
 
 
 
 
 
 

CASINO DEVELOPMENT AND THE RIGHT TO THE CITY: CONLFICT AND 
COMMUNITY PLACE-MAKING IN PHILADELPHIA 

 
 
 
 

________________________________________________________________________  
 
 
 

A Dissertation 
Submitted 

to the Temple University Graduate Board 
 
 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

In Partial Fulfillment 
of the Requirements for the Degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 

________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

By 
John E. Balzarini 

May, 2013 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Committee Members: 
Dr. Anne Shlay, Major Advisor, Department of Sociology 
Dr. Kevin Delaney, Department of Sociology 
Dr. Matt Wray, Department of Sociology 
Dr. Bryant Simon, Department of History, External Reader 



i 

 

ABSTRACT 
Casino Development and the Right to the City: Conflict and Community Place-Making in 

Philadelphia 
John E. Balzarini 

Temple University, 2013 
Doctoral Advisory Committee Chair: Dr. Anne Shlay  

 

 

 This dissertation focuses on the right to the city and community conflict over 

casino development in Philadelphia.  Community outrage erupted in 2006 following the 

selection of two casinos to be built in Philadelphia.  Sugarhouse Casino was planned for 

construction in Philadelphia’s Fishtown neighborhood and Foxwoods Casino was 

planned for South Philadelphia neighboring the Society Hill, Queen Village and 

Pennsport communities.  For a brief time between 2008 and 2009, plans to develop the 

Foxwoods Casino moved downtown to Philadelphia’s Chinatown community.  This 

dissertation explores the framing of community needs, vulnerabilities and conflict over 

casino development in each of these three communities and how these framing strategies 

were used as a foundation for expressing community power.   

 I use a variety of data in this dissertation including in-depth content analysis of 

the local Philadelphia media, sight observations of casinos, anti-casino actions and town 

hall meetings.  The most important data for this research comes from twenty-nine, one-

on-one, semi-structured interviews with a variety of people involved with or 

knowledgeable about casino development in Philadelphia including anti-casino activists 

and community members, pro-casino community members, local political officials and 

their aides, and casino advisors and representatives.   
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 A number of ideas and themes are explored in this dissertation dealing with 

casino development, neighborhood power and the different ways in which community 

members framed casino development.  In chapter three I analyze the debate between 

casino supporters and casino opponents over the outcomes of casino development for 

urban regions and residents.  If, as many casino supporters claim, casinos attract people 

from outside a region to spend their money, then I argue the casino has succeeded in 

attracting revenue to the region in a pattern of neoliberal revitalization.  If, on the other 

hand, casino development fails to attract many visitors from outside a region and relies 

primarily on local consumers, I argue the casino operates as a form of accumulation by 

dispossession where wealth is diverted from the locality to the casino and the state.  I 

argue that as more casinos are developed in Pennsylvania, and indeed across the country, 

the likelihood that a casino is reliant on a localized population increases.  If casinos fail to 

attract consumers from outside a region then no new economic stimulation is achieved.  

Instead, consumer spending is diverted from other local businesses and directed to the 

casino.  This coupled with increases in gambling addiction have the net effect of harming 

a regional economy.  These new problems created by development of convenience 

casinos will create new social and economic crises that states and municipalities will 

need to deal with in the future. 

 Chapters four and five analyze the framing of conflict and the right to the city in 

three Philadelphia communities where casinos were planned for development.  Chapter 

four focuses on the framing of conflict in Fishtown over the development of the 

Sugarhouse Casino.  In Fishtown, gentrification was an important factor explaining the 

division between long-time residents who largely supported casino construction and 
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many newer residents who opposed the casino.  Newer residents framed the casino as a 

negative addition to the community, one that would increase gambling addiction and 

crime, deteriorate the neighborhood and compete with local businesses.  They framed the 

casino selection process as undemocratic, transpiring behind closed doors away from 

public input.  Because of this, many newer residents believed the casino was an unjust 

form of development.  On the other hand, long-time residents viewed the casino as a 

positive addition to the community.  These people argued that SugarHouse would provide 

jobs to Fishtown residents, economic development, as well as direct monetary benefits to 

the community. 

 Both long-time residents and newer residents framed the casino according to 

divergent place-based appraisal of needs and community authenticity.  Newer residents 

argued that the casino was a predatory industry that would inhibit the improvements that 

were occurring in the community.  Long-time residents argued that newer residents were 

not true and authentic members of the Fishtown community and did not have the right to 

dictate what Fishtown did or did not need.  In this way, casino development became the 

event that exacerbated nascent tensions in the community over gentrification and 

community change.  I argue that the divergent ways members of Fishtown framed their 

right to the city was based on different place-based histories and place identity, 

community needs and authenticity.   

 Chapter five examines the framing of the right to the city in South Philadelphia 

and Chinatown.  This chapter focuses on the different place-identities that led to the 

framing of opposition to the development of the Foxwoods Casino.  The Foxwoods 
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Casino was proposed for two communities, along the Delaware River waterfront in South 

Philadelphia and in Chinatown.  Both of these communities rallied around the anti-casino 

position and fought to prevent the development of Foxwoods. 

 Anti-casino residents in South Philadelphia framed their right to the city against 

casino development very similarly to newer residents of Fishtown.  Residents who 

benefited from gentrification and lived in either gentrified or gentrifying communities 

tended toward an anti-casino position.  This was the case in South Philadelphia where the 

casino was framed as a negative addition to the community and residents fought to 

prevent Foxwoods from being developed. 

 In Chinatown, the anti-casino frames originated from an experience of perceived 

threat.  The threat to Chinatown residents came from continual attempts by powerful 

actors to displace the community through new development.  They argued that casino 

development was another in a long line of attempts to develop Chinatown out of 

existence.  In addition, members of the Chinatown community argued that many Asian 

Americans are extremely susceptible to gambling addiction and the attempt to locate the 

casino in their community was a crass form of cultural exploitation.   

 In both South Philadelphia and Chinatown, anti-casino residents framed their 

opposition from their place-based appraisals of community vulnerability.  But the frames 

utilized by the two communities exemplified the differences between the two places and 

the people who lived there.  South Philadelphia framed casino development as bad 

development unfit for the community, while Chinatown argued that a casino would 

contribute to both displacement and cultural exploitation.  In this way the framing of the 
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right to the city took on a desperate tone for anti-casino residents of Chinatown.  The 

right to prevent a casino in Chinatown was about the right of survival for this ethnic 

enclave. 

 Chapter six examines the role of social capital in the successful development of 

the SugarHouse Casino in Fishtown.  In this chapter I review the work of Richard Florida 

who suggests that social capital, as exhibited by strong community ties, is a negative 

feature of many cities and communities.  Florida argues that strong social capital 

perpetuates powerlessness and isolation in such places.  As a result these places are 

unable to contribute to patterns of urban economic development, growth or change.   

 I contest Florida’s arguments regarding the inherent disadvantage of places with 

strong social capital and tight community bonds.  Using Fishtown as an example, I argue 

that the strong community bonds were a powerful resource for long-time residents who 

supported SugarHouse.  These people used their social capital ties with other long-time 

residents to generate support for the casino, challenge the credibility of anti-casino claims 

and negotiate with the casino the drafting of a Community Benefits Agreement.  I argue 

that social capital was an important source of power for long-time residents of Fishtown.   
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CHAPTER 1: 

INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 

Introduction  
 

 In 2004, as a state-wide fiscal strategy, Pennsylvania became one of over forty 

states to legalize casino gambling (Cauchon 2007).  The legislation known as Act 71 

dictated that fourteen casinos would be built across the state, two of which were slated for 

Philadelphia.  In 2006, two casinos were selected from five applicants to develop casinos 

in Philadelphia.  SugarHouse Casino was selected to build and operate a casino in 

Philadelphia’s Fishtown neighborhood and Foxwoods Casino was selected to build and 

operate a casino in South Philadelphia adjacent to the Queen Village, Society Hill and 

Pennsport communities.  Both casinos were located along the Delaware River waterfront 

and immediately adjacent to residential neighborhoods.  For a brief period between 2008 

and 2009, the Foxwoods Casino was temporarily relocated to Center City in 

Philadelphia’s Chinatown community before returning to the original location.     

 The selection of the two casinos in Philadelphia generated immediate responses 

from residents of these communities.  Many residents of Fishtown, South Philadelphia 

and Chinatown, faced with the prospect of having a casino in their neighborhoods were 

outraged over the plans.  For them, the designation of casinos in their communities was 

made without any input from residents who lived near the proposed developments.  These 

residents argued that the casinos would damage their communities by attracting crime, 

lowering property values, increasing traffic congestion, increasing gambling addiction 

and diverting spending away from local businesses.  These residents argued that the 
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proximity of casinos to their homes, schools, churches and parks was unacceptable and 

should be prevented. 

 But not all residents were opposed to casino development.  Some residents of 

Fishtown were pleased with the prospect of a casino in their community.  Many of these 

people were long-time Fishtown residents who were interested in the opportunities the 

casino could bring.  These people argued that the casino would bring jobs to residents 

who had been struggling with unemployment, develop a section of the riverfront that had 

been left blighted and abandoned, and could become a financial contributor to the well 

being of the community.  For them, the casino was an opportunity for the community to 

benefit from development.  

 This dissertation is about the struggle various communities confronted with casino 

development in Philadelphia.  This research looks at the three communities in order to 

understand how residents framed their support or opposition to casino development, how 

various residents’ appraisals over community needs and value shaped these frames and 

how these frames were utilized to achieve different goals.  In some cases, class and 

ethnicity were important factors influencing the different ways people constructed their 

place-based realities.  In other places, resident’s perspectives regarding gentrification 

influenced the positions taken over the positive and negative externalities of casino 

development.  In order to bolster their claim to legitimacy, frames of community identity, 

vulnerability and needs were utilized by both casino supporters and opponents.  Initially a 

dispute over casino placement, it became a struggle over community rights and power.   
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Format of the Chapter 

 This chapter has several parts which provide both a contextual and theoretical 

foundation for the dissertation.  The first section is a review of urban sociological 

theories dealing with the production of space and place as well as a discussion of Henri 

Lefebvre’s right to the city.  The next section deals with frame analysis and how this 

approach was used in this dissertation to investigate the concept of the right to the city 

and to apply that concept to expressions of community power by both opponents and 

supporters of the casinos.  Following that is a brief timeline of events between the 2004 

legalization of slots parlors in Pennsylvania and 2010 when the Sugarhouse Casino 

opened in Philadelphia and the casino license for Foxwoods was revoked.  The fourth 

section deals with the economics of casino development including a literature review 

covering the negative versus positive externalities of casinos.  The final section of this 

chapter is a roadmap to the rest of the dissertation.  In this section I detail the specific 

research questions addressed in each chapter and the major theoretical themes explored.           

Space, Place and the Right to the City 

The Production of Casino Space 

 Urban sociologists have attempted to understand the social construction of space; 

how physical space is given a social identity, how it is used, how it is exchanged, how it 

is valued, and what processes give space meaning (Gans 2002).  In The Production of 

Space (1991) Henri Lefebvre focused on the interaction between the productive process 

of society, the creation of space and the social relations that occur in space.  For Lefebvre 

the organization of space is a direct outcome of the mode of production that dominates a 
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society.  Specifically, he focused on the ways in which the capitalist mode of production 

organized urban space and the social relations imbued in space.  For Lefebvre, the 

dominance of the capitalist mode of production has ushered in the dominance of space 

produced in response to the demands of this productive process.  But Lefebvre also 

argues that space is continually produced as a consumable good.  In this way, space is 

both a productive force in society and an outcome of the productive process of capitalism 

where space is both the locus of consumption and the very thing being consumed 

(Gottdiener 1985).   

Lefebvre explains that the process of urbanization and the creation and 

consumption of the built environment has been as important to the evolution of 

capitalism as industrialization.  For Lefebvre natural space, space untouched by the forces 

of production and consumption, is ready for occupation or exploitation as the mode of 

production dictates.  Under capitalism, spaces of industrial production were created to 

enable the accumulation of capital and surplus value.  These are spaces dominated by the 

needs of the capitalist system and are built to sustain the process of capital accumulation.   

But space is not only a location for capitalist production and accumulation but a 

place where the social relations inherent to the mode of production are played out.  

Therefore the process whereby space is produced to meet the needs of capitalist 

production creates the social conditions of everyday life.  The cultural and social makeup 

of a place is largely influenced by the type of space produced.  For example, the 

intentions behind building a factory are to produce something that can be exchanged for 

profit.  The motivation to build and operate a factory is driven by the capitalist mode of 
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production.  For workers at the factory, the production of the industrial space shapes 

interactions on the job between coworkers and managers as well as the relationship 

between workers and their own productive power.  The production of this industrial space 

will also shape the lives of workers outside the job; where they live, who they commonly 

interact with, what they consume, where their children go to school, and how they frame 

their social world.  In this way space is both a function of the mode of production as well 

as the location where social life plays out.   

  But as Lefebvre argues, the production of space within the primary circuit of 

capitalism, the circuit of industrial production, is not the only form of spatial production.   

As contradictions in the industrial process have created fissures in the capitalist 

superstructure the need to generate surplus value in the “secondary circuit of capitalism” 

through real estate speculation and construction have become particularly relevant 

(Harvey 1973; Merrifield 2002).  The conquest of space by the capitalist mode of 

production is furthered as space is not only a location for industrial production, but a 

direct circuit from which surplus value can be extracted.  Cities compete with one another 

to attract industry to their regions.  As this competition becomes fiercer on the global 

scale the need to extract value through real estate speculation intensifies.  The attempt is 

to produce space that can be consumed for profit.  The production of space in the 

secondary circuit of capitalism achieves the aims of capital accumulation through the 

direct consumption of space.  Some examples of this process include gentrification of 

older housing stock for wealthier residents, the production of tourist areas meant to attract 

consumers, convention centers designed as locations of consumptive activity as well as 
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sports stadiums and concert arenas (Delaney and Eckstein 2003).  In each of these cases, 

space is produced for consumption not for production.      

The fundamental battle for the utility of space is between the production of 

abstract space and the production of social space.  Abstract space is produced to 

maximize exchange-value while social space is the sum total of the use-value of an area.  

The purpose of spaces which maximize exchange-value is to increase profitability 

through production and consumption of space.  Abstract space is dominated by the 

interests of governments and private capitalist enterprise and reflects the driving forces 

and market imperatives of production, capital accumulation and consumption.  Abstract 

space includes both locations of production and those exploited as commodity.  Social 

space is created by the wants, needs and desires of citizens who inhabit an area (Lefebvre 

1991; Gottdiener 1985; 1993).  Social spaces are those of lived experiences where the 

use-value of a space is emphasized.  Contrary to the goals of profit that are inherent to 

abstract space, social space is a place of ongoing lived experiences where people create 

space through meaningful work, play, communication and interaction.  For Lefebvre 

(1996) social space is a unique and spontaneous oeuvre or work of art that urban 

inhabitants create and experience.   

The production of casino space functions within the secondary circuit of capital as 

space is transformed not for industrial expansion but as a speculative and consumptive 

endeavor.  The goal of the casino industry and the government, extracting profits and 

taxes respectively, is to maximize the exchange-value of space and reshape it to become a 

repository of capital accumulation.  Producing casino space accomplishes this goal by 
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transforming space into a consumable commodity by attracting people to the casino who 

will lose money and then leave.  In this way, maximizing the exchange-value of space 

through casino development transforms the interactions and social relations of both the 

people who visit the casino, and in the case of Philadelphia, those who live adjacent to a 

casino.      

Much of the debate between casino opponents and pro-casino agents is between 

what each side views as potential negative and positive outcomes of casino development.  

Underlying this debate over possible outcomes is a seemingly fundamental difference 

between pro and anti-casino actor’s perceptions over how urban space is being used, how 

it should be used, and how value is assigned to space.  The utility of transforming urban 

zones into abstract spaces of consumption might be obvious to pro-casino actors.  By 

producing casino space, intended to maximize the exchange-value through gambling 

consumption, profitable consumption of space is intensified.  But as Sharon Zukin (2010) 

has argued, there is a conflict created between residents who have the right to inhabit 

space and the opportunity to consume space as a commodity.  The production of casino 

space within Philadelphia communities is intended to create profits for the casino 

businesses, to be a taxable industry for the State, and to become a commodity for 

consumption.  But each of the outcomes of this abstract spatial production alters the 

social space created by people within these communities.  Ultimately the claims being 

made by either side represent differences in how value of space is understood, promoted 

and acted upon.                           
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Place-Making and Place Identity 

 Lefebvre’s insights into the production of social space provided the foundation for 

many later inquiries on urban culture, urban life, the social exchanges that occur, and 

how spaces become places of meaning for urban residents.  Indeed, urbanism, the study 

of urban life, culture, and place-identity owes a great deal to Lefebvre’s work.  His 

conceptualization of social space, produced by daily, patterned interactions of residents 

and the various meanings they construct, has many parallels to research focusing on how 

a space becomes a place.    

 According to Gieryn (2000) a place has three defining features; place is a 

location, it has a material form, and it is meaningful to people.  He argues that a place is 

bounded in a location, which has various objects within it, and is imbued with meanings 

and values.  It is socially constructed as different groups attach identity to places, develop 

narratives and stories about places and develop symbolic connectedness to places (Soja 

1996).  Therefore, place is different from space.  Space is what is produced through the 

interactions and competition between different groups and institutions while place is the 

meaning applied to space both as it is being produced and reproduced.   

 As Gieryn explains (2000) places become salient and identifiable through the 

lived experiences of people interacting and exchanging within them.  “Places are made as 

people ascribe qualities to the material and social stuff gathered there: ours or theirs; safe 

or dangerous; public or private; unfamiliar or known; rich or poor; Black or white; 

beautiful or ugly; new or old; accessible or not” (Gieryn 2000:472).  Through various 

definitions and meanings people give places identity.  Spaces become places with a 
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particular identity when people attach qualities differentiating one place from another.  

The identity of a place is made real when the differentiation of places becomes broadly 

recognizable and legitimate.   

 The identity of a place is also inextricably linked to the identities of the people 

who occupy them.  This is a reflexive process as places tend to reinforce the identities of 

both the people who occupy a particular place and those who occupy different places.  In 

this way, a place becomes identified with the people who live within a particular area and 

people identify themselves with the places they inhabit.  As a result of this process, the 

bounded areas of a place transcend geography by solidifying an identity for a broad group 

of people who share in a socially constructed place-based identity.  

 The focus of this research on the different ways various people and groups framed 

casino development is linked to place-specific identities.  The various claims made by 

both anti- and pro-casino community members were linked to the appraisals of what a 

casino would do to change the character and identity of various communities.  Various 

perspectives on casino development were derived from place-based perspectives 

regarding community identity, needs and vulnerabilities.  In this way, the impact of 

casino development was linked to the ways it was perceived to change a place and the 

lifestyles of people within them.   

 The legitimacy of place-based identities was also an important part of the struggle 

over casino development in Philadelphia.  The challenge of “who” was an authentic 

member of a community was very important as was the connection between community 

identity and community vulnerabilities.  This connection between shared place-based 
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identities was an important part of the narrative construction and framing of casino 

development in different Philadelphia communities.                                    

The Right to the City 

 Henri Lefebvre’s (1991; 1996) idea of the right to the city has drawn the interest 

of scholars who have theorized and investigated its applicability and validity (Gottdiener, 

1985; 1993; Molotch 1993; McCann 1999; 2002; Brenner 1997; 2000; Kipfer 2002; 

Purcell 2002; 2006; Stillerman 2006; Fernandes 2007; Harvey 2008; Marcuse 2009; 

Nagle 2009).  The appeal of the right to the city comes from its radical re-envisioning of 

urban social relationships.  According to Lefebvre (1996) there is a fundamental 

exploitative relationship between abstract space (produced by city planners, government 

officials and business elites) and social space (created by urban inhabitants).  He argues 

that the production of abstract space often comes at the expense of the social space 

already present.  This process is especially egregious within the secondary circuit of 

capital where real estate speculation and profitable development occur at the expense of 

the needs and wants of many urban communities.       

 The right to the city expresses Lefebvre’s insistence that the production of urban 

space be wrestled away from the interests of the private sector and governments and in 

essence, capitalism.  It is a demand that the production of space be organized by those 

who live, work and play in the city.  It is a call for urban inhabitants to take back the city 

and create a life around something motivated less by avarice to make urban life 

something more human and real.  The right to the city is the right of urban inhabitants to 

produce social space and protect the place-based character that make up a community.          
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 Who has a legitimate right to the city and how is this right determined?  Recent 

research has sought to address this issue.  Don Mitchell (1995; 2003) has explored the 

structuration of public space by investigating the various contexts from which public 

space is defined and access is determined.  Other research has explored the intended and 

unintended uses of space which generate formal patterns of exclusion in the form of 

codified rules prohibiting certain occupants and activities (Cuthbert 1995; Varsanyi 

2008).  Still other research has looked at disputes between poor urban communities and 

city officials over blighted spaces transformed into community gardens (Staeheli, 

Mitchell, and Gibson 2002; Schmelzkopf 2002).  A consistent trend in this work is the 

idea that there is a fundamental division between those who wish to protect the use-value 

of space and participate in the creation of social space versus those who wish to control 

space for the purposes of maximizing exchange values or in Lefebvre’s words, between 

abstract and social space.  In many ways urban political economy is an extension of this 

idea (Gottdiener and Hutchison 2011) where scholarship has “focused on the role of 

power, politics and institutions shaping urban development and in particular, fostering 

uneven development” (Shlay and Whitman 2006:153; Molotch 1976; 1999; Mollenkopf 

1983; Logan and Molotch 1987; Shlay 1993).  The right to the city perspective frames the 

solution to the issues addressed by urban political economy with an alternative vision of 

urban development.  Instead of institutions or growth coalitions dictating patterns of 

development, urban inhabitants should have central democratic decision making power.  

 But what if the solutions offered by the right to the city become muddled in 

disputes over who is a legitimate inhabitant of a community or neighborhood that has 

undergone gentrification?  What if disputes over the right to produce space do not fit 
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within a clear demarcation between the agents of abstract space and social space?  What 

if use-value and exchange-value are inextricably linked for members of an urban 

community?  Who has the right to the city when the very legitimacy of who should 

represent a community is in question?  Does the right to the city concept apply to such 

situations?  These questions illustrate the hidden complexities of establishing a ‘right to 

the city’ that is often lost in the fervor for the idealism of the position.   

 A fundamental prerequisite for the right to the city is to establish who has that 

right.  According to Lefebvre the right to the city is based on inhabitance.  If you live in 

an urban area then you have a fundamental right over patterns of urban life, “Thus, the 

right to the city is earned by living in the city” (Purcell 2003:577).  All decisions over 

matters of the city should be made by those who live, work and play in the city (Lefebvre 

1996; McCann 2002; Purcell 2003).  But this position is problematic if the legitimacy of 

those inhabitants’ connection to the community is in question (Anjaria 2009).  Focusing 

exclusively on inhabitance within a city or community neglects the possible conflicts that 

may arise between multiple groups all claiming that right.  How long has a person lived 

in that community?  Does simply moving someplace automatically give that person the 

full extent of rights as persons who may have lived, worked and played in that 

community for decades, or for generations?  Lefebvre and others define citizenship and 

inhabitance in a way that may ignore the social and emotional currency of a community.   

  In South Philadelphia and Chinatown the struggle for community rights centered 

around the divide between communities that did not want casinos in their neighborhoods 

and the power of the state and local officials to force this contentious development 
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forward.  In both locations the Foxwoods Casino was vehemently opposed by residents.  

Like Chinatown and South Philadelphia, anti-casino residents of Fishtown attempted to 

affirm their community rights and power against the state which designated a casino for 

their community.  But Fishtown was divided over this issue.  Within the community, a 

battle over what were legitimate community claims and who was an authentic 

“Fishtowner” divided the community.  For Fishtown residents attempting to stop the 

development of the SugarHouse Casino, their fight was on two fronts; against the state 

and against many of their neighbors. 

 The leitmotif of this dissertation is the question, who has the right to the city 

under these circumstances?  Do the states and the cities have this right when revenue is 

badly needed?  Do communities have the right to block this kind of development?  If so, 

what gives communities the right to reject casinos?  Does the wealth of a community give 

them the right to block contentious development?  Are the declarations of these rights the 

same for a small ethnic community as a wealthier community?  Who has a legitimate 

claim over the community when neighbors are divided over contentious development?  

Do newer residents who are part of recent waves of gentrification have the same rights as 

long-time residents to shape development outcomes?  All of these questions expose the 

complexities of how community claims-making occurs and who has the right to further 

those claims.     

Framing Casino Development 

 In order to understand the various ways the right to the city was expressed, I 

focused on how the right to the city was framed by different people and groups.  The 
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analytical focus on narrative frames is taken from the work of Erving Goffman (1974).  

Goffman (1974) defines a frame as a “schemata of interpretation” that enables individuals 

“to locate, perceive, identify and label” the complexities of their social world (Pp. 21).  

Frames help people interpret, understand, organize and derive meaning from events.  

Building on this, frames are utilized by competing social groups to establish an organized 

perspective around contentious issues (Elliot, Gotham, and Milligan 2004).  According to 

this approach, ideas and meanings about social conflict are not viewed as emerging only 

from existing ideology nor are social movements only viewed as mere vehicles for the 

emergence and transmission of an alternative ideology (Benford 1993; Benford and Snow 

2000).  Instead, people are actively involved in a process of meaning construction (Snow 

and Benford 1988) involving the identification and interpretation of their perceived 

environmental realities and threats, establishing sides as to who is to blame for creating 

polices that threaten their constituents and offering changes and solutions to such 

problems (Jenkins and Form 2005).  

 The different ways social actors framed casino development and community 

identity is central to this research.  For state-level supporters, casinos were framed as a 

new source of tax revenue and as economic developmental engines; for supporters in 

Philadelphia they were viewed as an opportunity for employment and neighborhood 

development; for other members of Philadelphia’s communities they were viewed as a 

destructive and unjust form of development which would fundamentally harm 

communities.  Focusing on the framing of casino development illuminates the 

relationship between the varying ways people viewed the production of urban space, 

place-based identities and their perspectives on contentious development.  For some, 
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framing the potential benefits of abstract space maximizing exchange-value was a central 

theme of their arguments favoring casino development, while others emphasized the use-

value of their social space that they perceived would be threatened or destroyed if casinos 

were developed in Philadelphia communities.   

 The various ways people from Fishtown, South Philadelphia and Chinatown 

framed the needs of their community and the identities shaped by shared community 

experiences influenced how the right to the city was declared.  Even for different 

community members who shared an antipathy of casino development, the ways the right 

to the city was expressed varied by class, ethnicity and different appraisals of community 

needs and vulnerabilities.  In addition, disagreements between some residents over 

authenticity of community members polarized claims to the right to the city.  Focusing on 

the framing of the right to the city by different community actors sheds light on the way 

place and place-identity shapes the ways this right is declared and the ability to harness 

community power.          

A Brief Timeline of Casino Development in Philadelphia 

 The journey from the legalization of slots parlors in Pennsylvania to the 

construction of a casino in Philadelphia was a long and winding road.  The process of 

building fourteen casinos across the state was marked by fits and starts, delays and 

setbacks, and remains unfinished.  To date, only eleven casinos are operational in 

Pennsylvania and of the two slated for Philadelphia only the SugarHouse Casino has been 

opened.  The other Philadelphia Casino, Foxwoods, lost the license to build and operate a 
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casino in the city.  As of this writing, the future of this second casino license remains 

uncertain both for the state and for Philadelphia. 

 Table 1.1 displays some of the major events that occurred between 2004 when 

slots gambling was legalized in Pennsylvania and the 2010 opening of the SugarHouse 

Casino1.  

Table 1.1:  Timeline of Major Events Concerning Casino Development in Philadelphia 

Date  Events

2004 

• July:  Act 71 passed legalizing slots gambling in Pennsylvania  
• Pennsylvania Gaming Control Board formed (PGCB) 
• Fourteen locations planned throughout Pennsylvania for casinos, 

two planned for Philadelphia 

2005 • Five applications submitted to the PGCB to develop casinos in 
Philadelphia 

2006 

• December:  Two casinos selected from the five applicants 
• Foxwoods Casino planned for Columbus Blvd and Reed Street in 

South Philadelphia 
• SugarHouse Casino planned for Delaware Avenue and Frankford 

Avenue in Fishtown 

2007 
• Fishtown Action (FACT) forms to represent the pro-casino interests 

of Fishtown 

2008 • Foxwoods Casino attempts to relocate the development of the 
casino to downtown Philadelphia in Chinatown 

2009 • Foxwoods proposal to relocate to Chinatown rejected by PGCB 

2010 
• Table games legalized for all of Pennsylvania’s casinos 
• September:  Sugarhouse Casino opens 
• December:  Foxwoods license revoked by PGCB 

 

As part of Act 71, the Pennsylvania Gaming Control Board (PGCB) was formed which 

oversees the implementation and regulation of the casino industry in Pennsylvania.  Act 

                                                            
1 See APPENDIX A for a detailed timeline of casino development in Pennsylvania and Philadelphia 
between 2004 and 2010. 
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71 also stipulated that fourteen casinos would be built across the state and two would be 

slated for Philadelphia.   

 In 2005, five applications were submitted to the PGCB by casino companies 

interested in developing casinos in Philadelphia.  Each of the five applicants proposed 

building a casino in a different location throughout Philadelphia.  In December 2005, the 

five casino applicants were publicly announced.  The five casino companies seeking 

approval from the PGCB to build and operate a casino in Philadelphia were Foxwoods, 

Riverwalk LP of Planet Hollywood, Trump Entertainment Resorts Inc., SugarHouse 

Gaming and Pinnacle Entertainment Inc.  Of the five casino applicants bidding for the 

two licenses, four applied to develop casinos along the Delaware River waterfront.  

Farthest north was Pinnacle at North Beach Street and Susquehanna Avenue, south of 

that was SugarHouse located in Fishtown on Delaware Avenue and Frankford Avenue, 

Riverwalk applied for a license at Columbus Avenue and Spring Garden Street and 

furthest south was Foxwoods in South Philadelphia on Columbus Avenue and Reed 

Street.  Trump Entertainment applied to develop a casino in the Nicetown section of 

North Philadelphia on Henry Avenue and Roberts Avenue.  

 In December 2006, two of the five applicants were selected by the PGCB to build 

and operate casinos in Philadelphia.  The two casinos selected were SugarHouse Casino 

and Foxwoods Casino.  A great deal of outrage followed the selection of the two casinos, 

especially in the two communities selected.  Many residents opposed the casino 

designations due to their immediate proximity to communities.  Referring to Map 1.1, 



SugarHouse was planned for the site of the old Jack Frost sugar refinery on Delaware 

Ave:     

Map 1.1:  SugarHouse Casino in Fishtown 
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This location along the Delaware River waterfront placed SugarHouse adjacent to the 

homes, schools and parks of Fishtown.  Referring to Map 1.2 Foxwoods was similarly 

located along the riverfront to the south of SugarHouse adjacent to the Society Hill, 

Queen Village and Pennsport communities:     

Map 1.2:  Foxwoods Casino in South Philadelphia 
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 A major argument made by casino opponents in both communities and elsewhere 

in Philadelphia following the selection of SugarHouse and Foxwoods casinos was that 

there was no citizen participation in the designation process.  It was argued by these 

residents that they would never have agreed to the casino locations in their communities.  

An outcome of this frustration was the formation of anti-casino organizations intended to 

represent both the communities and Philadelphia as a whole to prevent casino 

development.  One of the most notable of these groups is Casino Free Philadelphia who 

worked with residents and many civic associations to protest the development of the two 

casinos.  Between 2006 and 2010, Casino Free Philadelphia and other community based 

organizations held town hall meetings, staged protests and nonviolent direct actions with 

the intention to stop both casinos from being developed.   

 While the majority of residents in South Philadelphia were united in opposition 

against the Foxwoods Casino, in Fishtown some members of the community organized to 

support and negotiate with the SugarHouse Casino.  In writing about Fishtown, Peter 

Binzen (1970) described a white, working class community bound by close-knit 

community ties and strong union membership during Philadelphia’s industrial past.  

Binzen described a stronghold of blue-color culture, where people were proud of their 

stable and hard working community while also resentful of outsider incursions and local 

government intrusion.  Recently Charles Murray (2012) in his book Coming Apart 

developed a statistical facsimile of Fishtown to describe the decline of white working 

class communities across America.  Murray argues that white, working class 

communities like Fishtown are in trouble, displayed by declines in nuclear families, 

religiosity, civic engagement and increasing joblessness.  Reacting to outspoken activist 
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claims regarding the destruction casinos would bring, incumbents of Fishtown’s white, 

working class organized Fishtown Action (FACT) to represent the interests of long-time 

Fishtown residents, many of whom supported casino development. 

 In 2008, Foxwoods, responding to mounting pressure by the PGCB to begin 

construction, and faced with sustained community outrage and activism over the plan, 

worked with city officials to develop an alternative plan to move the casino from South 

Philadelphia to Chinatown.  Between 2008 and 2009 two locations in Chinatown were 

proposed as the future site of Foxwoods.  The first location was at the north side of 

Market Street and Ninth Street.  After this proposal was blocked by owners of the top 

floors of the building who did not want a casino, Foxwoods moved a block away to 

Eighth and Market Street to the abandoned Strawbridge’s department store site.  

Referring to Map 1.3, both of these locations now put Foxwoods immediately adjacent to 

Philadelphia’s Chinatown community:                     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Map 1.3:  Foxwoods Casino in Chinatown 

  

 

Both locations were opposed by the many Chinatown residents.  Again, the proximity to 

the community was a central concern for anti-casino activists and Chinatown residents.   

 In order for Foxwoods to begin development of a casino in Chinatown, the PGCB 

had to approve the proposal to relocate.  In 2009, the PGCB denied the request made by 

Foxwoods to relocate to Chinatown and ordered the company to develop a casino at the 

original location on the South Philadelphia waterfront.  Strong demands were made by 
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the PGCB of Foxwoods at this time.  Continued delays would not be tolerated.  The 

PGCB issued a warning to Foxwoods to begin construction of the casino or risk losing 

the license.   

 In 2010, after a year of debate between lawmakers, the Pennsylvania General 

Assembly passed a bill legalizing table games in Pennsylvania.  Until this point, 

Pennsylvania casinos could only operate slot machines and video poker and blackjack 

machines.  With the introduction of this law, Pennsylvania’s casinos became full-fledged 

gambling destinations including sports betting, horse racetracks at some, slot machines 

and table games.   

 The SugarHouse Casino opened its doors to Philadelphia in September 2010.  Of 

the two casinos planned for Philadelphia, Sugarhouse remains the only company to 

successfully build and operate a casino in the city.  In December 2010, having struggled 

to find financing for the project or seriously demonstrate a projected date for 

construction, the license for Foxwoods was revoked by the PGCB.  It is currently 

uncertain what will happen with this second casino license2.              

Why Casinos? 

Economic Changes and the Proliferation of Gambling 

 The proliferation of the gambling industry has marched lockstep with the 

development agendas of many states, cities and municipalities.  Urban areas suffering 

from economic decline have scrambled for a solution to alleviate their financial burdens.  

 
2 As of November 2012 five applications were submitted to the Pennsylvania Gaming Control Board for 
the second license to develop a casino in Philadelphia. 



24 

 

To compensate for a decline in the tax base many cities and states have supported urban 

development initiatives attempting to stimulate consumer spending and tourism in order 

to attract tax dollars from outside the city.  Waterfront development, convention centers 

and stadiums have been utilized as a strategy for stimulating economic growth in many 

urban areas both large and small.  In addition to such approaches gambling has become 

the new fix-all for many urban areas wishing to stem the hemorrhaging caused by the 

decline in the economic conditions.  It has been argued that casino development will 

attract tax dollars from outside the city, provide jobs for city residents and stimulate 

economic growth.  

 Many cities have struggled to meet the fiscal demands created as the 

infrastructure of the industrial economy has been left to rust.  Characteristic of many 

post-industrial towns, Philadelphia has suffered greatly from changes in the global 

economy.  Over the last fifty years Philadelphia has experienced a steady decline in 

manufacturing jobs, population and the subsequent erosion of a tax base provided by both 

employers and consumers (Adams et al. 1991; Adams et al. 2008).   

 In The Luck Business (1995) Robert Goodman describes the process whereby 

fiscally stressed states and cities support the proliferation of gambling as a means to bring 

jobs to their regions and increase tax revenue to overstretched and underfunded 

government coffers.  He suggests that this trend marches in lockstep with the growing 

gambling industry intent on expanding into new markets.  As state and city legislators 

grow ever more frustrated by their inability to stimulate job growth and promote 

economic development in an ever changing global economy, they turn to quick-fix 
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solutions to provide the revenue necessary to stabilize and ultimately expand local 

economies while legitimizing the role of government as a proactive enabler of economic 

growth.  As Goodman explains, out of ideas and faced with tremendous pressure to 

ensure the delivery of services, “Many legislators have come to see government-

sponsored gambling enterprises as one of their few remaining opportunities to create new 

jobs and public revenues” (Pp. Viii).  Driven by a “chaser” mentality, governments in 

desperate need of an economic shot in the arm find a hungry gambling industry chock 

full of campaign contributions and lobbyists awaiting with promises of economic growth.  

Goodman argues that this coalition between desperate governments pressured by vast 

economic changes and an industry bent on market growth is the driving force behind the 

rapid proliferation of gambling in the U.S. over the last twenty years.  

 In connecting this trend with the broader process of neoliberalism at the state and 

global level Kevin Fox Gotham and Jeannie Haubert (2007) suggest that the policies of 

national governments favoring deregulation and privatization have systematically applied 

downward pressure on individual states to devise alternative solutions for generating 

revenue.  They argue that a process of neoliberal revitalization has become paradigmatic 

in response to the changing role of government in America.  As the mantra of laissez-

faire continues to provide the rhetorical fuel for these changes, states and cities have been 

forced to look to the private sector to provide economic stimulation to their local 

economies.  According to the researchers the role of government today is less one of 

provider and more as enabler for the market driven interests of private businesses like 

casinos.     
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The Economics of Casino Development 

 Casino advocates in Pennsylvania and Philadelphia based their rhetoric on the 

narrative that casinos bring much needed money and investment to the state and to the 

city.  The basic premise is that casinos afford the opportunity to extract additional 

funding through taxes which then could be used to ameliorate deficits throughout the 

state.  For Philadelphia, it was suggested that the two casinos would spur waterfront 

development, provide an economic stimulus to business interests as well as provide much 

needed jobs for many Philadelphians.  Former Governor Ed Rendell argued that 

Pennsylvania was losing tax dollars as residents crossed state lines to gamble and that 

funds generated from casino development in Pennsylvania would enable property tax cuts 

for Pennsylvanians, aid in educational funding and reduce the wage tax in Philadelphia 

(Brennan 2004; Shields and Couloumbis 2006).  Former Mayor John Street parroted 

Rendell’s enthusiasm stressing the development Sugarhouse and Foxwoods would 

stimulate on the Philadelphia waterfront (Shields and Couloumbis 2006).  At one time, a 

slim majority of Philadelphians also supported casino construction in the city as a Pew 

Charitable Trusts poll suggested.  According to the results published in late April 2009, 

53% of Philadelphia residents supported casinos in Philadelphia while 41% opposed 

(Pew Charitable Trusts: Philadelphia Research Initiative retrieved December 2nd 2009).  

In addition the poll suggested that Philadelphians supported development of casinos on 

the Delaware River waterfront. 

 But research focusing on the economics of casino gambling, weighing the positive 

versus the negative externalities of casino development remains inconclusive regarding 
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whether casinos are a good economic strategy.  Some studies validate claims made by 

casino boosters suggesting that there is an overall positive economic outcome following 

casino development (Rubenstein 1984; Marfels 1997; Fenich and Hashimoto 2004; 

Wacker 2006; McLain and Maheshwari 2006; Wiley and Walker 2009).  While other 

research has found that casinos attract crime, increase traffic congestion, compete with 

established businesses, siphon away resources from the larger community and degrade 

the social and economic fabric of areas where casinos locate (Blevins and Jensen 1998; 

Gazel, Rickman and Thompson 2001; Grinols and Mustard 2001; 2006; Simon 2004; 

Griswold and Nichols 2006). It has been suggested that these social ills come with real 

monetary costs that may offset the gains made through casino taxation (Murphy 2007).   

 A major dispute in the research on the economics of casino development is over 

whether casinos contribute to a net increase in criminal activity.  If casinos can be linked 

to increased criminal activity then the added expenses needed to combat this increase 

may outweigh the positive externalities the casino is expected to produce.  Research 

conducted by Grinols and Mustard (2006) found that all crimes other than murder 

increased with casino development and the long term impact casinos had over crime rates 

increased over time.  Research by Gazel, Rickman and Thompson (2001) came to similar 

conclusions finding that the introduction of casinos did increase some crimes as well as 

having spillover effects into surrounding areas.  Buck, Hakim and Spiegel (1991) found 

that the increase in crime brought about by casinos depresses real estate values.  Increases 

in crime require greater expenditures for police and firefighters by municipalities which 

ultimately offset the cost-benefits realized through casino taxation (Gazel 1998).  Still 

other research reports mixed findings on whether casinos spur increased criminal activity 
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(Giacopassi and Stitt 1993; Stitt, Nichols and Giacopassi 2003; Walker 2008) while 

others contest such claims altogether (Moufakkir 2005).   

 Some research has questioned the assumption that casino development actually 

provides the economic rewards promised.  For instance it has been suggested that hosting 

the casino industry in cities will expand job opportunities and help local businesses.  It is 

impossible to deny that people will work as a result of the casino industry.  Ultimately 

people will need to build the casinos, operate and manage the casinos and provide 

security.  Some research has validated this claim suggesting that job creation has 

occurred with the introduction of casinos into certain regions (Rubenstein 1984; Marfels 

1997; Wacker 2006; McLain and Maheshwari 2006).  Although as Earl Grinols (2001) 

maintains the creation of jobs is not a definitive indicator of economic development.   For 

example, Grinols explains that if a casino enters a local economy and pulls a certain 

amount of jobs from other businesses; take customers away from restaurants, theaters and 

stores then economic development has not been achieved.  Instead the casino industry has 

“cannibalized” the local economy shifting consumer spending from the local economy to 

the casino industry.  In order for casino jobs to benefit a region, people who are employed 

by the casino must find their economic position to be better than it once was.   

If casinos are successfully competing for dollars with other local businesses then 

the end result of adding a casino is to shift money from local businesses to the casino.  

Similar to the seemingly unresolved debate over the relationship between casinos and 

crime, there is disagreement regarding the potential for the casino industry to 

“cannibalize” the local economy.  Some research has found that casinos do cannibalize 
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local businesses (Blevins and Jensen 1998; Room, Turner and Ialomiteanu 1999) and 

provide a substitute for other entertainment industries (Siegel and Anders 1999) while 

other findings suggest just the opposite arguing that the casino industry benefits local 

businesses (Fenich and Hashimoto 2004; Wiley and Walker 2009). 

 In the context of the casino debate in Philadelphia this research suggests that 

analysis of the economic benefits of casinos cannot ignore the potential hidden social and 

economic costs of such an endeavor.  For instance, additional expenditures to cover new 

infrastructure due to traffic problems, additional social services to treat gambling 

addiction and unemployment, and the need for more police to deal with increases in 

crime.  In addition, one must understand that no two cities are exactly alike.  The 

outcomes of casino development for one municipality (whether positive or negative) may 

be different from another based on the population of the region, the current economic 

conditions and the location of the casino. 

 A great deal of research on casinos appears in journals of economics and tourism 

and largely focuses on the potential positive and negative externalities.  Citing notable 

exceptions (Cosgrave and Klassen 2001; Griswold and Nichols 2006; Volberg and Wray 

2007; Gotham and Haubert 2007) there has been relatively little research conducted by 

social scientists focusing on casino development.  Considering the rapid proliferation of 

casino development across the country over the last twenty years, it is important to 

consider more than the possible economic outcomes of casino development.  Regardless 

of what a casino does for the local economy, people have to live with them.  This 

dissertation deals with many issues neglected in academic inquiries over the economics 
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of casinos by addressing issues of urban spatial production, the production of casino 

space and outcomes of this process, the role of place and place-identity in shaping 

perspectives on the possible harms and benefits of casino construction within 

communities, and how place-identity and community authenticity are used to achieve 

specific goals.  Many respondents in this research framed casino development based on 

appraisals of the positive versus the negative externalities of casinos in their community.  

