

yellow paint on Girard Avenue, outside the police district. Homemade signs in support of 

Black Lives Matter appeared in windows throughout the neighborhood.    

While the incident with the assembled men was disturbing, the subsequent 

outpouring of support for the Black Lives Matter demonstrations was overwhelming. 

Signs, petitions, and organized talks were commonplace after the incident. The incident 

invoked the shame and ire of the newcomers, who have steadily grown to constitute a 

majority in the fully gentrified parts of the neighborhood. They organized to define 

themselves as against the men with bats. While the incident was dark, it’s final legacy 

may well be the tipping point after which the values of the newcomers hold sway.  

The Churches 

The interviews with church members delineated the tangible programs that each 

church hosts, but also the sense of belonging and tension that each group experiences as 

the neighborhood changes.   

A common theme has been the two-sided nature in the relationship between the 

churches and gentrification. Grove, for instance, protested the building of the nearby 

casino. They did this even as members of First Community cut a deal with the casino. 

These decisions ran against the reactions one might initially predict of the churches. That 
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is, the casino is a part of the gentrification of the neighborhood, as are many members of 

Grove. As such, one might expect the residents who belong to Grove to support such 

development. Yet it was First Community, despite being weary of the newcomers, who 

advocated for the development. This is because Grove members were more likely to see 

the casino in social justice terms, as deleterious to poor communities, while members of 

First Community were more likely to see the casino as offering the kind of working-class 

jobs that they need. The two churches are responding to two sets of concerns, which 

speak to their respective class positions. I show how this dynamic can be found in an 

array of neighborhood divides.  

The two churches try to respond to what they perceive as the primary problems in 

the neighborhood even while the churches are themselves impacted by the changes. 

Grove, despite its more explicitly anti-capitalist message, has been aided by the real 

estate market in Fishtown. Its activities, from humble activism to the growth of small 

businesses, have developed in-step with the redevelopment of the surrounding 

neighborhood. While some might be underwhelmed by First Community for their small-

scale and traditional approach to giving back, they provide a rare source of social stability 

for a contingent that is suffering (e.g., the homeless in Kensington) and social connection 

to community for the old timers in Fishtown whose status is diminishing.  

 The pandemic brought a hiatus to First Community. The older congregation was 

less likely to risk meeting in person and getting sick. Although it is not clear how 

involved First Community would have been in responding to the bat boys incident even if 

they had not been quarantining. First Community members were more estranged from the 

turmoil than those at Grove and were still dealing with the church organization after the 
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retirement of Pastor Pat. In contrast, Grove was better positioned to respond outwardly. 

The members, being younger, were generally less concerned with the pandemic and were 

compelled to participate in protests for racial justice, police reform, and related issues. 

Pastors from the church took place in a protest calling for the release of innates from jails 

and prisons due to the potential spread of the covid-19 virus.  

Despite the laudable intentions of the members of both churches, the turmoil in 

Fishtown was arresting. It brought to the surface deep fissures that are not easily 

reconciled by anyone, let alone two churches. In a The New Yorker article by Eliza 

Griswold addressing the episode, a resident of Fishtown was quoted as saying, “It’s 

almost like having rival gangs all living around each other, but nobody knows who the 

heads of the different gangs are” (Griswold 2020). The metaphor is troubling but calls to 

mind descriptions of Fishtown given by First Community members. The individual 

quoted in the article is a Latino member of the neighborhood who saw his long-term 

white neighbor assemble with the men. As he explained in the article, it made him 

question whether his neighbor secretly harbored prejudice against him. The incident, in 

other words, activated fractures that even local institutions, like churches, will have 

difficulty mending. The incident cast a pessimistic tone across the neighborhood, even as 

it encouraged members of Grove to engage in activism intended to raise awareness of 

racial injustice.  

Two Fishtowns 

During the summer of unrest described above, Anthropologist Wade Davis (2020) 

wrote an article reflecting on America. Davis wrote,  

More than any other country, the United States in the post-war era lionized the 

individual at the expense of community and family. It was the sociological 
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equivalent of splitting the atom. What was gained in terms of mobility and 

personal freedom came at the expense of common purpose. 

 

Wade describes the same slow erosion of community that many social thinkers, 

like Robert Putnam, have called attention to for years. The church is a precious 

neighborhood-level institution for community. In an era of increased atomization, 

attempts to sustain community are notable and increasingly rare. Both sets of 

congregants, at Grove and First Community, are attempting to build (or preserve) the 

tight-knit relationships that harken back to the village-like atmosphere of an earlier 

Fishtown. For members at First Community that means continuing to maintain the 

relationships that they have nurtured over a lifetime. For the members of Grove that 

means fighting against the drift of atomization (and anonymity) in the neighborhood. It 

also means injecting new values (e.g., inclusiveness and diversity) into the neighborhood. 

However, the residents of Grove and First Community remain on different tracks. As the 

fortunes of the newcomers rise, so too do the fortunes of Grove. As the population of the 

old timers declines, so too does the congregation at First Community.  

In their work Lost Classroom, Lost Community, scholars Brinig and Garnett 

(2014) show how the closing of Catholic schools in urban neighborhoods are related to a 

rise in disorder, distrust and neighborhood fear. When such schools close in wealthy 

areas, there is no attendant rise in disorder. In short, there are other neighborhood-level 

institutions to take the place of the closed church and school. Wealthy residents stay 

involved in PTA meetings, yoga groups, sports and other leisure activities. However, for 

poorer neighborhoods full of people who cannot reach these other mediating institutions, 

losing the church leaves them alienated (also see Carney 2019). 
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The division that Brinig and Garnett found is evident in Fishtown. While Grove is 

involved in an array of positive works inside the neighborhood, if the church were to 

close, members would be fine. That is, they would stay engaged in a variety of related 

organizations and activities that serve as mediating institutions. At First Community, the 

situation would play out differently. Piper at First Community stated that if her church 

closes, she’s done with churches. Dealing with the loss is too painful, she said. If the 

church does close, and members fear it might, it will represent the loss of critical 

emotional support for members. The members of First Community are left trying to 

sustain their nucleus of community as their side of the neighborhood continues to shrink.  

Conclusion 

I have shown how identity inside this changing urban village is actively contested. 

I argue that the shared racial identity inside Fishtown has helped attenuate class divisions. 

However, the recent incident of neighborhood strife undercuts any narrative that places 

too much emphasis on unity. The residents of Fishtown remain deeply divided. The 

activities of the two congregations remain as divided as the residents, even as both 

provide resources to their respective sides.   

While the members of Grove are more committed to social justice causes than the 

typical newcomer, they are also a bellwether for change. Violence in Fishtown may have 

gone unnoticed when the neighborhood was forgotten. For the newcomers however, the 

incident of neighborhood strife placed Fishtown’s history on display. The vestige of the 

defended neighborhood from past decades was soundly rejected. Grove will undoubtedly 

play a role in shaping communal responses and leading conversations in the future.  
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While the long-term residents at First Community may sometimes resent the 

newcomers for their patronizing tone, they also know the tide has shifted perceptibly 

towards the newcomers. The identity of the neighborhood, and its future, is held by the 

newcomers. The economic transformation, and attendant social changes, will continue to 

transform Fishtown. The process of gentrification tends to transform even the religious 

life of the neighborhood as it does for other domains. For First Community, the 

impending demographic and financial changes make their future precarious. Until then, 

the church will continue to function as a precious meeting place to find purpose, meaning 

and community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



430 

 

REFERENCES 

 

Adams, Carolyn, David Bartelt, David Elesh, and Ira Goldstein. 2008. Restructuring the 

Philadelphia Region: Metropolitan Divisions and Inequality. Philadelphia, PA: 

Temple University Press. 

Adams, Carolyn, David Bartlet, David Elesh, Ira Goldstein, Nancy Kleniewski, and 

William Yancey. 1991. Philadelphia: Neighborhoods, Division, and Conflict in a 

Postindustrial City. Pennsylvania, PA: Temple University Press. 

Adams, Carolyn. 2014. From the Outside In: Suburban Elites, Third-Sector 

Organizations, and the Reshaping of Philadelphia. Ithica, NY: Cornell University 

Press. 

Anderson, Elijah. 1992. Streetwise: Race, Class, and Change in an Urban Community. 

Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Anderson, Elijah. 1999. Code of the Street: Decency, Violence, and the Moral Life of the 

Inner City. New York, NY: W. W. Norton & Company. 

Anderson, Elijah. 2015. “‘The White Space.’” Sociology of Race and Ethnicity 1(1):10–

21. 

Babbie, Earl R. 2015. The Practice of Social Research. Nelson Education. 

Baily, Martin Neil, and Barry P. Bosworth. 2014. “US Manufacturing: Understanding Its 

Past and Its Potential Future.” Journal of Economic Perspectives 28(1):3–26. 

Balzarini, John E. 2013. “Casino Development and the Right to the City: Conflict and 

Community Place-Making in Philadelphia.” Ph.D. Dissertation, Temple 

University, Philadelphia, PA. 

Balzarini, John E., and Anne B. Shlay. 2016. “Gentrification and the Right to the City: 

Community Conflict and Casinos.” Journal of Urban Affairs 38(4):503–17. 

Barrallo, Javier, Francisco González-Quintial, and Santiago Sánchez-Beitia. 2015. “An 

Introduction to the Vesica Piscis, the Reuleaux Triangle and Related Geometric 

Constructions in Modern Architecture.” Nexus Network Journal 17(2):671–84. 

Beauregard, Robert A. 1990. “Trajectories of Neighborhood Change: The Case of 

Gentrification.” Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space 22(7):855–74. 

Beauregard, Robert A. 1986. “The Chaos and the Complexity of Gentrification.” in The 

Gentrification Reader, edited by N. Smith and P. Williams. London: Routledge. 

Beck, Tom. 2019. “Fishtown’s Battle against Starbucks Earns Another Big, Unexpected 

Win in the Battle for the Soul of Frankford Avenue.” Star News. Retrieved March 

1, 2020 (https://starnewsphilly.com/2019/08/22/fishtowns-battle-against-



431 

 

starbucks-earns-another-unexpected-win-in-the-battle-for-the-soul-of-frankford-

avenue/). 

Becker, Howard. 1963. Outsiders: Studies In The Sociology of Deviance. New York, NY: 

The Free Press of Glencoe. 

Bell, Daniel. 1973. The Coming of Post-Industrial Society. New York, NY: Basic Books. 

Belsky, Eric S., Christopher E. Herbert, and Jennifer H. Molinsky. 2014. Homeownership 

Built to Last: Balancing Access, Affordability, and Risk after the Housing Crisis. 

Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press. 

Benjamin, Walter. 1999. The Arcades Project. Boston, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Berger, Peter L. 1969. The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of 

Religion. Garden City, NY: Anchor Books. 

Binzen, Peter. 1970. Whitetown, U.S.A. New York, NY: Vintage Books. 

Bogardus, Emory S. 1925a. “Measuring Social Distance.” Journal of Applied Sociology 

9:299–308. 

Bogardus, Emory S. 1925b. “Social Distance and Its Origins.” Journal of Applied 

Sociology 9(2):216–26. 

Bois, W. E. B. Du. 1899. The Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study. Philadelphia, PA: 

University of Pennsylvania Press. 

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1990. The Logic of Practice. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 

Bourgois, Philippe. 1989. “In Search of Horatio Alger: Culture and Ideology in the Crack 

Economy.” Contemporary Drug Problems 16(1):619. 

Boustan, Leah Platt. 2010. “Was Postwar Suburbanization ‘White Flight’? Evidence from 

the Black Migration.” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 125(1):417–43. 

Brenner, Neil, and Nik Theodore. 2002. “Cities and the Geographies of ‘Actually 

Existing Neoliberalism.’” Antipode 34(3):349–79. 

Brinig, Margaret F., and Nicole Stelle Garnett. 2014. Lost Classroom, Lost Community: 

Catholic Schools’ Importance in Urban America. Chicago, IL: University of 

Chicago Press. 

Brint, Steven. 2001. “Gemeinschaft Revisited: A Critique and Reconstruction of the 

Community Concept.” Sociological Theory 19(1):1. 

Brooks, David. 2000. Bobos in Paradise: The New Upper Class and How They Got 

There. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster. 



432 

 

Bureau. 2019. “Table 7. Survival of Private Sector Establishments by Opening Year.” 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Retrieved September 10, 2020 

(https://www.bls.gov/bdm/us_age_naics_00_table7.txt). 

Burgess, Ernest W. 2008. “The Growth of the City: An Introduction to a Research 

Project.” Pp. 71–78 in Urban Ecology, edited by Marzluff, J.M. et. al. Boston, 

MA: Springer. 

Busà, Alessandro. 2017. The Creative Destruction of New York City: Engineering the 

City for the Elite. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Byrne, J. Peter. 2002. “Two Cheers for Gentrification.” Howard Law Journal 46:405. 

Candipan, Jennifer. 2020. “Choosing Schools in Changing Places: Examining School 

Enrollment in Gentrifying Neighborhoods.” Sociology of Education 93(3):215–

37. 

Carlino, Gerald A., and Albert Saiz. 2019. “Beautiful City: Leisure Amenities and Urban 

Growth.” Journal of Regional Science 59(3):369–408. 

Carney, Timothy P. 2019. Alienated America: Why Some Places Thrive While Others 

Collapse. New York, NY: Harper. 

Castells, Manuel. 1996. The Rise of the Network Society. Malden, MA: Blackwell 

Publishing. 

Charmaz, Kathy. 2006. Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide through 

Qualitative Analysis. London: Sage Press. 

Chua, Amy. 2018. Political Tribes: Group Instinct and the Fate of Nations. New York, 

NY: Penguin Press. 

Clark, Kenneth B. 1967. Dark Ghetto: Dilemmas of Social Power. Middletown, CT: 

Wesleyan University Press. 

Coates, Ta-Nehisi. 2017. We Were Eight Years in Power: An American Tragedy. New 

York, NY: One World. 

Colden, Kevin. 2008. Fishtown. San Diego, CA: IDW Publishing. 

Conn, Steven. 2006. Metropolitan Philadelphia: Living with the Presence of the Past. 

Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press. 

Coontz, Stephanie. 1992. The Way We Never Were: American Families And The 

Nostalgia Trap. New York, NY: Basic Books. 

Corr, John. 1969. “Hooked on Fishtown.” The Philadelphia Inquirer Magazine, May 25. 



433 

 

Crowder, Kyle, and Maria Krysan. 2016. “Moving beyond the Big Three: A Call for New 

Approaches to Studying Racial Residential Segregation.” City & Community 

15(1):18–22. 

Crowder, Kyle, and Scott J. South. 2008. “Spatial Dynamics of White Flight: The Effects 

of Local and Extralocal Racial Conditions on Neighborhood out-Migration.” 

American Sociological Review 73(5):792–812. 

Crowley, Gregory J. 2005. The Politics of Place: Contentious Urban Redevelopment in 

Pittsburgh. Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press. 

Dale, Maryclaire. 2003. “Philadelphia Teen’s Brutal Beating Death Called ‘Something 

out of the Dark Ages.’” Argus-Press, June 19, 10. 

David, H., Christopher J. Palmer, and Parag A. Pathak. 2017. Gentrification and the 

Amenity Value of Crime Reductions: Evidence from Rent Deregulation. 0898–

2937. National Bureau of Economic Research. 

Davis, Wade. 2020. “The Unraveling of America.” Rolling Stone. Retrieved November 

30, 2020 (https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/political-commentary/covid-19-

end-of-american-era-wade-davis-1038206/). 

Deresiewicz, William. 2015. “The Death of the Artist—and the Birth of the Creative 

Entrepreneur.” The Atlantic, January/February, pp. 92. 

Desilver, Drew. 2018. “For Most Americans, Real Wages Have Barely Budged for 

Decades.” Pew Research Center. Retrieved February 13, 2020 

(https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/08/07/for-most-us-workers-real-

wages-have-barely-budged-for-decades/). 

Desmond, Matthew. 2016. Evicted: Poverty and Profit in the American City. New York, 

NY: Broadway Books. 

DiAngelo, Robin. 2018. White Fragility: Why It’s So Hard for White People to Talk 

About Racism. Boston, MA: Beacon Press. 

Diaz, Idris. 1991. “Fishtown: No Halfway House Here.” The Philadelphia Inquirer, 

February 13, B4. 

Dimock, Michael, and Richard Wike. 2020. “America Is Exceptional in the Nature of Its 

Political Divide.” Pew Research Center. Retrieved December 17, 2020 

(https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/11/13/america-is-exceptional-in-

the-nature-of-its-political-divide/). 