The focus of this research is not to understand if these varying appraisals were correct, 

but to understand how place and community, class, ethnicity and gentrification all shaped 

the framing process.  From that, a clearer understanding of how people generate 

community power, enact the right to the city and shape outcomes is achieved.              

Format of the Dissertation 

 This research examines the framing of struggle, dispute and conflict over casino 

development in Philadelphia utilizing a number of theories focusing on various themes.  

Each chapter focuses on a specific research theme in order to examine the particulars of 

different neighborhoods, groups, people and circumstances.  The important forces 

shaping the framing of perception over casino development for each community and for 

different groups within communities is a particular focus of this research.   

 Chapter two presents the data collection and methods of analysis utilized in this 

research.  First, I describe the use of constructivist grounded theory methods used in this 

research.  Second, I discuss the data collected for this research including interviews with 

pro- and anti-casino actors involved with casino development in Philadelphia.  
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 Chapter three analyzes a reoccurring dispute between pro- and anti-casino actors 

regarding the effect of casino development on local economies and people.  There was 

significant dispute over whether casinos in Pennsylvania and Philadelphia were 

“destination” casinos which attract people to an area, or “convenience” casinos which 

make gambling easier and more prevalent for a local population.  Questions posed 

include, how can we evaluate the extent that a casino attracts people to a region or 

derives most customers locally?  What are some outcomes of either process?  Why have 

states become increasingly interested in pursuing gambling legalization and casino 

development?  In attempting to solve fiscal issues by building casinos, are states creating 

more serious problems?     

Chapter four explores the framing of conflict in Fishtown over casino 

development.  How did different Fishtown residents frame casino development?  What 

was the fundamental debate over casino development?  Why did different residents view 

casino development as either positive or negative?  Who has the right to the city when 

members of a community are divided?  Who should have the power to influence 

developmental policy?   

Chapter five follows chapter four’s line of inquiry.  For communities that were 

strongly opposed to casino development, how did issues over community vulnerability 

shape the framing of anti-casino sentiment?  Is the expression of the right to the city the 

same for all groups and places?  How did some communities claim a more authentic right 

to the city than others?   
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Chapter six looks at the role of social capital in shaping developmental outcomes 

in Fishtown.  How was social capital used as leverage over casino development decisions 

in Fishtown?  How was social capital used by long-time residents to galvanize support for 

casino development?  How was social capital translated into a resource to shape 

outcomes for Fishtown?  How do the findings of this research fit with theories suggesting 

urban power is derived from weak as opposed to strong social capital? 

In chapter seven I conclude the dissertation by discussing the importance of the 

research findings.  I discuss some limitations of the research as well as the contributions 

this research provides.  I also make suggestions for future research understanding not just 

the impacts of casino development on communities, but the ways communities harness 

power and frame their right to the city.     
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CHAPTER 2: 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

 

Introduction 

 This chapter describes the research methods used in this dissertation.  The chapter 

is organized into four sections.  The first section discusses the constructivist grounded 

theory method utilized in this research including background on the approach and my 

justification for its use.  The second section details the data collection process which 

includes respondent selection, coding, interview data, media analysis, online resources 

and site observations.  The third section discusses the six units of analysis which became 

the focus of this dissertation.  I explain why the categories were created and what types of 

people are represented in each unit.  The concluding section discusses the utility of 

constructivist grounded theory for this research.      

Research Methods 

Constructivist Grounded Theory 

 This research utilizes constructivist grounded theory methods.  Beginning with 

the seminal work of Glaser and Strauss (1967), grounded theory offers an approach 

which flips traditional empirical research methodology from one of theory testing to that 

of theory generation.  As opposed to testing theoretical assumptions through data 

collection and analysis, grounded theory suggests that theoretical categories and their 

properties should arise from the process of data collection itself (Glaser and Strauss 1967; 

Strauss and Corbin 1990; Corbin and Strauss 1990; Kelle 2007).  In this way, the 

researcher becomes the principle actor for interpreting, analyzing, and theorizing social 
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events, structures, and situations.  Indeed the many tools utilized by qualitative 

researchers owe their refinement to grounded theoretical methodologies (Charmaz 2003).  

These include interviews and observation, as well as, the increased focus on narratives 

for driving the construction of event sequences, causal relations and the categorization of 

variables.  

 Using this method, the intention is to develop concepts and theoretical 

explanations from social events; “from” is the key word here because grounded theory 

attempts to avoid a prescriptive approach to theoretical application.  Grounded methods 

generate theory and explanations from concepts grounded by the data collection process 

to explain the events of interest.  In this way the analysis and the generation of theory is 

driven, and indeed interwoven with the data collection process.  As Kathy Charmaz 

(2003) explains, researchers utilizing this approach “…cannot shop their disciplinary 

stores for preconceived concepts and dress their data in them” (Pp. 251).  Analysis of the 

data begins as soon as the first pieces are collected.  This analysis then proceeds to drive 

the collection of more data.  Data collection and analysis happen concurrently in order to 

understand the context and to operationalize the concepts.  As Corbin and Strauss 

explain, “The research process itself guides the researcher toward examining all of the 

possibly rewarding avenues to understanding” (Corbin and Strauss 1990:6).  The 

researcher is charged with both discovering and developing relevant conceptual 

information through constant comparison of data as they unravel the various threads 

binding the observed social events.  
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 Following their collaboration in The Discovery of Grounded Theory, Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) would find themselves at odds over the precise conditions from which a 

researcher must situate themselves with regard to preconceived knowledge.  Glaser 

argued for a more rigid objectivist approach stressing that the basic concepts must arise 

out of the research process (Glaser 1978; 1992).  Strauss and Corbin (1990) on the other 

hand, dealing with postmodern critiques challenging the existence of pure objectivity in 

any research process, pushed grounded methods forward by endorsing some elements of 

constructivism (Charmaz 2003; Denzin and Lincoln 2003; Bryant and Charmaz 2007).  

Kathy Charmaz (2003) endorses a constructivist grounded theory which assumes that 

pure objectivity is neither possible nor even necessary.  Charmaz (2003) argues that, 

“…the viewer creates the data and ensuing analysis through interaction with the viewed” 

(Pp. 273).  Both researcher and subjects are involved in an interactive sonata which, at 

the completion of the research, builds as crescendo to a final evaluation and theorization 

of social events.  Subjects frame their experiences and social context and these 

interpretive frames of reality are then further framed by the researcher bridging the divide 

between research subject and agent.  The researcher uses the narratives of subjects to 

construct an interpretation of events, develop the analytical concepts and generate theory 

which then can be used by others as a platform for interpretation and/or validation. 

 The flexibility of constructivist grounded theory made the technique ideal for this 

research.  The researcher is able to adapt the data collection process to recently analyzed 

information, as well as, changing social situations which then directs the path of further 

data collection.  Researching the debate over, and the process of, casino development in 

Philadelphia was akin to tracking a moving target.  The course set for casino 
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development underwent many changes which produced concurrent reactions by those 

involved in the debate over casino construction, all of which had to be considered, 

analyzed, contextualized and organized in order to produce the final project.  Finding 

consistency to develop concrete concepts was a challenge in this research considering all 

of these changes and the fact that respondents operated as both historians of the events as 

they saw them take place and as commentators on events that were presently occurring.  

Data collection for this research began in July of 2009 and concluded in April of 2012 but 

the story told in this research began in 2004 with the passing of Act 71 and took shape 

after the Pennsylvania Gaming Control Board selected the two sites along the Delaware 

Riverfront for Foxwoods and SugarHouse in 2006.   

 A number of changes occurred between 2006 and 2012 which required constant 

adaptation to the data collection process.  Peoples’ stances on casino development 

evolved and changed, political turnover occurred, court cases deciding the fates of 

communities transpired, the location of Foxwoods Casino bounced between two 

neighborhoods before the license was revoked by the Pennsylvania Gaming Control 

Board (PGCB), non-profit , activist and community organizations formed, developed and 

evolved,  in 2010 the SugarHouse Casino opened.  It became absolutely necessary to 

revisit the data over and over again in order to keep pace with all of these changes, 

develop concepts and focus the data collection process around this constantly changing 

social situation.  As a research methodology constructivist grounded theory is perfectly 

suited for these challenges in order to produce something both descriptive and 

explanatory.  
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Data Collection 

 The data for this research came from analysis of the local Philadelphia media, 

event observations, online resources and most importantly from many extensive 

interviews with a variety of individuals involved with the conflict over casino 

development in Philadelphia.  This data was collected from July of 2009 and concluded 

in March of 2012.  Data collection began with a thorough reading of all articles and 

editorials published in The Philadelphia Inquirer on casino development in Pennsylvania 

and Philadelphia.  This was done in order to begin to establish a timeline of events 

beginning in 2004 when gambling was legalized in Pennsylvania, in order to understand 

the process and context of the story, and to identify key actors and organizations at the 

state and local level involved in the dispute.   

 A number of events such as town hall meetings discussing the casino issue, direct 

political actions orchestrated by anti-casino groups and visits to the SugarHouse Casino 

were also conducted in order to better contextualize the debate and through personal 

introduction, establish contact with individuals who would be useful as interview 

respondents.  Interviews were conducted with twenty-nine individuals who both 

supported and opposed casino construction in Philadelphia.  These interviews provided 

the richest source of data for this dissertation.   

Media Analysis 

 An extensive analysis of the local Philadelphia print media was conducted in this 

research including The Philadelphia Inquirer, The Daily News, Philadelphia Magazine, 

The Spirit and The Fishtown Star.  This analysis began in July of 2009 and continued 
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until the end of data collection in April 2012.  This analysis was useful for two reasons.  

First, a thorough review of larger publications covering the greater Philadelphia region 

such as The Philadelphia Inquirer, The Daily News and Philadelphia Magazine provided 

the initial contextual data for this research, provided a timeline of events, and identified 

important figures and organizations involved in the debate.  Second as the research 

developed and evolved a continued review of these larger publications as well as 

neighborhood specific publications such as The Fishtown Star and The Spirit provided 

continued updates on any changes occurring with casino construction.  They also 

provided neighborhood specific context which became important as analytical concepts 

began to emerge during the data collection process.   

 The research began with an initial coding strategy and analysis of The 

Philadelphia Inquirer.  Charmaz (2006) explains that initial coding is conducted to begin 

catching a broad array of theoretical possibilities which will be refined and used to 

develop the core concepts of the research.  I began collecting this data in July of 2009, 

well before the selection of the dissertation committee, the construction of my research 

questions, and before the drafting and successful defense of the dissertation proposal.  

This initial data collection and coding was an effective way to catch up on what had 

occurred in the city and the state since July, 2004.  After catching up with the events that 

had transpired during the previous five years I continued to read new articles and 

editorials as they were published in order to stay current with the topic. 

 In order to understand what was going on in Philadelphia regarding casino 

development I read every article and editorial published in The Philadelphia Inquirer 
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from July 4th 2004 when slots gambling was legalized in Pennsylvania to 2010.  This was 

a daunting task made ever more so after December 2006 when the sites for Foxwoods 

and SugarHouse had been selected for Philadelphia and local media coverage on casinos 

greatly increased.   

 I gained access to these articles on Temple University’s Library online database.  

A key word search was conducted using, “casinos” or “gambling” as the target words.  If 

any article or editorial used either of these words it was initially perused for content.  

Only articles and editorials discussing casinos and gambling in Pennsylvania and 

Philadelphia were explored further as there were many stories printed dealing with the 

Pennsylvania lottery and casinos in neighboring states which were outside the focus of 

this research. 

 The initial search of casinos or gambling between 2004 and 2010 turned up over 

1,200 articles but many were stories covering Atlantic City casinos, mob operations, theft 

or illegal gambling among others not relevant to my research.  After refining the search to 

content concerning gambling and casinos in Pennsylvania I found 420 articles that were 

pertinent.  The content search was then narrowed to articles concerning casino 

development, gambling and activism in Philadelphia specifically, of which there were 

268.    

 Grounded methodological approaches suggest that the researcher begin data 

collection with few preconceived notions about the issue of interest in order to remain 

open to emerging concepts and my initial coding strategy of the local media followed this 

strategy (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Charmaz 2006; Holton 2007).  The initial step was to 
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produce a timeline of events therefore all dates relating to laws, casino site designation, 

court cases and activist actions were coded and recorded.  This helped bring the temporal 

chain of events into focus, as well as develop causal connections between actions and 

reactions of the state and the PGCB, the judiciary and the actions of community 

organizations and activist groups.  Essentially this coding strategy paid attention to the 

‘when’ and ‘where’ of casino development as reported in the media.  

 Along with developing a timeline of events the coding of specific contextual 

issues was important in order to understand the various nuances surrounding the debate 

over casino development in Philadelphia.  I coded for major themes that arouse around 

the controversial issue of gambling, the general positions taken by different institutions, 

groups and people, the specific claims made by different social actors and how they 

addressed competing claims.  Some codes that I developed included “Anti-Casino 

Activists” and “Casino Supporters” to differentiate between different people and groups, 

other codes such as “Anti-Casino Narratives” and “Pro-Casino Narratives” were used to 

organize the different positions taken by competing groups over casino development.  

Finally codes such as “Major Events”, “Casino Victories” and “Anti-Casino Challenges” 

were used to organize the specific events that shaped future outcomes during this period.  

This coding strategy focused on what was being said, why it was said, and how claims 

were rationalized by often competing social actors.  This enabled a better understanding 

of the complexity of the issue and helped generate concepts, categories and questions that 

would drive later data collection.     
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 Finally, the initial coding focused on the major players within the conflict as 

identified by the media.  This coding strategy identified who were the major political, 

regional, and local individuals involved with the debate and the positions they held.  Over 

the years a number of individuals would be utilized as key figures, routinely cited by 

newspaper articles covering the issue.  Many articles also identified less visible actors 

involved with casino development including major investors in the projects, developers, 

union representatives, lawyers or more generally persons who had a stake in casino 

development.  Along with identifying individuals, groups that many of these individuals 

represented were identified and recorded.  By coding all of the major players I was able 

to identify who was involved over a longer period of time, groups and organizations with 

a stake in casino development, and differentiate between various contested interests.  The 

identification of key actors was also a necessary precursor to the sampling strategies 

involved with conducting interviews which provided the richest source of data for this 

research. 

 The media analysis was the first step in the research process.  I continued to 

investigate the issues being addressed in the local media to stay current with the 

constantly changing and evolving situation.  This helped to focus my interview sampling 

and interview conversations.  As I became in some ways a historical preservationist of 

the long battle over casinos in Philadelphia it also became important to direct my 

attention to more neighborhood specific publications such as The Fishtown Star and The 

Spirit in order to better understand the issues addressed by specific neighborhoods and to 

continue identifying possible participants for the research. 
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 The media analysis was useful as an introduction to the casino issue and as a 

contextual frame of reference throughout the research process.  The coding of the local 

media allowed me to establish a timeline of events beginning in July, 2004 when gaming 

legislation was passed in Pennsylvania.  It also helped identify the broad perspectives and 

frames used by various competing people and groups.  Finally, the coding of the local 

media was crucial for indentifying key actors and organizations involved the debate.   

Online Sources 

 A number of websites were also very useful for identifying possible respondents, 

group’s agendas and claims, information on casinos, and upcoming events.  I routinely 

checked websites of organizations such as Casino Free Philadelphia, Fishtown Action, 

Asian Americans United, No Casinos in Heart of City Coalition and the New Kensington 

Special Services District in order to understand the various claims and credits these 

groups were making and claiming.  In addition these sites provided dates and times for 

various events such as meetings and actions which directed the observation phase of the 

research.  A number of sites provided detailed viewpoints which were also useful for 

filling analytical gaps which was especially important when individuals who would have 

been excellent to interview one-on-one were unwilling to participate in the research.  

Many of these online sites provided audio and video speeches and interviews made by 

anti-casino opponents, three of which were transcribed into word documents and coded in 

the same fashion as the one-on-one interviews I conducted.     
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Site Observations 

 Site observations of a number of events including town hall meetings, protest 

actions and casino visits were conducted at various times beginning in February, 2009 

and concluding in July 2011.  The initial coding process of the local media and web sites 

of various groups provided information on events that were hosted by groups like Casino 

Free Philadelphia, Fishtown Action and Asian Americans United.  I attended three town 

hall meetings hosted by Casino Free Philadelphia in 2009.  I also attended a Casino Free 

Philadelphia action in Chester, PA at the Harrah’s Casino in June, 2009 in order to 

witness how casino opposition groups gathered support for their movement, framed their 

position and to observe the techniques of non-violent direct political action.  These were 

also excellent occasions to present my research aims to individuals involved with the 

conflict.  This enabled me to meet people with whom I hoped to conduct interviews.  

Attending these events also provided the opportunity to see firsthand how people were 

reacting to not only the idea of casinos but when the SugarHouse Casino opened, how 

they reacted to the realities of a casino in Philadelphia.  Additionally, thirteen visits to the 

SugarHouse Casino were conducted following the opening in September 2010 and until 

July 2012. 

Interviews 

 The most substantial source of data for this research came from twenty-nine, one-

on-one, semi-structured interviews with a wide variety of individuals who were involved 

in, or had specific knowledge about, the conflict over casino development in 

Philadelphia.  I began conducting interviews in September 2010.  My final interview was 
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conducted in April of 2012.  Most interviews lasted between sixty and ninety minutes.  A 

few interviews went beyond two hours and a few were around forty-five minutes.  Each 

interview was recorded and transcribed as a word document.  I used Atlas.ti, a qualitative 

software program to code each interview and to write extensive memos on my findings.  

Participants in the research were selected using a mix of theoretical and snowball 

sampling methods.  Two interview questionnaires were designed, one for pro-casino 

actors and one for anti-casino actors.  These questions and probes provided the initial 

framework for the interview process.   

 As I began my interviews I relied more heavily on these questions than I did for 

later interviews.  The interview questions emerged from the media analysis and site 

observations and represented an underdeveloped line of thinking that was emblematic of 

the work done prior to defending my dissertation proposal.  As I began conducting 

interviews I found that the questions I had designed were useful for beginning the 

interviews but keeping with constructivist grounded theory methods I quickly recognized 

concepts and themes emerging that I had not even considered when designing the 

questionnaires.  For instance, an early question asked how respondents became involved 

in the casino issue.  After a few interviews with pro-casino advocates in Fishtown I 

learned how many of them shared an interest in the casino and then used their community 

based social networks to get their neighbors involved with supporting the casino.  After 

learning of this process I then directed questions around the process of using community 

social networks to generate support for casino development.  Based on this trend and on 

the analysis and coding following interviews I adapted my questions and strategies 

around the emerging themes for subsequent interviews.   
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 As more interviews were conducted and analysis continued different categories, 

concepts and themes emerged in the research which led to the generation of new 

questions which guided subsequent interviews.  This was good for the research and was 

encouraged during the interview process as to allow the respondents to develop their own 

narrative frames when formal direction from me became unnecessary (Kvale 1996).   

Respondent Sampling 

 All sampling in grounded theory begins with theoretical sampling which drives 

more nuanced sampling methods (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss and Corbin 1990; 

Charmaz 2003; 2006).  Theoretical sampling involves the refinement of ideas and 

categories within the emerging theory.  Participants for research are selected based on the 

descriptive and categorical needs of the research (Charmaz 2006; Morse 2007).  The goal 

is to completely flush out any and all possible categories and concepts that may pertain to 

the theoretical evaluation of the research.  As ideas, concepts and categories emerge in 

the research, further data is collected to the point of saturation, where the researcher feels 

satisfied that no new information can be obtained through further data collection 

(Charmaz 2006).  It is a directive sampling procedure because the researcher, seeking 

saturation of all concepts and categories, seeks out further data that will achieve this end.  

Once the direction of the research is established more refined and nuanced methods are 

applied as demanded by the research goals. 

 Theoretical sampling for interviews began with the initial coding of the major 

Philadelphia newspapers.  Names of various figures and organizations involved with the 

dispute were coded based on their role and significance.  Identification of people and 
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groups led to the observations of town hall meetings and actions conducted by Casino 

Free Philadelphia.  It was during these observations that I made myself known to various 

people and explained my research.  I also obtained contact information from leaders of 

this organization and obtained permission to contact them on a later date in order to 

schedule an interview. 

 Having made a number of connections with possible interview respondents and 

having also identified other people who would be ideal to provide data I began contacting 

interview candidates.  I wrote a letter to request an interview that I emailed to possible 

respondents.  In this letter I identified myself and my affiliation with Temple University, 

described my research, explained that all interview respondents would remain 

anonymous, and requested an interview stressing the importance of the information that 

respondent would provide for my research.  For persons that were interested in 

contributing to my research and responded to my request, a date, time and place that was 

convenient for the respondent was organized and an interview was conducted.  After 

completing an interview I requested names and contacts of others who might be useful as 

interview respondents.  In almost every case the respondent provided names of others I 

should contact with their blessing that I could mention them as a reference.  In many 

cases I was provided a list of individuals and their contact information by the respondent.  

I then would contact these new persons and request an interview.  I repeated this cycle 

until no new willing persons responded to my email requests.  My goal was to speak with 

any person interested in doing an interview.  I sought out interviews with every possible 

individual and with every contact provided.  Eventually the trail went cold as fewer 
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people responded to my interview requests which brought my formal data collection to a 

close.          

   Tracking the snowball chain of referrals illuminated the divide between pro and 

anti casino people.  Theoretical sampling led to targeting individuals who then referred 

me to other individuals in their network who were knowledgeable on the matter.  

Snowball sampling illustrated they ways in which networks between pro and between 

anti casino people had been structured (Noy 2008).  People who were initially identified 

as anti-casino had established networks and maintained contact information with other 

individuals who were active in the anti-casino campaign.   

 A similar pattern was observed for pro-casino actors.  The referral networks 

developed in this polarizing way.  Although many respondents would suggest speaking 

with their adversaries about a given issue, rarely did they themselves have contact with 

those individuals.  They instead maintained contact relations with those most closely 

aligned with their cause.  Through the interviews other organizations would also come up 

that the respondent believed was pertinent to the discussion.  I then would research the 

organization and target representatives of that organization for interviews.  Following 

these interviews I would then ask for referrals thus continuing the snowball sampling 

procedure until I saturated each category and concept or until I exhausted all willing 

people.                                                                  

Coding and Memo Writing 

  In this research I followed the two-tier coding procedures and memo-writing 

suggested by Kathy Charmaz (2006).  While others have developed multiple coding 
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procedures and strategies (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss and Corbin 1990 Glaser 

1992; Holton 2007), Charmaz emphasizes the use of initial coding and focused coding.  

Initial coding requires the researcher to be open to anything and everything the data can 

illuminate.  It is the point from which large data sets are fractured into general categories 

and concepts.  The fracturing of the data both generates concepts that may require further 

saturation and gaps in the research which may need to be filled.  Focused coding 

develops and refines the concepts, categories and emerging theories generated during 

initial coding.  In many cases focused coding involves sub-categorization of broader 

codes development during initial coding and in others it involves selecting the most 

relevant data for closer analysis.  As Charmaz (2006) explains, “During initial coding, the 

goal is to remain open to all possible theoretical directions indicated by one’s readings of 

the data.  Later, one uses focused coding to pinpoint and develop the most salient 

categories in large batches of data” (Pp. 46). 

 Extensive memo-writing occurred concurrently with the coding process.  In 

grounded theory, “Memo-writing is the pivotal intermediate step between data collection 

and writing drafts of papers” (Charmaz 2006:72).  It is the, “methodological 

link…through which the researcher transforms data into theory” (Lempert 2006:245).  As 

coding takes place and ideas, concepts and categories emerge, memos are written to 

capture the researcher’s thoughts and theories on the data.  In this way the researcher is 

constantly connected to the data, not just in terms of coding, but in performing early 

analysis which then drives questions and conversations in later interviews and the use of 

more refined codes.  Atlas.ti is especially suited for memos written alongside codes.  The 

program allows the researcher to attach memos to coded data.  When chunks of an 
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interview were coded I attached memos to the data when I had specific ideas or themes 

that I wanted to explore in the research.  I wrote many memos throughout the research 

process which greatly aided in my formulation of the final research. 

 After coding and writing memos for the initial interviews, themes, frames, 

perspectives and concepts emerged that I had not previously anticipated.  The initial 

coding of the interviews presented new data that required further saturation.  What also 

emerged in this process were the specific units of analysis utilized in this research.  I not 

only coded for relevant themes and categories but began to organize the respondents 

based on their perspectives over casino development and their structural relationships to 

the projects.   

 As more interviews were coded I focused my codes into sub-categories derived 

from the initial categories.  There was no definitive period of transition in this process; 

instead as I coded and wrote memos on more interviews I began to mix initial coding 

with focused coding.  As more interviews were analyzed more refined codes were 

created.  I then returned to earlier interviews and applied this new coding scheme to data 

that had received a broader coding application.  In total I developed forty-three codes for 

this research.  Some codes emerged during the initial coding phase and others were 

developed as more data was analyzed3.   

 
3 I offer one example to illustrate how I used Atlas.ti for coding and analysis.  One theme that emerged 
from the initial coding process was the issue of crime.  My first step was to code any mention in the data of 
crime under the code “Crime”.  As I got deeper into the data and conducted more interviews I found that 
different people framed the issue of crime differently.  For instance anti-casino actors in Fishtown tended to 
talk about increases in crime that would occur if the SugarHouse Casino was built.  For this group the 
perceived issue of crime was part of an anti-casino frame that reoccurred throughout the interviews.  I 
would therefore code a statement made by an anti-casino actor who perceived crime in this way under two 
codes, “Crime” and “Anti-Casino Frames”.  The code “Anti-Casino Frames” included other statements than 
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Units of Analysis 

 Grounded theory requires that all categories emerge from the data collection 

process (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Kelle 2007).  The units of analysis for this research 

were created following extensive coding and analysis of the data.  From these data I 

organized the various units of analysis into six categories.  I organized these six 

categories into two sub-categories based on their representation in the research.  Four 

categories fall under the subheading of Social Actors and two fall under the subheading 

of Structural Agents.  The six units of analysis in this research are:      

 Social Actors  

• Anti-Casino Activists 
• Pro-Casino Advocates 
• Political Actors  
• Neutral Organizational Representatives 

  

 Structural Agents 

• The State 
• The Casinos  

 

 I categorize social actors by the types of individuals involved with the conflict 

over casino development in Philadelphia.  I organized these units into four categories 

based on their varying situational positions within the debate.  These situational positions 

included active participation in the prevention of casino construction, active participation 

in negotiations and promotion of casinos, political representation, and representation of a 

community or local organization.  Both political representation and organizational 

 
those about crime but when combined with the code for “Crime” it took on a different organizational 
significance.   
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representation were defined by sentiment either for or against casino construction 

depending on the individual.   For these two categories peoples’ positions on the casinos 

were dictated or even constrained by constituents or the organizations they represented.  

These four categories denote the types of individuals I interviewed for the research. 

 The state and the casinos represent the broad interests of the state and local 

government as well as the interests of a profit-driven industry.  The casino industry was 

utterly reliant on the state for legislating entry into the commonwealth and for enabling 

growth of the industry in Pennsylvania.  The casino industry required state legislation for 

its very existence.  Likewise the state has reaped benefits from the casino industry in the 

form of tax revenue.  This interconnection of interests between the state and the casinos 

structured the spatial discourse and discord that occurred between the various social 

actors in Philadelphia.             

Anti-Casino Activists 

 I classified any community-level individual who was actively involved at any 

point throughout the process with preventing the construction of either the Foxwoods 

Casino or the SugarHouse Casino as an anti-casino activist.  This classification does not 

include political representatives or their aides.  Instead it was applied to members of 

activist organizations designed to prevent casino construction, community members 

either involved with or affiliated with activist organizations and members of various 

community groups who did not remain neutral on the issue of casino development but 

mobilized their organizational resources to thwart casino construction.  These individuals 

were often either directly working for, or aligned with a number of organizations that 
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were actively involved with preventing casino development including, Casino Free 

Philadelphia, Fishtown Civic Association and Asian Americans United.  Other groups 

included churches and religious organizations as well as neighborhood associations.  

Together many of these groups have formed a loose coalition called No Casinos in Heart 

of City which remains active today.        

 The use of the term anti-casino activist to apply to this group was not my creation.  

The term anti-casino ‘activist’ was applied by both pro and anti-casino individuals to 

identify people involved with preventing casino development.  People working to stop 

the casinos readily recognized themselves as activists either because they were working 

directly for an activist organization or because they were aligned with the agenda to fight 

the state’s decision to locate casinos in their communities.  Anti-casino activists were 

people who felt they needed to take some form of action to stop casino development.  For 

them performing activism against perceived corruption, injustice and abuses of state 

power was urgent.  The individuals I call pro-casino advocates also used activists as a 

generalized term to describe people who were actively fighting the development of the 

casinos.  For this group the term “activist” was a “dirty word” used to describe people 

who were, from their perspective, unwilling to find a compromise on the casino issue.   

 The use of the term anti-casino activist in this research should not be conflated 

with merely a position taken on casinos in Philadelphia.  Rather it denotes an action or 

actions by group members taken to accomplish the goal of stopping casino construction.  

This could include financial support, activist activities, e.g., protests and direct political 

actions, and organizing against casino development.  All interview participants could 
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readily refer to people who held sentiments either pro or anti-casino but were unwilling to 

be involved or did not feel strongly enough about the issue.  In fact, much of the 

organizing strategies utilized by both pro-casino advocates and anti-casino activists 

involved gathering financial support and mobilizing individuals more or less on the fence 

about casino development.  I did not interview any persons who could be generalized as 

fence sitters.  This was not intentional but came about organically as a condition of the 

methods used in this research.  Theoretical sampling directed me to people who were 

very public in terms of their involvement in the casino dispute.  The networks they 

established were most often with other individuals like themselves, not just in terms of 

their position but in terms of their involvement.  Therefore the snowball sampling 

strategy also utilized in this research generated respondents who were involved in some 

capacity with the issue of casino development. 

 The demographic makeup of anti-casino activists I interviewed depended on the 

specific neighborhood where a casino was designated for construction.  The three 

communities where a casino was intended to be developed were Fishtown/Northern 

Liberties, the South Philadelphia communities of Society Hill/Pennsport/Queens Village, 

and Chinatown.  Most notably for Fishtown/Northern Liberties and South Philadelphia 

the majority of anti-casino activists were not life long residents of these communities but 

were instead more recent arrivals.  Some of these individuals were heavily involved with 

political activism and some were in fact professional activists.  These were people who 

arrived as these neighborhoods underwent gentrification and were generally regarded by 

those I interviewed as more educated and middle or upper-middle class.  The anti-casino 

activists in these communities I interviewed were almost exclusively white.  Anti-casino 
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activists in Chinatown were largely Asian American and were both long time residents to 

that community and first and second generation immigrants.                    

Pro-Casino Advocates 

 I used the term pro-casino advocates to refer to community-level respondents who 

were actively involved with the promotion of casino development.  This involvement 

could include organizing meetings between neighbors and casino representatives, 

throwing picnics and events sponsored by a casino, partaking in negotiations with a 

casino to acquire financial contributions, and actively disseminating a pro-casino 

perspective.  The most noteworthy organization to have formed around a pro-casino 

perspective was Fishtown Action or otherwise known as FACT.  This group formed as a 

response by members of the Fishtown community who viewed the narrative around 

casino development as hijacked by anti-casino activists.   

 Pro-casino advocates organized as a counter perspective to this agenda arguing in 

favor of casino development as a positive economic developmental strategy.  These 

organizational strategies led to direct financial negations between members of FACT and 

the SugarHouse Casino which resulted in an annual fee paid by the casino to the 

Fishtown community to the sum of one million dollars.  This money would be directly 

given to the newly formed Penn Treaty Special Services District.  The Penn Treaty 

Special Services District has many board members who either worked with FACT or 

were one time FACT members and are in charge of allotting the annual contribution from 

the casino to various individuals and groups in Fishtown and other surrounding 

neighborhoods through a serious of grant proposals.  These grants are given based on the 
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assessed worth by the Special Services District for the betterment of the neighborhoods 

surrounding the SugarHouse Casino. 

 The pro-casino advocates I interviewed almost exclusively resided in Fishtown.  

With few exceptions these individuals were long time residents of Fishtown.  Many pro-

casino advocates I interviewed had a generational connection to the community and 

Fishtown’s white, working class roots (Binzen 1970; Murray 2012).    

Political Actors 

 I categorized political actors as individuals who held elective office as well as 

their staff at the state or local level during the period of conflict over casino development 

in Philadelphia.  Members of this category often held very complicated views regarding 

casino development.  Some adamantly supported the casino industry, some opposed, and 

some believed that the casinos would both cause serious problems and also provide 

benefits.  What unifies this group was their dual role as agents of local and state 

government interests as well as representatives of their district constituents.  This dual 

role bound these individuals by certain obligations that were not expected of anti-casino 

activists or pro-casino advocates.  It was this role as elected officials that in some cases 

superseded their personal views on casino development and in other cases structured the 

rational for promoting casinos.  

 The political actors I interviewed for this research were state representatives 

whose districts were located in Philadelphia.  Many of these state representatives held 

office in districts that would be directly affected by casino development in some capacity.  
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I also interviewed a former political aide to a prominent member of Philadelphia City 

Council. 

Neutral Organizational Representatives 

 There were many types of organizations operating in the three communities where 

casinos were planned for construction including community development corporations, 

community groups and civic associations.  Some of these groups mobilized their 

members and resources to prevent casino construction and were therefore categorized as 

anti-casino activists.  Other groups remained officially neutral on the issue and required a 

similar stance for individuals working for the organization.  Regardless of a person’s 

individual perspective on casino development these actors found themselves constrained 

by the mandate of the organization they represented to remain officially neutral on the 

issue of casino construction.  This did not mean that these organizations were not 

involved in the conflict.  But for many organizations that served local communities on 

issues of development and policy the casino issue was considered too politically loaded 

and much to the chagrin of both anti-casino activists and pro-casino advocates alike, 

these organizations and their representatives were directed not to align themselves 

officially with either position.  Individual representatives of these organizations often 

worked with representatives of both sides of the conflict but they, regardless of their 

personal opinions, operated in a neutral fashion.  

 For this research I interviewed members of local community development 

corporations and members of an organization which does research on urban development, 

design and policy.   
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The State 

 In this research I conceptualized the state as the major structural agent for shaping 

the conflict which occurred in Philadelphia.  The passing of Act 71 legalized slots 

gambling, set the tax rates levied on casinos for slots and created the Pennsylvania 

Gaming Control Board (PGCB) the regulative bureaucracy overseeing the casino 

industry.  By legalizing slots gaming and later legalizing table games the state shaped the 

discourse and conflict over casino development.  The PGCB selected fourteen sites 

across Pennsylvania where casinos would be located including the two sites in 

Philadelphia.  This designation process was done without local support or input and was 

viewed by many as an overextension of government authority.  The PGCB was also in 

charge of selecting the specific companies that would operate the casinos.  This again 

was done without much public input.  The PGCB has handled various complications 

involved with overseeing casino development including moving of Foxwoods Casino to 

multiple sites around Philadelphia, which ultimately ended with the PGCB revoking the 

license given to Foxwoods.  The PGCB has final authority over the size and scale of each 

casino including the amount of slot machines and table games a casino can operate. 

 The state and the PGCB were the primary structural agents shaping the conflict 

experienced by the social actors interviewed in this research.  But to talk about structure 

without discussing motives ignores the larger issues that shaped gaming legislation and 

policy.  Therefore, following the work of Theda Skocpol (1979), I conceptualized the 

state as a semi-autonomous agent with interests that operate outside of, although not 

exclusive to, varying class interests.  A state-centered approach argues that states must 
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maintain order through the distribution of resources to avoid a crisis of legitimacy.  In 

this way states operate not just as institutional agents of powerful class interests but as 

organizations with distinct sets of interests and agendas (Skocpol 1979).  These interests 

and agendas influence policy decisions which become structural conditions for citizens.  

In this research I analyzed both the agenda and interests of the state as a semi-

autonomous agent that through gaming legislation and the creation of the PGCB created 

the structural circumstances within which the various social actors were situated. 

The Casinos 

 The other important structural agents in this research were the two casinos 

designated for Philadelphia.  As for-profit industries, both SugarHouse and Foxwoods 

Casinos represented major structural forces which could influence local development 

through the implementation of gambling in Philadelphia.  Each of these casinos cut 

different paths through the wilderness of conflict that emerged after the designation by 

the PGCB of the two locations for casinos in Philadelphia.  The choices made by these 

casinos and their relative involvement with citizens would shape the nature of conflict 

that emerged in their respective locals.  These casinos were not only outcrops of the 

growing casino industry in Pennsylvania but were community-level agents who operated 

in relation to the circumstances of the specific communities.   

 One of the two sites designated by the PGCB for a casino was in Fishtown on the 

corner of Delaware Avenue and Frankford Avenue.  In 2006 the license for this casino 

was awarded to SugarHouse Casino.  This foray into gaming by Chicago billionaire 

developer Neil Bluhm was the only casino project in Philadelphia to have successfully 
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completed construction finally opening in September 2010.  Based on my data collection 

I categorized SugarHouse as a structural agent operating with specific intent and shaping 

outcomes for Fishtown and Northern Liberties.  SugarHouse was very involved with 

members of the Fishtown community, most notably FACT and negotiated an agreement 

where the casino would contribute one million dollars annually, and in perpetuity, to the 

Penn Treaty Special Services District intended for the betterment of Fishtown and the 

neighboring communities (Community Benefits Agreement Relating to The Sugarhouse 

Casino 2008, retrieved March 22nd 2012).  In this way SugarHouse localized themselves 

to these specific neighborhoods.   

The original designation for the Foxwoods franchise in Philadelphia was located 

at the corner of Columbus Blvd and Reed Street in South Philadelphia.  Met with 

immediate opposition from many city officials as well as members of the proximal South 

Philadelphia communities, Foxwoods struggled and ultimately did not meet their 

scheduled completion date of November 2008.  Following years of political and 

community backlash including an attempted casino ballot referendum, zoning issues and 

state judicial action, Foxwoods agreed to move the location of the casino from South 

Philadelphia to the old Strawbridge’s building near Market East located in the heart of 

Philadelphia’s Chinatown community.  This alternate site was met by continued 

community resistance only this time by organized members of the Chinatown 

community.  This dual front of community resistance coupled with financial issues 

stymied the Foxwoods Casino.  This resulted in Mayor Michael Nutter directing 

Foxwoods to begin construction back at the original site in South Philadelphia.  

Continued resistance and planning issues finally led the PGCB to revoke the Foxwoods 
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license.  To date no new license has been issued for a second casino in Philadelphia 

although Foxwoods has been in court appealing the decision of the PGCB.   

Like SugarHouse Foxwoods became a community specific issue.  The intensity of 

community reaction waxed and waned with the changing location.  Different 

communities reacted to the perceived structural impacts of the casino in ways that 

highlighted their community specific concerns.  Unlike SugarHouse, Foxwoods chose not 

to deal with these concerns at the community level spending almost no effort on 

community outreach or negotiation.  The similarities and differences between the two 

casino organizations as structural agents shaping the conflicts in these communities is an 

important factor when considering the eventual outcomes for Philadelphia.      

Conclusion 

 The constructivist grounded theory methodology utilized in this research was very 

suited to the idiosyncrasies of studying the conflict and debate over casino development 

in Philadelphia.  The data collection began in July of 2009 and concluded in March of 

2012.  During that time many changes occurred in Philadelphia.  Studying the constantly 

developing conflicts and perspectives regarding casino construction in Philadelphia 

required a research methodology that was flexible and adaptable to the many twists and 

turns in the research journey.  Specifically, grounded theory methods do not require a 

strictly linear process for data collection and analysis.  Instead the approach integrates 

data collection, analysis and theory generation.  These three steps happen concurrently.  

My research and data collection were driven forward by every step in the data analysis 
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process.  In this way I used the data to illuminate the direction and focus of the continued 

data collection.    
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CHAPTER 3: 
THE CASINO GAMBLE: NEOLIBERALISM, THE STATE IN CRISIS AND THE 

PRODUCTION OF CASINO SPACE 
 

Introduction 

 This chapter explores the role of the state in the production of casino space4.  The 

rationale for introducing casino gambling to various states has been framed by many, 

including politicians, lobbyists, journalists as well as academics.  Pervasive among these 

arguments are that casino development provides a solution to the pressure on states to 

adopt strategies to increase revenue and spur economic growth.  Left with little recourse, 

it is assumed that states must be more competitive in a global marketplace.  Under such 

circumstances states struggle to find solutions to budgetary shortfalls resulting in their 

inability to successfully compete (Volberg and Wray 2007; Hackworth 2007).  Casinos 

seemingly provide a solution to these troubles as many policy makers confirm by their 

rapid succession to legalize gambling in many states across the country.  

  Thirty-eight states in the U.S. now have some form of casino gaming (State of 

the States: The American Gaming Association Survey of Casino Entertainment 2011).  

Whether land-based, riverboat or tribal casinos, this is a near twenty-fold increase, 

happening for almost thirty years (Volberg and Wray 2007) when prior to that Nevada 

and New Jersey held sole claim over gambling in the United States.  Even during the 

height of America’s recent economic downturn, people spent over 30 billion dollars on 

commercial casino gaming (State of the States: The American Gaming Association 
 

4 I theorize the state as a central location of many conflicting interests and activities but also as a structural 
unit that operates on behalf of its own functioning and legitimacy.  The attempt will be to use the State of 
Pennsylvania as an example of how states broadly operate and react to macro-economic transformations 
and crisis.  My attempt will be to show how Pennsylvania is analogous to other states regarding the 
production of casino space in order to develop a theory for casino proliferation.  Therefore the “state” will 
reference at times both the case of Pennsylvania and the “state” as a structural institution.     
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Survey of Casino Entertainment 2010).  This rapid growth in casino gaming is not 

exclusive to the United States.  “The emergence of the casino city as a global model of 

urban development” (Hannigan 2007:959) in places like Macao, South Africa and Britain 

are examples of this trend. 

 But many who oppose casino development have been left asking, why casinos?  

Certainly different states have a plethora of issues particular to their regions, populations, 

histories and economies, yet regardless of the particularities of different states and their 

varying circumstances many policy makers over the last twenty years have viewed casino 

development as a solution for solving economic problems.  What is it about casinos that 

unite many policy makers across the country to a seemingly ubiquitous conclusion 

regarding the merits of casino development? 

 Using the case of Pennsylvania generally and Philadelphia specifically, I argue 

that the legalization of casino gambling and the implementation of the casino industry is 

response to a crisis of neoliberal economic ideology and subsequent policy initiatives.  I 

argue that casino development is a response to a broader structural crisis produced by 

neoliberal restructuring of the state and the economy under post-industrialized capitalism.  

This approach recognizes the complex interplay between many social forces that 

contribute to crisis including economic, political and cultural factors.  As crises arise, 

states adopt strategies meant to resolve the issues.  The implementation of crisis 

management strategies tends to create new circumstances from which future crises 

emerge (Gotham 2012). 

 The potential of casinos as crisis inducers is explored through the use of 

neoliberal urban spatial theories.  The function of casinos as revenue generators with 
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regard to region, population and intended markets is combined with theories of neoliberal 

spatial restructuring.  The role of the state in the production of casino space is the focus 

of analysis and is conceptualized as a major force for the production of spaces which 

achieve the crisis inducing function of extracting wealth from regional populations into 

state coffers and the casino industry.     

 The specific research questions addressed in this chapter combines unresolved 

theoretical issues of spatial production with state activities.  The first question is how has 

the role and function of the state changed as a result of neoliberal policy initiatives and 

ideologies?  Specifically, how has the role of the state changed with regard to spatial 

production under neoliberalism?  The second question asks how these changes have 

contributed to the rapid proliferation of the casino industry over the last twenty years.  