Dixon, Stuart Paul. 1990. Workshop of the World: A Selective Guide to the Industrial 

Archaeology of Philadelphia. Wallingford, PA: Oliver Evans Press. 



434 

 

Donald, Kraybill. 2004. Who Are The Anabaptists?: Amish, Brethren, Hutterites, and 

Mennonites. Scottdale, PA: Herald Press. 

Drake, St Clair, and Horace R. Cayton. 1945. Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro Life in 

a Northern City. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Dreier, Peter, John H. Mollenkopf, and Todd Swanstrom. 2004. Place Matters: 

Metropolitics for the Twenty-First Century. Lawrence, KA: University Press of 

Kansas. 

Duany, Andres. 2001. “Three Cheers for ‘Gentrification.’” American Enterprise 

12(3):36–39. 

Dunbar, R. I. M. 1992. “Neocortex Size as a Constraint on Group Size in Primates.” 

Journal of Human Evolution 22(6):469–93. 

Duneier, Mitchell. 2000. Sidewalk. New York, NY: Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 

Duneier, Mitchell. 2016. Ghetto: The Invention of a Place, the History of an Idea. New 

York, NY: Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 

Durkheim, Emile. 2008. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, edited by M. S. Cladis. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Econsult Solutions. 2019. Philadelphia Tourism Indicators and Impact. Philadelphia, PA: 

Econsult Solutions, Inc. Retrieved January 1, 2021 

(https://www.visitphilly.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/EC-Indicators-Impact-

2019-Report-12-16-19-final.pdf) 

Eichel, Larry. 2018. Philadelphia’s Rising Overdose Deaths Highlight Opioid Crisis. The 

Pew Charitable Trusts. 

Eichel, Larry, Elizabeth Lowe, Erika Compart, and Liz Visser. 2019. Philadelphia 2019: 

The State of the City. The Pew Charitable Trusts. 

Eichel, Larry, and Meagan Pharis. 2018. “Philadelphia’s Drug Overdose Death Rate 

Among Highest in Nation.” The Pew Charitable Trusts. Retrieved January 24, 

2021 (http://pew.org/2FXKlur). 

Eichel, Larry, and Meagan Pharis. 2019. “Poll Shows Impact of Opioid Crisis on 

Philadelphians and Their Neighborhoods.” The Pew Charitable Trusts. Retrieved 

November 28, 2020 (https://pew.org/2OKKxX4). 

Eskridge, Larry. 2013. God’s Forever Family: The Jesus People Movement in America. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press. 



435 

 

Ethington, Philip J. 1997. “The Intellectual Construction of Social Distance”: Toward a 

Recovery of Georg Simmel’s Social Geometry.” Cybergeo: European Journal of 

Geography. 

Fenich, George G. 1996. “A Chronology of (Legal) Gaming in the US.” Gaming 

Research & Review Journal 3(2):6. 

Finkel, Ken. 2016a. “In the Heart of Philadelphia’s ‘Lead Belt.’” PhillyHistory Blog. 

Retrieved January 31, 2019 (https://www.phillyhistory.org/blog/index.php/ 

2016/03/in-the-heart-of-philadelphias-lead-belt/). 

Finkel, Ken. 2016b. “Philadelphia’s Scarlet Streak.” PhillyHistory Blog. Retrieved 

September 25, 2020 (https://blog.phillyhistory.org/index.php/2016/10/ 

philadelphias-scarlet-streak/). 

Fischer, Claude S. 1975. “Toward a Subcultural Theory of Urbanism.” American Journal 

of Sociology 80(6):1319–41. 

Fischer, Claude S. 1995. “The Subcultural Theory of Urbanism: A Twentieth-Year 

Assessment.” American Journal of Sociology 101(3):543–77. 

Florida, Richard. 2002. The Rise of the Creative Class: And How It’s Transforming 

Work, Leisure, Community And Everyday Life. New York, NY: Basic Books. 

Florida, Richard. 2003. “Cities and the Creative Class.” City & Community 2(1):3–19. 

Florida, Richard. 2017. The New Urban Crisis: How Our Cities Are Increasing 

Inequality, Deepening Segregation, and Failing the Middle Class-and What We 

Can Do About It. New York, NY: Basic Books. 

Florida, Richard. 2019. “The Real Economic Powerhouses Are Mega-Regions, Not 

Nations.” Bloomberg CityLab, February 28. 

Frank, Thomas. 2005. What’s the Matter with Kansas?: How Conservatives Won the 

Heart of America. New York, NY: Picador. 

Fraser, Steve. 2016. The Limousine Liberal: How an Incendiary Image United the Right 

and Fractured America. New York, NY: Basic Books. 

Freeman, Lance. 2005. “Displacement or Succession? Residential Mobility in 

Gentrifying Neighborhoods.” Urban Affairs Review 40(4):463–91. 

Friedman, Milton. 1962. Capitalism and Freedom. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago. 

Friedmann, J., and G. Wolff. 1982. “1982: World City Formation: An Agenda for 

Research and Action, International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 6, 

309-43.” 



436 

 

Fukuyama, Francis. 1992. The End of History and the Last Man. New York, NY: Free 

Press. 

Furstenberg, Frank F., Alisa Belzer, Colleen Davis, Judith A. Levine, Kristine Morrow, 

and Mary Washington. 1993. “How Families Manage Risk and Opportunity in 

Dangerous Neighborhoods.” Sociology and the Public Agenda 231–58. 

Gans, Herbert J. 2009. “Some Problems of and Futures for Urban Sociology: Toward a 

Sociology of Settlements.” City & Community 8(3):211–19. 

Georg, Simmel. 1904. The Philosophy of Money, edited by D. Frisby. New York, NY: 

Routledge. 

Gibson, Campbell, and Kay Jung. 2002. “Population Division: Historical Census 

Statistics On Population Totals By Race, 1790 to 1990, and By Hispanic Origin, 

1970 to 1990, For Large Cities And Other Urban Places In The United States.” 

Working Paper No. 56. Retrieved on November 12, 2020. 

(https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/working-

papers/2002/demo/POP-twps0056.pdf) 

Gieryn, Thomas F. 2000. “A Space for Place in Sociology.” Annual Review of Sociology 

26(1):463–96. 

Gillin, Beth. 1987. “In Fishtown, Soup’s on for the Needy.” The Philadelphia Inquirer, 

December 6, B1. 

Glaeser, Edward L., Jed Kolko, and Albert Saiz. 2001. “Consumer City.” Journal of 

Economic Geography 1(1):27–50. 

Glaser, Barney G., and Anselm L. Strauss. 1967. The Discovery of Grounded Theory: 

Strategies for Qualitative Research. New Brunswick: Aldine Transaction. 

Glover, Sarah. 2013. “Welcome to Racially Charged Fishtown?” NBC10 Philadelphia, 

April 10. Retrieved on January 1, 2021. (https://www.nbcphiladelphia.com/news/ 

local/racially-charged-fishtown-welcome/2086918/) 

Goffman, Alice. 2014. On the Run: Fugitive Life in an American City. Chicago, IL: 

University of Chicago Press. 

Gotham, Kevin Fox. 2006. “The Secondary Circuit of Capital Reconsidered: 

Globalization and the US Real Estate Sector.” American Journal of Sociology 

112(1):231–75. 

Gottdiener, Mark. 1997. The Theming of America: Dreams, Visions, And Commercial 

Spaces. Routledge. 



437 

 

Goulet, Emily. 2019. “Fishtown: An Oral History (So Far).” Philadelphia Magazine. 

Retrieved November 18, 2020 (https://www.phillymag.com/news/fishtown-oral-

history-philadelphia/). 

Granovetter, Mark S. 1973. “The Strength of Weak Ties.” American Journal of Sociology 

78(6):1360–80. 

Grasmuck, Sherri. 2005. Protecting Home: Class, Race, and Masculinity in Boys’ 

Baseball. Piscataway, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 

Greene, Joshua David. 2013. Moral Tribes: Emotion, Reason, and the Gap between Us 

and Them. Penguin Press. 

Griswold, Eliza. 2020. “A Community Organizer Takes on White Vigilantism.” The New 

Yorker. Retrieved September 3, 2020 (https://www.newyorker.com/news/us-

journal/a-community-organizer-takes-on-white-vigilantism). 

Grogger, Jeff, and Michael Willis. 2000. “The Emergence of Crack Cocaine and the Rise 

in Urban Crime Rates.” Review of Economics and Statistics 82(4):519–29. 

Gunter, Joel. 2017. “As an Open-Air Heroin Camp Is Closed, Options Narrow.” BBC 

News. Retrieved February 9, 2021 (https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-

40637288). 

Guzder, Deena. 2011. Divine Rebels: American Christian Activists for Social Justice. 

Chicago, IL: Lawrence Hill Books. 

Harari, Yuval Noah. 2014. Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind. Random House. 

Harris, Sam. 2019. “Among the Deplorables 172.” Making Sense. Retrieved on 

December 12, 2020 (https://samharris.org/podcasts/172-among-deplorables/) 

Harris, Sam. 2020. “Unlearning Race 182.” Making Sense. Retrieved on December 11, 

2010 (https://samharris.org/podcasts/182-unlearning-race/) 

Harvey, David. 1992. “Social Justice, Postmodernism and the City.” International 

Journal of Urban and Regional Research 16(4):588–601. 

Harvey, David. 2012. Rebel Cities: From the Right to the City to the Urban Revolution. 

New York, NY: Verso. 

Hayek, F. A. 2007. The Road to Serfdom: Text and Documents, edited by B. Caldwell. 

Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Hersh, Eitan, and Yair Ghitza. 2018. “Mixed Partisan Households and Electoral 

Participation in the United States.” PloS One 13(10):e0203997. 



438 

 

Hershberg, Theodore. 1973. “Free Blacks in Antebellum Philadelphia.” Pp. 111–34 in 

The Peoples of Philadelphia: A History of Ethnic Groups and Lower Class Life, 

1790-1940, edited by A. Davis and M. Haller. Philadelphia, PA: The University 

of Pennsylvania. 

Hetherington, Marc, and Jonathan Weiler. 2018. Prius or Pickup?: How the Answers to 

Four Simple Questions Explain America’s Great Divide. Houghton Mifflin. 

Hexamer, Ernest. 1892. “Arrott’s Mill, Arrott Steam Power Mills Co.” Greater 

Philadelphia GeoHistory Network. Retrieved on February 14, 2021 

(http://www.philageohistory.org/rdic-images/view-image.cfm/HGSv27.2610-

2611) 

Hirsch, Arnold R., ed. 1983. Making the Second Ghetto: Race and Housing in Chicago, 

1940-1960. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press. 

Hobbes, Thomas. 2017. Leviathan or The Matter, Forme and Power of a Common-

Wealth Ecclesiasticall and Civil. CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform. 

Hochschild, Arlie Russell. 2016. Strangers in Their Own Land: Anger and Mourning on 

the American Right. New York, NY: The New Press. 

Hoffman, Jan. 2019. “Purdue Pharma Tentatively Settles Thousands of Opioid Cases.” 

The New York Times, September 12, A1. 

Howell, Joseph T. 1973. Hard Living on Clay Street: Portraits of Blue Collar Families. 

Prospect Heights, IL: Anchor Books. 

Howell, Octavia, and Susan Warner. 2017. Philadelphia’s Poor: Who They Are, Where 

They Live, and How That Has Changed. Philadelphia, PA: The Pew Charitable 

Trusts. 

Hunt, Melissa G., Rachel Marx, Courtney Lipson, and Jordyn Young. 2018. “No More 

FOMO: Limiting Social Media Decreases Loneliness and Depression.” Journal of 

Social and Clinical Psychology 37(10):751–68. 

Huse, Tone. 2016. Everyday Life in the Gentrifying City: On Displacement, Ethnic 

Privileging and the Right to Stay Put. New York, NY: Routledge. 

Huss, Linda. 2019. “Progress in Fight against Poverty: Lower Poverty Rate, Higher 

Income.” City of Philadelphia. Retrieved February 12, 2020 

(https://www.phila.gov/2019-09-26-progress-in-fight-against-poverty-lower-

poverty-rate-higher-income/). 

Hymowitz, Kay S. 2006. Marriage and Caste in America: Separate and Unequal 

Families in a Post-Marital Age. Chicago, IL: Ivan R. Dee. 

Ignatiev, Noel. 1995. How the Irish Became White. New York, NY: Routledge. 



439 

 

Inquirer Staff. 1988. “A Brick Flies in Fishtown.” The Philadelphia Inquirer, September 

16, A22. 

Isenberg, Nancy. 2016. White Trash: The 400-Year Untold History of Class in America. 

New York, NY: Viking. 

Jacobs, Jane. 1961. The Death and Life of Great American Cities. New York, NY: 

Vintage. 

Jones, Layla. 2020. “‘There’s Gonna Be Looting,’ Police Warned White Fishtowners, 

Showing a Close-Knit Relationship That Plays out across Philly.” Billy Penn. 

Retrieved January 16, 2021 (https://billypenn.com/2020/06/17/theres-gonna-be-

looting-police-warned-white-fishtowners-showing-a-close-knit-relationship-that-

plays-out-across-philly/). 

Jones, Toby. 2010. The Way of Jesus: Re-Forming Spiritual Communities in a Post-

Church Age. Eugene, OR: Resource Publications. 

Junger, Sebastian. 2016. Tribe: On Homecoming and Belonging. New York, NY: 

Hachette. 

Kasinitz, Philip, and David Hillyard. 1995. “The Old-Timers’ Tale: The Politics of 

Nostalgia on the Waterfront.” Journal of Contemporary Ethnography 24(2):139–

64. 

Katz, Matt. 2018. “Leaving New York to Find the American Dream in Philadelphia.” The 

New York Times, July 22, MB1. 

Kaye, Ellen. 1984. “Faking It in Fishtown.” The Philadelphia Inquirer, February 26, 32. 

Kefalas, Maria. 2003. Working-Class Heroes: Protecting Home, Community, and Nation 

in a Chicago Neighborhood. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 

Klein, Ezra. 2020. Why We’re Polarized. London: Profile Books. 

Koistinen, David. 2002. “The Causes of Deindustrialization: The Migration of the Cotton 

Textile Industry from New England to the South.” Enterprise & Society 482–520. 

Kornblum, William. 1974. Blue Collar Community. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 

Press. 

Korobkin, Rob. 2008. “The Dynamics of Neighborhood Change in Brewerytown, 

Philadelphia.” Thesis, Bryn Mawr College: Department of Growth and Structure 

of Cities, Bryn Mawr, PA. 

Kraybill, Donald B. 2011. The Upside-Down Kingdom. Harrisonburg, VA: Herald Press. 



440 

 

Kreager, Derek A., Christopher J. Lyons, and Zachary R. Hays. 2011. “Urban 

Revitalization and Seattle Crime, 1982–2000.” Social Problems 58(4):615–39. 

Krysan, Maria, and Michael DM Bader. 2009. “Racial Blind Spots: Black-White-Latino 

Differences in Community Knowledge.” Social Problems 56(4):677–701. 

Lamont, Michèle, and Ann Swidler. 2014. “Methodological Pluralism and the 

Possibilities and Limits of Interviewing.” Qualitative Sociology 37(2):153–71. 

Lang, Michael. 1986. “Measuring Economic Benefits from Gentrification.” Journal of 

Urban Affairs 8(4):27–39. 

Lees, Loretta, Tom Slater, and Elvin K. Wyly. 2008. Gentrification. Routledge. 

Lefebvre, Henri. 1992. The Production of Space. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell. 

Lewis, Oscar. 1952. “Urbanism Without Breakdown: A Case Study.” The Scientific 

Monthly 75(1):31–41. 

Ley, David. 2003. “Artists, Aestheticisation and the Field of Gentrification.” Urban 

Studies 40(12):2527–44. 

Lichter, Daniel T., Domenico Parisi, and Michael C. Taquino. 2012. “The Geography of 

Exclusion: Race, Segregation, and Concentrated Poverty.” Social Problems 

59(3):364–88. 

Lin, Jan. 1998. “Globalization and the Revalorizing of Ethnic Places in Immigration 

Gateway Cities.” Urban Affairs Review 34(2):313–39. 

Lind, Michael. 2020. The New Class War: Saving Democracy from the Managerial Elite. 

New York, NY: Portfolio. 

Lipsitz, George. 1995. “The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: Racialized Social 

Democracy and the ‘White’ Problem in American Studies.” American Quarterly 

47(3):369–87. 