How has this proliferation been utilized as a stabilizer of potential crisis and is it creating 

the framework for future crisis?  In order to understand this last question the type of 

casino space that is produced is explored by addressing the ideological battle between 

anti-casino actors who framed Pennsylvania’s casinos as ‘convenience casinos’ which 

extract wealth from local populations, and pro-casino actors who conceived of casinos as 

magnets for attracting tourist dollars to the various casino locations.  According to anti-

casino activists, the casinos were designed and intended to be convenient locations for 

local populations to gamble and do not function to draw a large market of tourists.  

Depending on this typology, casinos have different potentials for creating crises which 

will require further action by state actors in the future.                        

  This chapter is divided into a number of sections.  The first section reviews the 

transformation of the state during the recent neoliberal phase of advanced capitalism.  
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Here the role of the state and the economy are reviewed with particular attention to the 

changing function of the state in the production of space.  This section provides the 

foundation for later sections by addressing the macro-economic and social 

transformations both caused by and resulting from neoliberalism.   The second part 

reviews the role of the state and the prevention of crisis, both economic and social.  In 

this section, the growth of the casino industry is presented as a solution for the crisis of 

the state created by neoliberal transformations and policies.  Using the crisis-policy nexus 

developed by Kevin Fox Gotham (2012), casinos are presented as part of an ongoing and 

cascading pattern of crisis management and creation.  The crisis-policy nexus is a 

framework from which state actions intended to manage crisis can be viewed as the 

incubator of future crisis conditions.  The third section reviews the research on different 

forms of neoliberal spatial production.  In this section the issue of whether 

Pennsylvania’s casinos should be viewed as convenience or destination casinos is 

considered in order to unite theories of neoliberal spatial production with battles over 

locality.  Specifically, I address whether casinos are a form of neoliberal revitalization as 

a spatial fix or accumulation by dispossession.  The final section ties the analysis together 

by suggesting that casinos, while potentially offering a temporary reprieve for states by 

generating tax revenue ultimately work to generate social, economic and political crisis.                

The State under Roll-Out Neoliberalism  

 Any conceptualization of the role of the state and the production of space must 

address the continually developing neoliberal condition from which all such development 

is situated.  A useful approach to understanding neoliberalism is offered by Peck and 

Tickell (2002) who explain it as a transformation in the economic relations of the state 
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and the economy away from the Fordist-Keynesian state that marked post WWII 

expansion as replaced by conditions emphasizing entrepreneurialism, privatization and 

market-driven development.  Neoliberalism is therefore not an end result in and of itself 

but a process of transition and reconfiguration of the state and the economy (Harvey 

1989; Peck and Tickell 2002; 2007; Brenner and Theodore 2002; 2005; Jessop 2002).   

 What has occurred most feverishly following the fiscal crisis in 1973 and 

accelerating since the 1980’s is a ‘roll-back’ of the Fordist-Keynesian state which 

managed the capitalist system by stimulating demand in the economy through broad 

welfare policies, industrial regulation, a broader commitment to labor, progressive 

taxation and state managerialism (Harvey 1989; Peck and Tickell 2002).  In its place has 

been a systematic--although uneven--process of ‘rollout’ neoliberalism emphasizing the 

deregulation of industry, reductions in taxes, attacks on labor, the dismantling of the 

welfare state, as well as, market-driven imperatives of competition, privatization of 

public services and unfettered free trade (Peck and Tickell 2002; Jessop 2002).  The state 

is therefore undergoing a transformation from a system of market intervention to a 

system meant only to stimulate exceedingly competitive and entrepreneurial 

developmental endeavors.  Under such conditions the state is undergoing great change 

regarding its role in managing the capitalist system and the production of space.  

 According to Hackworth (2007) the fundamental logic pervasive under the 

Fordist-Keynesian state was that capitalist markets are unable to self-regulate and are 

thus prone to crisis.  Government intervention in the economy was viewed as crucial to 

prevent such crises.  This intervention was based around regulating the inequalities 

produced under capitalism by stimulating demand at the bottom through progressive 
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taxation, income redistribution and government sponsored growth in consumer markets 

(Hackworth 2007).  The role of government under the Fordist-Keynesian state of 

demand-management is to regulate financial flows of investment and provide benefits 

that encourage stabilization of downward pressures on wages through a bureaucratic 

welfare state and public sector employment (Brenner and Theodore 2002; Gottdiener 

1990).  The roll-back of these provisions has systematically weakened the state as 

manager of economic crisis and inequality. 

 The “neoliberal turn” (Jessop 2002) away from the Fordist-Keynesian state 

continues to alter the role and position of the state in relation to the capitalist economy.  

Roll-out neoliberalism is the unleashing of “jungle law” on the market where the 

intermediary state is being replaced by the entrepreneurial state (Peck and Tickell 1994; 

2002; Harvey 1989).  Neoliberalism seeks supply-side initiatives of market growth 

emphasizing competitiveness within the private sector along with flexible labor markets 

and limited state regulation and interference in the creation of market growth and stability 

(Jessop 2002; Brenner and Theodore 2002; Harvey 2007).  Thus the state is needed only 

to enable this process by appearing to step out of the way of the market by allowing 

private capital to drive consumer demand, economic growth and development.  This view 

of the unhampered market generating economic growth has become hegemonic as a 

discourse (Harvey 2007; Hackworth 2007) and prevails with the gradual although uneven 

roll-back of the Fordist-Keynesian state happening concurrently with neoliberal roll-out 

agendas.                      
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The State and the Production of Space 

 According to Lefebvre in “State and Space” (2003), the role of the state in the 

production of space under capitalism is to rationalize and control space, to bring order to 

spaces that have been previously untouched through continued expansive development 

and to bring organization to spaces that are otherwise fragmented due to the parceling off 

and selling of land by private interests.  In this way the state maintains its dominance 

through the production of state space which appears uniform and controlled.  As he 

explains, “This state space lacks the same chaotic features as the space generated by 

“private” interests.  On the contrary, the aim is to make it appear homogenous, the same 

throughout, organized according to a rationality of the identical and the repetitive that 

allows the state to introduce its presence, control, and surveillance in the most isolated 

corners” (Pp. 86).  Through this coordination of space the state, “…prevents “properly” 

capitalistic space – that is, space broken into fragments – from breaking society apart” 

(Pp. 95).  He suggests that the fundamental role of state spatial production, through the 

inevitable collision of private and state interests, is to maintain a hierarchical power 

structure to prevent chaos, maintain control and promote growth within the capitalist 

system. 

 It is between this collision of state spatial conformity and capital chaos where 

David Harvey refines Lefebvre’s point arguing that the interventionist state typified by 

the Fordist-Keynesian period addressed the reoccurring crisis of overaccumulation.  

According to Harvey (1978) the tendency for a crisis of overaccumulation as produced in 

the primary circuit of capital (production) initiates the activity of redirecting the 

overaccumulation into the secondary circuit of capital (the built environment, real estate).  
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When capitalists compete with one another they undermine their shared class interests by 

overinvesting in production while not planning for a way out when overproduction of 

capital saturates the market.  This crisis of overaccumulation manifests as a “glut” of 

commodities on the market, followed by falling rates of profit created by a surplus of 

capital and labor.  The necessity to relieve this pressure of overaccumulation is not 

managed by the capitalist class.  Instead, the state and financial markets functions to 

relieve this pressure by directing the overaccumulation of capital into the secondary 

circuit, thus temporarily staving off crisis and maintaining the capitalist system (Harvey 

1978; Lefebvre 1991).  The Fordist-Keynesian state played a pivotal role in organizing, 

regulating, zoning, financing and developing the built environment in order to manage 

this overflow (Harvey 1973; 1978). 

 What is achieved by this transfer of capital from the primary circuit to the 

secondary circuit is what Harvey (1982) calls the “spatial fix.”  In this way Harvey 

connects the patterns of capital expansion and concentration into the structure and design 

of the built environment.  An overaccumulation of capital leads to a devaluation of 

surplus capital which ripples through the entire system of suppliers and consumers.  

Wages fall, unemployment increases, profits are lost all of which resonate as crisis within 

the political and economic spheres.  The secondary circuit of capital absorbs this surplus 

of capital through the geographic spread of investment in the built environment and 

development of spaces of consumption (Harvey 1982; Schoenberger 2004).  This was 

done most successfully during the Fordist-Keynesian period with massive government 

expenditures in highway construction and financing of suburban development (Harvey 

1982).  The landscape of development and concentration of capital investment in space is 
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largely conditioned upon the demands to manage capital surplus.  While the pressures 

created by overaccumulation of capital can be eased through a geographic spatial fix, the 

tendency towards crisis of overaccumulation is inevitable and perpetual under capitalism.  

Thus new spatial fixes must be continually sought out.       

The State and the Production of Space under Roll-Out Neoliberalism 

 As the neoliberal process continues, the role of the state and the production of 

space also changes.  While the role of the state as manager of the capitalist system has 

diminished during the recent phase of roll-out neoliberalism (Harvey 1989), the state is 

not completely moot under these new conditions.  Brenner (2004) argues that what has 

occurred is a rescaling of state power where the state is actively involved with promoting 

market-based development (Brenner and Theodore 2005).  He suggests that the uniform 

and standardized managerial strategies which typified the state during the Fordist-

Keynesian period have been dissolving and replaced with more flexible forms of urban 

governance.  This rescaling of urban governance has rolled-out in response to urban 

decline produced by deindustrialization, suburbanization and the global mobility of 

capital investment.   

 Under these conditions the city becomes a central location for a new spatial fix 

under neoliberalism (Brenner 2004; Hackworth 2007).  The role of the state is also 

transformed from a manager of the spatial fix to that of booster for attracting capital and 

investment in an ever more regionally competitive arena (Harvey 1989; Brenner and 

Theodore 2005).  Jason Hackworth (2007) explains that the neoliberal spatial fix involves 

three forms.  He argues that suburban development continues although in patterns that 

coincide with disinvestment of the inner suburban rings.  He also suggests that cities and 
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urban governments have pushed for inner city development meant to produce spaces for 

tourism and consumption (Logan and Molotch 1987).  Finally, following the work of 

Smith (1996) Hackworth argues that gentrification and real estate speculation are major 

drivers for inner city redevelopment.  As he explains, “Overall, gentrification is more 

corporate, more state-facilitated, and less resisted than ever before” (Pp. 149).  The 

neoliberal spatial fix emphasizes the role of private development and state 

entrepreneurialism (Harvey 1989) driving the production of spaces of consumption in 

order to attract people and investment to cities that have struggled during waves of 

industrial decline and capital flight.                  

The State and Crisis 

 The state as well as the capitalist class is actively engaged in the process of capital 

accumulation.  The revenues on which the state relies are a function of the accumulation 

process under capitalism (O’Connor 1973; Block 1981; Bowles and Gintis 1982).  

According to O’Connor (1973) the state has a dual function.  First it must maintain the 

accumulation process under capitalism and second, it must remain a legitimate institution 

by the electorate.  O’Connor explains that these two functions often exist in 

contradiction.  By maintaining the accumulation process under capitalism the state is 

active in the creation of inequality which would be viewed with contempt by the 

electorate if the state did not perform the dual role of maintaining some social balance 

through wealth redistribution and social spending.       

 According to O’Connor for a state to function under capitalism it must enable the 

accumulation of capital within the economic system.  In doing so, the state extracts a 

portion of the surplus value produced, most notably through tax revenue.  This revenue 
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enables the state to further capital accumulation within the private sector and thus further 

accumulation of capital in the form of tax revenue.  The state spends revenue as 

investments enabling the potential of private industries to develop and grow, and to 

stimulate consumer demand.  Through the stimulation of demand the potential for greater 

profits can be realized thus furthering the accumulation process.   

 O’Connor also explains that through revenue expenditures the state invests in 

both the private and public spheres.  Investments which enable the accumulation of 

capital by the private sector would be considered illegitimate if the state were not also 

forced to deal with the destruction caused by this process.  Through social spending the 

state guards against a legitimation crisis where mass loyalty to the state is weakened to 

the point of breakdown (Habermas 1973).  In doing so the state remains a “neutral 

arbiter” within a system that advantages those profiting from capital accumulation 

(Gotham 2012).   

 These dual functions performed by the state, although often contradictory 

(Bowles and Gintis 1982), are crucial for the state to enable the continuation of social 

cohesion and economic stability.  O’Connor (1973) describes this juggling game the state 

must perform, “A capitalist state that openly uses coercive forces to help one class 

accumulate capital at the expense of other classes loses its legitimacy and hence 

undermines the basis of its loyalty and support.  But a state that ignores the necessity of 

assisting the process of capital accumulation risks drying up the source of its own power, 

the economy’s surplus production capacity and the taxes drawn from this surplus” (Pp. 

6).  While the accumulation of capital is structured around the rights of private property, 

liberal democracy is structured around the rights and liberties of citizens (Bowles and 
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Gintis 1982).  Faced with this duality of interests the state continually performs tasks 

which are meant to stave off the potential crises of accumulation and legitimacy.  Crucial 

to the continuation of these tasks are tax revenues which enable the accumulation process 

and the maintenance of social stability. 

Casino Revenues and Crisis Management under Roll-Out Neoliberalism 

 The precepts of neoliberalism argue for less government intervention in managing 

of the economy and decreases in corporate taxation favoring instead increased freedoms 

for the private sector to seek profit (Peck and Tickell 2002; Jessop 2002).  These policies 

have uprooted the state as a functioning agent of capital accumulation giving way to the 

freedom of the market in structuring capital flows and accumulation.  But when the state 

is isolated from the production of space for the accumulation of capital it becomes 

impotent as a driver of capital accumulation.  If the state is unable to manage the 

capitalist system and extract taxes on production it loses its place as a legitimate provider 

of public goods (Habermas 1973).  As a response to this crisis of function and legitimacy 

(O’Connor 1973) the state must turn to new mechanisms by which the accumulation of 

capital is driven and legitimacy is maintained. 

 Brenner explains that the state has not just withered away under roll-out 

neoliberalism, instead the state is adjusting to the precepts of neoliberalism through the 

reconfiguration of urban governance.  This reconfiguration involves a decrease in the 

state’s role in managing the accumulation process in place of local state governments 

acting as entrepreneurial boosters for their regions (Harvey 1989).  Replacing more direct 

expenditures on infrastructure for instance local governments under roll-out 

neoliberalism seek to attract highly mobile capital investment to their regions through the 
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production of spaces of consumption.  These spaces of consumption then provide revenue 

to the state replacing lost revenue from industrial decline.  In this way the state is 

attempting to adjust to the new economic, political and social circumstances resulting 

from roll-out neoliberalism in order to pursue tax revenue as a means to enable capital 

accumulation through the production of spaces of consumption.  This in turn enables the 

state to continue to provide social expenditures meant to maintain social stability.   

 Under these circumstances state-driven and privately managed casino 

development in Pennsylvania is a neoliberal strategy designed to extract profit and 

revenue through the production of casino space.  In doing so, the state is attempting to 

stave off the dual crisis of accumulation and legitimation created by the ever decreasing 

productive capacities of various regions around the country.  Regional governments must 

respond to this crisis through the production of space designed to capture revenues from 

tourism and consumption (Hackworth 2007).  Casinos are one of many forms of space 

produced for consumption but unlike other forms of spatial production where market 

imperatives and business competition play a more important role, casino space in 

Pennsylvania is tightly regulated and controlled by the state.  For instance, the state, not 

the neoliberal market, is in control of which corporations will receive casino licenses, 

where the casinos will go, how large they can be, the level of intra-state competition 

between casinos, how many table games and slots a casino may have, and additional 

development and planning for expansions.  Casinos in Pennsylvania are also taxed at a 

higher rate than other forms of consumption (State of the States: The American Gaming 

Association Survey of Casino Entertainment 2011).  It is difficult to imagine another 

example of consumptive spending being taxed at a 55% rate as slot machines are in 
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Pennsylvania.  In this way casinos represent something unique in the process of 

extracting revenue from the production and consumption of space.  These qualities 

unique to casino industry represent what I call state sustaining development because they 

are organized, partitioned, regulated and taxed unlike any other industry in the neoliberal 

economic climate.  They are a mechanism from which additional tax revenue can be 

extracted through a seemingly voluntary process of consumer demand and when 

considering the rate of taxation on slots, which  exceed other so called “sin taxes”,  

generate a “windfall” of revenue.      

 One of the driving factors used to explain the expansion of gaming in the U.S. is 

the demand by states for increased revenues obtained through the taxation of casinos 

(Goodman 1995; McGowan 2001; 2008; Adams 2008).  States realizing budgetary 

pressures have only so many options for closing the gaps.  Pushing aside the inevitable 

politicking that would come out of such a debate the bottom line is that states need to 

either cut services or increase taxes, neither of which is ever politically popular.  Casinos 

provide a stopgap between either of those options.  By legalizing gambling and taxing the 

profits, states subtly impose a voluntary taxation strategy much the same as state lotteries.  

This allows for increased revenues to be received by the government, which allows for 

the continuation of the state’s role as provider of services.   

 States accomplish this goal by pursuing creating casinos.  Casinos are an industry 

unlike any other in the United States, especially in the age of hegemonic neoliberalism.  

The production of casino space is a form of state-sustaining development as it is 

primarily the artifice of the state as a reaction to the crisis of neoliberal economic 

restructuring.  The revenues extracted from casinos are intended to sustain the state in 
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accomplishing its various functions.  The commonwealth of Pennsylvania is the primary 

beneficiary of the profits created by the casinos.  The tax rate on table games in 

Pennsylvania is 16% but more profitable for the casino and the state, slots machines are 

taxed at a rate of 55%.  Thus the majority of profits created by slots machines are 

accumulated by the state.  In this way the corporate entity operates as a vehicle for 

extracting taxes on behalf of the state and as reward a minority of the profit, although 

considerable, is left for the casino.  The state has effectively organized private 

corporations to operate as mechanisms for the extraction of tax revenue.  Through the 

collection of this revenue the state is able to ward off crisis by increasing economic 

activity and continue some level of public spending. 

The State and the Production of Crisis: Casino Development and the Crisis–Policy Nexus 

 This discussion covering the role and interests of the state in the production of 

casino space in Pennsylvania and Philadelphia does not assume that the state is the only 

force shaping such outcomes.  The process of urbanization is shaped by many forces 

organized around common interests (Harvey 1989; Logan and Molotch 1987).  In the 

case of Pennsylvania and Philadelphia in addition to the state, there are powerful actors, 

investors and lobbyists who were influential in shaping casino legislation and policy 

(Teague 2007; Calvano and Andersson 2010)5.  This being the case, it is important to 

also consider the changing nature of the urban condition under neoliberal capitalism and 

 
5 This discussion assumes that these individuals and groups had a role in shaping outcomes for 
Pennsylvania and Philadelphia regarding casino development.  Teague (2007) has documented the 
powerful and politically connected actors involved with shaping some casino policy in Pennsylvania.  
Calvano and Andersson (2010) also suggest that lobbyists for the casino industry and campaign donations 
played a part as well.  But the current discussion is structural, focusing on the role of the state in the 
management of crisis and not on behaviorist process of powerful actors.  This is not to suggest that these 
groups are not important but they are beyond the scope of this chapter.  Additionally, there is very little 
research beyond the speculation of people involved with fighting casinos regarding the true impacts of 
these powerful people and groups in Pennsylvania.   
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on the state’s connection to this process.  Therefore, the following section focuses 

Pennsylvania in the context of changing economic, ideological, political and social 

circumstances to better understand the motivation behind the broad consensus shared by 

many states regarding the accepted goods created by casino development.  In this way a 

piece to a very dynamic and complicated puzzle is examined and fit into place.        

 While casino development operates to defer crisis for the state it also functions as 

a crisis incubator.  O’Connor (1973) describes the structural impetus for states to respond 

to crisis but it is documented that built into such responses are the seeds from which 

future crises germinate (Block 1981; Bowles and Gintis 1982; Gottdiener 1990; Gotham 

2012).  This view suggests that the state acting within a complex set of political, 

economic and social systems is an agent for both the management and creation of crisis 

(Devine 1985; Gotham 2012).  From this perspective Kevin Fox Gotham (2012) develops 

the crisis-policy nexus to explain the process of state-crisis intervention as a factor for the 

production of future crises.  For Gotham the state is a “strategic battlefield of intersecting 

power networks” (Pp. 109) from which various competing groups struggle to enact 

dueling interests.  Policy responses to crisis are both a function of state needs and 

imperatives as described by O’Connor (1973) and the interests of competing political, 

economic and social actors (Gottdiener 1985; Gotham 2012).  The crisis-policy nexus is a 

tool from which state policies can be understood as drivers of future detrimental 

circumstances.  It is with this tool that the conception, implementation and potential 

ramifications of casino development in Pennsylvania and Philadelphia are analyzed.   

 Gotham explains that the crisis-policy nexus involves five phases: policy 

formulation, implementation, impacts, policy crisis and finally political struggle and 
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debate.  Policy formulation is the phase where policy is defined and negotiated.  Policy 

implementation involves the administrative process of enacting policy in order to 

accomplish the defined goals.  The effects of policies shape the circumstances, 

opportunities and situations for the state, individual citizens and the private sector.  The 

outcomes of such policies contribute to the creation of new forms of social destabilization 

which are then engaged by various social, economic and political interests.  These five 

phases represent a continual process where debate and political struggle shape the context 

of future policy formulation.  As Gotham explains this process is ongoing in a seemingly 

perpetual motion cycle of cascading crises.      

 Casino development in Pennsylvania and the conflict over casino development in 

Philadelphia are situated within this crisis-policy nexus framework.  This is done to 

connect macro-economic and political changes typified by roll-out neoliberalism with the 

broad acceptance of casino development across many states and the outcomes of these 

developmental policies.  By utilizing this framework, casino proliferation is connected to 

crisis management and policy implementation in a way that recognizes the structural and 

cultural changes occurring during rollout neoliberalism.  It also presents detrimental 

outcomes of casino development for individuals and the state.  The crisis-policy nexus is 

a framework from which casino legalization and development, outcomes and goals, and 

conflicts over these policies can be theorized as part of and contributing to social 

transformation under roll-out neoliberalism. 

Casino Policy Formulation in Pennsylvania 

 Roll-out neoliberalism continues to transform the economic, political and social 

landscapes for many states.  An outcome of the neoliberal project has been the promotion 
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of greater capital mobility across the globe.  This has created pressures for states and 

cities to adjust to these new circumstances.  No longer can states and cities rely with 

certainty on the tax revenues extracted from industrial development.  Instead various 

regions are forced to accommodate to neoliberal conditions of privatization and 

deregulation.  Under these conditions states have undergone a reconfiguration (Brenner 

2004) where efforts to increase tax revenues is translated into attempts to produce places 

of consumption rather than production (Hackworth 2007).  A major element for cities is 

the production of tourist spaces and attractions which are meant to draw people and 

investment to urban regions.  These spaces of consumption are part of a neoliberal 

approach to urban development where a place is defined less on what is produced and 

more on how and for whom it can be consumed.  The role of the state is to act as an 

enabler of private entrepreneurialism (Harvey 1989) within various regions in order to 

benefit from the accumulation of capital through spaces of consumption6.   

 Pennsylvania like many states has suffered from the devastating impacts of 

industrial decline.  Dwindling tax revenues coupled with urgent expenditures needed to 

maintain stability has presented many lawmakers with an urgent situation.  Many 

respondents described this situation as a driving factor explaining their support for casino 

development.  For supporters of casino development in Pennsylvania and Philadelphia 

the need for tax revenue was urgent and casinos were viewed as the only way to achieve 

 
6 States still rely on the productive capacity of the economy nevertheless the production of spaces of 
consumption is an ever increasing driver of urban development.  For instance in Pennsylvania the 
exploitation of energy resources found in the Marcellus-shale deposits has led to increased production in 
Western Pennsylvania to extract this resource.  Although the development of this industry (and all of the 
social and environmental problems connected to this industry) is moving forward in the state we would not 
expect as a result that regions throughout Pennsylvania would simply cease to move forward with 
entrepreneurial, neoliberal patterns of spatial production.  The circumstantial geological situation for 
Pennsylvania and the industrial development that is following will not change the developmental patterns 
in Philadelphia for instance.     
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this end.  As this State Representative from a district in Philadelphia explained the 

situation was perceived as dire by lawmakers, “…faced with a loss of industry in 

Philadelphia, faced with an aging tax base, faced with continually dwindling revenue, 

where was it going to come from?”  (Interview: April 13th 2012).  For this respondent the 

situation for the state and for Philadelphia was perceived as untenable under the current 

circumstances.  Something had to be done to relieve the pressure caused by increased 

deficits in Pennsylvania.  As this respondent, also a State Representative from a district in 

Philadelphia explained, the ability of government to fund basic services was threatened 

due to these budget shortfalls: 

 Gaming revenues became a good opportunity for addressing the property tax 
 relief issue, addressing some of the issues facing the elderly and more importantly 
 to deal with the underfunding of public education.  We did a cost analysis study, 
 right before Governor Rendell became Governor, and that cost analysis study told 
 us that we had been underfunding public education by almost $4,000 dollars per 
 child.  There was at least a four-five billion dollar shortfall and there was no 
 equalization of opportunity and how education, which is a statutory responsibility 
 of the state government, that it could not satisfy…there is a point where you got 
 to have the resources.  So those are all the things that drove the gaming bill. 
 (Interview: February 22nd 2011). 
 
Chasing revenue was a major factor explaining the legalization of gambling in 

Pennsylvania.  This potential revenue was viewed as an opportunity by many 

Pennsylvania lawmakers to continue to provide necessary services through public 

spending.  It was believed by many casino supporters that without this increase in 

revenue the state would have little ability to function on behalf of the public. 

 State revenue shortfalls should be understood as a condition of the transformation 

of the state and the economy under roll-out neoliberalism.  The hegemonic emphasis is 

on free trade through increasingly mobile capital, tax cuts for people and businesses, 

deindustrialization, cuts in federal support to cities and the privatization of public 
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functions.  These mandates are both outcomes and functions of the transformations that 

have occurred over the last thirty years as neoliberal policies have reshaped the 

relationships between citizens, businesses and the state.  The continued dismantling of 

state functions in favor of privatized accumulation is a quintessential feature of the roll-

back of the Fordist-Keynesian state.  This process, along with neoliberal ideologies 

emphasizing the “burden of the taxpayer” have slowly and systematically generated a 

crisis that many states share including declining tax revenues, deficit spending and the 

dwindling of state funded services.  Under these circumstances legalized gambling is 

believed to help generate new public revenues where other revenue sources have dried up 

(Cosgrave and Klassen 2001).  

 As Gotham (2012) explains, the state is a battlefield where multiple groups duel 

over competing interests.  In the case of gambling legalization in Pennsylvania the 

interests of the state, private investors and the casino industry were very much in line and 

policy formulation occurred behind closed doors (Teague 2007; Calvano and Andersson 

2010).  Many anti-casino activists readily framed the entire process of legalizing 

gambling and the site selection of casinos as an inside job where the public was 

purposely left out of the debate.  This respondent, an anti-casino activist and resident of 

Society Hill in Philadelphia explained how many who opposed casino development felt 

outraged by this collusion between state and private interests without any public input:    

 You just see that in the passage of Act 71 in 2004. You see it in the lobbying 
 efforts in the beginning of 2010 with the table games bill that shoved in a bunch 
 of goodies to the industry. Things that weren’t debated or that people said we 
 don’t want, but they voted for because they needed the money, the revenue and 
 the jobs; they are very broken reasons. (Interview: April 1st 2011). 
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 The legalization of gambling in Pennsylvania was driven by a collection of efforts 

and interests by a number of parties.  With public exclusion from the debate, lobbying 

efforts by the casino industry and political connections of powerful investors shaped the 

state policies by addressing the needs for revenue generation (Teague 2007).  This 

process of state and business collaboration, political connections and lobbying by the 

casino industry were the totality of the debate over casino legalization in Pennsylvania 

(Teague 2007; Calvano and Andersson 2010).  The conditions created by roll-out 

neoliberalism were highly conducive to this interaction.  The needs of states to generate 

revenue drove lawmakers to seek alternatives.  This coincides with the interest of the 

casino industry seeking growth of gambling profits.  Theses mutually beneficial interests 

coalesced in Pennsylvania shaping gambling policy for the state without public input or 

debate.   

Casino Implementation in Pennsylvania and Philadelphia 

 In 2004 Act 71, the bill legalizing gambling in Pennsylvania was passed into law.  

A major part of Act 71 was the creation of the Pennsylvania Gaming Control Board 

(PGCB) which deals with regulating the gambling industry in Pennsylvania.  Consisting 

of a seven member board, the PGCB is charged with regulating and enforcing the laws on 

gaming and licensing specific companies to operate casinos in the state.  Act 71 touted 

bringing as many as 61,000 slot machines to fourteen locations across Pennsylvania.  Of 

those fourteen locations two were designated in Philadelphia and in December of 2006 

the licenses were awarded to Foxwoods Development Corp. L.L.C. and SugarHouse 

Gaming to operate slot machines in the city. 
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 Although Act 71 only legalized slots gambling in Pennsylvania a bill was passed 

in 2010 which legalized table games across the state.  This increase in the gambling 

facilities brought Pennsylvania’s casinos to the stage as full-fledged gambling venues.  

Slots machines and table games are each taxed differently in Pennsylvania.  Slots 

machines are taxed at 55% with 34% going to the state gaming fund, 12% to the horse 

racing industry and 4% to local and county governments (State of the States: The 

American Gaming Association Survey of Casino Entertainment 2011).  The state gaming 

fund is used to help fund public schools across the state in order to provide property tax 

relief across the commonwealth.  Table games are taxed at 16% with 14% of those 

revenues going into the Pennsylvania general fund and 2% to local county municipalities 

(State of the States: The American Gaming Association Survey of Casino Entertainment 

2011).  When compared to Nevada’s maximum graduated tax rate of 6.75% on gross 

gaming revenue and New Jersey’s 8% rate on gross gaming revenue, Pennsylvania’s tax 

rate is considerably higher (State of the States: The American Gaming Association 

Survey of Casino Entertainment 2011).    

 In December of 2006 the PGCB designated two locations in Philadelphia for 

casino development.  Five petitions were submitted to the PGCB by five casino 

operators, each proposing different locations for a casino throughout Philadelphia.  Two 

companies--Foxwoods and SugarHouse--were awarded licenses to build and operate 

casinos.  Both located along the Delaware River waterfront, Foxwoods was originally 

planned for development at the corner of Columbus Blvd and Reed Street in South 

Philadelphia and SugarHouse was planned for and eventually completed in 2010 on the 

corner of Delaware Avenue and Frankford Avenue.     
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 According to many anti-casino activists the transformation of Act 71 and its 

expedient enactment was part of an agenda to implement the development of the casino 

industry before any public outrage could be organized into protest.  Many anti-casino 

activists explained that, in their view, this strategy of moving forward as quickly as 

possible was used by the state in order to keep any protest over the legislation or any of 

the specific casinos from gaining traction.  Especially in the early years of casino 

legalization and following the 2006 designation of the two casinos along the Delaware 

River in Philadelphia it seemed that many who opposed casino development were 

gathering their wits after an onslaught of roll-out casino developmental policies.   

 Anti-casino activists argued that the state had to move quickly to legislate 

gambling, select the sites for casino development and get the casinos built as quickly as 

possible.  Anti-casino activists believed this was done in order to keep any opposition to 

the process in a reactive position and limit the ability for counter arguments and 

movements from organizing support.            

Impact of Casino Development and the Creation of New Crises 

 Currently eleven of the fourteen locations slated for casino development are 

operational in Pennsylvania.  Of the two proposed casinos for Philadelphia only the 

SugarHouse Casino was built, opening in 2010.  According to the American Gaming 

Association (State of the States: The American Gaming Association Survey of Casino 

Entertainment 2011) in 2011 Pennsylvania’s casinos grossed almost $2.5 billion in 

revenue with more than $1.3 billion collected by the state in tax revenue making 

Pennsylvania the leader in casino tax revenues in the country.  Clearly the agendas of the 

state and the casino industry have been met.  The state has increased its revenue through 
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the development of a casino industry and while the taxes are high, the casino industry is 

realizing profits on its investments.  Additionally the casinos employed over 12,600 

people across the state (State of the States: The American Gaming Association Survey of 

Casino Entertainment 2011).  

 The casinos in Pennsylvania have enabled the state to collect increased tax 

revenue without raising taxes.  This is one of the most important features of casino 

development.  Tax revenues enable the state to provide various forms of social spending 

which legitimizes the state in that role.  Similarly, this revenue further enables the state to 

support the accumulation of capital through the expansion of private sector growth.   

 The most important part of this tax collection strategy is that it is seemingly 

innocuous.  Raising taxes is anathema to neoliberalism and the public have taken sides on 

this issue.  A State Representative from a district in Philadelphia explained that in 

Pennsylvania the antipathy towards tax increases is fierce.  Even when proposed taxes 

increases would not affect large portions of the population the “principle” of keeping 

taxes low is defended by many.  The respondent’s perspective on this issue is suggestive 

of the broad cultural influence of roll-out neoliberalism: 

 I’m a liberal democrat.  I come out of the Kennedy, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Tip 
 O’Neill, Irish, northeast liberal democrat.  I’ll tax anything!  But nonetheless if 
 you said, I’m going to put you in the 55% bracket, I’m going to take 55% of your 
 pay, I am going to melt down!  55% of casinos and everybody is like, ok, sure. 
 (Interview: April 13th 2012).  
  
The respondent went on to explain that at one point we in the U.S. thought of ourselves 

as citizens, now we think of ourselves as taxpayers.  This “burden of the taxpayers” is a 

theme that neoliberalism as an ideology readily exploits.  It is a way of redirecting the 

perception of citizens’ relationship to the government.  Instead of sharing a collective 
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sense of responsibility, the perception is that we in America are overburdened by an 

oppressive government leaching away our income.  Under these circumstances, both 

economic and cultural, casinos function as a means of tax extraction through a process 

that is seemingly voluntary.  As many supporters of gambling have pointed out nobody is 

forced to gamble but if they do then the losses that are taxed are seen as fair within a 

neoliberal ideology of freedom to consume.        

 But the promises of an economic windfall are not without their consequences.  

Some researchers challenge the assumption that casinos provide an overall economic 

good (Buck, Hakim and Spiegel 1991; Blevins and Jensen 1998; Room, Turner and 

Ialomiteanu 1999; Siegel and Anders 1999; Gazel, Rickman and Thompson 2001; 

Grinols 2001; Grinols and Mustard 2001; 2006; Griswold and Nichols 2006).  They argue 

that casinos attract crime, increase traffic congestion, compete with established 

businesses, siphon away resources from the larger community, lower property values and 

degrade the social and economic fabric of areas where casinos locate.  Some research has 

also found that proximity to casinos increases the potential for problem or addictive 

gambling (Welte et al. 2004(a); Welte et al. 2006; Pearce, Hiscock and Day 2008).  It has 

been suggested that these social ills come with real monetary costs that may offset the 

gains made through casino taxation (Murphy 2007).        

 Anti-casino activists framed their antipathy towards casinos based on these 

conclusions.  From their perspective the casino industry in Pennsylvania and Philadelphia 

is a predatory industry meant to profit from gambling addiction.  By building casinos in 

or near populated communities the casinos maximize their potential to extract revenue 

from local populations who are addicted to gambling or by contributing to the cultivation 
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of new gambling addicts.  This contributes to lost wealth, family destabilization, lost 

homes and dislocation.  Some studies have found that a significant amount of gambling 

revenue comes from problem gamblers (Volberg et al. 1998; Volberg et al. 2001; 

Williams and Wood 2007).  Anti-casino activists also argue that predatory businesses 

tend to locate around casinos which profit from desperation and gambling losses.  All of 

this culminates in what this anti-casino activist and Fishtown resident believed was the 

predatory agenda of the casino industry in the state and Philadelphia, “The industry is 

stealing money and making people addicts… people kill themselves because they’re 

addicts… that seems pretty violent to me” (Interview: February 25th 2011).  From this 

perspective casinos are a form of state-driven and sanctioned violence on people.  It is 

theft, not voluntary action and by virtue of this, they should be opposed. 

 A number of scholars have demonstrated the costs of introducing the casino 

industry may outweigh the value produced by tax revenues collected (Gazel 1998; 

Eadington 1999; 2003; Grinols 2001; Murphy 2007).  This becomes both an economic 

and a moral question.  It is economic in terms of a cost benefit analysis for the state 

regarding revenues generated by the casinos, the increased expenditures required to 

address gambling addiction, lost wealth and increased reliance on social services, 

increased police presence for dealing with upticks in gambling related crime, and 

decreases in property values which itself is correlated with decreases in property tax 

revenues.  The casinos in Pennsylvania and elsewhere open Pandora’s Box on a number 

of potential crises, economic and social.   

 The moral questions deal with the reality that gambling can be addictive and that 

many people who gamble have addiction problems.  Research conducted by Williams 
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and Wood (2007), estimates that over a third of gambling revenues comes from less than 

five percent of gamblers who have gambling problems.  While this may seem like a small 

number, consider a region has half of a million gamblers.  Of those half million gamblers, 

if five percent have gambling problems then we are talking about a population of 25,000 

people.  This is a considerable number when accounting for the broader effects of 

gambling addiction on families and communities.  Under these circumstances should the 

state engage in revenue strategies that are based on loss and addiction?  If a job is created 

by a casino but another person loses their job because of problem gambling, is a social or 

economic good really created?  These are the potential crises that anti-casino activists 

suggest are the most important for Pennsylvania and Philadelphia.   

 The predatory capabilities of casinos are considerable.  In 2010, an article 

published in the Philadelphia Inquirer illustrated the potential of having casinos proximal 

to so many people.  In the article, reporter Monica Yant Kinney (2010) quotes Dave 

Jonas, president of Parx Casino located in Bensalem Pennsylvania, as saying that the vast 

majority of the revenue collected comes from consistent gambling by people who live 

near the casino.  According to the article Jonas admits that most of the visitors to Parx 

gamble three to four times a week, 150 to 200 times a year.  It is from this group Jonas 

admits the majority of the casino’s profits (and of course the state’s revenues from Parx) 

are made.  This is exactly what anti-casino activists expressed as so dismal and corrosive 

about the casino industry, that the profits are largely driven by compulsive and low 

income gamblers (Volberg et al. 1998; Volberg et al. 2001; Volberg and Wray 2007; 

Williams and Wood 2007).  Anti-casino activists argued that problem gambling is not 
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sustainable for individuals and by virtue of this, might not be sustainable for communities 

or for the state.   

 The idea of sustainability was something a number of state officials addressed in 

this research.  When asked whether they believed that casinos were a long-term solution 

to the problems they were meant to address, the state level actors interviewed for this 

research answered no.  This respondent, a State Representative from a district in 

Philadelphia made it clear that at best casinos were a short-term fix:    

 So gaming is soft revenues.  You got to get what you’re going to get and get out.  
 It’s not something you can go to sleep on and…we got to do what we got to do 
 while we have a chance but don’t get caught up into thinking that this is the path 
 for a solving all of our economic woes and that its going to bring about a bright 
 future that we all desire.  (Interview: February 22nd 2011). 
 
In many ways this respondent suggests that the state, like any gambler entering a casino, 

should, if they are so lucky, get their winnings and get out.  As a solution for tax deficits 

casinos are a short-term fix that have the potential to create long-term problems.  If the 

respondent is correct and the windfall from Pennsylvania’s casinos is nothing more than a 

passing gust then the destruction described in the claims of anti-casino activists will be 

even more devastating.        

Further Conflict over Casinos 

 Anti-casino groups have been struggling for years to bring the devastating effects 

brought by the casino industry to the public’s attention.  As casinos have proliferated 

across many states, national organizations like Stop Predatory Gambling have challenged 

casino supporters’ narratives of economic prosperity and tax windfalls with a narrative 

about predatory gambling and addiction.  Casino Free Pennsylvania and Casino Free 
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Philadelphia have been working to stop the construction of the remaining planned casinos 

for both the city and the state.           

 The strategy of rebranding casinos as predatory industries was very much 

connected to the learning and experiences of many anti-casino activists.  Yet, for many 

respondents, their initial opposition to casinos had very little to do with these themes.  

Instead, it had more to do with the proximity of casino locations to neighborhoods and 

the assumed corrupt dealings between the state and the casino industry which left the 

public out of the conversation.  Through their activism, many anti-casino activists learned 

more about the predatory practices of the casino industry including targeting of low-

income individuals, the development of techniques to keep gamblers playing longer, the 

lending practices by the casinos to gamblers, and the propensity of gambling addiction.  

The following respondent, an anti-casino activist and Casino Free Philadelphia member 

explained how he first became interested in the anti-casino campaign and how his 

perspective has evolved: 

 But I guess initially the main thing that was peeving me about casinos was the 
 political process.  And I think that was initially was a lot of people’s, like we were 
 really being shut out.  They didn’t want the casinos but they didn’t know the 
 research and everything else. (Interview: April 25th 2011). 
 
 For this respondent the initial issue was the role the state and the casino industry 

played in expediting a process of gambling legalization and selection of the casino sites.  

These issues around the inability to participate in the political process were the entry 

points for many anti-casino activists interviewed for this research.  The respondent goes 

on to explain that over time and with more education regarding the destructive potential 

of the casino industry the issue of predatory gambling became increasingly important:       
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 So that was my initially reasons but all of that just gets intensified when you learn 
 all about how casinos operate.  Everything in the casino is designed to get 
 someone in there, get them gambling and get as much of their money as possible, 
 sort of no matter what.  Everything in there is made to be sort of disorienting and 
 not guide you towards the exit but to kind of keep you there. (Interview: April 
 25th 2011). 
 
 Over time many who objected to casino development for political reasons found 

themselves morally opposed to the very practice of state-driven gambling.  Many 

respondents explained that they learned about the various techniques used by the casino 

industry to keep people playing including the use of faster slots machines to increase the 

speed of play, the use of alcohol to keep people in an inebriated state, the design and 

layout of the casino to keep people disoriented, the lending done by casinos to customers, 

the use of free play inducements as well as other factors (Schull 2005; 2012), all of which 

developed the critical objection to gambling held by many in the anti-casino movement in 

Philadelphia. 

 The business model of the casino industry which anti-casino activists claim is 

designed to extract as much money from people as possible through a number of means 

and techniques, is something morally repugnant to these people.  It is through this 

understanding of the casino industry that anti-casino activists struggling to prevent the 

construction of any more casinos in the state and in Philadelphia, as well as trying to 

close the already existing casinos have attempted to rebrand the industry.  This strategy 

involves the constant insistence of a casino narrative, not of fun and enjoyment but of 

predatory practices, addiction and the destruction created by casinos for many 

individuals.  This anti-casino activist and Casino Free Philadelphia member explained the 

way this narrative would function as a technique in fighting state-driven casino 

development and the casino industry: 
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 As people see the impacts and we are successful growing our next phase of our 
 narrative…about the people who go to it, and their families, being a vehicle for 
 that story and what the industry actually is about and what it does to people which 
 in a sense is about elevating the story to the customers but it’s also about 
 challenging the casino brand itself, which I think is actually a far more direct 
 threat than the political arguments.  The political arguments, so what!?  The 
 politicians are like, “Yeah, I’ll still support casinos because maybe it’s less 
 taxes” even though it’s not. The cynicism is there, the industry can’t withstand an 
 actual movement that organizes people who are anonymous in their addiction to 
 telling their story about it. (Interview: February 25th 2011). 
 
In this way the narrative combating the casino industry switched from one of political 

disenfranchisement to one of moral responsibility to fight against a predatory industry 

which profits from the destruction of peoples’ lives.  The same respondent goes on to 

explain that in this way more people will rethink the supposed value brought or created 

through casino development and see it for what casinos are and what they do: 

 And I think Stop Predatory Gambling…has heavily influenced our thinking about 
 stuff, and as well as individual people involved in Casino Free [Philadelphia] who 
 have had the experience of gambling addiction themselves or their family 
 members, that  changes you… changes what you think about it.  It’s no longer 
 about like, this casino or not it’s like who is going and how are they harmed?  
 And what responsibility do I have in that?  (Interview: February 25th 2011). 
 
In this way the anti-casino campaign has attempted to appeal to the ethics of both citizens 

and political representatives.  The struggle to combat the casino industry has switched 

from fighting the mechanics of the state apparatus or the logic and practicality of casino 

development to focusing on the perceptions of individual harms caused by gambling.  

Their point and position, essentially, is can “reasonable” people knowingly support, 

through their demand as consumers or as members of an electorate, a state-driven 

industry which actively exploits fellow citizens for profits and tax revenues?  This is the 

narrative of anti-casino activism today for both for Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and other 

states contributing in the proliferation of the gambling industry. 
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Casinos as Cascading Crises? 

 This last section connects theory with the social process and future outcomes 

associated with casinos.  By using the crisis-policy nexus as a framework for 

understanding the rational for supporting the casino industry as well as an incubator of 

future crisis, casinos can be conceived as both short-term solutions to macro-economic 

and political transformations as well as the source of future problems for local and state 

officials and citizens.   

The Production of Casino Space: Neoliberal Revitalization and Accumulation by 

Dispossession  

 The driving rationale from state officials is the need for increased tax revenue 

produced by casino gambling as a strategy to manage crisis.  An important measurement 

of the potential crisis caused by casino development involves the actual populations from 

which revenue is extracted.  Is revenue derived primarily from the local population or are 

Pennsylvania’s casinos attracting a great deal of tourist spending to the state?   

 This section explores who is gambling by situating casinos into debates over what 

type of space is produced through casino development.  Casinos embody spaces of 

consumption.  Do they consume local discretionary spending or are they destinations for 

consumers who bring their spending to a region?  Through this examination of the type of 

space produced by casinos, the potential for crisis caused by the industry are explored 

further.  In this way the generalization of the casino industry as a fix-all of temporary 

crisis through the generation of future crisis is refined to include the variable potential 

outcomes of casinos as spaces with different spatial functions. 
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 The first part of this section explores who in terms of proximity to a casino is the 

primary customer base.  If the casinos operate to attract tourism to the region then they 

operate as a neoliberal spatial fix.  The casinos are part of revitalizing a region as a 

destination for visitors, attracting profits from out of town consumptive spending.  In 

such a case, the casino brings more revenue to a region while minimizing the potential 

substitution effect on local businesses.  If the casinos operate to primarily extract money 

from the local population then they operate as a convenient way for the state and the 

casino industry to generate revenue and accumulate profit.  In that case, the revenue 

generated is local, pitting the casino against surrounding businesses and redirecting local 

spending directly to the casino.  The second part of this section explores the issue of 

whether Pennsylvania’s and Philadelphia’s casinos can be considered destination casinos 

or convenience casinos by analyzing the frames of people who were involved with the 

struggle over casino development.  Specifically examined is whether the casinos attract 

tourists or if they profit more from addicted gamblers and the siphoning of local 

discretionary spending away from other local businesses.                      

Neoliberal Spatial Fix or Accumulation by Dispossession 

 The boosters at the state and local level have framed casino development as 

economic development and a magnet for tourism which provides additional tax revenue 

to the state and jobs for residents.  In many ways it would seem that casino development 

is another example of the neoliberal spatial fix where the development of spaces of 

consumption drives redevelopment efforts.  These redevelopment efforts are meant to 

enhance the appeal of urban areas as places to live, work and consume.   
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 In their research on prisons and casino development in New Orleans, Gotham and 

Haubert (2007) argue that casinos are a form of neoliberal revitalization.  They explain 

that casino development has emerged as a, “…response to devolution, deregulation and 

privatization” (Gotham and Haubert 2007:35) intended to raise revenue through increased 

tourism.  As the process of roll-out neoliberalism marches forth, casinos represent 

another option for cities and states to produce spaces which maximizes the desirability of 

a region and the consumptive value of urban space.  In many ways these neoliberal 

strategies address the global mobility of capital, industry and people by attempting to 

make cities more desirable places to live, visit and spend money (Florida 2005).   

 But is that what casinos actually do?  Do casinos actually provide a “spatial fix” 

by means of “neoliberal revitalization”?  According to research by Volberg and Wray 

(2007) the outcomes of broader social acceptance of gambling and casino development 

produce new forms of social domination.  They argue that the symbolic characterization 

of individuals with gambling addiction as “problem gamblers” has normalized the taboo 

associated with gambling in order to extract wealth from primarily lower class, minority 

populations.  In this way the redistribution of wealth from the bottom up is legitimized as 

‘blaming the victim’ of gambling.  Research has found that low socioeconomic status 

influences problem gambling and higher socioeconomic status problem gamblers can call 

upon greater financial resources to better deflect the problems associated with gambling 

losses (Welte et al. 2004(b); Volberg and Wray 2007).  Economic and symbolic 

domination of lower class minority gamblers is achieved through the rebranding of a 

process that redistributes wealth regressively as a voluntary expression of demand.  

Research by Calvano and Andersson (2010) validates these conclusions using David 
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Harvey’s (2003; 2007) concept of ‘accumulation by dispossession’.  Accumulation by 

dispossession is the process where wealth is redistributed from the bottom up.     

 In The New Imperialism (2003) Harvey builds upon Marx’s idea of primitive 

accumulation beyond just a historical moment in the accumulation process as a factor 

shaping modern patterns of neoliberal capital accumulation through a process of wealth 

dispossession.  For Marx (1977) primitive accumulation was the historical phase where 

the accumulation of capital began.  As he explains, “…primitive accumulation, therefore, 

is nothing else than the historical process of divorcing the producer from the means of 

production.  It appears as primitive, because it forms the pre-historic stage of capital and 

the mode of production corresponding with it” (Pp. 484).  According to Marx primitive 

accumulation occurred during the dawning of the modern capitalist system and involved 

the privatization and accumulation of land and other resources along with the systematic 

dismantling of all political and economic systems that maintained a pre-capitalist mode of 

production.  Harvey (2003) argues that this process that Marx recognized as a historical 

stage is actually a process inherent to capitalism’s continued expansion throughout the 

modern age.  Accumulation by dispossession involves an ongoing process of capitalist 

expansion and transformation and is used as a means of addressing the crisis of 

overaccumulation by redirecting wealth from the bottom of the class system to the top.       

 Harvey explains that the privatization of the public sphere endemic to roll-out 

neoliberalism and the increased financialization of capital has become a component of 

wealth redistribution from the bottom up.  Harvey explains that most notably 

accumulation by dispossession is a process where the crisis of overaccumulation in core 

countries is temporarily eased through the privatization of capital and the 
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proletariatization of new pockets of potential labor in developing nations.  This process 

effectively operates to drive the circuits of capital accumulation into new regions of the 

globe while generating profits from the periphery to core nations (Harvey 2003; 

Wallerstein 2004; Glassman 2006).  This is done for the benefit of core nations and 

multi-national corporate interests in the form of increased global trade, productivity and 

profits.     

 Arrighi (2006) adds that this process also occurs in advanced capitalist nations as 

well suggesting it as an alternative to the spatial fix for overaccumulation.  According to 

Harvey (2003; 2007) accumulation by dispossession addresses the crisis of 

overaccumulation in advanced capitalist nations by directing surplus capital to the task of 

dispossessing wealth, property and capital from the public sphere and the lower classes.  

The privatization of once public services along with techniques of wealth dispossession 

are a feature of accumulation by dispossession where the surplus of capital is directed to 

the task of further concentrating wealth in fewer hands.  The process of dispossession is 

literally a form of capital accumulation.  Surplus capital is invested in the process (largely 

although not exclusively through privatization) of dispossessing wealth.                       

 So which conceptualization of neoliberal policy do casinos fit under?  Are they a 

spatial fix in the form of neoliberal revitalization or are they a process of accumulation by 

dispossession?  Are they both?  As branded by casino endorsers they are certainly sold as 

a revitalization tool but in their outcomes some research suggests otherwise.  

Contextually, many factors could contribute to this question including, the location of the 

casino, the competitive market a casino is situated, the economic condition of the urban 
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or non-urban area a casino may be located, the branding of the city as a center of tourism, 

inter-state gambling competition, and the demographics of the population to name a few.   

Table 3.1:  Neoliberal Processes and Casino Type. 

Neoliberal Revitalization through 
Spatial Fix Accumulation by Dispossession 

• Development used to enhance 
the consumptive capacity of a 
region.   

• Overaccumulated capital 
directed at producing spaces 
which brand the region as 
attractive places to live and visit. 

• Overaccumulated capital 
directed to the task of 
extracting wealth from the 
bottom up. 

Destination Casinos Convenience Casinos 

• Attract spending from outside 
the region to the casino.   

• The region becomes a 
destination for gambling and 
other forms of consumptive 
spending.   

• Revenue generated from outside 
the region. 

• Derive revenues from local 
population.   

• The convenience of the 
casinos increases additive 
gambling trends for local 
population.   

• The casinos compete with 
other local business for 
local discretionary 
spending.   

• No revenue brought to the 
region. 

 

 The aim here, as displayed in Table 3.1, is to unite theories of neoliberal 

processes with the framing of casino type.  If a casino can add to the productive 

consumption of space by drawing outside spending then it can be called a destination 

casino and thus fits within the neoliberal revitalization/spatial fix paradigms.  And the 

alternative does not assume however that this is actually a positive addition to a city or 

region.  Research on neoliberal spatial development has stressed the reconfiguration of 

uneven development under these economic and political conditions (Brenner and 
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Theodore 2002; 2005; Brenner 2004; Hackworth 2007; Harvey 2007; Rankin 2012).  On 

the other hand if a casino primarily extracts profits from the local population while doing 

little to transform a city or region into a destination for outside spending then the casino 

acts to siphon wealth away from the local population.  Therefore accumulation by 

dispossession is a more appropriate concept to apply. 

 The aim of this theoretical framing is to understand the different potential impacts 

and outcomes for different regions where casinos are located.  If, for instance, we are able 

to identify places that have less potential to attract tourists from outside a region and are 

more likely to extract revenue from the local population, policy makers can make more 

informed decisions regarding which places casinos will be more harmful.  Rather than 

viewing the production of casino space as fundamentally ubiquitous in outcomes, I 

suggest that some places could be harmed by casino development more than others.  To 

develop a casino in a region where casino patrons are primarily local may be akin to 

myopically digging a poisoned well.  This is not to suggest however, that there are “safe” 

places to build a casino.  Instead, I suggest that some of the outcomes of casino 

development including increased tourist revenue and job creation could be more 

prevalent in some places than others.  Places where tourism and job creation is minimal 

and the local population is the largest consumer of casino gambling may create 

conditions where more intense accumulation by dispossession occurs.                 

 The key factor is whether the casino actually attracts an outside market or whether 

it is mostly utilized by a localized market.  This distinction between ‘destination’ casinos 

and ‘convenience’ casinos is vital in order to understand what type of neoliberal process 

is most useful for articulating the outcomes of casino development.  Destination casinos 
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attract market share from outside the immediate region.  They are part of an urban 

branding strategy where the city itself becomes a destination that attracts spending to the 

region from outside the city or even the state.  Although the local population may 

contribute to the profits created by gambling, if the main attendees to casinos are visitors 

to the city then the revenue created within that region, the jobs created by the casino and 

any tertiary economic development connected to the casino would certainly fit under the 

category of the neoliberal spatial fix because it is using casino development as a 

mechanism to attract capital to the region in the form of consumptive spending (Dense 

and Barrow 2003).   

 On the other hand convenience casinos extract profits from a more localized 

population.  These casinos extract profits through gambling from people who are 

regionally proximal to the casino.  Convenience casinos arguably represent the processes 

of accumulation by dispossession in that they extract money away from local residents 

for the profits of the casino industry and the revenues of the state (Goodman 1995; Dense 

and Barrow 2003).  People from outside the region may visit a convenience casino.  But 

if this casino derives a large portion of its profits from local residents then the casino is 

not a primary factor in expanding the local region as a tourist destination.  Therefore 

neoliberal revitalization/spatial fix are less appropriate concepts and accumulation by 

dispossession is the more appropriate concept.     

 A consideration of discretionary income and how it is used is also important in 

this debate.  All casinos are designed to capture discretionary dollars through 

consumption of space.  Considering where this discretionary spending comes from helps 

to illuminate the distinction between destination casinos and convenience casinos.  
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Destination casinos as a neoliberal spatial fix attract people from outside the region.  

These people bring their discretionary spending with them and if that money is also 

extracted by surrounding businesses then a net gain can be made by the locality from out 

of town spending.  Even if out of town patrons only spend at casinos then the region still 

gains by attracting that money.  In addition, attracting out of town gamblers only 

increases the likelihood that they will spend on other local businesses like restaurants, 

hotels, bars and gas stations.  But if the casino primarily targets the local market then the 

discretionary dollars are arguably not spent at other businesses that once relied on this 

spending (Goodman 1995; Grinols 2001).  This process, siphoning the discretionary 

spending away from local businesses, has been called cannibalization or the substitution 

effect as it redirects localized spending away from other forms of consumption directly to 

the casino (Blevins and Jensesn 1998; Room, Turner and Ialomiteanu 1999; Siegel and 

Anders 1999).  This process, indelible to convenience casinos, fits with Harvey’s (2003) 

appraisal of the predatory character of accumulation by dispossession in that it becomes a 

more efficient way for capitalists and the state to extract revenue through the 

redistribution of capital assets from lower class individuals. 

Framing Casino Development: Convenience versus Destination Casinos 

Casino Development as Neoliberal Revitalization 

 Whether the casinos in Pennsylvania and Philadelphia can be classified as 

destination or convenience casinos is a convoluted debate.  Pro-casino advocates 

celebrated the potential of casinos to bring revenue to the state that was being spent on 

gambling elsewhere.  Supporters of casino development also argued that it would bring 

more tourist dollars to Philadelphia.  Casino opponents argued that the casinos in 
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Pennsylvania and Philadelphia were intended to extract profit from local populations.  

For anti-casino activists the development of convenience casinos was a predatory 

maneuver to profit from localized gambling. 

 The hegemonic discourse of neoliberal revitalization was a crucial component for 

the support of casinos at the state and local level.  Casino development was perceived as 

an economic development instrument through the cultivation of the gambling industry.  

Strategically placed in fourteen locations across Pennsylvania the casinos would provide 

some economic stability to regions throughout the state that have suffered from industrial 

decline and capital flight.  This State Representative from a district in Philadelphia 

explained why he voted in favor of Act 71 legalizing gambling in Pennsylvania, “I sought 

it in part as expanding the economic base of the state, that going through the prospect that 

we’d be able to create new industry and new jobs” (Interview: March 16th 2011).  This 

statement epitomizes the neoliberal revitalization strategies from which lawmakers must 

orient themselves in the age of roll-out neoliberalism.  This respondent viewed casino 

development as an opportunity to create economic growth in areas of decline. 

 This perception of revitalization and economic development was shared by 

supporters of casino development in Philadelphia.  Pro-casino advocates were adamant 

about the need to develop along the Delaware River waterfront.  For them, casino 

development along the riverfront would trigger further development efforts in areas 

surrounding the casino.  This was one reason why many members of the Fishtown 

community expressed support for the SugarHouse Casino.  This long-time resident of 

Fishtown and pro-casino advocate explained that SugarHouse represented something 

more than just a casino: 
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 I said I don’t see it as a casino, I see it as a development, as a positive image for 
 the riverfront.  I see a lot of things going on at the riverfront; a lot of it was not in 
 Fishtown.  It’s down in Center City; it’s down in Old City, Port Richmond, Bucks 
 County.  I’m extremely happy and looking forward to the growth of the casino.  
 Not because it is a casino, but because it’s a development and it will bring more 
 attraction.  Not necessarily a casino feature, but other attractions to the riverfront.  
 I think it’s just an added feature, other big cities have them. (Interview: March 
 29th 2011).  
 
This respondent viewed casino development as a harbinger of increased development 

efforts in Fishtown.  The appraisal of Philadelphia is that some places have experienced 

and benefited from development and gentrification and with the SugarHouse Casino, 

Fishtown could share in this process.  The respondent also articulated the view that 

gentrification and developmental agendas that enable or trigger the process have been a 

positive part of Philadelphia’s renewal.  The view that Fishtown has been left out of this 

process suggests that for many casino supporters the casino was part of an effort to 

revitalize Fishtown through increased production of consumptive space.     

 The respondent echoed the rhetoric of neoliberal revitalization that Hackworth 

(2007) and Smith (1996) explain is part of the neoliberal city.  They argue that a 

fundamental feature of neoliberal revitalization is the assumption that increased 

development and gentrification is a fundamental feature of neoliberal urban revitalization 

(Hackworth and Smith 2001).  This process also provides the neoliberal spatial fix in that 

surplus capital and labor is redirected to the task of reinvestment and development of 

urban space.          

 Other casino supporters in Fishtown made this connection as well.  Following the 

construction of the SugarHouse Casino in September 2010, redevelopment efforts could 

be seen in the areas surrounding the casino.  These were viewed as an important part of 
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the gentrification of Fishtown as this Fishtown resident, Philadelphia realtor and casino 

supporter explained:      

 They [SugarHouse] have also enhanced, they have put money back into the 
 neighborhood.  Right now you can go up to Girard and Frankford Ave [two major 
 streets in Fishtown] and you can see all the construction.  Girard at the very 
 moment, all of the sidewalks are being taken care of.  Now I don’t know if that is 
 casino money or city money, but the city really doesn’t have much money to work 
 with.  Who else other than a private entity or a corporate entity will give not only 
 Fishtown residents but Philadelphia residents access to the city like what they are 
 talking about?  (Interview: August 10th 2011). 
 
For this respondent reliance on the casino, a private entity, was the only way for a cash 

strapped city to revitalize.  This perception is aligned with the view that gentrification has 

become a major feature in the neoliberal revitalization of urban areas (Smith 1996; Ley 

1997; Hackworth 2007).  For casino supporters the development brought by SugarHouse 

would accomplish something the city could not, renewal.  In this way not only were 

many state officials reacting to their perceptions regarding urban decline in Pennsylvania 

but Philadelphia residents who supported the casino were also expressing a neoliberal 

ideology regarding the only paths available for urban renewal.   

 While this seemingly ubiquitous rhetoric was shared by many casino supporters 

during the legalization, planning and implementation of Pennsylvania’s casinos, time has 

shed some light on the potential for casinos to provide economic development for a 

region.  This respondent, a Pennsylvania State Representative from a district in 

Philadelphia was asked whether casinos provided economic development.  His curt reply 

was “No” (Interview: April 13th 2012).  While this respondent supported casinos as a 

source of tax revenue the message was made clear through the appraisal of a number of 

casino sites across the state as economic development engines: 
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 Parx does a wonderful job.  So what’s going on outside their 200 acres?  Nothing.  
 Nothing.  Sands up in Bethlehem, beautiful!  The hotel they are building, an 
 entertainment venue; they are putting an outlet mall in, they are making a real 
 entertainment venue!  So what’s happening on the other 500 acres of former 
 Bethlehem Steel?  You’ve got some public dollars that have put an arts center.  
 You have a residential district right across the street from it.  What’s going on?  
 Nothing.  The Meadows was able to attract…the municipality was able to attract 
 an outlet mall, the Tangiers outlet mall, but other than that…not much. 
 (Interview: April 13th 2012). 
 
This appraisal is not based on speculation or hyperbole but on an impression of casinos 

operating across the state for a number of years.  Although the respondent was referring 

to places other than Philadelphia, it was believed that little had been achieved in the way 

of broad economic growth, development or even gentrification of these regions.  From 

the respondent’s perspective the casinos themselves are “beautiful” and they are doing a 

“wonderful job” but the job they are performing so well was not economic development.  

  If casino development is not triggering gentrification or reinvestment of these 

areas surrounding the casinos then the neoliberal spatial fix seems an inappropriate 

concept to apply.  If the casinos do not attract outside spending then as a means of 

competing in a climate of urban decline they should not be regarded as neoliberal 

revitalization.  From the position of policy makers in the state the intention is clearly to 

provide these models of urban restructuring but the intentions may not match the 

outcomes.   More research and more time are necessary to understand the long term 

effects of casino development in Pennsylvania.  Yet, understanding the potential for a 

casino to draw outside spending as a factor in shaping outcomes for cities through the 

production of spaces of consumption may shed some light on what casinos are during this 

era of roll-out neoliberalism.       
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Tourism or Localized Market Demand? 

 Supporters of casinos in Pennsylvania and Philadelphia viewed the development 

as a way to attract spending to the various regions throughout the state.  From this 

position, casinos were a way to transform areas where a casino would operate through the 

spending of tourist dollars.  From this perspective the attraction of outside spending 

through the production of casino space seems to validate the position that casinos are a 

form of neoliberal revitalization.  But I argue that a casino that does not attract much 

spending from outside the locality is not functioning as a major tourist destination.  

Instead, it is functioning to extract revenue from the local market. 

 For many casino supporters the development of casinos throughout the state 

would create a draw to those regions where otherwise there was little.  This was an 

obvious conclusion to casino supporters.  The idea that a casino would not draw people to 

it was absurd.  For this respondent, a long-time Fishtown resident and pro-casino 

advocate, the SugarHouse Casino was another phase in Philadelphia’s renewal as a 

tourist destination: 

 It [Philadelphia] is becoming more and more a destination for tourists and 
 conventions; the casino to me was one additional item on the menu of things in 
 Philly that might attract people.  The art museum, the sports teams, the Kimmel 
 Center, people like different things.  I thought on balance, that the casino would 
 be an enhancement of that. (Interview: March 3rd 2011). 
 
This view of Philadelphia as a destination through the production of spaces of 

consumption is aligned with the neoliberal revitalization framework.  This respondent 

viewed the casino as adding to the appeal of Philadelphia as a destination for outside 

spending.   
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 While seemingly obvious to many casino supporters, the perspective that the 

casinos were primarily about attracting outside spending to the various regions around 

casino development throughout the state was not as certain as the claims would suggest.  

A reoccurring frame offered by casino supporters was that the casinos were about 

capturing “lost” revenue.  The perception was that Pennsylvania was “losing” revenue to 

neighboring states, particularly Atlantic City in New Jersey, and by legalizing gambling 

the state could prevent the loss of that spending.7  This State Representative from a 

district in Philadelphia explained the logic of building a casino in Philadelphia: 

 I think it reflected the reality that there is gaming already in New Jersey and very 
 popular, a lot of people from Philly regularly are on the casino bus trips. So I saw 
 it as a natural progression of the economic development of the state. (Interview: 
 March 16th 2011). 
 
Another State Representative from a district in Philadelphia viewed the legalization of 

gambling in Pennsylvania as a necessary action to keep revenue from leaving the state: 

 We had a situation where the northwest of Pennsylvania was going to West 
 Virginia, the southeast of Pennsylvania was going to Delaware and to Atlantic 
 City, ok, and we had money that was coming into the state through hard wages 
 that was going to these other states to deal with issues that they could deal with, 
 but we could not deal with in Pennsylvania.  And so to that end, how can we 
 capture revenues that are leaving the state, and be able to use those revenues 
 to deal with some of those critical issues that we have been evading a resolution 
 on with respect to Pennsylvania. (Interview: February 22nd 2011).  
 
This perspective was shared by some residents of Philadelphia as well.  The following 

respondent, a long-time Fishtown resident and pro-casino advocate, suggested that it was 

time for the locality to capitalize on gambling demand: 

 
7 This theme first became apparent during the coding of the local Philadelphia media as it was often used to 
rationalize casino development as positive by casino supporters.  Then again, this theme emerged during 
interviews with casino supporters at the state and local level.   
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 I was getting tired of giving Jersey my money anyway.  [New] Jersey got 35 years 
 of PA’s money, so it’s time for Pennsylvania and Fishtown to step up to the plate 
 and get what it is owed.  (Interview: March 29th 2011). 
 
 Each of these narratives framed the demand for gambling as a given for residents 

of Pennsylvania and the urgent need for the state and the localities to keep this money 

where it is.  The money leaving the state spent on gambling elsewhere was viewed as a 

loss; a loss of revenue and a lost opportunity.  This view was so pervasive in the minds of 

casino supporters that it seemed ridiculous to them for any disagreement to arise.   

 Harvey (1989) points out that neoliberal urban revitalization strategies consistent 

with the entrepreneurial state pressure local governments to enact policies to make 

regions more desirable as spaces of consumption.  This intense competitive pressure 

forces local government and municipalities to invest in projects that replicate successes 

(however temporary or long lasting they may be) enacted by other regions.  However he 

explains that this emulation of neoliberal developmental strategies, “…have quickly been 

imitated elsewhere, thus rendering any competitive advantage within a system of cities 

ephemeral” (Harvey 1989:12).  This respondent, a former member of a Philadelphia 

community development corporation expresses this same claim regarding Philadelphia’s 

casinos: 

 I don’t think it will attract many tourism dollars because now every state is doing 
 it.  There’s nothing special.  Maryland, Delaware, New Jersey, you know, New 
 York, all these places have them so there is nothing special about it anymore.  It 
 used to be, oh wow, you could only go to Atlantic City or Vegas.  So it’s lost its 
 luster; it’s not exciting.  (Interview: October 18th 2010). 
 
What this respondent suggested is that as casino development has proliferated across the 

country the competitive advantage of creating gambling destinations has diminished.  

With the growth of the casino industry across more states the ability for any one region to 
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market themselves as a destination for gambling becomes more difficult.  Under such 

conditions, what need would there be for a person to travel to a casino when they can 

gamble at a local casino?  Unless a person wishes to fully immerse themselves in the 

resort atmosphere of a destination city like Las Vegas they would have little reason to 

travel far for what they can consume at home.  Therefore the continued proliferation of 

casinos in more and more states logically suggests that the market captured by each 

regional casino will be more localized8.   

 In many ways it seems that the urgency for Pennsylvania to legalize and build 

casinos was to beat other states considering or enacting the same policies to the punch 

while preventing the “loss” of spending to states with legalized gambling.  Consider the 

map of casino locations in Pennsylvania.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
8 The increase of online gaming could also influence rates people visit casinos.  More people may forgo 
traveling to a casino, even a local casino, instead choosing to stay home and gamble.   



Map 3.1:  Map of Pennsylvania Casinos 

 
Pennsylvania Gaming Control Board, Retrieved May 16th 2012.  
(http://gamingcontrolboard.pa.gov/?p=180) 
 
 

Of the eleven casinos currently operational in Pennsylvania all but one is located close to 

a neighboring state.  Clearly this is part of a strategy to attract gamblers across state lines.  

This is most notably the case for the casinos not located near the large populations of 

Pittsburgh or Philadelphia.  But a state line does not separate locality.  For instance, the 

clustering of casinos within the Philadelphia metropolitan area is intended to extract 

profits from local gamblers in Pennsylvania, New Jersey and Delaware and while the 

residents of these neighboring states may not be part of the Commonwealth of 

Pennsylvania they are part of a geographic, economic and social region.  Although 

separated by state lines, Camden, New Jersey and Philadelphia are part of the same 
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metropolitan region because they are part of the same consumptive, infrastructural, 

cultural space.  Residents of Camden by proximity could more easily visit the 

SugarHouse Casino than residents of the Main Line community located northwest of 

Philadelphia.  Neighboring states intending on developing a casino industry will have to 

consider carefully the gains made by building a casino anywhere near such locations.  To 

compete with already operational casinos along the Pennsylvania border would risk 

dividing a regionally based market share.  Instead, it could be expected that casinos built 

in neighboring states would take into consideration the potential market they could target 

and the competition for that market.  In this way the seemingly ceaseless proliferation of 

casinos across more states creates a tendency for targeting local gamblers as opposed to 

attracting gamblers from other regions.         

 The following respondent was a representative for a casino in the Philadelphia 

area.  The casino had not been operational very long but the question of whether the 

customer base was largely derived from tourism or local gamblers was posed, the 

respondent replied:   

 I would argue that most of the people here now, because it’s Wednesday at 
 1:30pm, they are people who live within thirty miles around the Casino; New 
 Jersey and surrounding five counties.  When I break down our database, we 
 definitely have folks from Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, D.C., as far north as 
 Ohio, New York State, Massachusetts, we have those.  I think those are people 
 who are in town for the weekend, for the most part within thirty miles. You 
 probably won’t find any casino in the country besides Vegas that will tell you 
 anything different.  (Interview: March 9th 2011). 
 
The respondent suggested that most of the customers present at the casino at that time 

were local to the area.  In addition the statement that other than Las Vegas all of the 

casinos in the country operate from this business model is telling.  It suggests that the 

local population is very much part of the business model of not only this casino located in 
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the greater Philadelphia area but of all casinos that are not themselves built in a resort city 

like Las Vegas.  When asked to approximate how much of the casino’s business came 

from tourism this respondent explained, 

 I have to look at our…it’s not a lot in the grand scheme, but 15-20% of our 
 business is from tourism.  Convention centers, people who came in over the 
 weekend, in town visiting friends etc., I’d go 15%. (Interview: March 9th 2011). 
   
 Following this statement, the respondent pointed out that the greater Philadelphia 

area has not been properly branded as a casino destination.  At the time of this interview 

all of the Philadelphia area casinos were fairly new to the region.  According to the 

respondent their newness might explain the much smaller number of tourist gamblers as 

compared to local gamblers.  Still the respondent remarked that the local market was a 

critical part of the business model of the casino: 

 Yes, we’ve always said from the beginning that this would be a regional market 
 because Atlantic City is fifty miles away and this market has been fueling 
 [Atlantic City] for thirty years.  So we always knew that a good chunk of our 
 customer base  would be from this area. It’s an experienced market.  (Interview: 
 March 9th 2011). 
 
The idea of an “experienced market” of gamblers in the greater Philadelphia area 

coincides with many pro-casino narratives arguing that it is urgent to keep gamblers from 

leaving the state and their localities.  It also provides further evidence as to the actual 

intention of casinos as sources of tax revenues for Pennsylvania.  It is clear that for many 

casino supporters the urgency to extract profits from localized gambling demand was of 

primary concern.  Of course attracting tourism was part of the design as well but 

considering that the casino representative pointed out the “experienced” local gambling 

market was a target for the business, as well as the fact that early in the operation of the 
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casino the profits were primarily from the localized population suggests that much of the 

profits extracted by this casino rely on local gamblers. 

Convenience Casinos: Predatory Gaming and the Substitution Effect 

 For anti-casino activists in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and around the country the 

label of convenience casinos is part of a framing project used to call out the predatory 

nature of state sponsored gambling.  If casinos are designed to extract revenue and profit 

from residents near a casino it will do little to add to the overall economic condition of 

the locality.  Instead, these convenience casinos drain the wealth of local citizens and 

siphon the discretionary spending away from local businesses.  Therefore convenience 

casinos, as they are framed by anti-casino activists, are a form of accumulation by 

dispossession as described by Harvey (2003) in that it is a predatory practice meant to 

extract wealth from local low income and addicted populations.   

 Anti-casino activists rejected the idea that building a casino would attract much 

outside spending.  For these people it was about making gambling as convenient as 

possible for the local population as this respondent, an anti-casino activists and resident 

of Fishtown explained: 

 You might come to Philly for some other reason but I don’t think you come for 
 the gaming.  I do have trouble believing that they are going to draw massive 
 crowds…That’s convenience gaming.  If we are dealing with a fixed group of 
 people which is presumably Philadelphia as a whole there is a fixed amount of 
 disposable income being spent on things and if people are drawn to the casino 
 then they are not going to spend it on other stuff… they are going to get a 
 demographic who can’t afford to travel or generally wouldn’t travel they are 
 basically cannibalizing the disposable income that would be spent at local bars, at 
 restaurants, at the sports complex, things that arguably put the money back into 
 Philadelphia than more substantively take away.  (Interview: April 8th 2011). 
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For this respondent the casino would not be successful at attracting outside spending.  

Instead it would target the local population and siphon that discretionary spending away 

from the local economy.   

 The idea of a substitution effect caused by casinos suggests that the discretionary 

spending that would have once gone to local businesses is instead spent at the casino and 

any of the businesses that are part of the casino complex including shopping centers, bars 

and restaurants.  Other, non-casinos related businesses would have to compete with the 

casino for the discretionary spending of the local market.  As this respondent, an anti-

casino activist and Society Hill resident explained this process of redirecting the 

discretionary spending away from the local economy creates a domino effect of negative 

economic outcomes:   

 I’m referring to the fact that the casinos up and down I-95, Parks, SugarHouse 
 and Harrah’s, they are taking in a billion dollars a year from the most part of 
 money that would otherwise be spent at shoe stores, movie theaters, regular non 
 casino…They are drawing it out of the local economy, so you have less business 
 at those other places, less business means layoffs.  (Interview: April 1st 2011). 
 
If money that was once spent at other consumer destinations is now being directed to a 

casino then those businesses suffer.  This leads to the shuttering of businesses that cannot 

compete and the loss of jobs for people who owned and worked at these businesses.   

 Along with the predatory competition that casinos exemplify, anti-casino activists 

argued that casinos cultivate addiction to gambling and prey on compulsive gamblers.  

The idea of convenience gambling was abhorrent to anti-casino activists.  Building 

casinos intended to extract revenue from the local population is designed to target already 

compulsive gamblers in that locality and create more of them as this respondent 

explained:     
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 Putting casinos in increasingly large population centers is an addictive practice.  
 They know that more people will become addicted if they’re in the middle of a 
 three million person city than if you’re in the middle of a 10,000 person city just 
 because of how many people live within an hour drive.  That’s what I think the 
 industry talks about, a drive time analysis.  So, Philly is the  biggest city in the 
 country with casino gambling, so this is how extreme we are to the situation 
 or this phenomenon of predatory gambling.  So this is like classic drug pusher, 
 take it you want to try it?  (Interview: April 1st 2001). 
 
According to anti-casino activists every aspect of the business model of a casino is to 

target people in the local population and make it easy to lose their money.  These 

business practices were viewed as predatory strategies as this anti-casino activist 

explained: 

 So they're open 24 hours a day, they are exempt from the smoking ban in Philly, 
 they don't have to mail monthly statements to gamblers, they allow you to take 
 out lines of credit at the casino, they have ATMs on the casino floor.  They get 
 ninety percent of the money from ten percent of the  people.  I don't know the 
 actual...there's a million statistics like that, but it's the bulk of their  money from a 
 few of  the people that come consistently.  (Interview: April 19th 2011). 
 
 These respondents viewed the casino in Philadelphia and elsewhere as means to 

profit from addictive gambling through predatory placement of casinos and through the 

practices used by casinos to attract and keep customers.  Their shared perspective was 

that casinos conveniently located near people are designed to extract profit primarily 

from that market.  In doing so, the casino reaps profits from addictive gamblers in that 

locality.  Additionally, the environment and atmosphere of a casino is designed to 

become a den for lost time and money as this respondent explained:  

 It’s based on cultivating addiction.  I think the line many of us walk is we say we 
 don’t know if the casinos intend to addict people purposefully, but everything 
 they do has that result.  They are in the business of motivating people to gamble 
 for as long a period of time as possible and as frequently as possible.  Well, when 
 it’s an addictive activity that pretty much leads to addiction.  If you say we should 
 do it often and for long periods of time, and even to the point of when you’re 
 there they don’t want your attention to be distracted and that’s the same thing as 
 staying for a long period of time.  If you’re distracted you may not decide to get 
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 up and go.  So they want to keep you in the zone.  It’s a focused stretch.  
 (Interview: April 1st 2011). 
 
From this view a casino is designed to not only attract a local population of gamblers, 

some of whom may have gambling addictions, but are in the business of creating more 

addiction.  For anti-casino activists all of the factors contributing to a predatory practice 

are in line.  The casinos in Pennsylvania are conveniently located in towns and cities 

where the casinos can extract profit from the local population; they are not likely to 

attract much tourism to the regions because there are already many other conveniently 

located casinos elsewhere to compete; the casinos make profits from addictive gamblers 

and therefore it is in the business interest of a casino to not only keep those people 

gambling but attract and cultivate this addiction to increase profits; all of which has a 

devastating effect on the local population, businesses and the economy.   

 One respondent, a State Representative from a district in Philadelphia and casino 

supporter, explained that there is a culture of gambling endemic to many parts of 

Pennsylvania.  Because gambling is so culturally connected to various places in the state 

it just made sense to build casinos to extract revenue from activities that were already 

occurring: 

 So as you go around the state, especially out west…gaming is ingrained in the 
 population…life centers around the social clubs, the VFW’s, the fire hall…and 
 the Elks, etc.  So it is still ingrained around the rest of the state that you go to the 
 club.  So maybe at the club you and your friends just sit there and have your 
 weekly pinochle game for a penny a point.  Or maybe the VFW has the Texas 
 Hold ‘Em tournament or a casino night or the bingo…and if you look at the 
 casinos around the state, the places that you wouldn’t expect to have the draw that 
 they do, you have to stop and say, Hmm, why in Washington County?  Take a 
 look at how the Meadows are performing in Washington County.  It is one of the 
 biggest performers in the state.  (Interview: April 13th 2012).   
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The perspective is that gambling is already part of certain regions, perhaps more so than 

others.  For less cosmopolitan regions the social life centered on clubs and VFW halls is 

considered to be very important when compared to cities like Philadelphia.  The 

respondent paints a picture of provincial setting where gambling is part of the social 

routine of leisure time.  Building a casino in such a location is designed to capture this 

localized leisure activity and gain revenue from it.  Often this activity is underground and 

not taxed.  Thus the assumption is that gambling and even addictive gambling is a fact of 

life and better to make a useful contribution in terms of revenues to the state than let this 

potential windfall go untapped.  What is apparent again is the idea that locality of 

gambling activity matters.  Building a casino in a region where gambling is a way of life 

is meant to tap that unrealized consumer demand regardless of other ramifications to 

people or places. 

Convenient Destinations or Destinations of Convenience? 

 The debate between whether casinos operate as convenience or destination 

casinos is largely ideological for anti-casino activists and pro-casino advocates.  This is 

due to the limited amount of empirical research available addressing this issue 

specifically for Pennsylvania.  While some research has documented the connection 

between location of casinos, gambling rates and addiction to gambling (Welte, et al. 

2006; Pearce, Hiscock and Day 2008) this research does not address whether or not the 

local population is the primary driver for the extraction of profits.  Yet according to the 

American Gaming Association (State of the States: The American Gaming Association 

Survey of Casino Entertainment 2010) half of all those nationally surveyed reported 

visiting a local casino and 23% reported visiting both local and destination casinos.  Only 
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13% reported taking long-distance trips to gambling destinations.  The findings suggest 

that of the people surveyed by the American Gaming Association the majority are 

gambling at local casinos conveniently located close to where they live.  The findings 

also point to a trend where traveling to a casino destination is not as customary as 

remaining local to gamble.  The findings by the American Gaming Association suggest 

that people who live near a casino are more likely to gamble there than to travel to 

another destination to gamble.         

 Casino advocates were quick to point out the tax windfalls received by 

Pennsylvania as evidence that the projects are working to attract and keep gambling 

consumers in Pennsylvania.  Anti-casino activists argued that this tax windfall is 

extracted from mostly, elderly, lower class and addicted gamblers who are local to the 

casinos.  Each side framed their perception of casino development around these 

ideological rifts often relying on tertiary and speculative evidence to validate their 

positions.  This rift of perception over casinos deals with the heart of the matter in terms 

of development and social justice for both pro- and anti-casino actors but it also 

underscores the theoretical question regarding which fix is being utilized, the neoliberal 

revitalization/spatial fix or accumulation by dispossession. 

 The findings that Pennsylvania’s casinos are convenience casinos provides further 

evidence supporting the research of Volberg and Wray (2007) and Calvano and 

Andersson (2010) suggesting that casino development contributes to a redistribution of 

wealth from the bottom up in the form of accumulation by dispossession.  There is 

evidence to support the argument that part of the agenda of the various casinos and the 

state was to tap local discretionary spending that might otherwise be spent elsewhere 



119 

 

through the development of convenience casinos.  By doing so the casino industry in 

Pennsylvania plays a major role in the predatory process of wealth redistribution through 

accumulation by dispossession and the devaluation of place.   

 This research does not, however, close the book on the debate between those who 

argue that casino development is about attracting people to a region through neoliberal 

revitalization and those who suggest that casinos target mostly local gamblers.  Further 

research on Pennsylvania’s casino industry paying acute attention to a specific region is 

necessary.  Such research should analyze data on the discretionary spending of people 

located within a region that has a casino.  A measurement of gambling spending before 

and after the casino has been built could provide evidence about how much people spend 

on gambling when a casino is locally developed.  Additionally, measuring the relative 

profitability of local businesses as a measure of the supposed competitive advantage of a 

casino could shed light on the impacts of a possible shift in local patterns of discretionary 

spending.  Finally, by focusing on the marketing campaigns of casinos as a localized 

effort could shed light on the target market share of the casino industry.  Any efforts to 

market a casino in terms of proximity to the location would shed light on the exact 

population that is targeted.                  

Conclusion 

 The leitmotif of this chapter is crisis.  Crises of neoliberalism, crises of 

overaccumulation, crises of state legitimacy and the literal and potential crises of casino 

proliferation are each explored and connected.  The goal is to link theory with social 

processes in the context of casino development in a way that has not been attempted.  In 

doing so casino development in Pennsylvania and Philadelphia are connected to larger 
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social, economic and political transformations that have been occurring for over thirty 

years.  Thus outcomes, including future crises, created by further proliferation of the 

casino industry are connected to these long-term social transformations affecting both 

economic and urban policy.     

 Neoliberalism has triggered many changes socially, economically and politically.  

Some of these changes have created crisis conditions for state and economic actors.  It is 

not only in the interest of the state to address these crises but an absolute necessity 

(O’Connor 1973; Gotham 2012).  Primary to the dual crisis of accumulation and 

legitimacy described by O’Connor is the need by the state for tax revenues.  Without this 

revenue the state is impotent to act as a driver of private capital accumulation and as a 

legitimate provider of social goods.  Thus solutions to this dual crisis are explored and 

seemingly successful approaches are mimicked in rapid succession.   

 Casinos are one way in which a majority of states have attempted to deal with the 

crises unleashed by neoliberal capitalism.  Through the production of casino space 

various states and cities have attempted to increase tax revenues through the production 

of spaces of consumption.   

 But not all casino space is the same.  If the casino spaces produced cultivate the 

image of a region as an attraction for tourist spending then casinos are a neoliberal spatial 

fix.  By attracting outside spending to a region the ability of an urban zone to revitalize 

within the neoliberal climate is achieved precisely as the theories of neoliberalism 

prescribe.  But if the production of casino space primarily extracts revenue from the local 

market then while still neoliberal in its function, it does less to provide a neoliberal 

spatial fix.  Instead, casinos which provide a convenient location for local gamblers to 
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lose money are better understood as a form of accumulation by dispossession.  The 

redistribution of wealth from the bottom up coupled with the many problems correlated 

with casinos including gambling addiction, crime, business displacement among others 

culminates as a cascading process generating future problems that will need to be 

addressed.  In this way the crisis-solving potential of casino development is highly 

myopic and short-term, potentially causing greater economic and social problems in the 

future.                   

 Increasing tax revenues are an important factor for understanding the proliferation 

of the casino industry but this alone does not explain how tax shortfalls became such an 

urgent issue, what brought about this situation, what are the varying structural interests 

involved and what are the impacts.  The privatization of taxation represented by the 

casino industry and framed as a voluntary taxation strategy sets the stage for further crisis 

as it is a regressive tax strategy operating broadly as a form of accumulation by 

dispossession (Harvey 2003).  Though the state is able to satiate crisis initially through 

the production of casino space, the potential for further crisis is exasperated as the 

disinvestment of wealth from the bottom is intensified.  This process should be 

understood as both a way to address the varying crises created by neoliberalism and 

within the context of hegemonic ideologies, a neoliberal solution in its own right. 