Lipson, Jonathan C., and Gerald Posner. 2020. “The Sacklers’ Last Poison Pill.” The New 

York Times, December 5. 

Lloyd, Richard. 2004. “The Neighborhood in Cultural Production: Material and Symbolic 

Resources in the New Bohemia.” City & Community 3(4):343–72.  

Logan, John R., and Harvey Molotch. 1987. Urban Fortunes: The Political Economy of 

Place. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 

Logan, John R., Rachel Bridges Whaley, and Kyle Crowder. 1997. “The Character and 

Consequences of Growth Regimes: An Assessment of 20 Years of Research.” 

Urban Affairs Review 32(5):603–30. 



441 

 

Loury, Glenn, and John McWhorter. 2018. The Glenn Show. Retrieved on January 15, 

2021 (https://bloggingheads.tv/videos/8993) 

Lubet, Steven. 2017. Interrogating Ethnography: Why Evidence Matters. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Lubrano, Alfred. 2016. “Camp Heroin: Under the Conrail Bridge in Fairhill’s ‘El 

Campamento,’ Where Addiction Makes the Rules.” The Philadelphia Inquirer, 

November 13, A21. 

Lubrano, Alfred. 2018. “Kensington’s Descent: How Once-Thriving Area Became 

Epicenter of Crisis.” The Philadelphia Inquirer, January 24, A7. 

MacGillis, Alec. 2010. “The Ruse of the Creative Class.” The American Prospect 4:12–

18. 

Mallach, Alan. 2018. The Divided City: Poverty and Prosperity in Urban America. 

Washington, DC: Island Press. 

Maly, Ico, and Piia Varis. 2016. “The 21st-Century Hipster: On Micro-Populations in 

Times of Superdiversity.” European Journal of Cultural Studies 19(6):637–53. 

Maly, Michael, Heather Dalmage, and Nancy Michaels. 2013. “The End of an Idyllic 

World: Nostalgia Narratives, Race, and the Construction of White 

Powerlessness.” Critical Sociology 39(5):757–79. 

Marcuse, Peter. 1985. “Gentrification, Abandonment, and Displacement: Connections, 

Causes, and Policy Responses in New York City.” Journal of Urban and 

Contemporary Law 28. 

Mariani, Mike. 2020. “The New Generation of Self-Created Utopias.” The New York 

Times, January 16. Retrieved on September 1, 2020. 

(https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/05/opinion/sackler-purdue-pharma-doj.html) 

Marin, Max. 2019. “Hepatitis A Outbreak Spreads in Kensington, Prompting Pleas to 

‘Get Vaccinated!’” Billy Penn. Retrieved November 27, 2020 

(https://billypenn.com/2019/07/27/hepatitis-a-outbreak-spreads-in-kensington-

prompting-pleas-to-get-vaccinated/). 

Markusen, Ann. 2006. “Urban Development and the Politics of a Creative Class: 

Evidence from a Study of Artists.” Environment and Planning A 38(10):1921–40. 

Markusen, Ann, and Greg Schrock. 2009. “Consumption-Driven Urban Development.” 

Urban Geography 30(4):344–67. 

Marshall, Hollianne. 2009. “Defended Neighborhoods And Organized Crime: Does 

Organized Crime Lower Street Crime?” Masters Thesis, University of Central 

Florida. 



442 

 

Marx, Karl. 1992. Capital: Volume 1: A Critique of Political Economy. New York, NY: 

Penguin Classics. 

Marx, Karl, and Friedrich Engels. 1978. The Marx-Engels Reader, edited by R. C. 

Tucker. New York, NY: W. W. Norton & Company. 

Massey, Douglas S. 1990. “American Apartheid: Segregation and the Making of the 

Underclass.” American Journal of Sociology 96(2):329–57. 

Massey, Douglas S. 1996. “The Age of Extremes: Concentrated Affluence and Poverty in 

the Twenty-First Century.” Demography 33(4):395–412. 

Mazar, Alissa. 2018. “Growth Coalitions in Declining Cities: Casinos, Redevelopment, 

and Inter-Urban Competition.” Urban Geography 39(6):822–43. 

McCarthy, John. 2002. “Entertainment-Led Regeneration: The Case of Detroit.” Cities 

19(2):105–11. 

McCloskey, Deirdre N. 2007. The Bourgeois Virtues: Ethics for an Age of Commerce. 

Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 

McCrystal, Laura. 2019. “Philadelphia’s Controversial 10-Year Tax Abatement Soon 

Could Change for the First Time. Here’s What You Need to Know.” The 

Philadelphia Inquirer. Retrieved on January 14, 2021 (https://www.inquirer.com/ 

news/philadelphia-10-year-tax-abatement-20191127.html). 

McCrystal, Laura. 2020. “Council Weighs Cut in a Tax Break: It Will Consider Reducing 

the City’s 10-Year Tax Abatement for Commercial Development.” The 

Philadelphia Inquirer, November 20, B1. 

McCuan, Jess. 2008. “Rebirth Along the River.” The New York Times, January 13. 

Retrieved August 6, 2020 

(https://www.nytimes.com/2008/01/13/travel/13dayout.html) 

McKenzie, Roderick D. 1924. “The Ecological Approach to the Study of the Human 

Community.” American Journal of Sociology 30(3):287–301. 

Melamed, Samantha. 2020. “Antifa Rumors and Hoaxes Stoke Fears: From the White 

House to South Phila. and Fishtown, Arming against a Real or Imagined Foe.” 

The Philadelphia Inquirer, July 8, A1. 

Milano, Kenneth W. 2008. Remembering Kensington & Fishtown: Philadelphia’s 

Riverward Neighborhoods. Charleston, SC: The History Press. 

Milano, Kenneth W. 2009. The History of Penn Treaty Park. Charleston, SC: The History 

Press. 



443 

 

Milano, Kenneth W. 2010. Hidden History of Kensington and Fishtown. Arcadia 

Publishing. 

Miles-Doan, Rebecca. 1998. “Violence between Spouses and Intimates: Does 

Neighborhood Context Matter?” Social Forces 77(2):623–45. 

Miller, Randall M., and William Pencak, eds. 2002. Pennsylvania: A History of the 

Commonwealth. Keystone Books. 

Mills, C. Wright. 1956. The Power Elite. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Mission Year. 2020. “About.” Mission Year. Retrieved September 7, 2020 

(https://www.missionyear.org/about/). 

Mollenkopf, John H. 1983. The Contested City. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 

Press. 

Molotch, Harvey. 1970. “Oil in the Velvet Playground.” in Eco-Catastrophe. Canfield 

Press Harper and Row. 

Molotch, Harvey. 1976. “The City as a Growth Machine: Toward a Political Economy of 

Place.” American Journal of Sociology 82(2):309–32. 

Monroe Sullivan, Daniel, and Samuel C. Shaw. 2011. “Retail Gentrification and Race: 

The Case of Alberta Street in Portland, Oregon.” Urban Affairs Review 

47(3):413–32. 

Moore, Kesha S. 2002. “Creating the Black American Dream: Race, Class and 

Community Development.” PhD Dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 

Philadelphia, PA. 

Morello, Carol. 1994a. “Fishtown’s Nice Folk Retreat into Silence: No One Wants to Be 

the Next Victim. So When Slurs Are Slung, Most Just Sidle Away.” The 

Philadelphia Inquirer, September 2, A1. 

Morello, Carol. 1994b. “In Fishtown, Denying Area’s Image As Racist.” The 

Philadelphia Inquirer, September 30, B7. 

Moretti, Enrico. 2012. The New Geography of Jobs. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 

Morrill, Richard. 2008. “Gentrification, Class, and Growth Management in Seattle, 1990–

2000.” Pp. 43–92 in Global Perspectives on Urbanization, edited by G. Pomeroy 

and G. Webster. Lanham, MD: University Press of America. 

Moselle, Aaron. 2018. “Despite High Poverty, Why Fewer People Live on Philly’s 

Streets than in Other Big Cities.” WHYY. Retrieved November 24, 2020 

(https://whyy.org/articles/despite-high-poverty-why-fewer-people-live-on-phillys-

streets-than-in-other-big-cities/). 



444 

 

Moselle, Aaron. 2020a. “Philly Man Arrested for Allegedly Assaulting WHYY Producer 

in Fishtown.” WHYY. Retrieved January 16, 2021 (https://whyy.org/articles/ 

philadelphia-man-arrested-for-allegedly-assaulting-whyy-producer-in-fishtown/). 