 According to the American Gaming Association (State of the States: The 

American Gaming Association Survey of Casino Entertainment 2011) of the gross tax 

revenues collected by all states with casinos, Pennsylvania accounted for almost 20% of 

those revenues.  Of all the tax revenues collected across the country Pennsylvania is 

taking in almost a fifth of those dollars spent at casinos.  This is in part due to the very 
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high tax rates applied to the casinos in Pennsylvania but it is also suggestive of both the 

growth of the casino market in the state as well as the potential growing dependency by 

the state on those revenues9.  In this way the casino industry is becoming a foundation of 

Pennsylvania’s economy as it has been growing in significance10.  If this industry relies 

on localized markets and addicted gamblers then these increases in revenues should not 

be celebrated but should be a cause for alarm.  There is of course no way to know 

whether these rates of growth are sustainable thus the fix-all provided by casinos may be 

short lived.  If that becomes the case then the long-term harms to people through 

gambling addiction and impetuous urban policy may create future wounds that may be 

difficult to treat.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
9 It is interesting to consider how Pennsylvania was able to institute high tax rates on gaming.  One 
possibility is that the casino industry believed Pennsylvania to be a lucrative gambling market as compared 
to other states.  If this were the case, then perhaps the high tax rates were acceptable to the casino industry.  
Another point to consider is that tax rates can always change.  If Pennsylvania’s casinos suffer future losses 
then they might lobby state officials to lower the tax rates to alleviate the pressures created by lost revenue.  
In America, tax rates are subject to change.  Perhaps the casino industry is considering this possibility and 
is planning to push for lower tax rates once the state becomes dependent on the industry.       
 
10 The following is a list of the top five states for casino tax revenue collected in 2011: 
1.  Pennsylvania:  $1.456 billion 
2.  Nevada:  $865.25 million  
3.  Indiana:  $846.37 million 
4.  New York:  $593.40 million 
5.  Louisiana:  $573.19 million 
(State of the States: The American Gaming Association Survey of Casino Entertainment 2011).     
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CHAPTER 4: 
FRAMING THE RIGHT TO THE CITY: THE SUGARHOUSE CASINO AND 

THE BATTLE OVER FISHTOWN 
 
 

Introduction 
 

 Henri Lefebvre’s (1996) ‘right to the city’ is a clarion call to disenfranchised and 

displaced urban inhabitants.  It is an appeal for the sanctity of urban life on behalf of 

those who imbue urban space with the vital beauty of lived experience.  It is a declaration 

of power over the way space is used according to the way people live their lives.  In this 

way the right to the city is articulated as a banner of hope against the impending 

ambitions of the bulldozer and the bank; the developer and politician.   

 The right to the city is a powerful and revolutionary idea.  But like many mantras 

extolling the potential for a greater human existence it lacks precise contextualization in 

an ever changing, vibrant and diverse set of social circumstances.  For Lefebvre the right 

to the city was meant to address the conditions of inequality and injustice created by the 

landscapers for capital accumulation.  It addressed the dividing line between the winners 

and losers of this process, siding with the underdogs.  But this distinction in the age of 

hegemonic neoliberalism and pervasive gentrification is much more difficult to discern 

when the very people who Lefebvre prescribed a right to the city side with the profiteers 

of neoliberal spatial restructuring. 

 The blanket of neoliberalism under which some groups are more comfortably 

situated, cover more aspects of lived experiences and shape the very ways people 

understand, live in and defend their social worlds.  The perceived value created by 

gentrification and other neoliberal agendas are no longer ideologies exclusive to powerful 

actors of the state and the private sector.  Instead, in a seemingly contradictory relation, 
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the very people for whom the right to the city belongs can perceive themselves as the 

beneficiaries of development and displacement endemic of gentrification forces.  This 

ever developing situation shifts our attention to understand the right to the city and its 

applicability.  

 This chapter empirically investigates the claims for a right to the city within the 

Fishtown community in Philadelphia over the development of a casino.  Gentrification 

was a key factor shaping the framing of conflict over casino development for this 

community.  Fishtown, a once white, working class community has undergone significant 

gentrification in recent years.  In 2006, two years after the passage of Act 71 which 

legalized gambling in Pennsylvania, the Pennsylvania Gaming Control Board, the 

governing body of the gaming industry in Pennsylvania, approved a license for 

SugarHouse Casino to build along the Delaware Riverfront within Fishtown 

(Pennsylvania Gaming Control Board Website, retrieved March 21st 2012).  Situated only 

a block away from the proposed site were homes, schools and churches of the Fishtown 

community.   After the decision was made, tensions erupted between newer residents 

who generally opposed the casino and long-time residents who supported the project.  

Each side framed their right to the city around perspectives over the positive and negative 

externalities of casino development as well as over the question of who should be 

considered an authentic member of the community.    

  This chapter explores the challenges of framing community power where rapid 

population change resulting from gentrification has occurred.  Under such circumstances 

affirming a right to the city becomes more difficult to proclaim.  Unlike research which 

articulates the right to the city as a fundamental dispute between the interests of those 
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profiting from abstract space at the expense of those living and making social space, I 

argue that the very definitions of social space and its use-value are often open to debate 

when rapid spatial and demographic transformation are occurring. 

 The decision to locate a casino in Fishtown set off a maelstrom of community 

reaction.  Newer residents were incensed and outraged over the prospect of a casino in 

their neighborhood.  For these people the decision by the state was made without any 

community input and it was therefore perceived as undemocratic and unjust to locate a 

casino so close to where people lived.  Notably, newer residents framed their anger 

toward casino development on the premise that Fishtown had become a highly desirable 

place to live and a casino would threaten that transformation.  But many long-time 

residents supported the casino project.  These people readily articulated their support for 

the casino based on the perception that Fishtown had lost its working-class roots resulting 

from industrial decline.  For long-time residents the casino represented an opportunity for 

more jobs in Fishtown and the chance for direct monetary benefits which would be used 

to benefit various organizations indelible to the community.  These polarizing viewpoints 

sliced through Fishtown dividing neighbors and a community. 

 Each side framed the right to the city according to the perceived exchange-value 

of casino development for Fishtown and how that would affect the overall use-value of 

the community.  Newer residents suggested that the casino would crush the economic 

vitality of the community, threaten property values and bring down the neighborhood.   

Long time-time residents were eager to benefit from the jobs the casino would create as 

well as direct financial compensation to the community through the creation of a 
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Community Benefits Agreement with the casino.  These economic opportunities were 

viewed as necessary for the overall wellbeing of the community.   

  The dispute between long-time residents and newer residents exposed the 

divergent perspectives over the advantages and disadvantages of locating a casino in 

Fishtown.   It raised questions about the authenticity of community members to have the 

privilege to dictate the narrative defining the character and needs of Fishtown.  These 

frames operated as an expression of the right to the city between these dueling 

community actors in the context of gentrification forces. Framing is important because it 

is the way people define and understand the social world in order to derive meaning from 

experiences (Goffman 1974).  Social actors use frames to organize perspectives around 

contentious social issues (Elliot, Gotham and Milligan 2004).              

 This chapter has several parts.  First, gentrification and the debate over ‘critical 

perspectives’ on gentrification research are examined with consideration given to what 

would be the expected perceptions of long-time residents compared to newer residents of 

Fishtown over casino development.  Second, I present and analyze the framing strategies 

utilized by newer residents who opposed casino development and long-time residents 

who supported the development.  Third is a discussion of how these frames operated as 

an expression of the right to the city between these dueling community actors in the 

context of gentrification forces.  Here, I address the need to reconfigure our 

understanding of the right to the city.  

Gentrification and the Emerging Tensions in Fishtown 

Large scale gentrification is part of the spatial change associated with the neo-

liberal city (Smith 2002; Brenner and Theodore 2002; Hackworth 2007); Fishtown’s 
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gentrification has taken place within a larger context of gentrification forces in 

Philadelphia.  According to this idea cities are more reliant and involved in real estate 

markets in order to benefit from increased tax revenues created through urban 

development and population growth.  Faced with declining federal funding, in 

conjunction with neoliberal processes emphasizing laissez-faire economic conditions, 

cities have been left fighting for survival in a global marketplace where capital and 

production are less bound in place (Sassen 1992).  Recent trends in gentrification are 

typified by increased state facilitation of larger (and often global) corporate development 

interests in an expanding urban locale along with a declining resistance to this process 

(Smith 1979; 1996; Hackworth and Smith 2001; Hackworth 2007; Wacquant 2008).  As 

Smith (2002) explains, “…real-estate development becomes a centerpiece of the city’s 

productive economy, an end in itself, justified by appeals to jobs, taxes and tourism” (Pp. 

443). In this way gentrification has provided an economic brace for cities like 

Philadelphia hobbled by decades of industrial decline, population loss and revenue 

shortages (Adams et al. 1991). 

Who Has a ‘Critical Perspective’ on Gentrification In Fishtown? 

Recently, Tom Slater (2006) has called for a return to a ‘critical perspective’ from 

gentrification research.  Slater argues that much recent scholarship on gentrification has 

drifted away from its critical Marxist roots.  He finds that many scholars have focused on 

the positive aspects of gentrification while ignoring the social costs and conflicts 

associated with class and racial displacement in gentrifying communities (Slater 2006; 

2008).  While recent research has documented displacement of people and businesses 

resulting from gentrification (Atkinson 2002; 2004; Curran 2004; Slater 2004; Newman 
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and Wyly 2006; Zukin et al. 2009; Shaw and Sullivan 2011), others have found that, 

“…while gentrification is undoubtedly associated with displacement, the magnitude of 

this association is uncertain” (Freeman 2008:187; 2005; Freeman and Braconi 2004; 

Vigdor 2002).  Furthermore some research has found that the attitudes of older residents 

regarding an influx of new residents to range from ambivalent to positive (Pattillo 2007; 

Freeman 2006; Sullivan 2006).  These cleavages between “critical” and “uncritical” 

research suggests that there is no universal set of experiences regarding displacement and 

the attitudes of the gentrified.   

According to the critical perspective the gentrified have a right to the city in 

defiance of neoliberal developmental agendas.  The critical perspective suggests that 

long-time residents threatened by gentrification have a right to protest new development 

and push back against the forces of neighborhood transition, a battle many communities 

do not win.  A return to a ‘critical perspective’ is a declaration to the right to the city 

where long-time residents guard against the production of space intended to maximize 

exchange-value in defense of the use-value of their community.  Conversely, newer 

residents ride the wave of neoliberal spatial transformation.  They benefit from the 

production of space that maximizes exchange-value, most notably in home values.  

Spatial reconstruction severs the continuity of long-time residents lived experiences in 

favor of the consumptive demands of newer residents.         

A critical perspective would suggest that long-time residents of Fishtown, those 

threatened by displacement, would be antagonistic towards casino development.  Instead, 

it was newer residents that declared their right to the city and challenged casino 

development.  Long-time residents articulated their right to the city against newer 



129 

 

residents, who from their perspective, attempted to usurp them as stewards of the 

community by siding with the casino and supporting the development.  Newer residents 

declared a right to the city against the production of abstract space while long-time 

residents sided with the agents of abstract space.  For long-time Fishtown residents, the 

right to the city involved siding with the very forces that Lefebvre viewed with contempt 

in order to challenge the claims and actions of newer residents.  In this way it was the 

newer residents who articulated a critical perspective against casino development in 

Fishtown while long-time residents were critical of displacement by newcomers but not 

of development that could drive further gentrification.                                    

Disputing Place:  The Framing of Conflict in Fishtown  

With the construction of the SugarHouse Casino looming, long-time residents and 

newer residents in Fishtown entered into a framing contest over the project.  While not 

perfectly divided by these lines, the pro-casino position was more represented by long-

time Fishtown residents who grew up in the community and in many cases had a 

generational connection to the neighborhood.  The anti-casino position was more 

represented by people who were newer to the community.  Table 4.1 shows the three 

dominant frames which emerged from this dispute.  Value frames illustrated the different 

interpretations of economic value or economic harm of the casino.  Value frames 

disputed the exchange-value either created or disrupted by casino development.  Social 

justice frames articulated the perceived undemocratic process leading to the selection of 

SugarHouse in Fishtown, as well as, the costs brought by gambling on individuals 

through the cultivation of gambling addiction.  Community legitimacy frames articulated 

Fishtown residents’ attitudes towards one another specifically over the right of the other 
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to speak on behalf of Fishtown.  This frame expressed the divergence of perspectives 

between long-time Fishtown residents and newcomers to the community as an expression 

of community membership legitimacy.   

Table 4.1:  Competing Frames over Casino Development in Fishtown 

 Newer Residents Long-Time Residents 

Value 
Frames 

• No economic benefit 
from casino 
development 

• Siphon discretionary 
spending away from 
local businesses 

• Deteriorate 
community 

• Casino will boost 
economic development 

• Provide jobs 
• Provide direct monetary 

contribution to the 
community 

Social 
Justice 
Frames 

• Casino designation 
made without citizen 
input 

• Cultivation and 
exploitation of 
gambling addiction 

• Casino has citizen 
support 

• Gambling addiction a 
general societal issue 

Community 
Legitimacy 

Frames 

• Long-time residents 
out of touch with the 
needs of the 
community 

• Long-time resident’s 
negotiations with 
casino were dubious 

• Newer residents are 
gentrifiers 

• Newer residents have no 
long term connection to 
community 

• Newer residents are not 
authentic members of 
the community 

 
 
In the case of Fishtown it took the declaration by the state to build a casino to 

bring to the forefront nascent tensions over gentrification in the community.  The value, 

social justice and community legitimacy frames represented not only people’s attitudes 

about casino development but were also an avatar from which class tensions between 

newcomers and long-time residents were translated.  The class tensions in Fishtown had 
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been developing over the years as the character of the community changed with an 

insurgence of newcomers to the community.  These newcomers brought their middle and 

upper-middle class orientation to what was considered a tight-knit, white, working-class 

community resentful of gentrification forces (Binzen 1970; Gillin 1984; Smallacombe 

2006; Murray 2012).  The casino development aggravated this division, exposing the 

polarization that had occurred in Fishtown between the attitudes, tastes and politics of the 

newcomers with the history and entrenched status of long-time residents. 

 This framing contest did not occur randomly and sporadically within Fishtown; 

instead various organizations provided the platforms from which these competing views 

would be amplified.  These organizations and their members became the important agents 

and messengers from which the broader concerns of the community would be given a 

voice.  Three organizations played pivotal roles in this drama including the Fishtown 

Neighbors Association (FNA), Fishtown Action (FACT) and Casino Free Philadelphia.  

The FNA is a city recognized civic organization utilized by members of the Fishtown 

community which addresses issues such as, community events and activities, 

development and safety.  FACT is an organization made up of former members of FNA, 

some of whom were originally responsible for forming the FNA, with the express 

mission of promoting the SugarHouse Casino in Fishtown and was integral to working 

with SugarHouse to create a Community Benefits Agreement whereby SugarHouse 

would give Fishtown one million dollars annually through a newly created Special 

Services District.  Casino Free Philadelphia was not an expressly localized Fishtown 

organization.  It is a city wide organization with the mission to stop casino development 

and as of this writing to shut down the still infant SugarHouse Casino.  Although Casino 
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Free Philadelphia has a city-wide agenda to oppose all casinos, they were very active in 

the Fishtown community and many of their volunteers, paid-staff, activists and board 

members were and continue to be residents of Fishtown.  

 Within this context of social, economic and neighborhood change brought on by 

gentrification the right to the city is situated uncomfortably.  Who has the right to the city 

under such circumstances?  Residency alone does not address the constantly changing 

character, wants, needs and values of residents.  Yet it is from this uncomfortable 

collision between newcomers and long-time resident’s contested frames over value, 

social justice, gentrification, class tension and neighborhood legitimacy that the right to 

the city is translated into action. 

Competing Frames over Casino Development 

Value Frames: The Perceived Positive and Negative Externalities of Casino Development 

 Value frames deals with the perceived economic value or harm of casino 

construction.  Much of the debate was framed by pro- and anti-casino residents of 

Fishtown over the relative costs and benefits of the casino.  Long-time residents fought 

for the casino by framing the benefits of jobs and economic growth that would occur as a 

result of the casino.  They also viewed the development as an opportunity to extract direct 

revenue from the casino to be used for the benefit of Fishtown and the neighboring 

communities as part of a Community Benefits Agreement.  Anti-casino community 

members argued that the casino would be a bane to the economic and social well being of 

the community.  They alternatively suggested that any job growth created by the casino 

would be limited, those jobs would largely be low paying service jobs and that the casino 

would siphon off business from local restaurants, bars, clubs which ultimately would 
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have the net effect of lost revenues and jobs from these businesses.  In addition they 

argued that the casino would become a social bane to the community because of 

increased criminal activity, new businesses like pawn shops and check cashing operations 

and increased traffic and congestion on Fishtown’s small and intimate streets. 

 For state officials and long-time residents the benefits brought by the casino 

involved economic development, job creation and revenue.  These broad categories were 

the focus for state officials and long-time residents who wished to highlight the inherent 

value of casino development.  This framing perspective united the narratives of state 

officials and long-time residents in Fishtown in a way that expressed a broader legitimacy 

to the claims.  It is one thing for the Governor of Pennsylvania, the Pennsylvania Gaming 

Control Board and other state officials far removed from the site of casino development 

to tout job creation and economic development and it is another when the very people 

assumed to benefit from the project are aligned in their interpretation of this value.   

 For long-time residents, economic development, job creation and revenue were of 

primary importance and were viewed as economic necessities for Fishtown. They argued 

that Fishtown was a community forced into resiliency due to continual neglect by city 

officials.  They argued that Fishtown had long been overlooked by city government for 

both basic services and amenities and as this long-time resident and FACT member 

explained, could benefit from economic energy brought by the casino:     

I felt that the neighborhood needed a boost...so when the whole casino 
idea came, I was excited because it was going to bring jobs and 
development and revitalize that area which was a mess for many years. So 
I was out there with the best of them saying, “This is what we need!” 
(Interview:  March 7th 2011). 
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While proud of the community’s resilience and self sufficiency, the respondent framed 

the needs of the community as urgent.  The respondent’s understanding was that the 

community had gotten by on very little in terms of revenue or economic development.   

Therefore a large scale project like the casino was viewed as a very important opportunity 

for the community.  This emphasis on community economic development was perfectly 

aligned with the broader claims made by state officials and generally in accord with the 

agendas of gentrification agents.   

 For casino supporters the riverfront on which SugarHouse would be located was 

nothing more than a vacant lot aching for something to fill it.  But even more the 

undeveloped space on the riverfront was a reminder of the prosperous and proud 

industrial past that many long-time residents of Fishtown still remember, but has been 

long dead.  The casino was viewed by long-time residents as a new industry, one that 

could bring back some of the pride and appeal of Fishtown as a location of economic 

energy.  For this reason many casino supporters saw themselves linked to the economic 

goods the casino would bring, not just for Fishtown but for all of Philadelphia.  This 

long-time resident and casino supporter explained the symbiotic relationship that would 

exist between the casino, Fishtown and Philadelphia: 

 I think that everybody should want to see that casino succeed because, they 
 succeed, they expand, that creates more jobs, tourism…I think it will have trickle 
 down…So in a few years from now, we aren’t talking about closing fire engines 
 or libraries. The money will be generated; enough money will be generated to 
 sustain the core things.  (Interview: March 24th 2011). 
 
This explanation of a “trickle down” effect brought by the casino industry illustrates the 

ways in which many long-time residents viewed the casino development.  For them, the 

casino was viewed as a necessity for the city and the community to maintain basic 
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services and to kick start economic activity.  This energy would find its way into many 

parts of the city’s and the community’s local economy from local business and 

development while also helping to sustain services like firehouses and libraries which 

have been threatened for closure in Philadelphia in recent years.  Thus the casino would 

provide a boost to the struggling local economy through economic redevelopment.  

 While long-time residents enthusiastically framed the value of having a casino in 

their community, newer residents framed their position in terms of the economic harms 

the casino would bring and the threat to the general quality of life for the community.  

Anti-casino actors argued that the casino would be a drain on the local economy, 

siphoning business away from restaurants, bars and stores.  They also argued that the 

casino would attract crime, bring heavy traffic to the small one way residential streets of 

Fishtown, and they feared a wave of business that would prey on gamblers such as check 

cashing shops and pawn brokers.  For them, any value brought by the casino in terms of 

economic development was a chimera.  Instead of providing economic growth to the 

community many newer residents viewed the casino as a cancer on the positive economic 

and social changes that have occurred in the community.  

 For many newer residents the negative externalities of a casino would have 

greater costs for the community than any value it could bring.  They argued that not only 

would it bring no new money to the community but instead would drain money away 

from local businesses which rely on the discretionary spending of their patrons.  This 

perspective is in sharp contrast with state officials and long-time residents who framed 

the casino as filling an empty economic void.  Instead many newer residents viewed the 



136 

 

economic gains made from the casino to benefit the State, investors and the SugarHouse 

Casino more than it would ever benefit Fishtown.        

 Newer residents also viewed the casino as a threat to the basic quality of life in 

Fishtown.  Many spoke about crime, congestion, traffic nightmares, unsavory people 

walking by their homes and predatory businesses sprouting parasitically.  This view was 

intensified by the fact that the casino was not going to be built in some far off, remote 

and completely undeveloped area but immediately adjacent to where people live, play, 

work, worship and go to school.  For many the proximity to the community was an 

important factor explaining their antipathy towards casino development.  This newer 

resident, anti-casino activist and Casino Free Philadelphia member viewed the casino as 

the centerpiece to a complex web of crime and danger which would threaten the 

community:  

You know near a casino…there is crime and what I would call the sham 
businesses of pawn shops and things like that and prostitution.  If people 
are serving alcohol 24/7 or twenty hours of the day and the alcohol is free 
then that kind of leads to DUI and issues like that or safety issues.  
Addicted folks are prone to steal.  (Interview: February 5th 2011). 
   

From this perspective the casino was viewed as a negative addition to the community.  

The potential harms to the day to day experience of living in Fishtown were viewed as 

something that must be protected.  Increases in crime and traffic would only degrade the 

social value of living in Fishtown. 

 The negative externalities and the social degradation of Fishtown described by 

newer residents were reactions to perceived outcomes of casino development on the 

community.  Specifically, the concern that social and economic decline brought by the 

casino would translate into lost equity in home ownership.  Many newer residents owned 
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homes in Fishtown and were therefore linked economically to positive growth in the local 

real estate market.  This point was made by both newer residents as well as long-time 

residents.  Some anti-casino residents recognized that a perceived threat to personal 

wealth was of primary concern to many who opposed the casino.  If the casino would 

have been scheduled for construction elsewhere then the passion against the project for 

some would have been lost.  As this anti-casino activist and FNA member explained, “I 

think it is very difficult for people in the cross hairs to avoid being NIMBY” (Interview: 

April 8th 2011).  Many newer residents were responding to a perceived threat to their 

personal financial well being.  The position on the wellbeing of the community was 

linked to this personal interpretation and for some was the most important factor.  As the 

respondent explained, “There was a point where we said look just find a new location.  It 

is really simple, you will drop three quarters of the opposition” (Interview: April 8th 

2011).  This statement suggests that a least initially the groundswell of anger over the 

casino and the frames concerning the negative externalities and social decline of the 

community were driven by many individuals’ personal financial calculus over the 

potential negative swings in home values.  Thus their perceptions were linked to an idea 

that the casino would counteract the progress made through gentrification of Fishtown. 

 Long-time residents knew they had far less to lose if the housing market declined 

in the neighborhood.  They suggested that the fear of losing value in home equity was a 

driving factor in the incubation of anti-casino sentiment.  This long-time resident 

suggested that people who had lived in Fishtown longer were insulated from this 

motivation, “I guess that people forget that we didn’t pay an arm and a leg for our homes.  

The people, who did move in, paid an arm and a leg; thought that it was going to bring 
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down the property values” (Interview: March 29th 2011).  In this way the financial 

investment made through home ownership was an important factor contributing to the 

divergent framing strategies over the value of casino development in Fishtown.        

 Perhaps no higher value was placed on the casino by long-time residents than its 

capacity to create jobs for members of the Fishtown community and for it to contribute 

monetary compensation to the community.  Long-time residents viewed jobs and money 

as something tangible that could be obtained.  In this way the local community would 

become tied to the well being of the casino.  Its prosperity was perceived to be linked to 

the prosperity of the community by means of job creation and direct revenues.  In this 

way the state not only takes a piece of the action but the local community gets a bite too. 

 The acquisition of these tangible benefits was made real for Fishtown and the 

surrounding communities through the signing of a Community Benefits Agreement.  Led 

by FACT, negotiations with the SugarHouse Casino gave rise to this agreement for the 

benefit of Fishtown and other communities in proximity to the casino.  Among the many 

provisions within the Community Benefits Agreement were guarantees to prioritize 

hiring members of the Fishtown community as well as annual monetary compensation to 

the sum of one million dollars (Community Benefits Agreement Relating to The 

Sugarhouse Casino 2008, retrieved March 22nd 2012).  This money would be paid to the 

newly formed Penn Treaty Special Services District which is in charge of doling out the 

money to people and organizations within the community through a grant application 

process.  This money would be given to local organizations, parks and recreation services 

and even individuals to fund projects that contribute to the well being of the communities 



139 

 

surrounding the casino.  Thus the Community Benefits Agreement provided for a portion 

of the surplus value created through gambling to be channeled back into Fishtown.   

 The value frame of job creation was not shared by newer residents.  For them the 

quality and type of jobs were subject to scrutiny.  They argued that the jobs that would 

and have been created were mostly short-term construction and low paid, low skilled 

service positions.  Essentially their point was that these were dead end jobs with little 

long term potential.  Of course the casino would hire people for better paying positions 

but they would be trained and brought in from elsewhere.  This respondent made the case 

for why long-time residents’ perspectives on job creation were suspect:      

The argument against that from the anti-casino standpoint was that these 
were all service industry jobs, waiting tables, cocktail waitresses, 
bartenders, that kind of stuff.  And the real money, the real higher paying 
jobs for like floor manager, pit boss, whatever you call them, they were 
going to be shipped in.  (Interview: October 18th 2010). 
   

In this way the value of employment was framed differently.  Low-end service work was 

considered a petty offering to the community considering that higher paid positions 

which would be necessary to fill would go to few if any members of the Fishtown 

community.  Newer residents did not view the types of jobs that would be created by the 

development of the casino as having much long term value.       

 This dismissal of the value of certain types of jobs over others generated ire from 

long-time residents.  They found this appraisal of the value of the jobs condescending and 

derogatory.  This long-time Fishtown resident vented frustration over the anti-casino 

perspective on casino jobs: 

I think that the anti-casino people were so elitist that they snubbed their 
noses at waitressing jobs…People wanted to go to work. The time when 
this was happening was horrific. I mean not that it’s gotten too much 
better, but so many people were out of work. This gym here was packed, 
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packed with people coming to hear about job opportunities.  (Interview: 
March 1st 2011).   
 

 This statement summarizes a large aspect of why the perspectives on jobs were so 

divergent.  Long-time residents saw an inherent value in job creation---any job creation.  

Their perspective reflected their position as people who have been hit hard by decades of 

industrial decline in Philadelphia as well as the more immediate economic crisis in the 

United States.  Newer residents did not see this kind of job creation as a benefit.  Instead 

they viewed any jobs that would and have been created as providing no real and lasting 

benefits for those employed by the casino.  This respondent, a former employee of a 

Philadelphia community development corporation, explained how newer residents 

viewed the types of jobs the casino would offer:    

I think the anti-casino group, and this is another part where class comes 
into play, they could be considered paternalistic that, “Yes they are jobs 
but they are not the right jobs for you.”  And I think that is what a lot of 
people resented was that they said, “Oh, this is a job, but come on you 
deserve better than this.”  (Interview: October 18th 2011). 
 

  Highlighted in these divergent perspectives was the underlying class antagonisms 

between the groups.  The values of a job has a lot to do with what a person may expect 

out of that job in terms of pay, length of employment, potential for upward advancement 

all of which may hinge on educational qualifications.  Newer residents were not going to 

apply for the types of jobs that the casino might create while long-time residents saw 

these jobs as a necessary opportunity during dark economic times.     

 A similar class based trend emerged over the perceived benefits brought by the 

one million dollars allocated to the Penn Treaty Special Services District.  Whereas a job 

is one of a number of defining features of class position, along with wealth, income and 

education, the manifestation of class cleavages over the direct revenue had to do with 
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how the two groups assigned value to the community.  For long-time residents the value 

brought by this money was a much needed infusion into the neighborhood by providing a 

means for many community groups and organizations to receive some money.  As this 

long-time resident and pro-casino advocate explained the money has been good for the 

community and the plethora of groups in Fishtown are now seeing funding from a new 

source: 

That money is doing so much good it’s not even funny… Really, all these 
little groups are what make up our community.  All these little 
organizations, they are the fabric of our neighborhood.  (Interview: March 
1st 2011). 
 

This respondent highlighted the value brought to the community by the direct revenue 

from the casino.  The revenue was intended to fund and improve the functioning of 

various small community organizations.  To contribute financially in this way was in a 

sense to contribute to the well being of the community from the perspective of long-time 

residents.   

 But for newer residents the direct revenue was framed as a type of bribe to 

members of the Fishtown community.  To exacerbate the matter it was not even a big 

bribe according to many who opposed casino development.  According to newer 

residents the scheme was for SugarHouse to provide strategic and financial support to 

FACT with the intention of organizing other members of the community in a way that 

would be viewed as an organic expression of real support.  This process provided the 

illusion that there was general unbiased support in the community for the casino when in 

reality it had been purposely cultivated by SugarHouse with the assistance of FACT.  

This process called astroturfing was viewed by newer residents as highly dubious.  
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Furthermore, the direct revenue would do little to offset the problems that the casino 

would create.       

 Again, this illustrates the divergence of value placed on both the revenues and on 

the community.  For many long-time residents who as children used playgrounds that 

have fallen into disrepair, who were lifelong members of the local parishes and attended 

parochial schools in the neighborhood, and who were local volunteers or members of 

these various organizations the money had real value.  But for people who did not have 

the same connection to these places and organizations the money was viewed as a 

pittance, adding little to the community.  This is another component of the class 

divergence related to gentrification that went hand in hand with the dispute over casino 

development.  Class as well as their differential perspectives of community shaped the 

ways in which members of these opposing sides framed their value of Fishtown and 

subsequently the value of jobs and revenue. 

 The right to the city for both pro-casino advocates and anti-casino activists 

represented the perception of financial and economic needs for the community.  Newer 

residents who opposed the casino regarded the development as an economic and social 

threat the community.  Their perceptions were contextualized by their experiences in a 

newer Fishtown.  They did not value the jobs that would be created nor did they believe 

that the community’s economic position would remain stable if the casino was built.  On 

the other hand long-time residents who supported the casino perceived Fishtown 

differently.  They articulated their right to the city on a perception of economic decline.  

This then provided the foundation from which the expression of community needs was 
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framed.  For this group the jobs and development promised by casino development were 

a much needed boost to an otherwise sluggish economic situation for Fishtown. 

 The perceptions of long-time residents on what Fishtown was and what it needed 

brought them in coalition with the agents of abstract space.  The long-time residents who 

shared a generational experience in Fishtown supported the production of space 

maximizing exchange-value.  They negotiated to take a piece of the surplus value created 

by the casino and saw themselves tied to the economic development the casino would 

bring.  Newer residents who have ridden the wave of gentrification in Fishtown viewed 

the casino as a threat to the economic and social well being of the community.  They 

viewed the casino development as a threat to the positive changes they have benefited 

from due to gentrification of Fishtown.  

Social Justice Frames: Predatory Gambling and the State 

 A key tactic of anti-casino activist’s campaign to stop the casino and then later to 

shut down the casino was to frame the casino and its development as an affront to social 

justice.  One aspect of this framing technique was to highlight the illegitimate role of the 

government in legalizing gambling and selecting Fishtown for casino development and 

the other was to target the gaming industry itself.  Both approaches were attempting to 

frame the state and the casino as corrupt and undemocratic in their dealings with the 

citizens of Pennsylvania and Philadelphia.   

 For anti-casino activists the State’s role in legalizing gaming and selecting 

Philadelphia for casino construction was insulting.  Addressing the passing of Act 71, 

many respondents were quick to criticize the expedient fashion with which the bill was 

passed.  According to this perspective expediency was crucial for State officials and 
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Governor Rendell in order to avoid any public debate over the matter.  The speedy 

passing of Act 71 added legitimacy to anti-casino activists’ claim that if the public had 

actually had a chance to address gaming legislation they would have overwhelmingly 

opposed it.  Therefore the State had an interest in keeping clandestine their machinations 

in order to avoid public upset. 

 A similar narrative arose out of the casino site selection process in Philadelphia.  

Again, anti-casino activists readily stated that the reasons for the selection of SugarHouse 

Casino in Fishtown were due to political and corporate cooperation and mutual interest.  

This respondent, a former member of Casino Free Philadelphia, suggested that outright 

corruption had occurred behind closed doors.  

This was a corrupt process, not based on facts as to which location or 
operator is better than the other applicants on any degree of standard by 
any measure…So the fact that there is corruption means that it’s really an 
un-marketable product, a bad product, and a bad thing that’s happening 
here that couldn’t go through the right and legal way.  (Interview: April 1st 
2011).  
 

 Because the passing of Act 71 was done secretively and quickly it was regarded 

as an aberration to democracy and therefore invalid.  Because a similar process took 

place in Philadelphia the very conditions on which the site for SugarHouse was selected 

were considered corrupt.  In this way the frame was used to delegitimize casino 

development at its inception.  To frame a developmental plan as resulting from political 

machinations and corruption is to invalidate any outcomes before they happen.  This 

strategy was and continues to be a focus for anti-casino activists.  But to call it just a 

strategy might be misleading as these claims represented people’s real outrage at the 

perception that the gaming industry and the State ignored every possible democratic 

process.  
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 Another framing strategy utilized by anti-casino activists and newer residents was 

to emphasize what they called the inherent predatory business model of a casino.  For 

anti-casino activists the casino was and still is viewed as an unjustifiable business, at its 

core designed to profit by means of exploitation and addiction.  In turn, the government 

through the taxation of gambling profits would increase revenue at the expense of 

citizens.  This taxation is primarily experienced by low income individuals and is 

ultimately a regressive state strategy for revenue.  This former Casino Free Philadelphia 

member suggested that the casino industry is a corrupt and predatory business because it 

targets addicted gamblers for profit:                

When you’re addicted you don’t’ want to do it you have to do it.  It’s not 
free choice, you have no choice. You are enslaved to your addiction. So at 
that point, you’re really abusing people, exploiting them and preying on 
their sickness if you will, it may be a syndrome or a compulsion what have 
you… But you’re a slave to your weakness and we are preying on 
that…The fact that we are doing it and are really hurting other people, is 
where I think you need to draw the line and say that this is now clearly bad 
public policy. We shouldn’t be hurting each other.  (Interview: April 1st 
2011).  
 

 According to this perspective both the State and the casino wished to maximize 

revenues and profits on an activity that is addictive and potentially dangerous to the well 

being of its customers.  For anti-casino activists every aspect of the casino from its close 

proximity to a community where many low-income individuals lived, to the design of the 

interior where a windowless façade allows people to lose track of time and perspective, to 

the offering of credit to casino patrons by the SugarHouse Casino, to the simple premise 

that the more a person loses the more the business and State’s interests are met, was an 

affront to both the community and human decency.   
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 Specifically egregious to anti-casino activists from this framing perspective were 

slot machines which they argued are the main money makers for a casino and the biggest 

windfall for government coffers, considering the 55% tax rate Pennsylvania currently 

collects on slots revenue.  Slots are also the most addictive form of casino gambling 

according to the research done by anti-casino activists (Casino Free Philadelphia 

Website, retrieved December 15th 2011(a)).  They explained that slot machines have been 

made so efficient and routine that an individual can go through large sums of money 

(albeit through mostly smaller individual bets) in a very short time.  They also argued that 

slots specifically target lower income and older individuals (Casino Free Philadelphia 

Website, retrieved December 15th 2011(b);(c)).  From this perspective the casino makes 

the majority of its profits from a technique of targeting vulnerable persons and taking 

them for all they are worth.  

 Interestingly, many newer residents to Fishtown did not oppose gambling outright 

when they joined the anti-casino cause.  Citing a number of factors that drew them in, 

many explained that they learned how heinous the business of gambling really was.  For 

many who opposed casino construction, learning more about the perceived psychological 

warfare that is used to make a profit through addiction only incensed them more.       

 The response to this perspective from pro-casino advocates was interesting in that 

it suggested a deeper, more intimate knowledge of the culture of Fishtown.  Many long-

time residents when asked about gambling addiction scoffed at the idea that it was 

something new.  For long-time residents, gambling was a part of Fishtown independent 

of the casino that had been around for as long as they could remember.  With a wink, 

some long-time residents offered veiled suggestions that they had knowledge of illegal 
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gambling in the community.  They also argued that anyone could call a bookie, access 

gambling online, or make the relatively short trip to Atlantic City or the even shorter trip 

to the Parx Casino in Bensalem just north of the city.  If anything it was considered just 

another societal problem that would always need attention as this long-time residents and 

FACT member explained:      

 I mean people want to gamble.  They were gambling before the casino 
 [SugarHouse] got here.  Trust me, I know a lot of the bars…the casino might have 
 cut into their business a little in that way.  There’s already gambling [in 
 Fishtown] and people can go up to Parx and down to Atlantic City or go online 
 and pick up the phone.  That to me was just crazy.  I understand and I know it’s 
 a problem, but it’s a problem as is alcohol and drugs and over eating.  They’re all 
 problems that we have to deal with.  (Interview: March 1st 2011).  
          
For this respondent addictive gambling was a general concern that could not be exorcised 

through gambling prohibition.  Instead, gambling addiction was considered to be another 

among a litany of problems Fishtown experienced.  For long-time residents the grand 

expression of concern offered by newer residents and anti-casino activists over gambling 

addiction was hokum.                 

Community Legitimacy Frames:  Who is Fishtown? 

 The community legitimacy frames dealt with the legitimacy and authenticity of 

Fishtown residents, new and old.  Value frames were used by both newer residents and 

long-time residents to articulate their positions over the real potential ramifications of the 

SugarHouse Casino.  Community legitimacy frames were used by both sides of the 

dispute and dealt with something less directly related to casino development.  Instead 

they dealt with who was an authentic member of the Fishtown community and by virtue 

of that determination who should rightfully speak on behalf of the community. 
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For long-time Fishtown residents who supported SugarHouse, the anti-casino 

group consisted of young professionals, activists and gentrifiers who had no idea what the 

community had been through and how it had been spurned by city officials for decades.  

The anti-casino “crowd” as they would often be referred were not considered true 

members of the community, they were viewed as usurpers and by that fact had no right to 

make proclamations over the casino project.  Anti-casino Fishtown residents argued that 

long-time residents were atavistic, trapped by a vision of Fishtown that had changed.  

They suggested that many long-time residents were driven by their lamentation of a 

neighborhood that had suffered from job loss and industrial decline for many decades and 

now as things were turning around for the neighborhood supported a casino that would 

jeopardize the positive changes that had occurred in Fishtown in recent years.   

 The community legitimacy frames accentuated the entitlement felt by opposing 

factions to speak on behalf of a community for which they each felt a proprietary claim.  

In this way the community legitimacy frames were about the right for competing factions 

to speak on behalf of the community.  Ultimately the validity of the value frames hinged 

on the perceived legitimacy of each group as truly representative of the Fishtown 

community.  This debate over legitimacy is couched within the social climate of 

neighborhood change resulting from gentrification.  The casino dispute brought out the 

subtle divisions that had been formed but had not yet developed a platform for 

expression.  Thus the right to the city also became an expression of community 

authenticity.   

 The expression of community legitimacy was most poignantly made by the 

competing groups involved in the community.  Fishtown Action advocated for the casino 
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and worked with the casino to draw support from other members of the community.  The 

Fishtown Neighbors Association and Casino Free Philadelphia both worked in opposition 

to casino development.  Out of these groups two general competing narratives emerged to 

challenge the credibility of the other over neighborhood claim-making.  This respondent 

who worked for a local community development corporation summarized this divergence 

in perspective:          

So there was this narrative that the anti-casino group[s] were 
carpetbaggers essentially…Because college educated, young people, 
yuppies coming in, moving in gentrifying the neighborhood who were 
classist  and who were against the casino for purely aesthetic reasons or 
whatever, but they hadn’t really lived the Fishtown experience…So that 
was the narrative they used [FACT].  And then the narrative that the anti-
casino groups used to describe the purpose of the group [FACT] was that 
they were totally bankrolled by SugarHouse that they were being paid to 
organize.  (Interview: October 18th 2010). 
   

 These two competing viewpoints embodied the divergent ways in which these 

factious groups attempted to take ownership of not only the narrative over casino 

construction but of the community itself.  For long-time residents who supported the 

casino the opposition was viewed as usurpers who had little interest in what Fishtown had 

been.  Newer residents viewed long-time residents who supported the casino as out of 

touch and not connected to what Fishtown is and could be.  The threat to community 

claim-making for long-time residents was from newcomers who tried to get in the way of 

an opportunity.  The threat for newer residents was casino development itself and all the 

myriad ways in which it would hurt what they had come to appreciate about living in a 

gentrifying community.   

 The conditions under which Fishtown Action formed are emblematic of this split 

in the community.  Many of the founding members of FACT were either original 
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founders of FNA or were active participants.  With the casino issue looming many newer 

residents to the community viewed the FNA as a good place to get some information on 

the development and potentially strategize against the plan.  As discontent grew over the 

casino plan many newer residents who had little connection to any of the other 

organizations in the community found a venue at FNA meetings to vent their anger.  Not 

only did attendance at FNA meetings grow but began to swell with anti-casino sentiment 

fueled by the outrage of many newer residents who felt their community was under attack 

from the powerful forces of the political economy.  Adding to this Casino Free 

Philadelphia had organized and their activists started mobilizing people from many parts 

of the city including Fishtown against the casino. 

 This change in the tone and body of the FNA was viewed as threatening to long-

time residents and members of FNA who were interested in, if not adamantly in favor of 

casino development.  Prodded by the usurpation of the FNA by a growing anti-casino 

sentiment, some long-time members of the Fishtown community decided that their views 

were no longer welcome in an organization they had supported and even helped create 

leading to a schism between pro and anti-casino perspectives and ultimately the 

formation of Fishtown Action.  This long-time resident and casino supporter suggested 

that not only were pro-casino voices being blocked within the FNA but the type of people 

who held those views were no longer welcome:          

 And what happened was it became apparent that these people were just against it. 
 They didn’t want to hear anything about it. They just had all this research, and 
 they did this research and they were all young professionals and they thought that 
 you know, it was just a bad idea.  And they didn’t want to hear what SugarHouse 
 or anyone else had to say about it.  (Interview: March 1st 2011). 
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The respondent, a long-time Fishtown resident and FACT member continued to explain 

how many in the community felt ostracized by the increasing anti-casino sentiment at 

FNA meetings.  For long-time residents and casino supporters this became the imperative 

for organizing Fishtown Action: 

A lot of people moving into the neighborhood, they are young 
professionals, they think that we are all a race full of dropouts.  So there 
was definite elitist feeling.  So we were pleasantly surprised to find out a 
lot of our neighbors felt the same way as we did, and that they were 
frustrated because they felt like they couldn’t find answers to anything, 
and information about SugarHouse.  So, that’s how it all began.  
(Interview: March 1st 2011). 
   

 Driven by their perceived value of casino development, long-time residents 

organized FACT to represent the other side of the debate.  But there is something else to 

this split other than each side’s respective views on casinos.  As the respondent 

explained, the casino dispute brought out a hidden antipathy between groups of people 

within the community over who people were, how long they had lived there and how they 

perceived one another.  For this respondent to feel as though the anti-casino crowd were 

“elitist”, “young professionals” who think casino supporters are all “idiots” is telling.  It 

reflects the perceptions developed through interaction and dispute between many newer 

residents and many long-time residents.  For this respondent the underlying appraisal of 

class character by newer residents was insulting and derogatory.   Many long-time 

Fishtown residents who were pro-casino felt the same way.  They experienced a class 

driven bias against their perspectives regarding the casino.   

 Long-time residents also proclaimed a fierce territorialism with regard to 

Fishtown.  For them Fishtown was something other than a “hipster” enclave full of young 

professionals and activists.  Their Fishtown was generally older and connected by 
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stronger chains of community involvement and interaction.  This respondent, an anti-

casino activist in her mid twenties grew up in Fishtown explained how this territorialism 

worked in the context of casino development:  

I think there were a lot of people who’ve been there for so long, they were 
thinking, “Who are these people thinking they can come in and run our 
neighborhood?” So I feel it was some of that, animosity towards 
newcomers coming in and having a say.  (Interview: March 25th 2011). 
 

This territorialism was something long-time residents themselves admitted feeling as the 

following long-time resident and casino supporter confirmed:   

You have a couple newcomers, when we say newcomers we mean 10 
years or less…We aren’t going to be held hostage in our own 
neighborhood. We are aggressive. This is our territory and we are going to 
fight for it. If I see a problem, I’m going to be the first one to open my 
mouth.  (Interview: March 29th 2011). 
 

 From this perspective a person must qualify as someone who truly understands 

Fishtown and the only way to meet this qualification would be to have lived in the 

community for a very long time.  This view challenged the legitimacy of newer resident’s 

claims regarding the casino.  Furthermore many long-time residents directly challenged 

Casino Free Philadelphia’s right to argue on behalf of Fishtown.  They pointed to the fact 

that some of Casino Free Philadelphia’s members were professional activists, as well as 

the fact that a number of supporters were not Fishtown residents.  To them an activist was 

an opportunist who had no right to speak on the value of the casino for Fishtown.  After 

asking one Fishtown Action member if she thought her work supporting the casino 

qualified her as an activist she responded, “I never thought about it that way.  It always 

seemed like a dirty word” (Interview: March 24th 2011).  To long-time residents the 

activists fighting against the casino had little to no legitimate claim over Fishtown and 

their views deserved disqualification from the dispute.   
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 For long-time residents the community legitimacy frames provided the framework 

for interpreting the potential value of the casino.  They defined who was an authentic 

member of Fishtown, who had a right to speak on its behalf, who was not a truly 

authentic member of the community and who did not have a justifiable claim.  But they 

also defined Fishtown itself and by virtue the needs of the community, which from their 

view could be satisfied by casino development.  These views were an expression of the 

right to the city resulting from a deep rooted connection with Fishtown, as well as class 

based appraisals over needs.  They became an expression of use-value by individuals who 

had a longer connection with the community in the face of an influx of newer residents.   

 Newer residents also attempted to validate their claims in the face of a group they 

viewed as illegitimate.  The casino was a direct threat to the community that they 

themselves have and continue to help make.  For them, Fishtown was not so much a 

generational experience but a choice.  Many of these people were attracted to the 

community and made a decision to move there.  The casino was anathema to what they 

purchased and what they consume in terms of place.   

 It was considered odd that long-time residents who were reticent to change would 

actively pursue a developmental project like the casino considering that no other casino 

in America (outside of Las Vegas and Atlantic City) had been built in an already 

occupied and thriving community.  According to this anti-casino activist the motivation 

of many long-time residents didn’t really make much sense:                  

But that’s what I never understood.  “We’ve been here, and we don’t want 
to change!” But then you’re letting this casino that has no stake in the 
community, come in.  It didn’t make sense to me…You don’t want to 
change, but this is a pretty big change…It’s like what’s your problem with 
these new people…of course there’s going to be new, it is ironic. 
(Interview: March 25th 2011). 
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The irony is that long-time residents who articulated a narrative around the right of the 

“true” and “authentic” Fishtowner fighting against newcomers and gentrifiers would fight 

so vehemently for something this new and so different.  A further irony is that in the eyes 

of developers and city planners the casino was viewed as an opportunity to increase 

development in the area which could likely further the gentrification process.  In this way 

the expression of the right to the city as a claim to the use-value of the community by 

long-time residents was also in line with gentrification and neighborhood change.   

 For many newer residents this strange contradiction did not sit well.  The idea that 

they as newcomers should be considered outsiders meanwhile FACT was actively 

engaged in cooperative conversation and negotiation with SugarHouse was suspect.  

From this perspective it was not the long-time residents who were trying to fight for the 

soul of Fishtown.  Instead it was the anti-casino actors and newer residents who 

challenged the dealings between Fact and SugarHouse with the expressed intent to 

expose the agenda of FACT and ultimately nullify their legitimacy within the 

community.   

 Much was made by newer residents over the alleged Faustian bargain that long-

time residents were pursuing.  The idea that FACT was given any material support to 

canvas on behalf of SugarHouse invalidated long-time resident’s claims of speaking on 

behalf of the betterment of Fishtown.  Instead they were perceived as pursuing the casino 

as long as it satisfied their own self interest and without the casino support the group 

would not have had much luck mobilizing support as this newer resident and anti-casino 

activist explained:       
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I will completely editorialize and say that it is a fact that SugarHouse 
funds them [FACT].  And I will editorialize and say that it is arguably 
astroturfing.  There is no doubt that SugarHouse was behind their early 
work.  I can’t say now for sure but I know they got a fair amount of 
funding at the beginning and that SugarHouse supports them.  (Interview: 
April 8th 2011). 
   

 For newer residents and anti-casino activists the perception that FACT was 

funded by SugarHouse and that astroturfing was actively occurring made the claims by 

long-time residents ring hollow.  They argued that Fact, although claiming to be the 

authentic members of the community were actually not representing the interests of 

Fishtown at all.  Instead they were representing the interests of the casino and in this way 

the validity of their community legitimacy and the concurrent value frames were not 

credible.      

Both long-time and newer residents within Fishtown framed their right to speak 

for the community in very different ways and thus were attempting to legitimize not only 

their position within the debate but also the credibility of their position in the community.  

In a community that has experienced gentrification the divide between casino supporters 

and anti-casino activists became the issue which brought to the forefront nascent tensions 

between long-time residents and more recent arrivals to Fishtown.  Each side established 

frames meant to delegitimize the other in order to strengthen their own authority as 

custodians of the community.  The community legitimacy frames underscored a much 

deeper division within the community over who can actually claim the right to the city.  

The casino was only the spark that set ablaze a debate that had been smoldering in the 

community in recent years. 

 In essence, the community legitimacy frames were ad hominem attacks meant to 

delegitimize the opponent beyond simply addressing the potential values, harms or justice 
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of casino development.  Debating the pros and cons of casino development through 

investigation and speculation into the negative and positive externalities were objective 

approaches to dealing with the ramifications of locating a casino in Fishtown.  The 

community legitimacy frames were used to rationalize who was a true member of the 

Fishtown community and thereby establishing whose interpretation of the value or harms 

of the casino should be considered credible and authentic.   

Gentrification and the Right to Fishtown 

 The dispute over casino development in Fishtown illustrates the complexity of 

affirming who has the right to the city within the context of gentrification.  Imbedded in 

the dispute were claims over economic values, social justice and neighborhood 

legitimacy.  These claims highlight the divergence between perspectives of neighborhood 

authenticity which must be clarified and legitimized for any conceptualization of the right 

to the city to occur (Zukin 2010).  The dispute over casino development in Fishtown 

draws to our attention the difficulty in establishing the right to the city when the citizens 

who should inherit that right are engaged in a contest over who belongs to the community 

and what should be considered valuable by the community. 

 There was some degree of overlap between the three frames used by newer 

residents and long-time residents.  When debating the effects potentially produced by 

casino development both sides often believed the same casino outcomes would occur.   

The difference, however, was not the exact outcome per se but the consequence of that 

outcome (positive or negative) for the community.  For instance, anti-casino activists 

recognized that jobs would be created through the construction of a casino.  But these 

jobs held no value for newer residents.  Instead, they were viewed as low-income, part-
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time service sector jobs.  On the other hand long-time residents believed these jobs could 

produce value for a community that they described was suffering from joblessness.  For 

long-time residents, even a part-time job had value for people who needed work.  So 

while both sides agreed on the outcome of job creation, they differed in their assessment 

of the value these jobs would produce for people living in Fishtown.   

 The assessment of the justness of building a casino in Fishtown also illustrated 

when frames overlapped.  For example, both sides agreed that gambling addiction was a 

problem.  However, newer residents believed that building a casino would create a 

problem that otherwise did not exist, while long-time residents argued that gambling was 

already a part of the community and gambling addiction was already a reality that needed 

to be addressed.  According to long-time residents many Fishtown residents already 

gambled either at underground gatherings in the community or at casinos in Atlantic City.  

Building a casino in Fishtown would do nothing more than redirect that spending to a 

casino in the community.  The overall problem of gambling addiction would not be 

exacerbated by building a casino in Fishtown.  Therefore, according to long-time 

residents, gambling addiction was a broader social problem that would need attention but 

there was nothing specifically sinister about building a casino in the community.   

 Only in the assessment of community legitimacy and authenticity were the frames 

completely bifurcated.  Long-time residents argued that they were the true and authentic 

members of the community because they had resided in the community longer than 

newer residents.  They did not just ‘live’ in Fishtown, they were ‘from’ Fishtown.  They 

were the next succession of stewards to the community, had lived through many changes 

in the community including loss of manufacturing jobs and were tied to the outcomes of 
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these changes in ways newer residents could not relate with.  On the other hand, newer 

residents claimed that long-time residents working to promote the casino had been bribed 

or bought off by the casino and by virtue of that, were illegitimate actors in the 

community.  For newer residents, any money being given by the casino to promote casino 

development in the community negated the claims of authenticity made by long-time 

residents.  Between these two competing perspectives there was no room for shared 

authenticity when matters over casino development were discussed.   

 There was some overlap between the three frames for both pro- and anti-casino 

residents.  The framing of value and social justice interacted with the divergent views of 

community legitimacy.  The divergent perspectives on the value and justness of casino 

development were intended to validate the community legitimacy of the opposing 

residents and likewise the perceived community authenticity gave credibility to claims 

made about value and social justice of casino development.  In this way the three frames 

were bound by an interaction between “who” is Fishtown (community legitimacy) and 

what Fishtown did and did not need (value and social justice).  An interpretation of the 

value created by casino development was meaningless if the authenticity of those 

residents was in doubt.  In conjunction, the perspectives of the values and harms of 

casino development were part of displaying an authentic appraisal of the community that 

linked residents to their specific place-based identities.  For example, in the case of newer 

residents, the validity of framing the casino as having no value and as an unjust form of 

development interacted with their claims to community authenticity in the form of a 

credible appraisal of community identity and needs.  Likewise, if newer residents were 

regarded as authentic members of the community then their claims regarding the harms 
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of casino development were bolstered.  Similarly, long-time residents used their claims of 

community authenticity to validate their arguments regarding the value the casino could 

create.  To claim a “rightful” place as the true and authentic Fishtowners bolstered the 

appraisals of community needs.  In this way the interpretation of value and social justice 

were used to validate community authenticity and the credible authenticity was used to 

validate the appraisals of value and social justice.            

 From a critical perspective on gentrification one might expect long-time residents 

of Fishtown to express their right to the city in opposition to casino development because 

the casino could trigger further development and intensify displacement of long-time 

residents.  Instead, long-time residents were some of the loudest voices of support for the 

project.  They viewed themselves tied to the success of casino development through job 

creation, economic development and through an annual financial contribution from the 

casino.  In this way long-time residents supported the casino project as a way to garner 

economic resources from this new development, while newer residents viewed the casino 

as a threat to what the community had become.    

 Newer residents who fought against casino development represent a challenge to 

the idea of an assumed “neoliberal consensus” (McKenzie 2005) among those benefiting 

from gentrification.  In this case it was the newer residents who fought against the 

developmental agendas of both the political economy and their own neighbors.  The 

gentrifiers argued that the casino was a threat to the community and bad developmental 

policy.  On the other hand, long-time residents, who have witnessed the changes in their 

community caused by industrial decline and an influx of newer residents, advocated for 

the casino as a way to financially and socially stabilize their position in Fishtown.  
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  While long-time residents did not frame the casino as an aspect of gentrification 

and therefore a negative outcome, they regarded casino development outcomes as 

positive for the community.  Newer residents who were in many ways Fishtown 

gentrifiers saw no positive value from casino development, only negatives.  This finding 

suggests that the interests of the gentrified and the gentrifying are not clearly reducible.  

For long-time residents, the threat of gentrification came from newer residents usurping 

the community but not from the potential of the casino to trigger increased development.  

If the casino becomes part of Fishtown’s gentrification then it was gentrification that 

long-time residents supported because they believed they were tied to the rewards of the 

developmental and economic transformation.  Gentrification in the form of increased 

development was viewed positively by long-time residents while gentrification as 

neighborhood displacement was viewed with contempt.   

 The frames presented by long-time residents and newer residents also illustrate 

the ways in which use-value and exchange-value are inextricably linked in the process of 

defining the lived experiences within a neighborhood as well as the representative 

legitimacy of community leaders and organizations.  Embodied in both long-time and 

newer residents positions were perspectives involving the relative economic as well as 

social goods or ills of casino development.  In this way both sides became defenders of 

space for exchange (abstract space) and use-value (social space).  Long-time residents, 

although removed from the definitive production of abstract space pushed by the State 

and SugarHouse, were nonetheless a part of this process.  They framed many of the 

positive economic attributes of casino development in much the same way as these 

powerful institutions.  So while they were not acting on behalf of the interests of the State 
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or SugarHouse, their interests in the economic well being of Fishtown brought them in 

line with the forces of abstract space. 

 All of the economic advantages interpreted by long-time residents were based on 

a strong connection to the lived experiences which for them defined the Fishtown 

community.  In this way the production of abstract space was meant to enhance the use-

value of the community that many pro-casino advocates feared was in decline.  The value 

of casino development was viewed as something positive for Fishtown and long-time 

residents fought for this opportunity.  This aggression was only intensified by 

gentrification forces which also threatened their lived experiences and identities as 

members of the Fishtown community culminating in a fierce territorialism.   

 Newer residents and casino opponents also found themselves bound up in the web 

connecting exchange-value and use-value.  They stressed the destructive potential of 

casino development over the sense of community that attracted them to Fishtown.  For 

them Fishtown was a place on the rise and many newcomers to the community who 

opposed casino development viewed it as a threat to the lived experiences they had come 

to enjoy.  More than anything, casino opponents argued that the positive externalities of 

casino development as perceived by long-time residents were unattainable.  Instead they 

stressed the potential destructive forces brought by the casino including addiction, crime, 

traffic congestion and business displacement, among others.  For them there was no 

positive exchange-value to be realized from the casino, it would only deteriorate the 

community economically and socially. 

 As agents of gentrification, the newer residents had a financial interest in the 

safety, well being and of course the desirability of Fishtown all of which stabilize if not 



162 

 

increase property values.  For many newer residents Fishtown was not just a place, but an 

investment in real estate which the coming of the casino would jeopardize.  In this way 

the place making of newer residents was rooted in an economic interest of protecting the 

surplus value derived from owning a home in Fishtown, which is connected to the 

general desirability of the community.  Many newer residents explained that if the casino 

had simply been located away from the community then they would have been less 

outraged.  But because the SugarHouse Casino was going to be built so close to people’s 

homes a typical NIMBY reaction occurred.  This could be expected as the close 

proximity to a casino might inflame a more benign opposition to such development. 

 The blanket of neoliberalism under which some groups are more comfortably 

situated, cover more aspects of lived experiences and shape the very ways people 

understand, live in and defend their social worlds.  The perceived value created by 

gentrification and other neoliberal agendas are not exclusive to powerful actors of the 

state and the private sector.  Instead, the very people for whom the right to the city 

belongs can perceive themselves as the beneficiaries of development and displacement 

endemic of gentrification forces.  This contradiction between protecting the community 

and fighting for new development brings attention to the possible disconnect between 

who should have the right to the city and how and for what purpose it is used.   

  It is probably not a stretch to suggest that Lefebvre would not have condoned the 

development of a state-driven, privately run casino.  The right to the city should be 

expressed by those who fight to halt those types of development.  There was not however 

not a clear distinction in Fishtown.  The long-time residents who defended their right to 

the community sided with the casino project.  In no small part due to the efforts of FACT, 
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the neighborhoods surrounding SugarHouse now receive a small piece of the profits from 

the casino through the Community Benefits Agreement.  If casinos profit from addicted 

gamblers and are a predatory businesses as anti-casino activists suggest, then long-time 

residents of Fishtown made sure that they too would benefit from this exploitation.  

Long-time residents were successful in incorporating themselves into the accumulation 

by dispossession process, thus becoming beneficiaries of neoliberal policies.   

 Newer residents were themselves operating from a neoliberal perspective while 

crying out for the right to the city.  They defended the exchange-value and use-value of 

their community.  Gentrification inevitably combines the place-based value of a 

community in this way.  The use-value defended was first created by redeveloping the 

community in an attempt to maximize the exchange-value of space through 

gentrification.  Any declaration of a right to the city made by gentrifiers will bear this 

cross of contradiction.   

 It could be argued that neither newer residents as agents of gentrification nor 

long-time residents who supported the development of a casino can rightly claim a right 

to the city.  Additionally, it could be argued that Lefebvre’s original intent was not to 

provide a rallying cry for urban inhabitants who shroud themselves in the veneer of 

neoliberal abstraction.  But such conclusions leave a vacancy in Fishtown that certainly 

should not be filled by the interests of the casino industry exclusively.  The entire idea 

can be thrown out, dispensed with, leaving us to scramble for new interpretations having 

decided that the right to the city must remain the exclusive property of a select few, ironic 

indeed.  Instead, I suggest that the right to the city, as an entitlement to power and action 

over the production of our lives can still mean something even when the purity imbued 
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by Lefebvre is besmirched.  Even if residents of a community, crossed in conflict over 

developmental issues are themselves agents of abstract spatial production, when they are 

also fighting on behalf of their identities as members of a community, they embody the 

right to struggle, change and protect what is justifiably theirs.   

 Both newer residents and long-time residents of Fishtown claimed a right to the 

city based on divergent place based histories and place-based frames.  Each group 

expressed a justifiable claim over the community and each group attempted to defend a 

place-based interpretation of community needs.  Both sides expressed a right to Fishtown.  
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CHAPTER 5: 
FRAMING THE RIGHT TO THE CITY, PART TWO:  PLACE DIFFERENCES, 

FRAMING COMMUNITY AND THE POWER OF CONSENSUS  
 
 

Introduction 
  

  The right to the city is about power over developmental and spatial patterns.  It 

represents a counter to the overwhelming influence of state and businesses over 

development intended to maximize the exchange-value of space.  The right to the city 

argues that the use-value created by residents of cities and communities should be akin to 

sacred space, protected at all costs.  But do all neighborhoods and communities have the 

same potential power to claim the right to the city?  Do some communities have more 

latent power than others?  Is there a priori power dormant within some communities 

waiting to be unleashed against unwanted development or unsatisfactory spatial 

transformation?  What makes some communities more powerful than others when battles 

over spatial transformation occur?          

  This chapter investigates the framing of the right to the city by two very different 

communities where the Foxwoods Casino was scheduled to be built, an area of South 

Philadelphia along the Delaware River waterfront and Chinatown adjacent to Center City.  

Three themes are examined in order to understand the a priori power to demand the right 

to the city.  First, the place-based composition of the communities is investigated to 

understand who the residents were and how their framing of community needs 

represented their interests and potential power as actors in the debate over casino 

development.  Second, the unification around anti-casino activism of both communities is 

explored in order to understand the power of consensus over developmental decisions.  
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Third, the actions of Foxwoods are investigated to understand the involvement of the 

casino in each community and how that shaped the failure of Foxwoods to be built.   

  The Foxwoods Casino was proposed for three locations in two very different 

communities during the failed attempt at development.  The original location of the 

Foxwoods Casino was in South Philadelphia.  After years of backsliding and controversy 

Foxwoods attempted to move the casino to two locations, only a block apart in 

Chinatown.  Each attempt to locate the Foxwoods Casino was met with overwhelming 

community resistance.  Unlike Fishtown where there was debate and conflict between 

community members over the development of the SugarHouse Casino, residents of both 

South Philadelphia and Chinatown were resentful of the prospect of having Foxwoods in 

their respective backyards.   

 The framing of a right to the city in South Philadelphia against the development 

of the Foxwoods Casino was similar to that of newer residents of Fishtown against 

Sugarhouse.  The right to the city was about protecting the exchange-value of the 

communities that casino construction was believed to deteriorate.  It was about protecting 

an area that has undergone gentrification.  The casino was viewed as a threat to the 

stability, charm and literal monetary value of the homes in Society Hill, Queen Village 

and Pennsport.  In this way gentrification united the anti-casino frames in both South 

Philadelphia and Fishtown.  

 Protecting gentrification was overwhelmingly the source of consensus for the 

South Philadelphia communities.  There, the unification of class-based interests 

corresponded with the place-based framing of problems they believed the casino would 

create.  The power and entitlement of wealth that had settled in these gentrified 
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communities provided a springboard for legitimacy to protest the development of the 

casino.  In this way, ironically, gentrification (a neo-liberal spatial transformation 

process) was the source of class unity against the development of the casino as an 

expression of the right to the city.        

 In Chinatown the expression of a right to the city articulated an urgency to protect 

Chinatown from destructive forces outside the community.  From the view of Chinatown 

residents, they were a community that was incessantly targeted for development by city 

officials and private interests as part of downtown development.  Historically for 

Chinatown new development has required community displacement.  Additionally, the 

perception of a cultural disposition towards gambling abuse was believed to be a literal 

threat to the safety and well being of the Asian community.   

 For Chinatown, fighting the casino was about protecting the use-value of the 

community.  The casino was not viewed as something that would bring down property 

values, cannibalize businesses or deteriorate the community.  Instead it was perceived as 

something that would literally displace and destroy them as an ethnic enclave.  The right 

to the city was about protecting the Chinatown community from being paved over or 

preyed upon by state-driven, corporate interests.  It was about protecting an ethnic, 

immigrant community from developmental and cultural obliteration. 

 Chinatown was already a community organized and prepared for incursions of 

development.  This was a community that had claimed a right to the city long before 

Foxwoods attempted to build in Chinatown and while they were initially caught off guard 

by the proposal to move the Foxwoods Casino to their community, they were quick to 

mobilize against the project.  The framing of the right to the city represented a continuing 
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struggle for legitimacy as an ethnic enclave in Philadelphia by this community.  The 

power for Chinatown to claim a right to the city derived from a history of developmental 

battles and the subsequent organization and preparedness to defend their turf.    

 This chapter has several parts.  First, the framing of Foxwoods in South 

Philadelphia and Chinatown is presented.  In this section the value and social justice 

frames utilized by anti-casino activists in both locations are presented and compared to 

those utilized by anti-casino activists in Fishtown.  The second part is an analysis of the 

fight against Foxwoods in South Philadelphia.  Here, the framing of outrage over 

Foxwoods is investigated paying specific attention to the place based patterns that shaped 

similarities and differences between those fighting against SugarHouse in Fishtown.  In 

the third part, the fight against Foxwoods in Chinatown is presented.  This section 

analyzes the framing of outrage by Chinatown residents and compares the social justice 

frames utilized by this group with other anti-casino activists.  The fourth section deals 

with the lack of community involvement by Foxwoods in both South Philadelphia and 

Chinatown.  The inaction of Foxwoods with regard to community concerns only helped 

strengthen the anti-casino cause in South Philadelphia and Chinatown.  Following that is 

a discussion of the differences between why South Philadelphia and Chinatown opposed 

the casino.  Although both communities fought against Foxwoods the place-based 

community concerns that legitimized the framing of antipathy were different for each 

community.   The final section looks at how the framing of the right to the city and the 

ability to act on that position is different depending of the demographics of the 

community, the shared appraisal of community needs and the actions developmental 

interests.          
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Framing Foxwoods:  The Unwelcome Casino 

 Unlike Fishtown, there was no organized or active community support for the 

construction of the Foxwoods Casino in either South Philadelphia or Chinatown.  Some 

respondents reported that in both locations a few groups of neighbors or small business 

interests believed that Foxwoods would be a positive addition.  But these supporters 

never organized into pro-casino groups; there was no reported community outreach to the 

Foxwoods Casino, there were no negotiations between community members over 

concerns about the casino or the possible benefits the casino could bring to the 

communities.  There was no South Philadelphia or Chinatown version of FACT to 

challenge the anti-casino narratives or work with the casino to design a Community 

Benefits Agreement.  Instead, the Foxwoods Casino was widely panned by community 

members in both locations, although the framing of outrage and opposition was different 

for each location.  The intensity from which these frames manifested also differed in each 

community based on the time period and the prospect of Foxwoods being located in one 

spot or the other. 
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Table 5.1:  Anti-Casino Frames for Foxwoods                     

 South Philadelphia Chinatown  

Anti-
Foxwoods 

Casino 
Frames 

• Massive traffic problems 
• No economic benefit 

from casino development 
• Siphon discretionary 

spending away from local 
businesses 

• Bring down the 
community 

• Casino designation made 
without citizen input 

• Cultivation and 
exploitation of gambling 
addiction (them) 

• Cultivation and 
exploitation of 
gambling addiction 
targeting the 
community (us) 

• Historically new 
development has 
replaced community 
space 

 

 As shown in Table 5.1 the way Foxwoods was framed by these two places 

exemplified the differences between the communities.  Each place framed their contempt 

for casino development based on the specific concerns of the people in the respective 

communities.  These concerns represented the place-based histories, status and 

expectations of community members.   

 Many of the frames utilized by anti-casino activists in South Philadelphia echoed 

similar concerns as those expressed by anti-casino residents of Fishtown.  The issue of 

neighborhood deterioration was a concern as well as the view that no economic benefits 

would be realized by building a casino in South Philadelphia proximal to the 

communities.  The anti-casino frames in South Philadelphia also articulated outrage at the 

moral implications of what was perceived as a state-driven, predatory industry being 

located proximal to where people lived.  In this way South Philadelphia shared the 

framing of value and social justice in much the same way as newer residents of Fishtown.  



171 

 

But there was no organized or vocal support for the Foxwoods in the South Philadelphia 

community therefore there was no battle over who was an authentic member of the 

community.  Community legitimacy was not an issue during the battle over casino 

development in South Philadelphia.  Instead, there was overall consensus in the 

community regarding the expected problems the casino would bring.   

 The only major difference between framing the negative externalities of 

Foxwoods with SugarHouse in South Philadelphia involved increases in traffic which 

was a much greater concern.  The area where Foxwoods was scheduled to be built in 

South Philadelphia is already a highly developed and congested area and people were 

fearful that any increases in traffic from the casino could not be managed.   

 In Chinatown, the framing of contempt for casino construction differed from 

South Philadelphia and Fishtown.  Although like South Philadelphia there were no 

organized or vocal community supporters for Foxwoods in Chinatown, the anti-casino 

frames expressed an urgency that was quite exceptional in comparison.  Members of 

Chinatown framed the casino as an attack on the community both in terms of 

development and culture.    

 Framing the negative externalities of casino development in Chinatown was 

viewed as inconsequential; they had been through similar struggles before with different 

developmental proposals.  For the Chinatown community developmental schemes have 

historically displaced the residents of the community.  For Chinatown new development 

over the last five decades has often involved the destruction of Chinatown homes and 

businesses.  And while the proposed location of Foxwoods would not require razing any 

blocks of Chinatown, it was still viewed with skepticism and fear.   
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 The casino was also perceived as a predatory industry intent on targeting 

Chinatown specifically due to a reported cultural disposition towards gambling addiction 

among the Asian community.  While anti-casino activists in Fishtown and South 

Philadelphia expressed outrage at the potential for casinos to target “vulnerable” 

populations, their framing of who would be targeted involved distinguishing those 

populations categorically different from themselves.  In Chinatown it was believed that 

the casino would target the people of Chinatown specifically by cultivating an already 

large problem for members of the community; addictive and compulsive gambling.  So 

while ostensibly the Chinatown community framed their opposition to casino 

development around the perceived injustice of that development, this framing approach 

expressed a dire set of circumstances that were distinct from the anti-casino frames in 

South Philadelphia and Fishtown. 

 Gambling addiction was an important frame for anti-casino activists, not only in 

Philadelphia, but state-wide and nationally, but it took on a different significance for the 

people of Chinatown.  The tendency for gambling addiction to destroy lives was an 

important concern for people fighting the casinos.  Still, the focus of concern regarding 

gambling addiction changed between different locations and communities.  When anti-

casino activists in Fishtown or South Philadelphia talked about the predatory nature of 

casinos and how they target low-income, elderly or addicted gamblers they were 

speaking on behalf of other people.  They were not referring to themselves as the 

vulnerable group.  People who would be exploited, preyed upon by the casinos were 

people that many anti-casino activists felt needed defending.  For the anti-casino activists 

in Chinatown the addictive gamblers that would be targeted were the same people 
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fighting the casino.  Referring to Table 5.1 framing addiction took on two different 

meanings; for anti-casino activists in Fishtown, South Philadelphia and in organizations 

like Casino Free Philadelphia the addictive gamblers were framed as them, but for 

Chinatown the addicted or potentially addicted gamblers were framed as us.         

Foxwoods in South Philadelphia 

 The time period for most anti-casino activism in South Philadelphia was between 

December 2006 and December 2010 when Foxwoods was scheduled to be built on the 

corners of Columbus Blvd and Reed Street.  During that time the adjacent communities 

of Society Hill, Queen Village and Pennsport were all broadly united against the 

Foxwoods Casino.  Although there was some mention of support for Foxwoods in South 

Philadelphia it was not unified or organized.  Instead, the South Philadelphia 

communities adjacent to the planned Foxwoods site were perceived as locations where 

anti-casino sentiment and activism were prevalent and without contest. 

  There are two reasons why a pro-casino position did not gain any traction in 

South Philadelphia.  First, South Philadelphia, especially the Society Hill and Queen 

Village neighborhoods, were more affluent communities that have undergone 

gentrification.  It was generally believed that people from and living in more affluent 

neighborhoods more often maintained anti-casino perspectives.  The second reason was 

that the working class members of South Philadelphia, most notably members of the 

Pennsport neighborhood did not view the casino as an opportunity for community 

benefits, most notably in the form of jobs for residents.  Instead, the long-time working 

class residents of Pennsport believed that the casino would cause traffic problems which 

would interfere with the jobs of longshoreman.     
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The Gentry Reject the Casino 

 Anti-casino sentiment in South Philadelphia was very similar to Fishtown.  Many 

respondents framed their antipathy to the casino in the same way as newer residents in 

Fishtown had.  Also, Casino Free Philadelphia was involved in protesting a casino project 

in whichever community one was planned, which helped create and maintain uniformity 

in the anti-casino perspective.  The frames of neighborhood decline; traffic, increases in 

criminal activity, the growth of other predatory businesses around the casino were 

routinely offered by respondents.  The moral issues of gambling addiction and the 

predatory business model of casinos were also reoccurring frames.  

 The major difference between Fishtown and South Philadelphia was that there 

was no organized group of community members actively working to support the casino 

or drive negotiations for a community benefits agreement in South Philadelphia.  There 

was no FACT to counter the anti-casino narratives.  Instead there was broad agreement 

that the Foxwoods Casino would be a negative addition.  This respondent, a FACT 

member and Fishtown resident recalled an event where it became clear that Foxwoods 

was not going to have much community support: 

 Early on there was a meeting of the community leaders and I was invited; 
 community leaders in both the Foxwoods areas and SugarHouse areas.  The 
 president of the Pennsport Civic Association, Society Hill, Queen Village, all the 
 groups…an information meeting about casinos.  Not an anti-casino meeting, just 
 an information night.  I’m sitting there and the dialogue was more negative and so 
 I raised my hand and I started talking about some of the positive things that could 
 happen with the casino and the guy from Society Hill said, “Who would ever 
 want a  casino anywhere?”  I said, “Well there are different views here, people in 
 South Kensington area who are desperately looking for some kind of meaningful 
 work and they can’t find it.”  All of a sudden the lady from Pennsport Civic said, 
 “We won’t have any more of that talk!”  I was shut off completely.  It dawned on 
 me that this was an anti-casino…a meeting to galvanize the anti-casino position. 
 (Interview: March 3rd 2011). 
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As the respondent explained there were no collective pro-casino voices representing 

South Philadelphia.  The casino was dismissed as a completely ludicrous addition to the 

area.  This sentiment was expressed with hostility as the respondent goes on to explain: 

 When I looked at some of the vocal nature of the anti-casino people, they [pro-
 casino people] may have been intimidated.  -------- had conversations with people 
 down there who said, “Yeah, I’d like to have a casino but I don’t want my car 
 smashed up.”  My sense was that there were  people who were interested but 
 didn’t want to stand up in that hostility.  (Interview: March 3rd 2011). 
 
  In South Philadelphia the anti-casino stance dominated community discussions.  

Individuals who may have supported the casino were treated with hostility and ultimately 

suppressed in community forums.  The casino was viewed as a potential blight to the area 

and would be framed as terrible development.  

 It was suggested by many respondents that the affluence of most of the South 

Philadelphia neighborhoods around the Foxwoods site was a major reason for the unified 

opposition to the casino.  From this perspective it was assumed that more affluent 

individuals rejected casino development.  This respondent, a former employee of a 

Philadelphia community development corporation, explained how the class character 

shaped the framing of opposition in South Philadelphia:       

 So this is where class starts to come into it.  A lot of it was like these are people 
 from Society Hill, Queen Village, etc., and this is closer to neighborhoods of 
 wealth where people just assumed, “Not in my neighborhood, this will never 
 happen!”  But again, people in South Philly just assumed that this couldn’t 
 happen.  And when it did happen they organized pretty rapidly.  (Interview: 
 October 18th 2010). 
 
According to this respondent wealth and affluence was associated with an anti-casino 

position.  The assumption was that it couldn’t and shouldn’t happen in South Philadelphia 

because it was proximal to wealthy communities.  When the license was issued to 

Foxwoods, the wealthy were outraged and got to work to fight the project.  The 
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respondent suggested that this was also a “Not In My Backyard Response” (NIMBY) by 

the anti-casino activists in South Philadelphia.  Other respondents suggested a similar 

conclusion.  The following respondent, an unofficial advisor to the Foxwoods Casino and 

director of an organization that runs various community programs in Philadelphia 

explained with exasperation that one of the reasons many in South Philadelphia didn’t 

want the casino was based on the proximity to a wealthy community, “I mean there was a 

general sense of ‘not in my backyard’ thing” (Interview: April 14th 2011).  The view was 

that people in South Philadelphia did not want a casino located near their homes and that 

was a driving factor explaining the antipathy towards Foxwoods by many in South 

Philadelphia.  

 This association of wealth with anti-casino sentiment is similar to the battle over 

the SugarHouse Casino in Fishtown.  In that case, the newcomers, gentrifiers were the 

ones who were most antagonistic to casino development.  In the neighborhoods of 

Society Hill and Queen Village gentrification was not happening; it had already 

happened.  Neil Smith (1979; 1996) published on the subject of Society Hill 

gentrification two decades ago.  The gentry had moved in and now they were fighting to 

prevent a casino from being constructed near their homes.  The displacement of lower 

class individuals in Society Hill and Queen Village was complete, thus there was no 

group of long-time residents connected to the working class past within these two 

neighborhoods.   

 The following respondent, a representative from a Philadelphia area casino 

explained how this class divergence between the long-time residents of Fishtown and the 
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wealthy of South Philadelphia explained not only the attitudes towards casino 

development but the acceptance of gambling by different people: 

 I think the difference in the neighborhoods is this, Society Hill is very affluent.  
 Society Hill Neighbors Association came out early on and said no.  Fishtown is a 
 very working class neighborhood.  Also, there are probably a lot more casino 
 goers in Fishtown than Society Hill.   Folks who go to casinos know what they’re 
 about.  (Interview: March 9th 2011). 
 
This respondent suggested not only did the working class, long-time residents of 

Fishtown view the potential value brought by the casino but they were more interested in 

the entertainment it would provide.  It was believed that people of more affluent class 

positions would be less interested in visiting a neighborhood casino let alone tolerating 

the presence of one.   

The Working Class Side with the Gentry 

 One of the most consistent reasons why, even some supporters of casino 

development, thought the Foxwoods site in South Philadelphia was a bad location was 

the potential to make an already problematic traffic situation worse.  Unlike the 

SugarHouse site where there was less development and minimal traffic problems, the 

proposed site of Foxwoods in South Philadelphia was already a highly congested area.  

One respondent referred to the area as, “big box hell” (Interview: October 18th 2010) 

because of the many shopping centers filled with big box retailers like Walmart, Home 

Depot and Best Buy to name only a few.  As a result, traffic was already a major issue on 

Columbus Blvd and as far as most respondents (both pro and anti-casino actors) believed 

it would only be worse with the addition of a casino.   

 While the issue of increased traffic was perceived as a potential inconvenience by 

anti-casino activists in South Philadelphia, for the local International Longshoremen’s 
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Association (ILA) the traffic problems resulting from the casino was a perceived threat to 

their jobs.  The ILA sided against the casino because any increases in traffic would 

interfere with moving shipping cargo to trucks and onto the highway.  It was a situation 

where the infrastructure of the area could not handle any more traffic and it was believed 

that the casino would bring a great deal of new traffic congestion.  The following 

respondent, a member of a design and research institute associated with one of the 

Philadelphia area universities explained how the ILA responded at a meeting to discuss 

the plan for Foxwoods: 

  We got dozens of longshoremen just protesting because they thought we were 
 going to say the casino should be on the waterfront and that the casino is going 
 destroy their livelihood mainly because of traffic issues.  “You got to get 
 everything off the ship, into the truck, onto the highway to distribute it, whatever 
 the product is!”  And because for Foxwoods there was no kind of off-ramp just 
 putting you right in the site, they were going have to rely a lot on Columbus 
 Blvd and go north and south to get onto the highways and that was going to kind 
 of ruin…just delay everything for port shipment activities…There was a big talk 
 about once you bring that, you cause a sort of shake-up on Columbus Blvd and 
 you take away port uses and you take away family sustaining jobs.  That was a 
 big phrase that they had, family sustaining jobs.  (Interview: May 26th 2011). 
 
 Unlike the case of SugarHouse where many of the long-time working class 

residents viewed the casino as an opportunity for jobs the ILA of Pennsport viewed the 

potential traffic problems brought by the casino as something that would threaten their 

jobs.  This factor helped bring the working class neighbors south of Society Hill and 

Queen Village into line against Foxwoods.  This perception along with the fact that 

Foxwoods made no attempt to court the working class in South Philadelphia as 

SugarHouse had in Fishtown created unity between different groups of people across 

class lines in South Philadelphia. 
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 Overall there was consensus against Foxwoods in South Philadelphia.  The 

heavily gentrified communities of Queen Village and Society Hill were overwhelmingly 

against the casino.  It was believed that this consensus largely revolved around a class-

based appraisal of the community.  It was believed that the wealthy were less inclined to 

go to casinos and saw no advantage in brining one to their community.  This is one 

reason why community legitimacy was not an issue in South Philadelphia.  The people 

were more alike due to the completed process of gentrification in Queen Village and 

Society Hill.  The working class of Pennsport also objected to the casino due to the belief 

that increased traffic brought by the casino would overload the transportation 

infrastructure of Columbus Blvd and threaten longshoremen jobs.  In this way the 

strength of consensus enabled the communities surrounding the Foxwoods Casino site to 

unite against the project without internal community conflict as had occurred in 

Fishtown.  This empowered the claims to the right to the city in a way that was 

unattainable in Fishtown where the very legitimacy of community actors to speak on 

behalf of the community was scrutinized.          

Foxwoods in Chinatown 

  Most anti-casino activism against Foxwoods in Chinatown was between 

September 2008 and August 2009.  During this period Foxwoods explored two locations 

to build the casino outside of South Philadelphia.  The first proposal located the casino at 

Ninth and Market Street at the Gallery Mall downtown, a block south of Chinatown.  

After that proposal failed, Foxwoods pushed for the casino to be located a block away at 

Eighth and Market Street in the vacant Strawbridge’s store.   
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 These two proposals were a brief although false reprieve for South Philadelphia.  

This is because Foxwoods only attempted to move downtown.  The PGCB has sole 

authority to designate a casino location.  Because of intense citizen rejection of 

Foxwoods along Columbus Blvd, the locations in Chinatown were explored by the casino 

and the city, with the backing of Governor Ed Rendell in order to see how building a 

casino in those locations would pan out.  In August of 2009 the PGCB officially rejected 

the proposal to relocate Foxwoods to Chinatown stating that the license for a casino was 

designated along the Delaware Riverfront.  Although the battle over Foxwoods seemed to 

move to Chinatown for a brief period of time, legally Foxwoods had no claim to relocate 

outside of South Philadelphia. 

 However, until the PGCB ruled that Foxwoods could not relocate to Chinatown, 

the threat of a casino was very real for the residents of the community.  The casino was 

perceived as a direct threat to the health and well being of the community in terms of 

development and culture.  The people of Chinatown believed themselves targeted by 

private interests to develop Chinatown out of existence while also to exploit a cultural 

pattern of problematic gambling among the Asian American community.  Therefore, the 

Foxwoods casino was broadly panned, hated and feared by the community in a way that 

was not expressed in Fishtown or South Philadelphia.  For members of Chinatown, the 

casino was viewed as an attack on the community, targeted and precise.     

Development is Displacement 

 Chinatown has a history of battling urban developmental projects.  This began in 

the 1950’s when the Vine Street expressway was proposed and developed at the expense 

of hundreds of homes of Chinatown residents.  This was the first project that would 
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fundamentally reorganize the space that comprises Chinatown and it was this project, 

according to one respondent, that galvanized Chinatown around defending the 

community.  Differences between first and second generations, religion and dialect 

dissolved and Chinatown organized to defend itself.  Following the failure to stop the 

construction of the expressway the members of the Chinatown community have been on 

guard, waiting in uneasy anticipation for other projects that could threaten the 

community. 

 Since the 1950’s there have been a number of projects that have been proposed 

for Chinatown.  Some of these projects were successfully prevented like the plan to build 

a prison in Chinatown or the attempt to build the Phillies baseball stadium right in the 

middle of the community.  Other developmental projects have been successful, like the 

building and subsequent expansion of the Philadelphia Convention Center.  Like the Vine 

Street expressway, the Convention Center required the sacrifice of many blocks of 

Chinatown, bulldozed in the wake were homes and businesses of Chinatown residents.  

As this respondent, a member of an urban policy, research and development organization 

in Philadelphia explained, “Chinatown always gets it.  They just have to fight for their 

existence” (Interview: May 26th 2011).  The “it” that the respondent referred to are 

development plans, schemes and agendas that the residents of Chinatown have been 

forced to fight.  Every successful plan to develop Chinatown was perceived to erase 

another aspect of its identity.  Every successful thwarting of new development was 

believed by respondents to keep Chinatown intact as an ethnic enclave.  

 From this shared history respondents from the Chinatown community framed 

their incredulity toward any and all development proposed by people outside the 
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community.  For Chinatown, development proposed by outsiders of the community was 

viewed with skepticism because if was believed that it would come at the expense of 

community members.  As this respondent, a Chinatown resident and former member of a 

community development corporation explained, the community is a great place to live yet 

is always targeted for developmental changes: 

 If you were going to live someplace what would you want that place to be like?  
 Safe, friendly,  no delinquency, low crime, well that’s what Chinatown is.  Yet for 
 some reason the outer forces want to destroy us.  (Interview: April 26th 2012). 
   
 It is from this sense of fear and arguably justified paranoia that members of the 

Chinatown community partly framed their antipathy towards the proposal to relocate the 

Foxwoods Casino to Chinatown.  The Foxwoods Casino was viewed as another attempt 

to redevelop Chinatown in a way that would threaten the very existence of the 

community.  For this respondent, an anti-casino activist and Chinatown resident, the 

casino was another example of the way outsiders ignored the existence of Chinatown:                      

 Like, oh Chinatown isn’t really a neighborhood anyway…like I think there was 
 this sense of distance to it like people have roots in South Philly and they have 
 roots in Fishtown but in Chinatown we shouldn’t be as mad about it but to me it 
 was absurd and we have a right to feel this way.  (Interview: March 29th 2012). 
 
For this respondent the idea that Chinatown should roll over at the behest of the state, city 

and casino was absurd.  The identities and concerns of South Philadelphia had not been 

completely ignored, why should Chinatown be any different?  This was a consistent 

theme for members of the community over the casino.  Why should they take the 

Foxwoods Casino because another community rejected it? 

 Chinatown had been antagonized many times with plans to redevelop the 

community at the expense of its existence.  The casino was perceived as another example 

of this trend.  Although, neither proposal for Foxwoods in Chinatown would require any 
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new construction or demolition of the community, it was still viewed with the same 

distrust as other plans to redevelop the community.   