Moselle, Aaron. 2020b. “Why Didn’t Philly Police Respond to White Men with Bats? 

Fishtown Neighbors Wait for Answers.” WITF. Retrieved January 17, 2021 

(https://www.witf.org/2020/06/03/why-didnt-philly-police-respond-to-white-men-

with-bats-fishtown-neighbors-wait-for-answers/). 

Moskowitz, Peter E. 2017. How to Kill a City: Gentrification, Inequality, and the Fight 

for the Neighborhood. New York, NY: Bold Type Books. 

Moss, Geoffrey, Rachel Wildfeuer, and Keith McIntosh. 2019. Contemporary Bohemia: 

A Case Study of an Artistic Community in Philadelphia. Springer Press. 

Moss, Jeremiah. 2010. “Find a New City.” Jeremiah’s Vanishing New York. Retrieved 

October 20, 2020 (http://vanishingnewyork.blogspot.com/2010/05/find-new-

city.html). 

Murray, Charles. 2013. Coming Apart: The State of White America, 1960-2010. New 

York, NY: Crown Forum. 

NBC10 Staff. 2017. “Philly’s Heroin Hotbed: Clean-up of Infamous ‘tracks’ Begins.” 

WDEL 101.7FM. Retrieved November 27, 2020 (https://www.wdel.com/news/ 

phillys-heroin-hotbed-clean-up-of-infamous-tracks-begins/article_548a8dc4-

7624-11e7-a3e8-57d02b1f521d.html). 

Newman, Kathe, and Elvin K. Wyly. 2006. “The Right to Stay Put, Revisited: 

Gentrification and Resistance to Displacement in New York City.” Urban Studies 

43(1):23–57. 

Nisbet, Robert. 1953. The Quest for Community: A Study in the Ethics of Order and 

Freedom. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Nisbett, Richard E., and Dov Cohen. 1996. Culture of Honor: The Psychology Of 

Violence In The South. Boulder, CO: Westview Press. 

NKCDC. 2004. Frankford Avenue Arts Corridor: Corridor Plan. Retrieved on 

November 12, 2020 (http://nkcdc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/ 

Frankford_Avenue_Arts_Corridor_Plan.pdf) 

NKCDC. 2020. “Artist Workspaces Archives.” Artist Workspaces. Retrieved September 

5, 2020 (https://nkcdc.org/commercial-arts/business-directory/categories/artist-

workspaces/?lang=en). 

Noah, Trevor. 2016. Born a Crime: Stories from a South African Childhood. Hachette 

UK. 



445 

 

NY Times Staff. 1994. “Four Are Charged in Beating of Black Family.” The New York 

Times, September 27, A20. 

NY Times Staff. 2020. “National Exit Polls: How Different Groups Voted.” The New 

York Times, November 3. 

Office of Arts Staff. 2020. “Office of Arts, Culture and the Creative Economy.” City of 

Philadelphia. Retrieved September 5, 2020 (https://www.phila.gov/departments/ 

office-of-arts-culture-and-the-creative-economy/). 

Orso, Anna. 2020a. “A Gesture of Peace and Cheers in Fishtown Following a Day of 

Unrest.” The Philadelphia Inquirer, June 3, A3. 

Orso, Anna. 2020b. “Call Aimed at Fishtown Peace Becomes Tense: The Zoom Meeting 

Included an Apology for June 1 Events on Girard Avenue.” The Philadelphia 

Inquirer, July 2, B3. 

Park, Katie. 2020. “Decision Delayed on Demolition of St. Laurentius Church in 

Fishtown.” The Philadelphia Inquirer. Retrieved September 15, 2020 

(https://www.inquirer.com/real-estate/st-laurentius-fishtown-demolished-

historical-commission-20200710.html). 

Park, Robert E. 1915. “The City: Suggestions for the Investigation of Human Behavior in 

the City Environment.” American Journal of Sociology 20(5):577–612. 

Park, Robert E. 1924. “The Concept of Social Distance: As Applied to the Study of 

Racial Relations.” Journal of Applied Sociology 8:339–44. 

Park, Robert Ezra. 1936. “Human Ecology.” American Journal of Sociology 42(1):1–15. 

Parry, Wayne. 2017. “Trump’s Taj Mahal — the ‘8th Wonder of the World’ — Sold for 

Pennies on the Dollar.” Chicagotribune.Com. Retrieved October 13, 2020 

(https://www.chicagotribune.com/business/ct-trump-taj-mahal-sold-20170509-

story.html). 

Pattillo, Mary. 2007. Black on the Block: The Politics of Race and Class in the City. 

Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Percy, Jennifer. 2018. “Trapped by the ‘Walmart of Heroin.’” The New York Times, 

October 10. Retrieved on August 6, 2020 (https://www.nytimes.com/2018/ 

10/10/magazine/kensington-heroin-opioid-philadelphia.html) 

Pew Charitable Trusts. 2019. “10 Trends That Have Changed Philadelphia in 10 Years.” 

Retrieved February 17, 2020 (https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-

analysis/reports/2019/04/11/10-trends-that-have-changed-philadelphia-in-10-

years). 



446 

 

Pew Charitable Trusts. 2011. A City Transformed: The Racial and Ethnic Changes in 

Philadelphia Over the Last 20 Years. Retrieved on June 2, 2020 

(https://www.pewtrusts.org/-/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/wwwpewtrustsorg/ 

reports/philadelphia_research_initiative/philadelphiapopulationethnicchangespdf.

pdf) 

Philadelphia Field Division. 2018. The Opioid Threat in Pennsylvania. DEA-PHL-DIR-

036-18. DEA Philadelphia Division and the University of Pittsburgh. 

Piketty, Thomas. 2014. Capital in the Twenty-First Century. Boston, MA: Harvard 

University Press. 

Piketty, Thomas, Emmanuel Saez, and Gabriel Zucman. 2018. “Distributional National 

Accounts: Methods and Estimates for the United States.” The Quarterly Journal 

of Economics 133(2):553–609. 

Potter, David. 2012. Constantine the Emperor. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Pugh, Allison J. 2013. “What Good Are Interviews for Thinking about Culture? 

Demystifying Interpretive Analysis.” American Journal of Cultural Sociology 

1(1):42–68. 

Purcell, Kristen, and Aaron Smith. 2011. “Section 1: The State of Groups and Voluntary 

Organizations in America.” Pew Research Center: Internet & Technology. 

Retrieved January 17, 2020 (https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2011/01/18/ 

section-1-the-state-of-groups-and-voluntary-organizations-in-america/). 

Putnam, Robert D. 2000. Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American 

Community. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster. 

Putnam, Robert D. 2007. “E Pluribus Unum: Diversity and Community in the Twenty-

First Century The 2006 Johan Skytte Prize Lecture.” Scandinavian Political 

Studies 30(2):137–74. 

Putnam, Robert D. 2016. Our Kids: The American Dream in Crisis. New York, NY: 

Simon & Schuster. 

Rasmussen. 2020. “Right Direction or Wrong Track.” Rasmussen Reports. Retrieved 

December 16, 2020 (https://www.rasmussenreports.com/public_content/politics/ 

mood_of_america/right_direction_wrong_track_dec14). 

Ray, Paul H., and Sherry R. Anderson. 2000. The Cultural Creatives: How 50 Million 

People Are Changing the World. New York, NY: Harmony. 

Reuters. 2020. “Fact Check: Newsweek’s ‘Madam President’ Cover Is Not Evidence of a 

Wrong Media Election Call.” Reuters, November 11. 



447 

 

Rigolon, Alessandro, and Jeremy Németh. 2019. “Toward a Socioecological Model of 

Gentrification: How People, Place, and Policy Shape Neighborhood Change.” 

Journal of Urban Affairs 41(7):887–909. 

Roediger, David R. 1994. Towards the Abolition of Whiteness: Essays on Race, Politics, 

and Working Class History. New York, NY: Verso. 

Roediger, David R. 2005. Working Toward Whiteness: How America’s Immigrants 

Became White: The Strange Journey from Ellis Island to the Suburbs. New York, 

NY: Basic Books. 

Ruderman, Wendy, and Barbara Laker. 2020. “In Fishtown, Night of Menace: Vigilantes 

with Weapons Terrorized Protesters as Police Watched.” The Philadelphia 

Inquirer, June 25, A1. 