 From this framing perspective the right to the city is comfortably situated.  

Chinatown represents the most literal example of the right to the city as Lefebvre may 

have intended it.  Framing the casino as another attempt to redevelop Chinatown out of 

existence is to frame themselves as constantly under attack by forces who wish to 

eradicate the use-value of the community in order to exploit the potential exchange-value 

of downtown real estate.  There were almost no frames in Chinatown defending the 

casino save for a few small business owners but as this respondent, an anti-casino activist 

and member of a Chinatown community organization explained, any influx to local 

businesses would be moot if there are no more Chinese people in the area: 

 They took out 200 Chinatown houses to build that convention center and then 
 Chinatown was supposed to say that that was a great thing for our restaurants?!  
 You know there is a whole economy here that people live here and support 
 each other’s businesses and that health of actually being a residential 
 neighborhood is what sustains the businesses.  It is not that we need tourists 
 coming in and all of that.  (Interview: March 21st 2012). 
 
 Developmental plans, especially the casino were perceived as a direct assault on 

what the community is, and who lives there.  Without members of this community to 

defend their neighborhood they argued, there would be no place in Philadelphia called 

Chinatown.  Therefore, the right to the city as a framed by members of Chinatown was 

about defending the use-value of their community which they believed has often been 

targeted as the bulls-eye for future developmental agendas.      

Framing Gambling Addiction 

 Anti-casino activists in South Philadelphia, Fishtown and Casino Free 

Philadelphia all framed the casinos as a morally bankrupt industry because they target 
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and cultivate gambling addiction.  When describing the predatory nature of the casino 

industry respondents from South Philadelphia, Fishtown and Casino Free Philadelphia all 

discussed how gambling addiction affects a certain category of people; “low-income”, 

“less educated”, “elderly”, “vulnerable”, “compulsive gamblers”, etc.  These frames 

embodied a perspective that the people who would suffer most from casino development 

were people other than those fighting the casino.  It was a paternalistic frame in that it 

was about defending those who would be exploited.  On the other hand the Chinatown 

community regarded themselves as the targets for predatory gambling and they would 

have to defend themselves against this industry. 

 When members of the Chinatown community framed predatory gambling and 

addiction as an attack on the Asian American community it gave credibility to this claim 

that had been more difficult to achieve in South Philadelphia or Fishtown.  When anti-

casino activists in South Philadelphia and Fishtown framed issues of gambling addiction 

it was met with skepticism by pro-casino advocates.  This frame as it was articulated in 

South Philadelphia and Fishtown was based on research and generalizations of other 

people, not the members of the community that were fighting the casinos.  In Chinatown 

the very people who claimed to have problems with gambling addiction and felt targeted 

because of that cultural tendency were the same people fighting against Foxwoods.  As 

this respondent, a member of Casino Free Philadelphia recalled, when people from 

Chinatown entered the fight against Foxwoods it brought new credibility to the anti-

casino movement in Philadelphia: 

 The Foxwoods attempt to move to Center City…was the moment in which 
 Casino-Free [Philadelphia] joined people that weren't rich, middle class, white 
 folks.   And so they really brought out the way in which the casinos are predatory 
 in that they target the poor and communities of color, which is something they 
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 actively do and they haven’t been asked to defend that nearly enough.  
 (Interview: April 19th 2011). 
 
From this respondent’s perspective when Foxwoods attempted to move their casino to 

Chinatown it actually helped legitimize the framing of predatory gambling and addiction.  

It was no longer a fight where more affluent white people were arguing that casinos 

target the poor and people of color; instead it was an ethnic minority community arguing 

that a casino would target them specifically.  The same respondent goes on to explain 

how Asian Americans United (AAU) a community organization representing the 

Chinatown community was integral in sharpening the framing strategies of predatory 

gambling targeting minority communities:  

 Respondent:  I mean predatory gambling was out there…but like, we didn't get it 
 in Philly. I mean, maybe I... I don't even remember if I understood it or not.  But 
 like, that's when people in Philly got it.  And I think it's due to AAU.  I don't think 
 it would have come from Casino-Free [Philadelphia]… 
 Interviewer:  Why not? 
 Respondent:  Because we're primarily led by middle, upper class white people 
 that haven't been forced to look at race and casino gambling enough.  (Interview: 
 April 19th 2011). 
 
 As the respondent explained, the perception that casinos are a predatory industry 

targeting addicted gamblers and exploiting poorer populations was only partially salient 

for anti-casino activists prior to the entry of Chinatown into the fight.  Anti-casino 

activists in Chinatown understood what was at stake for their community if Foxwoods 

was built in their backyard.  Therefore, the frame of addiction and predatory gambling 

was far more powerful and influential when coming from members of the Chinatown 

community than from upper-middle class, white anti-casino activists in Fishtown and 

South Philadelphia. 
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 Part of the impact of framing gambling addiction as a strategy to fight Foxwoods 

in Chinatown was how prevalent the problem was for members of the community.  Many 

members of the Chinatown community at rallies, actions or city council meetings shared 

personal accounts of how deadly and destructive gambling addiction can be.  Some 

respondents even suggested that it was a good opportunity for the community to discuss 

what had been a hidden problem.  The following respondent, an anti-casino activist and 

Chinatown resident explained how at a meeting discussing the Foxwoods proposal many 

people shared their stories about gambling addiction: 

 I think there is a Chinese or Asian cultural thing where you don’t talk about your 
 problems.  You have problems but you don’t necessarily share them with anyone 
 or you are supposed to have a good face about it or cover it up and to me the 
 gambling problem…I saw other Asian’s gamble but I didn’t think it was 
 problematic, that it was just recreation and I thought it was just my  family that 
 was having a problem with it or they were overdoing it.  At that meeting I had 
 heard afterwards that there were a lot of really intense stories that were 
 shared…And I thought it was just me and when I found out that more families 
 had that going on in their families then I was like oh my gosh this might be an 
 even bigger problem than I even first conceived.  (Interview: March 29th 2012). 
 
For this respondent the problem of gambling addiction was serious and more pervasive 

than first perceived.  The proposal to locate Foxwoods to Chinatown brought forth an 

eruption of stories and experiences from members of the community who felt outraged at 

being targeted by the state and the casino industry.  According to the following 

respondent, a Chinatown resident and member of a community organization, the casino 

proposal was about more than just bad developmental policy: 

 We would meet with youth and we would talk about the casino and almost 
 without fail somebody would step up and say there’s an addict in our family and it 
 impacts us in this way.  So the stories were pretty ubiquitous.  So to us it was not 
 only about  kind of the right of Chinatown to have a say over development, not 
 only about can’t we think of healthy things the community does need, it was that 
 but it was more than that.  It was very powerfully about state power imposing a 
 predatory, addictive industry on a community.  (Interview: March 21st 2012). 
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This perception that the community was the target of the state and the casino industry; 

that these powerful forces intended to exploit a problem endemic to the community was 

enough to give rise to rapid outrage.     

 Chinatown first discovered that the Foxwoods casino was being proposed for 

development very abruptly.  Respondents recalled a meeting where Chinatown 

community leaders were invited to meet with city officials.  At this meeting the 

Chinatown leaders were informed of the plan to move Foxwoods to Chinatown and on 

that same day a press conference was held announcing the decision to the public.  The 

members of the Chinatown community in attendance at that meeting and at the press 

conference were stunned at the expedient way in which this decision was made and how 

no one in their community was consulted.   

 Considering the fears many in the community had regarding gambling addiction, 

the relocation plans for Foxwoods was immediately regarded as a threat.  One 

respondent, a Chinatown resident and member of a Chinatown community organization 

recalled a brief exchange between some members of AAU and the head of Foxwoods 

during the press conference:  

  So at that time the AAU people who were there and went up to the head of 
 Foxwoods afterwards…and one of the people said, “Do you realize what an issue 
 gambling addiction is in the Asian community?  You know we are concerned 
 about this.”  And the head of  Foxwoods said, “You call them addicts, we call 
 them our client base.”  (Interview: March 21st 2012). 
 
For this respondent the exchange was a cold, calculating and cynical expression of the 

true agenda of the casino and the state regarding the relocation of Foxwoods.  For the 

Chinatown community the Foxwoods Casino was being proposed precisely because they 
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were there--because the Asian American community would make an ideal customer base 

for Foxwoods.  

 A number of factors were offered by respondents when asked about the perceived 

cultural propensity of members of the Chinatown community to suffer from gambling 

addiction.  Generally, gambling addiction among Asian Americans in Chinatown was 

correlated with vulnerabilities associated with the immigrant experience.  For instance 

one respondent, a Chinatown resident and former member of a community development 

corporation explained that anyone who moves halfway across the world to start a new life 

in a foreign country is no stranger to risk, “The problem is the entrepreneurial spirit of the 

newcomers particularly to go to a foreign country, to establish a new life, you have to be 

somewhat of a gambler” (Interview: April 26th 2012).  The respondent suggested that the 

spirit that drove some to come to the U.S., start a business and chase the “American 

dream” is the same tendency that drives compulsive gambling.  The respondent continued 

explaining this circumstance: 

 But, because of the entrepreneurial spirit of our people which is very close to 
 gambling, there is that tendency to gamble.  Oh, I make maybe twelve thousand 
 dollars as an assistant cook or something like that, well that is not going to get me 
 anywhere.  Maybe if I hit it big…the draw of gambling…the very few see the 
 benefits…because of the entrepreneurial spirit of our people it makes them easy 
 targets to gambling elements, and how do you fight that?  (Interview: April, 26th 
 2012). 
 
In this way the respondent was connecting the risks taken by people emigrated from their 

homes to another country for work or to start businesses, as similar to the types of risk 

associated with gambling.  Especially for those who immigrated and have experienced 

less success the allure of the quick win was compared to the allure of starting a new life 



189 

 

as an immigrant to the United States.  This was partly why the Chinatown community felt 

targeted. 

 One respondent explained that recent immigrants experience social isolation.  

Playing cards and other games of chance was described as an acceptable way to socialize 

with others.  It was suggested that casinos, especially in Atlantic City have catered to this 

vulnerability through a number of ways including, table games like mahjong which 

attract specifically Asian immigrants more so than American gamblers, food stands that 

serve Asian cuisine such as congee bars, and most importantly employing Asian 

American dealers who speak Mandarin or Cantonese.  Through these strategies, casinos 

appear to be safe places where immigrants can socialize with others in an environment 

that is comfortable and culturally familiar. 

 Another important reason why gambling addiction was described as prevalent in 

Chinatown was because services that are designed to aid and treat people with gambling 

problems, which were believed to be too few in general, rarely offered services to people 

who do not speak English.  As the following respondent, an anti-casino activist and 

Chinatown resident explained this lack of services was part and parcel to the social 

isolation experienced by Asian American immigrants:   

 I think the reason why it is particularly devastating for Asians, this particular 
 problem, is like I said there isn’t a social network of resources like Gam-Anon or 
 GA [Gamblers Anonymous] for people who need help.  So every community 
 suffers from it in certain levels but they might have access to resources and a 
 social network to support them.  (Interview: March 29th 2012). 
 
As the respondent suggested, not only is the Asian American community less likely to 

talk about or discuss gambling addiction which contributes to a diminished social 
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network to rely on they are also faced with a language barrier when seeking services for 

gambling addiction.   

 Framing gambling addiction as an attack on the Chinatown community was a way 

of articulating the right to the city that emphasized the moral and personal consequences 

of building a casino in Chinatown.  Therefore, the right to the city was about expressing 

outrage over development that was perceived as targeting the cultural proclivities and 

social isolation of a large immigrant population.  The development of the Foxwoods 

Casino was perceived as an agenda that would destroy the use-value of the community 

through the cultivation of addiction.  The addiction described by anti-casino activists in 

Chinatown would bankrupt and destroy families, drive some to suicide, shutter 

businesses and destroy the lives of many more members of Chinatown.  As one 

respondent explained, when battling outsiders over issues of development there is always 

a face to the opponent whether it is the city, PennDOT, developers etc., even the 

Foxwoods Casino could be identified as an opponent but addiction was an opponent that 

remained invisible in the community although the damage it brought was epic.  As this 

respondent explained, “So what you have happening is planting the virus that could 

destroy the family, the community from within and we can’t fight that” (Interview: April 

26th 2012).  From this perspective the right to the city was a declaration of defense for the 

health and well being of the community. 

 This framing strategy was also consistent with the idea that Chinatown was 

constantly under threat of obliteration.  Whether through development or the destructive 

power of addiction the framing of the right to the city represented a view that the 

community was targeted for removal.  For Chinatown the fight against Foxwoods was 
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another in a line of proposals that would wipe this small ethnic enclave off the map of 

Philadelphia. 

 The dual framing strategies of developmental obliteration and addictive gambling 

united the small Chinatown community around the anti-casino struggle.  Because the 

casino was framed as direct assault on the community there was no pro-casino narrative 

that could defend the project.  Instead, the proposal to locate Foxwoods in Chinatown 

stabbed at the heart of the community, raising fears of serious health risks and paranoia 

around community dislocation.  Because, Chinatown had been through anti-

developmental struggles before they were quick to organize around these frames and 

unite the community against Foxwoods.  The strength to claim the right to the city did not 

come from a class-based consensus or the entitlement of wealth like in Queen Village, 

Society Hill and parts of Fishtown.  Rather, the power to claim the right to the city and 

mobilize quickly came from the deep interconnectedness, shared experiences, and the 

perception that they were outsiders and that it was up to them to defend their homes from 

the incursions of powerful actors.  The following respondent from a planning and 

development research group in Philadelphia explained the awesome impression that was 

made by the organized and quickly mobilized Chinatown community, “Yeah, it was 

impressive to see that, just like, wow, you fucked with the wrong neighborhood” 

(Interview: May 26th 2011). 

Foxwoods and the Communities: No Outreach, No Community Benefits, No Deal! 

 Unlike SugarHouse which was active in garnering community support in 

Fishtown, Foxwoods was reported to have made little to no attempt to reach out to either 

South Philadelphia or Chinatown.  It was believed broadly believed by respondents that 
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this was pivotal in explaining the inability of Foxwoods to gain any traction in either 

community.  Foxwoods was unable to change the perceptions of the community in any 

way and many believed that this was a major reason why Foxwoods was never built in 

Philadelphia.  

Foxwoods: Ineptitude and Hubris 

 The consensus against Foxwoods in South Philadelphia and Chinatown made it a 

tough sell to begin with, let alone the perceived snubbing by Foxwoods to any suggestion 

of community outreach.  As this respondent, formerly of a local community development 

corporation which dealt with issues of waterfront development explained there was 

almost no interest in Foxwoods by community members, “There was no voice in favor of 

Foxwoods anywhere and I think Foxwoods was just universally despised” (Interview: 

October 18th 2010).  According to this respondent the differences between Fishtown and 

the communities where Foxwoods was proposed were significant.  While members of 

FACT were interested in what SugarHouse could offer the community, few people were 

interested in what Foxwoods had to offer. 

 Add to this consensus the view that Foxwoods bungled their position.  The same 

respondent vocalized a stern contempt for the organizational practices of Foxwoods:     

 What is certain to me is that Foxwoods was fucked from the beginning.  Their 
 organization, their team was totally inept.  They didn’t try to do community 
 outreach and what they did do was pretty poor.  They didn’t seem to have a grasp 
 on any of the actual zoning or like any of the technical things they would have to 
 do.  Their presentation, their whole like, drawings and renderings all seemed 
 really inept.  (Interview: October 18 2010). 
 
As this respondent, like others explained, Foxwoods was lackadaisical with the details 

and complexities of actually building a casino in Philadelphia.  Many suggested that they 
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seemed to take their position and power for granted, acting out of hubris with their lack 

of interest in community concerns. 

 When comparing the community involvement between Foxwoods and 

SugarHouse many respondents were quick to explain that Foxwoods was aloof as a 

presence in South Philadelphia or Chinatown.  The following respondent, a FACT 

member and long-time resident of Fishtown explained how different the community 

outreach was between SugarHouse and Foxwoods in their respective communities11: 

 I had no problem saying to SugarHouse, “You know what, Fishtown AC they’re 
 doing this, they need money, this groups doing this, they need money.”  And they 
 would give it.  Of course they were going to give it.  They needed us…You want 
 to build here but you don’t want to contribute?!”  The people from Foxwoods… 
 they didn’t have that kind of rapport…The people from South Philly didn’t have 
 that kind of rapport with Foxwoods.  (Interview: March 1st 2011). 
  
According to this respondent the reluctance of Foxwoods to involve themselves in the 

community damaged their already injured public image.  What was suggested, and based 

on the success of SugarHouse to cultivate some support in Fishtown was that Foxwoods 

should have invested, literally in the community as a token of good faith.  The same 

respondent stresses this point: 

 $5,000 to these guys is like $5.00 to me…So, you can’t spend $5,000 to have a 
 little sign put up saying Foxwoods sponsoring ‘this’ you know opening day of t-
 ball or whatever, where people say, “Oh look I guess they do want to be a part of 
 our community.”  You can’t do that?  I’m sure that that had hurt them.  When 
 people wanted to hear from them…they weren’t as willing to come out and talk to 
 the community.  (Interview: March 1st 2011). 
 
 Many respondents used SugarHouse as a model of success when addressing the 

failure of Foxwoods.  The following respondent, a member of city design and planning 

 
11 SugarHouse’s involvement in Fishtown is discussed in chapter six. 
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organization connected to a Philadelphia university drew a comparison between the 

practices of the two casinos with regard to community involvement: 

 Sugarhouse was more successful and I think more sophisticated in picking off 
 certain community groups.  So there were, you know, baseball or little league t-
 shirts that were paid for and there was a more kind of amicable relationship 
 overall between the owners and operators of  SugarHouse and the community.  
 Foxwoods…which stumbled completely as well as perhaps had more entrenched 
 opposition…We didn't come up against any large-scale kind of division 
 within…you know the South Philly community.  (Interview: June 2nd 2011). 
 
According to the respondent if there was a model to follow for future casino developers, 

it was SugarHouse.  Foxwoods on the other hand was uninvolved with community 

concerns and generally aloof to any opportunities for building bridges with members of 

the South Philadelphia or Chinatown communities.   

 Foxwoods provided plenty of ammunition for those fighting the casino.  The fact 

that there was already a major consensus in South Philadelphia and Chinatown against 

Foxwoods made the strategy of reaching out and attempting to change the narrative and 

perhaps some peoples’ perspectives urgent.  Foxwoods did not do this.  Instead the lack 

of community outreach gave credibility to those declaring their right to the city against 

the development.  The antipathy against the casino could only grow as the stoic presence 

in both communities made an already disliked form of development more repugnant, all 

of which worked to stifle the project and increase the legitimacy of anti-casino activists. 

 Because Foxwoods was largely uninterested in community concerns, reaching out 

to potential supporters or garnering support, the casino was easily and nearly universally 

framed by anti-casino activists in South Philadelphia and Chinatown.  This allowed anti-

casino-activists to declare the right to the city unmolested by internal, neighborhood 

conflicts.  The direction of antipathy by community actors in South Philadelphia and 
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Chinatown was pointed directly at Foxwoods’s bow and Foxwoods did little to steer the 

ship clear of these powerful anti-casino frames.   

 Whether or not this lack of attention to community outreach was even partially 

responsible for Foxwoods’s failure to construct a casino is largely speculation.  Many 

respondents believed that it was an important part of the struggle.  Anti-casino activists 

argued that by framing Foxwoods as an awful development plan, uncontested by other 

community members or even the casino for that matter, they were able to raise enough 

awareness and bring enough attention to the issue which helped delay the scheduled 

opening of the casino.  The reoccurring delays led to Foxwoods investigating locations in 

Chinatown where maybe opposition and infrastructure would be less of an issue.  They 

were wrong about the opposition; they instead kicked a hornets’ nest in the Chinatown 

community.  After the PGCB rejected Foxwoods plan to move to Chinatown, the casino 

was forced to deal with the practical implications of trying to build in a location they had 

already abandoned and where community resistance was fierce.   

 When comparing the actions of SugarHouse with Foxwoods many respondents 

focused their appraisals of what to do and what not to do as a casino attempting to 

develop near urban communities.  SugarHouse represented the model of an organization 

with a clear strategy while Foxwoods seemed to make mistake after mistake.  This 

respondent a FACT member summarized the situation that many believed Foxwoods had 

created for itself: 

 I think Foxwoods made a couple of bad moves.  One, they didn’t make any effort 
 to reach out to the community…All of a sudden Foxwoods after all that said, 
 we are going to the Market East site, the Gallery site.  I thought, wow you just 
 made a u-turn when you were closing in on the finish line…Then they decided 
 they were going back [to the South Philadelphia site] and I think that really hurt 
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 them. The financial situation of the Foxwoods tribe… It was a combination of 
 things.  (Interview: March 3rd 2011). 
 
As the respondent explained Foxwoods was all over the place, literally.  The combination 

described by this respondent was the lack of community outreach or even an 

acknowledgment that the casino could have impacts that would require some attention; 

the indecisive approach to development in terms of which location would be best; making 

no attempt to change the narrative around the casino that anti-casino activists had framed.   

 The final nail in the coffin for Foxwoods came with the economic downturn in 

2008.  The Foxwoods franchise in Connecticut began to suffer financially and slowly the 

tribe and the investors lost their grip on Philadelphia.  This was another near universal 

explanation offered to explain why Foxwoods was never built in Philadelphia.  After 

years of delays and costs associated with construction, fees and taxes, along with strong 

community resistance, Foxwoods was unable move forward with the construction of the 

casino.   

 The comedy of this situation for Foxwoods is that SugarHouse faced similar 

issues in terms of neighborhood resistance and financial burdens but they played the 

game differently.  They stayed the course on their location and importantly they spent 

years cultivating relationships in the Fishtown community.  This outreach culminated in 

the signing of the Community Benefits Agreement.  Foxwoods on the other hand failed in 

these efforts which only aided anti-casino activists to delay development until the 

financial meltdown closed the door on Foxwoods ambitions. 

    Framing Foxwoods: NIMBY and/or Destructive Development 

 Foxwoods was not a well received casino plan in any community or location it 

was proposed.  Even pro-casino advocates in Fishtown and some local politicians who 
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supported casino construction now agree that one casino is enough and that Foxwoods 

was really not a good addition for Philadelphia.  Such conclusions have been argued 

since 2006 by anti-casino activists in South Philadelphia and later in Chinatown.  While 

both locations fought to prevent the construction of Foxwoods, framing the reasons why 

the casino would be a negative addition, each community based their frames on very 

specific place-based and cultural perspectives.   

 In South Philadelphia anti-casino frames reflected a general dislike of the location 

of the casino.  In many ways it seemed, and as much was suggested by some respondents, 

that if the casino was simply located someplace else then many in South Philadelphia 

would never have become anti-casino activists in the first place.  But the plan to put 

Foxwoods so close to upper income neighborhoods generated intense community 

resistance.  While I am not suggesting that the framing of antipathy towards Foxwoods 

was insincere for anti-casino activists in South Philadelphia, I am suggesting that much of 

the hostility to the casino plan had to do with it being located in an already dense 

shopping district, and adjacent to people’s homes.  The proximity of Foxwoods pushed 

many in South Philadelphia over a tipping point where their outrage became salient only 

because they would be directly affected. 

 Gentrification united the frames between newer residents of Fishtown with South 

Philadelphia.  In this case, people who have benefited from urban renewal and 

gentrification were the most resistant to casino development.  If it had been some other 

form of development it might not have gotten as much of a response, especially as much 

of a negative response.  This shows how gentrification changes the power of a place to 

reject certain forms of development. 
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 Uneven development is the manifestation of class inequality played out in a 

spatial dimension.  Upper class groups have more choice in where they live and have 

more power over what is built proximal to their homes.  We do not expect to see waste 

facility centers, landfills, prisons, or other undesirable projects built in wealthy 

communities.  Instead, those projects are built away from upper class areas, more often 

proximal to communities where people are less mobile or have less power to stop those 

types of development.  Building a casino near Society Hill or Queen Village was viewed 

as absurd because “those people” who are more affluent do not tolerate that kind of 

development near their homes.  This sense of spatial entitlement of upper class residents 

was a reoccurring theme regarding casino development, especially in South Philadelphia.  

A casino could deteriorate the neighborhood, a casino could bring more traffic problems, 

and a casino could bring unsavory people back to the community.  All of which translated 

into a powerful NIMBY response to casino development in South Philadelphia. 

 For many anti-casino activists in South Philadelphia spatial entitlement was the 

source for expressing their right to the city.  Anti-casino activism in South Philadelphia 

was largely driven by a sense that a casino should not be built there.  If it were built 

somewhere else then it was suggested that much of the outrage would have been 

nonexistent.  The right to the city was about defending the exchange-value and use-value 

of the community under these circumstances.  It was not about the righteousness of the 

cause, it was about defending the community from development that was perceived to 

deteriorate the community financially and socially. 

 On the other hand Chinatown, a small ethnic enclave in a city where Asians are a 

fraction of the population, the right to the city was a declaration for survival.  Chinatown 
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is a community that has literally defended its right and claim to existence in the face of 

developmental plans that would wipe it off the map.  During interviews for this research, 

people who lived, worked or defended Chinatown spoke about casino development with 

a different sense of urgency than other anti-casino activists.  They used phrases and 

expressions defending their “right” to live there, their “right” to be recognized as a 

legitimate neighborhood, their “right” to challenge development that could threaten the 

community.   

 Anti-casino activists in Chinatown offered the purist expression of the right to the 

city as Lefebvre presented it.  While the use-value was always tied to the perceived 

exchange-value either gained or lost in Fishtown and South Philadelphia, the right to the 

city in Chinatown was exclusively a defense of the use-value of the community.  The 

casino was perceived as another attempt to develop Chinatown out of existence while 

targeting their community for gambling addicts.  When Chinatown protested the proposal 

to locate Foxwoods in their community they were articulating their right to not be trod 

upon, their right to not be targeted for exploitation and their right to exist.            

Conclusion 

  Only in the case of Chinatown was the right to the city defended without 

contradiction.  Chinatown is a tiny ethnic enclave surrounded by massive downtown 

development.  From the perspective of the community the casino was another attempt to 

wipe Chinatown off the map of Philadelphia.  It was defended with zeal by a community 

fighting for its own survival.   

 Of all communities fighting against casino development, Chinatown had the most 

authentic claim to the right to the city.  The place-based history and experiences of the 
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residents of Chinatown was the source of their collective reaction to the proposal to build 

a casino in their community.  Their a priori power to declare the right to the city 

successfully came from past experiences with similar struggles over development and a 

broad consensus over community needs. 

 For South Philadelphia the consensus regarding Foxwoods was largely derived 

from class-based antipathy to the casino’s proximity to the communities.  Throughout 

this research a consistent theme emerged, upper class individuals in gentrifying or 

gentrified communities do not like casinos in their backyards.  For the communities of 

South Philadelphia who fought against Foxwoods this class based appraisal of place and 

the entitlement felt for that space was enough to ignite a fire of outrage against casino 

development.  This passionate expression of community outrage generated a cohesive 

declaration for the right to the city that was never successfully challenged as had been the 

case in Fishtown.   

 While class-based, community-based and ethnic-based consensus were the 

bulwarks of the a priori power for South Philadelphia and Chinatown to declare the right 

to the city it did not hurt the chances of these community actors that Foxwoods misplayed 

their hand.  Respondents reported that Foxwoods was aloof, uninterested in community 

issues, disorganized and impractical all the while drunk with hubris over the belief that 

casino construction was inevitable.  In this way Foxwoods underestimated their 

community opponents and neglected any potential allies.  In a competition for control 

over spatial production, misplaying the game and underestimating your opponents can 

provide an advantage to the underdogs.  There was a very general belief among many 

respondents that that is just what Foxwoods did.                  
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 Both South Philadelphia and Chinatown fought against the casino project but the 

intensity of the anti-casino sentiment was tied to the proximity of the casino to each 

community.  South Philadelphia fought most intensely against Foxwoods when it was 

scheduled to be built on Columbus Blvd.  Then, when the proposed site of Foxwoods was 

moved to Market East in Chinatown, members of the Chinatown community quickly 

organized against the proposal while community opposition in South Philadelphia waned.  

This was a reoccurring theme regarding casino development in Philadelphia.  Groups like 

Casino Free Philadelphia struggled to frame casinos as a problem for the entire city of 

Philadelphia while each neighborhood, including Fishtown, fought for their own turf.                      

 Although organizations like Casino Free Philadelphia attempted to frame casino 

development as a citywide issue, this research shows that the right to the city is often a 

NIMBY frame.  Bridges were built to some degree by anti-casino activists between 

casino locations but the most intense expression of outrage was reserved for communities 

where the threat of a casino in their backyard was impending.    

 Generally, the people involved with the struggle over casino development were 

the people living in the communities where the casinos were planned for development.  It 

never really became a citywide issue.  Casino Free Philadelphia had some activists and 

volunteers from other parts of the city but these were exceptions to the rule.  As an 

expression of outrage over casino development the right to the city was very much a 

community specific outrage.  The struggle against casino development played out in the 

three communities where casinos were scheduled for construction while the remainder of 

Philadelphia residents largely stayed out of the fight.                 
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 While the struggle against casino construction was community specific, the 

involvement of some community members led to the development of broader 

perspectives on casino development.  Considering the social justice frames utilized by 

anti-casino activists it became clear to me that many who would eventually become 

enraged over predatory gambling were not initially drawn to the opposition by this 

position.  Instead, anger over the location of the casino was crystallized with further 

information on the destruction caused by gambling addiction.  As many anti-casino 

activists rallied around the prevention of casino development they learned more about 

what they came to view as the insidious practices of predatory gambling, but what 

brought many of them into the dispute was the perceived threat to the social and the 

underlying economic well being of their community. 

 The learning that took place by anti-casino activists over the potential destruction 

caused by casinos illustrates the ways in which the expression of the right to the city, 

however NIMBY in its initial framing, has the potential to transcend local issues to 

national issues.  While anti-casino activists were drawn into the dispute for a variety of 

reasons, the more these people learned about what was perceived as overarching 

government authority, corruption, predatory gambling and addiction, the more casino 

development was perceived as bad public policy everywhere not just in Fishtown, South 

Philadelphia or Chinatown.  What started as a place based perspective for many anti-

casino activists transformed into an issue of national concern.  Casino development was 

no longer exclusively considered bad public policy for Philadelphia but was considered 

bad policy everywhere.  In this way the right to the city may germinate as an expression 

of localized citizen power, and then grow into a forest of broad based social action.  The 
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issue of casino development provides fertile soil for this process as state-driven casino 

development proliferates all over the country in a variety of locales. 
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CHAPTER 6: 
SOCIAL CAPITAL AND COMMUNITY POWER IN FISHTOWN 

 
 

Introduction 

 Of the two casinos slated for Philadelphia only one was successfully built.  The 

SugarHouse Casino opened in September of 2010, four years after the decision by the 

PGCB to award the license.  During that time, members of the Fishtown community 

engaged in what many describe as a bitter struggle between pro- and anti-casino 

residents.  The focus of this chapter is on the role of long-time residents and Fishtown 

Action (FACT) in this struggle.   

 This chapter deals with how the power of social capital may influence urban 

development.  It was argued that one of the most significant reasons why SugarHouse 

eventually built a casino in Fishtown was due to the support of many long-time residents 

of Fishtown.  Led by FACT, many long-time residents of Fishtown actively engaged in 

support, advocacy and negotiations with SugarHouse.  This helped to legitimize 

SugarHouse in the community.  The cooperation between FACT and SugarHouse was 

reciprocal as SugarHouse actively engaged with FACT and pro-casino members of the 

community.   

 This connection between the casino and pro-casino members of the community 

led negotiations resulting in the creation of the Community Benefits Agreement.  In this 

agreement the communities surrounding the casino were awarded one million dollars 

annually by the SugarHouse Casino for use on community revitalization, support for 

local organizations, parks and recreation.  The money is given to the Penn Treaty Special 
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Services District which is in charge of allotting the funds to various community members, 

businesses and organizations through a grant application process. 

 FACT and SugarHouse became partners in the effort to legitimize the casino in 

Fishtown against the anti-casino position of many newer residents to the community.  

What FACT was able to bring as a resource in this effort was strong social capital ties 

with many other long-time residents of the community.  This resource became the fuel 

from which FACT was able to generate support for the casino with other long-time 

residents of the community.  It also became the leverage for FACT’s negotiating with 

SugarHouse for the Community Benefits Agreement. 

 By highlighting the power created by FACT through its strong associational ties, 

this chapter contributes to discussions over the role of social capital on urban 

development and change.  Specifically, the work of Richard Florida in which he argues 

that weak social capital is one of many necessary conditions cities and communities must 

create in order to be competitive.  This research suggests that contrary to Florida’s 

evaluation, social capital exhibited by strong associational ties can be a source of power 

for communities to enact urban spatial transformation. 

 This chapter has several parts.  First, I review Richard Florida’s evaluation of 

weak social capital as being crucial for creating the conditions for his creative class to be 

the drivers of urban change and development.  The second section discusses how FACT 

first organized, how they used their social capital to generate support for Sugarhouse, 

how this resource aided in the negotiations of the Community Benefits Agreement and 

how social capital continues to be a source of power for FACT’s continued community 

efforts in Fishtown.  The third section is a discussion of Florida’s negative evaluation of 



206 

 

strong social capital and explains why and how strong social capital was important for 

long-time members of the Fishtown community.  Here I discuss the place-based 

dimension of the strong community ties utilized by members of FACT and how this 

resource was translated into power for FACT and pro-casino advocates in Fishtown.  The 

final section concludes the analysis on the importance of strong social capital for shaping 

urban developmental outcomes.  I suggest that strong social capital can be a resource for 

any group with place-based connections to have potential power over urban change and 

development.                   

The Creative Class and the Emphasis on Weak Ties 

 In The Rise of the Creative Class (2002) Richard Florida argues that economic 

growth and development of America’s thriving cities is now driven by the creative 

energy and knowledge production of a new class of people, the creative class.  According 

to Florida these people are the drivers of economic and social vitality of cities on the rise.  

Ethnically and socially diverse, highly educated and readily mobile, the voluntary 

presence of the creative class is Florida’s key to understanding why cities like Austin, 

Texas grow and places like Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania remain stagnant.   

 In his work, Florida takes a swipe at theories which valorize strong social capital 

(Coleman 1988; Portes 1998; Putnam 2000).  Social capital accounts for the beneficial 

resources derived through networks of association built on trust and reciprocity 

(Bourdieu 1992; Putnam 2000; Lin 2001; Newton 2001; Paxton 1999; 2002).  Florida 

specifically takes issue with the importance of social capital that is revered in the work of 

Robert Putnam (1995; 2000; 2003).  According to Putnam (2000) strong networks of 
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association are in decline around America and this can be correlated with a number of 

negative outcomes.   

 For Putnam the strong bonds created through community ties are an important 

feature for a healthy America.  These bonds, dependent on mutual trust and reciprocity, 

are a necessary feature for maintaining strong communities.  People who have strong 

connections based on trust and shared experiences are more inclined to help one another 

in a variety of ways for instance by providing emotional and financial support in times of 

need, exchanging services and favors, and sharing valuable  information related to civic 

engagement and occupational opportunities.  For Putnam, strong social capital is the glue 

which holds communities together.  It is built and maintained through continuous 

interaction and “neighborliness” between community members and collectively shared as 

a resource.  The strong social networks are a both a resource for those sharing these 

networks and provide ballast for communities which may lack in economic resources or 

political capital.         

 Florida disagrees with Putnam’s assessment regarding the importance of strong 

social capital networks.  For Florida strong community bonds restrict access to new 

approaches to development, people and creative energy.  Instead, pulling from Mark 

Granovetter’s (1973) ‘strength of weak ties’ thesis, Florida suggests that many weak 

networks of association are preferable for cities.  Instead of social capital predicated on 

“bonding” between like individuals, areas with many networks that “bridge” between 

diverse groups of people provide access to far more resources.  It is in this nexus of many 

diverse networks based on weak associations that the creative class thrives.  The power of 

the creative class to transform urban space requires communities where the associational 
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ties are flexible and diverse.  Strong ties inhibit access to new people and ideas and 

according to Florida are partly responsible for the social, economic and developmental 

stagnation apparent in many ailing cities.    

 Florida argues that the creative class are highly sought after by companies, 

universities, non-profits and other employers.  But in the 21st Century of 

telecommunication and rapid global transmission of information the creative class is less 

fixed in space than previous cohorts of American workers.  The creative class can live 

anywhere according to Florida and the key for cities is to attract these types of creative 

professionals.  Then, the logic suggests, business and innovation will both follow the 

talent and spring forth from said talent pool.  He dismisses a multitude of attempts by 

cities both through supply-side initiatives to attract employers by offering business 

subsidies and tax breaks as well as strategies of building stadiums and conventions 

centers as fruitless for urban development and growth.  Now, according to Florida, the 

key for cities in the 21st Century is to attract the talent and consumer energy of the 

creative class and growth and development will follow for America’s struggling cities. 

 In order for cities to attract the energy of creative professionals they have to be or 

become bastions of technology, tolerance and talent.  Cities with excellent technological 

infrastructures with groups of diverse, talented and interesting people are places the 

creative class want and choose to live.  Therefore it is urgent that cities trapped in a 

parochial condition of what Florida views as a bygone era of tight-knit localized 

communities transform into habitats for the consumer, professional and lifestyle demands 

of the creative class.  To do otherwise is atavistic and problematic.     
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 Florida explains that the potential for cities to attract creative professionals is 

based on those places variable potential for incursions of diverse people and 

development.  He argues that places that are tightly-knit in terms of place identity will be 

reticent to change in terms of people, development and community.  Instead, fitting with 

the necessary condition of tolerant places, cities and communities must be open to change 

and accepting of new people.  The kinship or community bonds that hold some 

neighborhoods together can also serve to prevent this transformation.  Close-knit social 

ties are rendered parochial and are anti-creative.      

 Implied in Florida’s work is that communities with strong social capital resources 

and close community ties lack the necessary features to attract creative talent and are 

therefore not ideal in this day and age.  They are powerless in the face of inevitable 

change.  Such communities stifle new development and are barriers to alternative visions 

of economic and community prosperity.  In essence, they are not places where power 

over urban development and growth reside.  Strong social capital is bad for urban growth 

because it promotes isolationism, stagnation and stifles change while weak social capital 

is good because it is precisely the environment most welcoming and comfortable for the 

creative class who now drive many urban renaissances.                          

 What is ignored by Florida’s analysis is the potential for strong social capital to 

become an important factor for explaining neighborhood transformation.  His suggestion 

is that places with strong associational bonds are tepid pools of stagnation, unchanging 

and atavistic.  The people in such places are not actors on the stage of urban development 

and transformation.  It is the creative class bound by weak community ties that drive 

cities forward.  Those cities and communities with strong networks and high levels of 
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place-based attachment are stuck in neutral.  While waxing reminiscent of the times when 

American cities thrived by places of tight community association, Florida suggests that 

these places now lack the potential power to be part of a new age of urban growth and 

development.   

 The casino struggle in Fishtown provides an interesting critique of Florida’s 

theoretical appraisal of strong social capital.  In Fishtown the social capital of long-time 

residents was a key component contributing to the successes achieved by both 

SugarHouse and long-time residents.  The casino was able to use the social capital of 

long-time residents as an avenue for explaining the positive benefits the casino could 

bring the community.  In this way the casino was able to transform the negative narrative 

around casino development, a narrative that anti-casino activists sought to promote, and 

repackage the casino as an organization that would become a partner with the 

community.  This strategy helped SugarHouse gain legitimacy in Fishtown in spite of 

newer residents who fiercely opposed the development.  

 Casino development runs counter to the aims laid out by Florida that cities should 

follow if they are to become economically prosperous.  A casino is not the type of 

development that attracts the creative class.  Florida argues that cities must produce 

spaces that are hotbeds of technology, tolerance and talent.  He argues that development 

plans intended to increase tax revenue or increase tourism does little to entice creative 

individuals to cities.  In the case of Fishtown, the activation of power by means of social 

capital resources by long-time residents is what cities should avoid.  The demands of 

tight-knit parochial communities are counterproductive in Florida’s evaluation because 

they represent the wants, needs and demands of none creative people.          
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  Long-time residents leveraged their strong community bonds against the casino 

believing that the casino required their aide in order to successfully develop.  This 

leverage led to the drafting of a Community Benefits Agreement which was believed to 

have been unattainable without the interaction between FACT and SugarHouse.  By 

organizing community members through networks of association in support of the casino 

FACT was able to become a power broker in Fishtown.  From this position of strength 

FACT was able to negotiate with the casino and draft the Community Benefits 

Agreement.     

 FACT was created to advocate for casino development and negotiate with the 

casino the terms of the Community Benefits Agreement.  But after the development of 

the casino and the drafting of the Community Benefits Agreement, FACT did not 

disband.  Instead, FACT continues to be a presence in Fishtown even after the casino has 

been up and running.  More than just a pro-casino organization, FACT is now active in 

many community affairs, along with the Fishtown Neighbors Association which a 

number of FACT members were responsible for forming.  The social capital of long-time 

residents, at one time used almost exclusively to promote and negotiate with the casino, 

has been transferred into an active community organization which deals with many 

different affairs important to Fishtown.      

 The social capital of long-time residents was a source of power and community 

transformation from the perspective of long-time residents of Fishtown.  Contrary to 

Richard Florida, the tight-knit networks of association became an important plot device 

in the story of casino development in Fishtown.  It became an avenue for successful new 

development to occur and for community members to be included in the benefits.  It also 
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continues to influence community involvement for members of FACT who have added to 

the community organizations present in Fishtown. 

The Strength of Strong Ties Revisited:  Social Capital and the Organization of 

Casino Support 

Fishtown Action 

 Fishtown Action (FACT) formed as a response to the already mobilizing anti-

casino movement in both the city and in Fishtown.  With the selection of the SugarHouse 

site in Fishtown came a wave of hostility and resentment between neighbors over the 

issue of casino development and what it could or would do to or for the community, 

depending on the position.  FACT was largely represented by long-time members of the 

Fishtown community.  They framed the casino as a positive addition to the community 

and worked aggressively to spread the word around Fishtown concerning the positive 

benefits that could be realized if the community worked and negotiated with SugarHouse. 

 Even before SugarHouse was selected by the PGCB from the five petitions made 

by casino operators to develop a gaming facility in Philadelphia there was unease in 

Fishtown over the possibility of a casino being located in the community.  Many 

residents attended meetings held by the Fishtown Neighbors Association (FNA) to 

discuss the casino issue.  When SugarHouse was awarded the license in 2006 to build and 

operate a casino in Fishtown the relative trickle of attendance at FNA meetings became a 

flood.  Newer residents of the community were especially active as a result and the 

overall tone at FNA meetings became anti-casino.  This trend pushed some long-time 

Fishtown residents, some of whom were founding members of the FNA, to organize 

FACT to combat the growing anti-casino narrative present at these public gatherings.  



213 

 

The following respondent, a long-time Fishtown resident and FACT member explained 

this situation: 

 When the people who were attending the meetings were making statements, 
 bringing subjects to the meeting to discuss, they said the casino was off the 
 board…This is supposed to be a place where we can bring out ideas, thoughts, 
 suggestions and what happened was they simply would not hear the discussion of 
 the casino.  That’s what happened…When FACT was created it was a direct 
 result of not being able to entertain conversations in the community atmosphere.  
 We just said that’s it, we aren’t going to attend these meetings when we aren’t 
 able to talk about the casino, not to have our voice here…FACT arose out of FNA 
 not being able to discuss casino.  That’s the honest statement.  (Interview: March 
 29th 2011). 
 
According to this respondent there was little enthusiasm for discussing the potential pros 

of casino development at FNA meetings.  Instead, many long-time residents who wanted 

to discuss the casino issue and the potential positive benefits believed they had been 

usurped by newer residents who were largely anti-casino.  This feeling of expulsion from 

the FNA was something a number of respondents reported.   