Ruderman, Wendy, Barbara Laker, and Dylan Purcell. 2017. “Danger in the Dirt: A 

Construction Boom in the River Wards - Once the City’s Industrial Hub - Is 

Unearthing Long-Dormant Lead. With a New Generation at Risk, Oversight Is 

Unclear and Controls Are Unenforced.” The Philadelphia Inquirer, June 18, A1. 

Ruderman, Wendy, Barbara Laker, and Dylan Purcell. 2018. “‘Toxic City’: State 

Confirms Extreme Lead Levels in Kensington Soil.” Http://Www.Philly.Com. 

Retrieved January 31, 2019 (http://www.philly.com/philly/news/toxic-city-state-

confirms-extreme-lead-levels-in-kensington-soil-20181018.html). 

Sampson, Robert J. 2009. “Racial Stratification and the Durable Tangle of Neighborhood 

Inequality.” The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 

621(1):260–80. 

Sampson, Robert J. 2012. Great American City: Chicago and the Enduring 

Neighborhood Effect. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Sasko, Claire. 2019. “All the Hip Crap Starbucks Is Trying to Push on a Reluctant 

Fishtown.” Philadelphia Magazine. Retrieved March 1, 2020 

(https://www.phillymag.com/news/2019/04/08/starbucks-fishtown-frankford-

avenue/). 

Sassen, Saskia. 2001. The Global City: New York, London, Tokyo. Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press. 

Schiermer, Bjørn. 2014. “Late-Modern Hipsters: New Tendencies in Popular Culture.” 

Acta Sociologica 57(2):167–81. 

Schreyer, Alice. 2017. “Robert E. Park, Sociology.” Robert E. Park, Sociology. Retrieved 

March 10, 2021 (https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/projects/centcat/fac/facch17 

_01.html). 



448 

 

Serwer, Adam. 2018. “How ‘Creed’ Forever Changed the ‘Rocky’ Series.” The Atlantic, 

November 28. 

Silver, Nate. 2015. “The Most Diverse Cities Are Often The Most Segregated.” 

FiveThirtyEight. Retrieved February 17, 2020 (https://fivethirtyeight.com/ 

features/the-most-diverse-cities-are-often-the-most-segregated/). 

Simmel, Georg. 1950. The Sociology of Georg Simmel. New York, NY: Free Press. 

Simmel, Georg. 1995. “The Metropolis and Mental Life.” Pp. 30–45 in Metropolis, 

edited by P. Kasinitz. London: Palgrave Macmillan UK. 

Slater, Tom. 2009. “Missing Marcuse: On Gentrification and Displacement.” City 13(2–

3):292–311. 

Smallacombe, Patricia Stern. 2002. “Why Do They Stay?: Rootedness and Isolation in an 

Inner City White Neighborhood.” PhD Dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 

Pennsylvania, PA. 

Smallacombe, Patricia Stern. 2006. “Rootedness, Isolation, and Social Capital in an 

Inner-City White Neighborhood” edited by R. Dilworth. Social Capital in the 

City: Community and Civic Life in Philadelphia 177–95. 

Smith, Christian. 2003. Moral, Believing Animals: Human Personhood and Culture. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Smith, Gregory, Anna Schiller, and Haley Nolan. 2019. In U.S., Decline of Christianity 

Continues at Rapid Pace. The Pew Charitable Trusts. 

Smith, Neil. 1979. “Toward a Theory of Gentrification A Back to the City Movement by 

Capital, Not People.” Journal of the American Planning Association 45(4):538–

48. 

Smith, Neil. 1996. The New Urban Frontier: Gentrification and the Revanchist City. 

New York, NY: Routledge. 

Smith, Patti. 2010. Just Kids. New York, NY: HarperCollins. 

Sosis, Richard, and Eric R. Bressler. 2003. “Cooperation and Commune Longevity: A 

Test of the Costly Signaling Theory of Religion.” Cross-Cultural Research 

37(2):211–39. 

Soteropoulos, Jacqueline. 2005. “3 Fishtown Teens Get Life Sentences in Killing of 

Friend: No Parole Was Permitted for Domenic Coia, Nicholas Coia and Edward 

Batzig Jr. in the 2003 Beating of Jason Sweeney, 16.” The Philadelphia Inquirer, 

May 7, B1. 



449 

 

Squires, Gregory D. 2003. “To Grow or Not to Grow: That Is Not the Question.” City & 

Community 2(1):27–31. 

Sternberg, Robert J., and Todd I. Lubart. 1999. “The Concept of Creativity: Prospects 

and Paradigms.” Handbook of Creativity 1:3–15. 

Stewart, Alanna C. 2011. “The Construction of Interstate-95: A Failure to Preserve a 

City’s History.” PhD Dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, PA. 

Surborg, Björn. 2011. “World Cities Are Just ‘Basing Points for Capital’: Interacting 

with the World City from the Global South.” Urban Forum 22. 

Suttles, Gerald D. 1968. The Social Order of the Slum: Ethnicity and Territory in the 

Inner City. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Suttles, Gerald D. 1972. The Social Construction of Communities. Chicago, IL: 

University of Chicago Press. 

Tanenbaum, Michael. 2019. “SugarHouse Casino Announces Rebranding as Rivers 

Casino Philadelphia.” PhillyVoice. Retrieved October 13, 2020 

(https://www.phillyvoice.com/sugarhouse-rivers-casino-philadelphia-rebranding-

2019/). 

Taylor, Alan. 2017. “Closing Down a Notorious Heroin Camp in Philadelphia.” The 

Atlantic. Retrieved November 27, 2020 (https://www.theatlantic.com/ 

photo/2017/08/closing-down-a-notorious-heroin-camp-in-philadelphia/536232/). 

Tocqueville, Alexis De. 1988. Democracy in America, edited by J. P. Mayer. New York, 

NY: Harpercollins. 

Tolstoy, Leo. 2017. The Kingdom of God Is Within You. CreateSpace Independent 

Publishing Platform. 

Tönnies, Ferdinand. 1887. “Community and Society.” The Urban Sociology Reader 13. 

Torre, Miguel A. De La. 2002. Reading the Bible from the Margins. Maryknoll, NY: 

Orbis Books. 

Tsui, Bonnie. 2013. " Seen in Fishtown: Design Shops, Coffeehouses and Palpable 

Pride.” The New York Times, October 13, TR11. 

Turner, Tracy M., and Heather Luea. 2009. “Homeownership, Wealth Accumulation and 

Income Status.” Journal of Housing Economics 18(2):104–14. 

Van Nostrand, James. 2016. “Why the U.S. Coal Industry and Its Jobs Are Not Coming 

Back.” Yale E360. Retrieved October 13, 2020 (https://e360.yale.edu/features/ 

why_us_coal_industry_and_its_jobs_are_not_coming_back). 



450 

 

Vance, J. D. 2016. Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and Culture in Crisis. New 

York, NY: Harper. 

Vanclay, Frank. 2008. “Place Matters.” Pp. 3–11 in Making Sense of Place: Exploring 

the Concepts and Expressions of Place Though Different Senses and Lenses, 

edited by F. Vanclay, M. Higgins, and A. Blackshaw. National Museum of 

Australia Press. 

Vavreck, Lynn. 2017. “Wedded to Your Party? A Measure of Identity” The New York 

Times, January 31, A3. 

Vestal, Christine. 2019. “With Safe Injection Sites, ‘Somebody Has to Go First.’ It Could 

Be Philadelphia.” The Pew Charitable Trusts. Retrieved November 28, 2020 

(https://pew.org/2q4NqXw). 

Vischer, Robert K. 2001. “Racial Segregation in American Churches and Its Implications 

for School Vouchers.” Florida Law Review 53(1):193–237. 

Volf, Miroslav. 1996. Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, 

Otherness, and Reconciliation. Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press. 

Volk. 2011. “Special Report: The Top 10 Drug Corners 2011.” Retrieved November 16, 

2020 (http://www.phawker.com/2011/08/23/special-report-the-top-10-drug-

corners-2011/). 

Wacquant, Loïc. 2002. “Scrutinizing the Street: Poverty, Morality, and the Pitfalls of 

Urban Ethnography.” American Journal of Sociology 107(6):1468–1532. 

Wacquant, Loïc. 2008. “Territorial Stigmatization in the Age of Advanced Marginality.” 

Pp. 43–52 in Symbolic Power in Cultural Contexts. Sense Publishers. 

Wagmiller, Robert L., Elizabeth Gage-Bouchard, and Amelia Karraker. 2017. “Does 

Black Socioeconomic Mobility Explain Recent Progress Toward Black-White 

Residential Integration?” Demography 54(4):1251–75. 

Wark, Colin, and John F. Galliher. 2007. “Emory Bogardus and the Origins of the Social 

Distance Scale.” The American Sociologist 38(4):383–95. 

WBUR. 2015. “A Tribe Called Us: E.O. Wilson On Human Evolution.” WBUR Radio 

Boston. Retrieved September 15, 2020 (https://www.wbur.org/radioboston/ 

2015/10/07/wilson-on-human-evolution). 

Weaver, Robert C. 1948. The Negro Ghetto. New York, NY: Harcourt, Brace and 

Company. 

Weber, Max. 1905. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. Los Angeles, CA: 

Roxbury Publishing Company. 



451 

 

Wenger, Diane. 2016. “Tobacco.” Encyclopedia of Greater Philadelphia. Retrieved 

March 3, 2021 (https://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/archive/tobacco/). 

Whelan, Aubrey. 2018. “Philly Overdose Drug May Have Contained Toxic Designer 

Drug.” The Philadelphia Inquirer. Retrieved November 28, 2020 

(https://www.inquirer.com/philly/health/heroin-contamination-philadelphia-

synthetic-cannabinoid-cfsre-20180726.html). 

White, Monica M. 2011. “Sisters of the Soil: Urban Gardening as Resistance in Detroit.” 

Race/Ethnicity: Multidisciplinary Global Contexts 5(1):13–28. 

Whyte, William Foote. 1943. Street Corner Society: The Social Structure of an Italian 

Slum. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Wiegand, Ginny. 1988. “He’s Not Welcomed To Fishtown: A Newcomer From Texas 

Meets Racism in Phila.” The Philadelphia Inquirer, September 15, B1. 

Williams, Joan C. 2017. White Working Class: Overcoming Class Cluelessness in 

America. Boston, MA: Harvard Business Review Press. 

Williams, Thomas Chatterton. 2017. “How Ta-Nehisi Coates Gives Whiteness Power.” 

The New York Times, Retrieved July 5, 2019 (https://www.nytimes.com/2017/ 

10/06/opinion/ta-nehisi-coates-whiteness-power.html). 

Williamson, Kevin. 2016. “Chaos in the Family, Chaos in the State: The White Working 

Class’s Dysfunction.” National Review. Retrieved February 13, 2020 

(https://www.nationalreview.com/2016/03/donald-trump-white-working-class-

dysfunction-real-opportunity-needed-not-trump/). 

Wilson, Kathryn, and Jennifer Coval. 2007. City of Unbrotherly Love: Violence in 

Nineteenth-Century Philadelphia. Philadelphia, PA: The Historical Society of 

Pennsylvania. 

Wilson, William Julius. 1987. The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner City, the Underclass, 

and Public Policy. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Wirth, Louis. 1928. The Ghetto. Chicago, IL: Transaction Publishers. 

Wirth, Louis. 1938. “Urbanism as a Way of Life.” American Journal of Sociology 

44(1):1–24. 

Wolfram, Joel. 2018. “Philadelphia Wary of Hepatitis A Outbreak as Kensington 

Homeless Population Grows.” WHYY. Retrieved November 27, 2020 

(https://whyy.org/articles/philadelphia-wary-of-hepatitis-a-outbreak-as-

kensington-homeless-population-grows/). 

Wood, Sam, and Stephanie Farr. 2017. “A Hidden Hellscape.” The Philadelphia 

Inquirer, February 19, A1. 



452 

 

Wray, Matt. 2006. Not Quite White: White Trash and the Boundaries of Whiteness. 

Durham, NC: Duke University Press Books. 

Wuthnow, Robert. 1987. Meaning and Moral Order: Explorations in Cultural Analysis. 

Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 

Wuthnow, Robert. 2018. The Left Behind: Decline and Rage in Rural America. 

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Young, Shawn David. 2011. Jesus People USA, the Christian Woodstock, and 

Conflicting Worlds: Political, Theological, and Musical Evolution, 1972-2010. 

Lansing, MI: Michigan State University. 

Zukin, Sharon. 1989. Loft Living: Culture and Capital in Urban Change. New 

Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 

Zukin, Sharon. 1993. Landscapes of Power: From Detroit to Disney World. Los Angeles, 

CA: University of California Press. 

Zukin, Sharon. 1996. The Cultures of Cities. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell. 

Zukin, Sharon. 2009. Naked City: The Death and Life of Authentic Urban Places. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



453 

 

APPENDIX A 

LIST OF PARTICIPANTS 

 
Pseudonym Age b Education Gender Race/ 

Ethnicity 

Group 

Allison 23 College F Latinx Grove 

Amelia 33 College F White Grove 

Andrew 28 College M White Grove 

Chloe 35 College F White Grove 

Christopher 31 College M White Grove 

Emily 40 College F White Grove 

Hannah 30 College F White Grove 

Leo 40 Some college M White Grove 

Luis 39 College M Latinx Grove 

Maya 37 Some college F White Grove 

Owen 32 HS Dropout (GED) M White Grove 

Pastor David 37 Graduate Degree M White Grove 

Pastor James 32 Graduate Degree 
M 

Middle 

Eastern 

Grove 

Robert 26 College M White Grove 

Samuel 36 College M White Grove 

Sarah 26 College F White Grove 

Steven 46 College M White Grove 

Zoey 28 HS Dropout (GED) Na White  Grove 

Camila 73 HS Dropout F White First Community  

Claire 62 Some college F White First Community  

Eleanor 68 High School F White First Community  

Elijah 64 College M Black First Community  

Gary 76 High School M White First Community  

Jack 59 High School M White First Community  

Joe 76 High School M White First Community  

John 63 High School M White First Community  

Lillian 73 High School F White First Community  

Madeline 71 Some college F White First Community  

Pastor Pat 65 Graduate Degree M White First Community  

Piper 71 HS Dropout F White First Community  

Ted 48 HS Dropout (GED) M White First Community  

William 52 College M White First Community  

Daniel 29 Graduate Degree M White Other 

Anna 22 College F White Other 

Logan 24 College M White Other 
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Matthew 39 College M White Other 

Owen 26 College M White Other 

Pete 40 College M White Other 

Sabastian 25 College M White Other 

Ashley 37 College F Black Other 

Cara 27 Graduate Degree F White Other 

Evelyn  29 Graduate Degree F Black Other 

Benito 29 Some college M Latinx Other 

Brian 26 College M Black Other 

Brice 26 College 
M 

Middle 

Eastern 

Other 

Carol 47 Some college F White Other 

Dan 24 College M White Other 

Dave 33 College M White Other 

Donna 26 College F White Other 

Dylan 23 College M White Other 

Hess 21 College F White Other 

Jean 27 College F Latinx Other 

Jess 27 College Na White Other 

Luis 25 Some college Na Latinx Other 

Madeline 24 AA F White Other 

Minnie 23 Some college Na White Other 

Olivia 24 Some college F Latinx Other 

Quinn 27 College Na Black Other 

Rachel 30 College F White Other 

Rob 22 High School Na White Other 

Sara 26 College F White Other 

Scarlet 24 Some college F White Other 

Stanley 46 College M White Other 

Stephanie 25 Some college F White Other 

Viola 30 College F White Other 

Wyatt 26 College M Black Other 

a. Non-binary or transgender identified 

b. In cases of multiple interviews, reported age gives the age of the respondent at the time of the 

first interview 
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APPENDIX B 

MARITAL STATUS BY DECADE IN FISHTOWN 

 
 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2019 

Single (%) 27.0 30.1 29.5 35.9 42.3 39.6 51.1 

Married (%) 57.1 41.5 46.4 41.1 34.9 37.5 34.8 

Divorced (%) 1.7 2.6 6.1 7.9 10.2 10.8 6.7 

Table refers to data from Figure 2. 

Data refers to census tract 158 (listed as 18B on the 1960 census). 

Source: Census 1960 T-38; Census 1970 T-21; Census 1980 T-26; Census 1990 

T-20; Census 2000 T-27; ACS 2010 (5-Year Estimates) A11001; ACS 2019 (5-

Year Estimates) A11001 

 

 