 Out of this new experience of isolation from the FNA, long-time residents, who 

were interested in the benefits the casino could provide, pushed forward and organized 

FACT.  From the perspective of these individuals, the casino was something that could 

provide positive benefits for many people in Fishtown and other surrounding 

communities.  Job creation was a crucial benefit that long-time residents believed 

possible.  Also, the potential for the casino to pay the community money for hosting the 

casino was an urgent demand.  The following respondent explained how guaranteeing 

these two benefits became a major priority for FACT members and others in the 

community:   

 We got a list from the community…back then what we would do is at every 
 meeting we’d say, “What do you want?  What are our priorities here?  What do 
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 we want from them?”  Number one jobs…money.  I guess they were both number 
 one.  (Interview: March 1st 2011).  
 
As the respondent explained the potential to create jobs for residents of Fishtown along 

with monetary benefits directed to the community was something FACT members 

learned were the priorities for other members of the community.  These became the 

primary aims for pro-casino advocates in Fishtown.  They were believed to be realistic 

goals that could be obtained if only enough people were willing to negotiate with the 

casino. 

 For FACT members it wasn’t just that they were interested in the benefits the 

casino could bring, it was their belief that the majority of the community wanted to see 

the casino developed.   They felt that anti-casino activists were not interested in what they 

had to say.  It was widely suggested by respondents that anti-casino mobilization was 

quicker to the draw.  Casino Free Philadelphia had organizers experienced and savvy in 

activism, fluent in the articulation of an anti-casino narrative.  One of the important 

functions of FACT was to respond to the anti-casino narrative.  The following 

respondent, a FACT member described the point where FACT and casino supporters 

started to shift the narrative away from an anti-casino perspective: 

 What happened when the anti-casino organization really got mobilized, and they 
 tend to be kind of younger, more tech-wise, so they could get people organized 
 quicker, with Facebook or email, the FACT people were more your traditional 
 Fishtown people who were probably, clearly a little less tech savvy and things like 
 that.  So in response to the well developed organizational structure of the anti-
 casino people, ---------,---------- and others got together and formed this 
 organization, broke away from the FNA, because they were very involved in that.  
 So they created an organization, and they invited the community.  I’ll never forget 
 the first meeting.  The basement of Holy Name Church was packed.  Frank 
 DiCicco, Daryl Clark was there.  They were  surprised at the number of people 
 that came out in support.  Because up until that point, the real vocal voice was the 
 anti-casino, “We don’t want it, nobody here wants it” and here they are like, 
 “Wow, look at this basement full of people.”  (Interview: March 3rd 2011). 
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As the respondent explained the inability to talk about pro-casino positions at FNA 

meetings ostracized people who were interested in what the casino could offer.  With the 

formation of FACT came an alternative organization where the pro-casino perspective in 

Fishtown could gain some credibility and leverage.    

 An important distinction between the way anti-casino activists and pro-casino 

advocates viewed the impending casino construction should be clarified.  Anti-casino 

activists believed that with enough effort, organizing and support they could stop the 

casino from being built in Fishtown.  It was an all or nothing game as many anti-casino 

activists, especially members of Casino Free Philadelphia felt that any attempt to 

negotiate with SugarHouse was akin to admitting defeat.   

 When I brought up the possibility for negotiation with the casino anti-casino 

activists quickly dismissed the idea as ludicrous, almost as if I had offended people by 

even suggesting such an option.  FACT members and casino supporters in Fishtown 

viewed the casino as inevitable, as well as desirable.  They argued that the casino was 

going to be built and without their involvement Fishtown would get nothing.  A long-

time Fishtown resident and FACT member explained the urgency to negotiate with 

SugarHouse: 

 We knew that this casino was coming, and we needed to prepare the 
 neighborhood for positive or negative effects…the majority of the community 
 was pro-casino.  It was already passed that we were getting a casino, let’s make it 
 best for the community.  (Interview: March 24th 2011). 
 
 The strength for long-time residents came from many long-time members of the 

community aligned on issues and needs regarding casino development.  Many long-time 

residents viewed the casino as a good and positive form of development and any 
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opportunity to capitalize on the development could be lost if community members did not 

step up and deal with SugarHouse. 

Social Capital and the Building of Pro-Casino Sentiment 

 Many respondents explained that the willingness to bridge the divide between 

casino and community was something both SugarHouse and FACT shared.  This was 

crucial to the development of a long-term relationship between FACT and the casino that 

exists today.  Casino supporters were initially very impressed by the eagerness 

SugarHouse displayed in working with the community.  Unlike Foxwoods which, 

according to most respondents was completely uninterested in community outreach, 

SugarHouse was the opposite.  It was believed by casino supporters that SugarHouse was 

prepared and eager to be involved with the Fishtown community. 

 The willingness of both SugarHouse and FACT to develop a relationship based on 

mutual interest was broadly apparent from respondent statements.  Believing that the 

FNA was no longer a community venue for debate regarding casino development, FACT 

became the lone organized voice of casino support in Fishtown.  The eagerness of FACT 

to bridge the divide between the community and the casino was also welcomed by 

SugarHouse.  Based on respondent statements it was clear that SugarHouse wanted to 

talk with community members regarding concerns over casino development.  As this 

respondent explained various SugarHouse representatives were active in community 

outreach: 

 I believe that is why they [SugarHouse] were successful.  I think that they were 
 willing to talk to the community; they went to people’s living rooms to talk, to 
 plead their case really.  They brought out their drawings.  Bob Sheldon who 
 at the time was the General Manager, the President he came out.  It wasn’t them 
 sending out some guy to talk, it wasn’t them sending out the PR guy, they came 
 themselves.  Greg Carlin came in from Chicago.  They answered questions 
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 and some people would be there and maybe they were opposed to it or were 
 worried about funding, traffic, and gambling addictions. They addressed 
 it…Those are the kinds of things they were able to explain to people.  (Interview: 
 March 1st 2011). 
 
According to the respondent SugarHouse did not patronize the process of community 

outreach by sending low-level public relations personnel.  Instead, major figures 

including SugarHouse CEO Greg Carlin were involved in community outreach.  This 

effort by major members of the SugarHouse Casino was well received by FACT and 

other casino supporters in Fishtown.  This helped legitimize the casino in the eyes of 

many members of the Fishtown community and energized FACT members around the 

pro-casino cause.  It was a sign for FACT members that the community was being 

respected by the casino.  This display of authentic interest in community outreach was 

validation for many pro-casino advocates in Fishtown that they were on the right side of 

the fight and their efforts could accomplish something meaningful. 

 The consideration and respect shown by SugarHouse to members of the Fishtown 

community paid dividends to the casino.  FACT members actively involved their 

neighbors in spreading the word about the positive benefits that the casino would bring to 

Fishtown.  They talked to their friends and neighbors, pulled people together for 

community events and organized drives to support the casino and challenged anti-casino 

activist’s claims about the harms of casino development.  They also utilized funds offered 

by the casino to help with these organizational strategies and directed the money to 

community organizations as an example of the positive benefit of working with the 

casino.  A FACT member and long-time Fishtown resident explained this strategy of 

getting the community behind the casino:                     



218 

 

 Well we had 800 people put red bows on their doors in support of the casino.  
 Um, the highest number for Casino Free [Philadelphia that I heard was when they 
 did their sock puppet theater and that was maybe fifty people…They accused us 
 of being agents for SugarHouse and guess what, yeah we asked them for money.  
 We didn’t ask  them for ourselves or for our group.  Now we’ve gone to Penn 
 Treaty Special Services District for money, but at that time we never asked for 
 our own group, but we asked for our Catholic education, for Fishtown AC 
 [Athletic Center], things like that. We were open about it.  (Interview: March 1st 
 2011). 
 
 As the relationship between FACT and SugarHouse developed it became apparent 

that money was given to FACT to help generate support as a token of good faith to the 

community.  It served as an example of the positive benefits the casino could offer the 

community and they demonstrated this potential with a generosity that was well received 

by casino supporters in Fishtown.  The above respondent explained how FACT was able 

to generate support from the community by funneling money given to them by 

SugarHouse to organizations that many of their friends and neighbors valued.   

 FACT was able to galvanize support around the pro-casino cause in such displays 

as the “ribbon campaign” as it was described by the above respondent when residents put 

red ribbons on their homes to show their support for SugarHouse.  This campaign was as 

much about showing support for the casino as it was about showing the lack of “real” 

community legitimacy by Casino Free Philadelphia and other anti-casino activists in 

Fishtown.  It was a display of numbers meant to overshadow the efforts of the anti-casino 

position in the community.  It was a message to anti-casino folks in Fishtown that they 

were a minority and their claims about the harms of casino development were dubious.   

 These efforts were helping SugarHouse become a legitimate speaker in 

conversations about the future of Fishtown.  This legitimacy came from the social 

connections and the translated activism of long-time residents.  FACT, with the backing 
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and support of the casino continued to push back on the anti-casino narrative that first 

dominated conversations in Fishtown.  A public relations representative for one of 

Philadelphia’s local casinos explained how important this community action was to 

changing the narrative around casino construction in Fishtown:              

 A lot of credit goes to neighbors because they worked very hard to get both the 
 political establishment and the media to see that there is another side to this story.  
 The media only talked about casino Free, the anti’s.  So the neighbors picketed 
 [State Representative] Mike O’Brien’s office, wrote thousands of letters to the 
 Governor.  They made a deal about how they lived here, hundreds who supported 
 the casino.  It helped to put the political establishment on notice, at the end of the 
 day, the politicians recognized that and I think that was very helpful.  (Interview: 
 March 9th 2011). 
 
The actions of FACT pushed the anti-casino perspective, which many casino supporters 

claimed was getting the most media attention, out of the spotlight.  FACT not only 

challenged the legitimacy of anti-casino activist’s claims but made themselves visible to 

both the local political establishment and the media.  This activity by FACT greatly aided 

the process of legitimizing SugarHouse in both Philadelphia and Fishtown. 

 FACT’s ability to organize people around the pro-casino position came from their 

tight-knit social capital within the community.  They knew their neighbors, knew what 

was important to them (because FACT members valued the same things), knew when, 

where and how to talk to their neighbors.  Directing financial resources to the Fishtown 

Athletic Center, the Catholic Church or for little league uniforms was all part of 

appealing to people like themselves.  The ability to get people out for barbeques or events 

hosted by SugarHouse came by word of mouth, by direct conversation, through 

interaction based on many tight interpersonal bonds. 

 The most significant way in which the tight-knit bonds between many members of 

the Fishtown community were used to generate support came through the process of 
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organizing in-home visits by SugarHouse representatives.  This is where the larger 

organizing, petitioning and pro-casino activism first germinated.  Members of FACT 

organized coffee klatches in people’s homes.  At these events, members from 

SugarHouse would be invited to discuss with attendees potential issues and concerns 

residents had about the casino, as well as the positive benefits and logistical steps for 

building and operating the casino.  A FACT member and long-time Fishtown resident 

described how the coffee klatches were organized: 

 We had these things that said the managing people of SugarHouse would be at my 
 house.  If you’d like to hear what they have to say…we called them coffee 
 klatches.  Dick Spraig and his daughter were in --------‘s house.  So you knew 
 who was going to be behind there. Always, always visible.  (Interview: March 
 24th 2011). 
 
Another FACT member and long-time resident likened the klatches to political 

organizing, “If you’re in a political world you have coffee klatches for candidates” 

(Interview: March 29th 2011).  These coffee klatches were informal meetings first in the 

homes of FACT members, then in other casino supporter’s homes where SugarHouse 

could have some face-time with members of the community.  Respondents explained that 

some people came out of curiosity, others with serious questions or concerns which the 

casino representatives were willing to address.  Members of the Fishtown community 

became familiar with the benefits the casino could and was willing to contribute to the 

community.  The casino was not just some abstract corporate entity that one might read 

about in the newspaper, but was a person who answered questions, addressed concerns 

and promised benefits.  

 The informal organizing of the coffee klatches highlights the very important 

threads that bound many long-time residents of Fishtown.  There is something interesting 
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and telling about how FACT garnered support that we can observe from the coffee 

klatches.  First, one needs a good network of people to invite.  Second, one needs people 

who know where to go, feel comfortable going there and are somewhat familiar with the 

people who invited them.  This last point may not be absolutely necessary to attract 

people to a gathering in someone’s home but when it is a place that is familiar then the 

likelihood of attendance is potentially increased.   

 SugarHouse used this resource to get themselves into the neighborhood and 

literally into people’s homes.  This type of interaction had more of a lasting impact 

because it required more work and commitment on the part of those hosting and those 

attending.  But in that same way it has the potential for a larger impact as people who 

were willing to go to the coffee klatches may have been more inclined to get involved or 

at least discuss the issue with others.   

 This FACT member explained the rapid success of these informal gatherings and 

the attention they attracted: 

 So we first had little meetings in people’s homes.  People said, “Yeah, bring them 
 to my house, my neighbors want to hear.”  SugarHouse reps would come out to 
 people’s homes, literally to living rooms and explain their project.  They brought 
 their architectural renderings; they explained what they wanted to do.  The 
 progression of it would be, so forth and so on and that’s how people got the 
 answers that people were looking for.  Literally in peoples living rooms…It 
 was getting so big, people couldn’t have it in their living rooms.  And we were 
 having three meetings a week, it was getting overwhelming.  (Interview: March 
 1st 2011). 
 
The coffee klatches were a way for FACT members to capitalize on their strong social 

capital resources in the community.  What started out as a few gatherings in people’s 

homes quickly took off as more Fishtown residents who were curious, concerned or had 

questions about casino development in their neighborhood attended the gatherings.  Word 
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of mouth was important to this increased interest in the coffee klatches as discussions 

about the casino continued outside of the meetings.   

 It should be noted how casual the klatches were when we consider that they took 

place in the homes of willing hosts.  As people became convinced of the potential goods 

the casino could bring to the community, other neighbors connected by the social capital 

networks of FACT members became involved in this process thus expanding on more 

and more networks between friends and neighbors. 

 Anti-casino activists were acutely aware of the disadvantage they held when 

comparing their organizing potential with the social capital resources of FACT members 

and other long-time Fishtown residents.  The following respondent, an FNA member and 

anti-casino activist in Fishtown explained how tapping into the tight-knit networks of 

long-time Fishtown residents was a huge advantage for the casino: 

 I think the pro [casino] folks have a much tighter sort of personal connection and 
 it is a lot easier to motivate someone if they think they are going to get something 
 out of it.  Be it a job or…The  people that I would run into that were pro-casino 
 were typically older, they either new -------- personally or were tied into that 
 Fishtown old boys club…SugarHouse really tapped into the Fishtown old boys 
 club like they gave money to the Catholic Church…Giving money to the right 
 places…They [SugarHouse] drummed up a lot of support by reaching out through 
 a community of people who talk to each other.  They held meetings in their living 
 rooms and said, “Hey you should support this because there are going to be jobs.” 
 (Interview: April 8th 2011). 
 
Anti-casino activists readily cited the tight-knit networks of association present between 

long-time Fishtown residents as a key for generating more support for the casino in the 

community.  The above respondent suggested that the personal relationships and 

networks of associations between long-time Fishtown residents was used by SugarHouse 

to more effectively sell their message and image of the casino as a partner with the 

community.  In addition, the knowledge of where to funnel financial donations from the 
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casino came from FACT members who knew where such contributions would have the 

greatest resonance within the community.        

 This display of broad-based community support by many long-time residents of 

Fishtown was a powerful force to reckon with and importantly members of FACT new it 

and would use this support to negotiate with SugarHouse.  From their social capital 

networks, FACT with support and cooperation from SugarHouse, was able to generate 

and organize many residents of Fishtown around the pro-casino cause.  This social capital 

resource worked to the advantage of SugarHouse in order to sell their vision of 

casino/Fishtown cooperation and mutual benefit to many residents of the community.   

 But this growing support behind FACT, organized through interpersonal 

relationships and strong bonds of community association was a double edge sword for 

SugarHouse.  In order for the casino to remain a legitimate and positive figure in the 

community they would have to make good on their promises or potentially feel the 

repercussions of the community that had been so important in moving the narrative in the 

casino’s direction.  The support that had grown from the social connections of FACT 

members was then used as leverage to draft the Community Benefits Agreement.          

The Community Benefits Agreement: A Jackpot for Fishtown Action 

 According to FACT members the Community Benefits Agreement would never 

have been negotiated or signed by SugarHouse without their work.  According to this 

perspective there would have been no incentive for SugarHouse to give Fishtown 

anything if not for the efforts of FACT and pro-casino members of the Fishtown 

community.  Additionally, pro-casino advocates in Fishtown believed, especially 

considering the failed attempt by Foxwoods to build a casino that SugarHouse might not 
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exist today without their active participation.  For supporters of SugarHouse in Fishtown 

the Community Benefits Agreement represented a major accomplishment.  When asked 

whether the Community Benefits Agreement would have been signed or any benefits 

given to the community without the work of FACT, this long-time Fishtown resident 

replied, “No.  FACT was absolutely crucial” (Interview: March 29th 2011). 

 The influence FACT now had in the community among casino supporters gave 

them power to negotiate with SugarHouse the drafting of the Community Benefits 

Agreement.  Pulling from the many priorities offered by neighbors, FACT worked with 

the casino over a period of fourteen months to complete the Community Benefits 

Agreement.  SugarHouse funded FACT’s legal representation throughout the process 

although the attorney was chosen by FACT and not the casino.  FACT members 

explained with pride that they were very happy with the final product of their efforts.       

 There are a number of provisions laid out in the Community Benefits Agreement 

that were important priorities for casino supporters (Community Benefits Agreement 

retrieved March 22nd 2012, 

http://ccr.live.communityq.com/etc/20100115casino/documents/2008_benefits.pdf).  The 

two most important of these provisions were the agreements that Fishtown residents 

would be offered employment opportunities at the casino and that the casino would give a 

‘host fee’ to Fishtown and the neighboring communities.  Both of these provisions are 

built into the Community Benefits Agreement.  In the agreement SugarHouse promises to 

prioritize the hiring of local residents for construction jobs and other permanent positions 

at the casino (Pp.9), provide training programs for residents to work at the casino and 

college internship programs to students of the community (Pp. 10).  Along with 

http://ccr.live.communityq.com/etc/20100115casino/documents/2008_benefits.pdf
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employment opportunities SugarHouse agrees to pay an annual sum of one million 

dollars to the Penn Treaty Special Services District which was created as part of the 

Community Benefits Agreement to manage the money (Pp. 3, 5).  This money is paid 

annually over the course of fifteen years after which, “SugarHouse and SSD will 

negotiate in good faith the amount of subsequent Post-Opening Contributions” (Pp. 5).  

After three years and during each subsequent year the rate of this payment is increased 

based on the lowest of the following three percentages, the consumer price index, the 

percentage of SugarHouse’s gross gaming revenue or by 5% and at no point during the 

fifteen year period will this annual contribution exceed 1.5 million dollars (Pp. 6).  

 The Penn Treaty Special Services District was specifically formed as a provision 

of the Community Benefits Agreement and operates as a 501(c)(3) tax exempt 

organization (Pp. 3).  The money given annually by SugarHouse goes to the Penn Treaty 

Special Services District where the funds are then made available to the local 

communities.  Those interested in money for community projects are required to submit a 

grant proposal and then a seven member board awards the funding.  This FACT member 

explained the function of the Penn Treaty Special Services District:                 

 So it [Penn Treaty Special Services District] gets the money from SugarHouse 
 and it’s charged with the responsibility of distributing the money within the 
 neighborhood and also holding SugarHouse accountable with complying with all 
 the things in the agreement.  That’s the function of the SSD.  We do meet with 
 community groups who have specific grant requests, its open to the public, 
 completely transparent.  Our financial statements, checkbook, anyone can go in 
 and say, “I want to know where ever nickel you’ve received and where every 
 nickel was spent.”  It’s right there.  (Interview: March 3rd 2011). 
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 The board members represent the communities that fall within the boundaries of 

the Penn Treaty Special Services District12.  One member each represents Kensington 

South and Old Richmond respectively, two members represent Northern Liberties, and 

three members represent Fishtown.  Within the boundaries of the Special Services 

District residents and organizations may apply for funding.  This money has been used to 

help schools, improve parks, fund arts programs; it has been given to the local Boy 

Scouts troop and libraries among other things13.         

 FACT members reported complete satisfaction with the outcome of the work to 

support SugarHouse as the following respondent explained: 

 I am very happy because guess what, if we had not done that we would have 
 nothing.  That  building would be there, and we would have nothing.  If nobody 
 had gone and met with them, there would be no Community Benefits 
 Agreement…We would not have the commitment to hire from the community.  
 We would not have had the internship programs.  We wouldn’t have the money. 
 (Interview: March 1st 2011). 
 
Casino supporters believed that they obtained a very fair deal out of negotiations with the 

casino and to this day feel that if there are problems or issues they can go and talk to 

casino representatives who will deal with the issues.  The strong social capital of a group 

of long-time Fishtown residents was used to not only generate support for SugarHouse 

but was also important in giving community representatives the necessary leverage to 

negotiate terms that they argue will benefit everyone within the SSD zone, casino 

supporters and opponents alike.   

 But the role of FACT in the community has not diminished in Fishtown, quite the 

contrary.  What started out as a small group of neighbors interested in the possible 

 
12 See APPENDIX B for the boundaries of the Penn Treaty Special Services District. 
13 See www.penntreatyssd.com for a list of grant recipients. 

http://www.penntreatyssd.com/
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benefits of casino development is now a community organization that involves itself with 

many issues important to Fishtown.  The power of the strong social capital that energized 

FACT around the pro-casino campaign is now focused on other matters related to 

Fishtown’s improvement. 

Fishtown Action after the Casino 

 FACT formed as a response to the growing trend of anti-casino activism in 

Fishtown both preceding and following the designation of SugarHouse in Fishtown.  But 

the overall role of FACT has not ended with the successful construction of the casino and 

the Community Benefits Agreement.  FACT continues to work with SugarHouse as they 

charge themselves with “policing” the casino on behalf of the community.  The 

relationship and trust established through fourteen months of negotiations gave FACT 

members clout when dealing with issues that may arise from casino operations.   But 

FACT has grown from being simply a pro-casino group.  They are now a community 

group dealing with different aspects of community development, change and well being 

of Fishtown.  This respondent explained this new function for the organization: 

 Well we are also involved in different things in the community, not just the 
 casino.  We started because of the casino…they’re going to expand, so as they 
 expand we kind of want to keep an eye on them, make sure we keep the pressure 
 on them…last month at our meeting we had the Public Utility Commission and 
 PECO came talking about de-regulation.  We do different things in the 
 community…We are just continuing on…And we’re working with the I-95 
 project; we’ve had… actually back in the beginning we had them out, people from 
 PennDOT, because here they’re doing the construction on I-95…they’re putting 
 in an interchange, and we’re trying to get sound barriers for the community…we 
 don’t have any sound barriers.  So we’re working with PennDOT on that…And 
 trying to keep pressure on them for putting up the sound barriers.  So we’re doing 
 other things that are related.  We meet with the Police; the Captain has come to 
 our meetings.  Keeping an eye on increasing crime, which there’s not.  I had a 
 meeting with them last week (laughter) and he said, “No crime’s actually down.” 
 (Interview: March 1st 2011). 
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As the respondent explained FACT continues to deal with issues and concerns related to 

the casino but the organization has branched out into other areas of community concern.  

The social capital that enabled the successful recruitment of friends and neighbors toward 

a pro-casino position has transcended the casino struggle.  Now FACT sits alongside the 

FNA as another community organization with influence and credibility in the community.   

 The continued relevancy of FACT after the casino has been built and the 

Community Benefits Agreement has been instituted, involves a continuous effort to 

represent the needs of members of Fishtown.  They continue to work with their 

neighbors, addressing the needs of the community as they see them, and as they are 

presented to them by other residents of Fishtown.  A FACT member and long-time 

Fishtown resident explained, FACT is a legitimate community organization that 

represents the exclusive needs of the community:          

 FACT was the neighborhood, the people.  We didn’t bring in west, south or north 
 Philly.  It was  the neighborhood who had had enough.  Now we are passed that, 
 we’re passed the battle to bring the casino.  Now the issues are the community.  
 What we can do to increase and better the community and watchdog the 
 SugarHouse.  We are down there paying attention, listening to complaints in the 
 meetings if there are any.  And there isn’t, there is praise.  (Interview: March 29th 
 2011). 
 
 There was a general divergence over the framing of needs between long-time 

members of Fishtown and newer residents over casino development.  FACT arose as an 

organization that represented both the pro-casino position and in many ways the long-

time resident’s appraisal of what Fishtown needed.  The legitimacy of FACT as an 

organization came from the social capital of FACT members and later, other people who 

supported casino development.  These networks provided the foundation for social action 
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and those same networks continue to operate as a source of energy for this community 

group.   

Discussion 

 In The Rise of the Creative Class Richard Florida (2002) argues that strong social 

capital is a barrier to entry for members of the creative class which both stifles the 

potential power of this class group to instate urban development and growth and produces 

cities and communities stagnant in the rivers of interurban competition.  In place of 

strong associational ties, Florida suggests that for cities and communities to be relevant 

and competitive they must produce environmental webs of loose connections where 

isolated community interests are replaced by broader cultural and consumptive demands 

of the creative class.  In sum, strong social capital is bad because it chases away the 

creative energy of less place-bound individuals.  People who are bound to a community 

or a place often exhibit strong ties and they in turn are an impediment to urban 

development, growth and change.   

 This chapter suggests that Florida’s claim that social capital as an impediment to 

change is overstated.   If a characteristic of the creative class is they congregate in places 

where weak associational bonds are present and thrive from this form of social capital, 

then we can by process of elimination rule out long-time members of Fishtown as 

members of this group.  In the conflict over casino development in Fishtown long-time 

residents used their social capital based on strong bonds of association to generate 

support for the casino and to leverage the casino for many provisions given in the 

Community Benefits Agreement.  They used this resource to become agents over urban 

development in their community   
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 In his scathing critique Jamie Peck (2005) points out that Florida’s logic suggests 

that non-creative urban residents have little to no power over urban development and they 

will be left behind as artifacts of dying cities.  If the creative class are the drivers of urban 

development and growth as Florida suggests, then people who are not members of this 

class group must not be part of the equation.  But long-time members of the Fishtown 

community used their strong ties with their neighbors to generate support for SugarHouse 

and organize others to their cause.  These strong associational networks also became a 

source of power when negotiating with the casino.  Finally, the social capital that enabled 

FACT to gain credibility and leverage in the community continues to be a source of 

power for this group as they tackle other issues important to many members of the 

Fishtown community. 

 Florida asserts that places where weak social capital ties are incumbent attract the 

creative class.  The creative class is comprised of people who primarily maintain weak 

ties and are located in, and attracted to places where others do the same.  The social 

capital utilized by the creative class is very much part of what makes this group different 

from other types of people, namely people who live in places with strong social capital 

ties.  Therefore the social capital of a city or community is connected to a typology of 

people created by Florida.  Different types of people, therefore, have different 

preferences regarding the types of associational networks they engage which influences 

the strength of the social capital created.   

 Inherent to Florida’s typology is the idea that the members of the creative class 

are enthusiastic about development and are the primary force behind urban 

transformations.  On the other hand, non-creative class types, people who have strong 
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social capital ties and live in tight-knit communities, do not contribute to urban 

transformation because they both have less power to influence urban development and 

are intolerant of such changes.   

 My research shows the opposite occurred in Fishtown.  Based on the data 

presented in this chapter and chapter four, it was long-time residents, people who had 

strong social capitals ties with other long-time residents in the community, who were 

enthusiastic for development, change and economic growth.  Long-time residents 

believed that a casino would bring jobs and economic development to their community; a 

community they believed had been left behind by development and growth that had 

occurred elsewhere in the city.  Long-time residents were not only eager to capitalize on 

urban development but were active in profiting from this process.       

 By theorizing a typology of people, Florida states generalizations of behaviors 

that he expects different people to follow.  The creative class has the interest in, and 

power to shape urban development and economic growth while non-creative types have 

little power over urban transformations and are reluctant to endorse change.  This 

research suggests that people are far less predictable than Florida expects.  Newer 

residents who had weaker ties within the community were consequently weaker in their 

ability to mobilize opposition in Fishtown.  They were also decidedly not interested in 

plans for economic development that revolved around the casino because they did not 

believe the casino would provide any benefit for the community, only harm.  Long-time 

residents believed the SugarHouse Casino would kick start economic development in 

Fishtown, something they were eager to see happen.  Not only were long-time residents 

decidedly pro-growth and development but they used their social capital to enable this 
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process.  In doing so, many long-time residents believed they would be tied to the 

economic development created by the casino. 

 Florida’s analysis ties the creative class and their interests to outcomes that 

benefit that group, most notably wealthier communities.  They value communities where 

they can thrive as a distinct class of people.  While Florida believes these beneficial 

outcomes will have broader shared impacts for urban areas, not all people within a city 

may feel this connection.  Perhaps the parochial isolationism Florida targets as 

problematic are actually a reaction to trends in urban development that are not perceived 

by residents of these types of places to be beneficial.  This could explain why long-time 

residents of Fishtown were supportive of the potential economic development the casino 

could bring and why newer residents were opposed.  The casino was perceived by long-

time residents as development that could benefit Fishtown and because of this, was 

eagerly supported.  On the other hand newer residents who had weaker ties to the 

community did not believe they or the community generally, would reap any benefit from 

casino development.     

 Framing different types of urban development often hinges on how people 

perceive themselves tied to the benefits of such transformations.  Florida clearly states 

what the creative class wants from a city and how they are tied to the benefits of urban 

development.  Conversely, he argues that people who live in tight-knit communities are 

powerless and uninterested in the types of development valued by the creative class.  I 

argue instead that more priority should be given to development that benefits people 

other than the creative class.  If people perceive themselves benefiting from development 

and can realize tangible benefits, then even members of communities bound by strong 
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place-based attachments and exhibiting strong social capital will endorse urban 

development and change.        

 The social capital of long-time residents did not inhibit urban development, it 

enabled it.  The activation of strong community ties was a source of power and influence 

for a community.  It does not have to be, as Florida claims a determent to urban 

development and change.  It can be a source of community power which not only 

contributes to different forms of development but can provide opportunity for 

communities to become involved in the process and the outcomes.  

 In a compelling article focusing on place-making as a source for community 

social action, Deborah Martin (2003) explains that, “…for neighborhood-based 

organizations, place provides an important mobilizing discourse and identity for 

collective action, one that can obviate diverse facets of social identity in order to define a 

neighborhood-based polity” (Pp. 730).  The experiences commonly shared by people in 

place can be a source of group identity and shape collective action.  The definitions of 

place-identity and community needs as shared by residents of a community can be a 

platform for organizational activism and social change.  I use Martin’s argument and 

apply it to the creation of social capital suggesting that tight-knit bonds of association are 

not just outcomes of perceived trust and reciprocity but is also based on shared 

experiences in a community, which in turn shapes the perceptions and articulation of 

community needs.  In this way, the experiences, interactions and shared history that 

enable place-making in a community develop into trust and a sense of reciprocal 

interdependence between residents.  These shared interactions, neighborliness if you will, 

are the reservoirs for strong place-based social capital.  In the case of Fishtown, long-time 
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residents shared networks based on both interactions and shared perceptions of who 

Fishtown is and what Fishtown needed.  The definition of Fishtown as a place and the 

inclusion of people as authentic residents was an important way in which casino 

supporters articulated the positive aspects of casino development.  Thus place-based 

social capital is the resource that people derive through associations of trust and 

reciprocity based upon a shared place-based perspective of community identity and 

needs.  Place-making can be a source for defining place identity and needs and the 

potential power to act can come from the networks of association created through a 

shared consensus on such evaluations. 

 Place-based social capital can also be used as a resource to challenge 

development.  If long-time residents had been opposed to casino development and 

directed their social capital resources against the casino then the outcome for the 

community might have been different.  Certainly the support of the community was 

something anti-casino activists hoped to gain in their struggle to stop the casino.  Of the 

three communities where casinos were planned for construction, Fishtown was the only 

community with an active, energized and mobilized group who generated support and 

advocated for a casino.  Fishtown was the only place in Philadelphia where the 

community was truly divided over casino development.  If newer residents and long-time 

residents had been united against the casino then the power of their efforts could have 

yielded different outcomes for Philadelphia.  In such a situation, the social capital utilized 

by SugarHouse to gain legitimacy within the community would be unavailable.  This 

shows how potent a force strong social capital in a community can be.  But it is not 

limited to only actions to stop incursions of people and development as Florida argues.  
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Instead, it is a more dynamic resource which can be used as a source for community 

organizing, activism and power.             

 FACT was a group of long-time residents of Fishtown who utilized their 

associational networks to help the development of the SugarHouse Casino and to benefit 

from the outcomes of that development.  But in this case it was not just that FACT 

members knew other long-time residents.  It was not just that they were connected to 

others in the community.  FACT knew what other people like them wanted and could 

relate to them based on shared perspectives of living in Fishtown longer than many anti-

casino residents of Fishtown.  The articulation of needs including direct money payments 

and jobs resonated with other people in FACT’s social capital networks because they 

were part of a shared experience of living in Fishtown.  In this way the social capital 

wasn’t just the tight-knit variation glorified by Putnam and vilified by Florida, it was a 

form of social capital that can only come from interactions of place-based experiences.  

This can be a source of power for communities. 

 There is a class dimension to be considered as well.  The shared place-based 

experiences for long-time residents were of a working class community.  Newer residents 

did not share this Fishtown experience.  For working class communities, social capital 

created through shared place-based experiences and appraisals of community needs might 

be the most important resource for achieving community goals.  Unable to call upon 

economic resources like middle class communities, working class communities must 

utilize social capital to organize in either support of, or against development that may 

help or hinder a community. 
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 In his recent book, Coming Apart, Charles Murray (2012) argues that one of the 

major problems facing white working class communities across the country has been the 

steady decline in social capital as exhibited by volunteerism and membership in civic 

associations.  Murray, pulling largely from the work of Robert Putnam (2000), developed 

an approximation of a white, working class community he calls Fishtown based on the 

actual community.  Fishtown, in Murray’s view, is the prototypical working class 

community where among other factors, people are less inclined to volunteer in 

community groups and engage in network building with other members.  Contrary to the 

arguments of Charles Murray, my findings show that long-time residents of Fishtown still 

draw from a large social capital reservoir.  For all the lamentation Murray provides for 

the decline in social capital in Fishtown, it was long-time residents who most actively 

drew upon this resource to shape various outcomes for the community.  Reports on the 

decline of Fishtown’s social capital have been greatly exaggerated.    

 The power of FACT’s place-based social capital was also relevant to the 

underlying tensions that surfaced during the community dispute over casino 

development; namely over who has a right to a gentrifying Fishtown.  As discussed in 

chapter four, tensions over gentrification manifested during the casino dispute.  The 

framing of casino development and the articulation of what was good for Fishtown and 

who had authentic claims divided long-time residents who largely supported the casino 

and newer residents who largely opposed the casino project.  This research shows that 

strong social capital networks can be a source of community power to both influence 

urban development, all while resisting the impact of newcomers’ interests.   Strong social 

capital might be just the thing needed to slow down the forces of gentrification and 
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prevent communities from becoming bastions for wealthier groups.  It can be a source of 

community power against the economic power of gentrifiers.  In this way, collective 

community power based on place-based associations can counter the collective economic 

power of wealthier groups.          

 In the case of Fishtown the place-based social capital networks of long-time 

residents triumphed over the economic power of newcomers.  While Florida might argue 

that this is a prime example of the isolationism and powerlessness predominate in 

communities with strong social capital, this chapter shows that it was actually a source of 

power that shaped outcomes for all members of the Fishtown community.  As many 

FACT members explained with vindicated pride, even people they knew who had 

opposed the casino have applied for grants from the Penn Treaty Special Services 

District.  The strong social capital networks were an important source of power that 

contributed to the beneficial outcomes many members of Fishtown recognize.  

Conclusion 

 Richard Florida’s dismal appraisal of places bound by strong community ties is 

used to strengthen his argument for creating living and playground spaces contoured to 

the needs and wants of the creative class.  While this chapter does not attempt to refute 

the importance of attracting these types of creative professionals it argues that there is 

still room for places with strong community bonds in this new age of mobile capital and 

people.  There is still strength to be captured from strong place-based social networks.  

This strength can be used to galvanize support for new and even contentious forms of 

development, as well as a tool for communities to get something meaningful out of new 
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development.  It can also be a source of leverage for communities to have increased input 

in the process of urban transformation.   

 Whether or not newer residents who opposed SugarHouse could be considered 

members of the creative class has not been explored.  But even this group attempted to 

identify the needs and concerns of the Fishtown community based around their collective 

view of what Fishtown is and could be.  But the lack of strong place-based social capital 

networks was clearly a disadvantage to this group.  Anti-casino activists faced a wave of 

competition from an organized, largely working class group.  This contributes to an 

explanation for why the anti-casino campaign was not more successful in shaping the 

outcomes for Fishtown.    
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 CHAPTER 7: 
CONCLUSION 

 
 

Introduction 
 

Undaunted by the stifling 90 degree heat over a 1,000 people stretched along four 

city blocks chanted, “Open the door!  Open the door!”  The long awaited opening of the 

SugarHouse Casino had finally arrived and the excitement and endurance of the patrons 

waiting to enter was fitting on this late September day when summer refused to quit.  The 

spectacle that greeted the anxious crowd was a carnival of pomp and glitz.  Stepping 

down from a white carriage and accompanied by two Vegas-style showgirls both adorned 

in sequin bikinis and feathers, a Benjamin Franklin re-enactor addressed the crowd, 

“I’m here for happiness!”  Delivering an oversized key to an equally oversized padlock 

this local anachronism turned the lock, the doors were flung open and the anxious mob 

rushed inside the casino to test their luck.  In flamboyant juxtaposition to Ben Franklin a 

Mummers string band played “When You’re Smiling” as patrons raced passed security 

to get a seat at a table or a machine. 

 Across the street from the 2,000 space parking lot a small group of protestors 

summoned their energy declaring their campaign to reclaim the Delaware Riverfront by 

closing the casino.  Many of these people have been active for years in the movement to 

stop casino development in Philadelphia.  Their efforts were met with jeers and taunts 

from casino patrons to, “Go Home!” 

Inside, packed with machines, cocktail waitresses, patrons, dealers and pit bosses 

the 45,000 square foot facility was an explosion of light and sound.  Casino patrons now 
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had 1,600 slot machines and 40 table games to play.  The place was a hive of movement 

as waitresses quickly raced to and fro delivering libations to the gamblers.  Police and 

security maintained a watchful eye on the affairs.   In the rear of the facility near the bar, 

an elderly man dressed strangely similar to Michael Jackson circa 1987 danced with a 

middle aged woman as a cover band stuffed into the corner of the facility played a lazy 

rendition of “Big Yellow Taxi.”  The irony floated unnoticed into the air to be quickly 

recycled into the ventilation system. 

-----Transcribed Field Notes:  September 23rd 2010, Opening of the SugarHouse 

Casino in Philadelphia. 

Purpose of the Research 

 The purpose of this research was to investigate the framing of conflict over casino 

development in three communities in Philadelphia; Fishtown, Chinatown and South 

Philadelphia.  Philadelphia residents reacted immediately following the 2006 decision by 

the PGCB to locate two casinos proximal to Philadelphia communities.  Many residents 

of these communities were hostile to the plan to develop casinos near their homes, 

schools, churches and parks.  For these residents, casinos would harm the social and 

economic value of their communities.  However, not all Philadelphia residents were 

opposed to casinos in their community.  Many long-time residents of Fishtown supported 

the casino and were eager to partner with a company they believed would bring benefits 

to their neighborhood.  This dissertation has asked a number of questions.  How did 

different residents frame casino development and how did they translate place-based 

framing strategies into community power?  What contributed to the divergent ways 
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people framed casinos and how did the place-based appraisals of vulnerabilities and 

needs manifest as a declaration of the right to the city?        

 The goal of the research was to investigate community conflicts over casino 

development in Philadelphia.  By doing so, a better understanding of how people, 

organized groups and communities, faced with contentious development, frame the 

production of space and place in order to enact community power.  Focusing on the 

various ways people frame their communities sheds light on social processes operating in 

various places, as well as the potential power to affect proposals and plans made by 

powerful actors. 

 Various approaches were utilized exploring the conflict over casino development 

in Philadelphia.  First, space was considered an important concept of investigation.  

Focusing on the production of casino space shows how power to control development can 

influence the consumptive and lived experiences of various people and communities.  

Casino space transforms the social interaction which takes place in a community, and 

orients people around gambling consumption as a mechanism for capital accumulation.  

The framing of value produced by casino space by different community members shows 

how some stand to benefit from the production of abstract space, while for others the use-

value created through community interaction is more important.   

 Second, place-making and place identity were important factors contributing to 

various ways community members interpreted the value or harm of casino development.  

The ways residents defined their communities and indeed themselves as authentic 

members of communities contributed to various perceptions supporting or opposing 
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casino development.  Additionally, the appraisal of the potential harms and benefits of 

casino development was determined by different evaluations of what a community was 

and what it would be after a casino opened. 

 Finally, the right to the city was explored to understand how communities 

translate place-identity into community power.  Residents of each of the three 

communities declared their right to the city as a way to either defeat casino development 

or, in the case of long-time Fishtown residents, to support the SugarHouse Casino.  The 

right to the city, as a declaration for social change, fits comfortably in scenarios where 

residents fight against the power and influence of the political economy, however, it 

becomes a more cumbersome concept to apply when long-time residents of a community 

are engaged with newer residents in conflicts over contentious development.  The 

variations in the how people articulated their right to the city was based on differences in 

community identity, which is tied to the process of community place-making.        

 This chapter has several parts.  The first part is a discussion of the research 

process and methods used in this dissertation.  The second part discusses the major 

research findings and implications.  The third part is a discussion of the challenges I 

encountered during the research process.  In the fourth section I discuss future research 

that should be conducted to further our understanding of community impacts and process 

involved with the production of casino space.  In the final section I conclude the 

dissertation with thoughts on the right to the city and casino development.      
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Research Process 

 I conducted an extensive review of the local Philadelphia media reporting on 

casino development, attended Casino Free Philadelphia actions, as well as town hall 

meetings, made many visits to the Sugarhouse Casino and conducted twenty-nine semi-

structured one-on-one interviews with various people involved with casino development 

in Philadelphia.  The interviews with local and state-level political officials, anti-casino 

activists and community members provided the most informative data for this 

dissertation.  These interviews provided direct responses from many people involved 

with, and directly affected by the various proposals to develop casinos in Philadelphia.  

From the data, I was able to assemble an investigation of casinos, urban development, 

community conflict and power, and strategies utilized by community members to achieve 

various outcomes.  

 I utilized constructivist grounded theory methodology in this research.  This 

approach stresses that data collection and analysis happen concurrently during the 

research investigation.  As opposed to theory testing, grounded theory stresses the role of 

the researcher in interpreting respondent narratives with the aim of generating theory.  

The goal of this approach is to allow concepts and categories to arise from the research 

process and generate theory from a concurrent process of data collection and analysis.   

 I began my research with an extensive analysis of the local Philadelphia media.  

As I read newspaper articles, I coded themes and people in terms of their relevancy to 

casino development in Pennsylvania and Philadelphia.  This provided the starting point of 

the research as various actors and issues were made visible through the media analysis.  
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These themes and issues then directed the line of inquiry during interviews with 

respondents.  As interviews were conducted, concepts and categories were coded.  I 

adjusted my line of inquiry as new concepts and categories arose during the data 

collection process.  As the research proceeded, respondent narratives exposed the main 

issues discussed in this dissertation which were explored further during successive 

interviews until all concepts and categories were completely fleshed out.       

Major Research Findings and Implications 

• Gentrification was an important factor explaining the division between anti-

casino and pro-casino support in Fishtown. 

 The relationship to the process of gentrification, either as newer resident or long-

time members of the community, was important for understanding how the two sides 

framed casino development.  I find that Fishtown was divided between many long-time 

residents who supported the SugarHouse Casino and many newer residents who opposed 

casino development.  Long-time residents framed the casino as an opportunity to improve 

the community through the creation of jobs, economic development and direct financial 

contributions from the casino.  For them, the casino was an opportunity to rescue 

Fishtown from industrial decline that they believed had plagued the community.  For 

newer residents the casino was framed as a harmful addition.  For them, casino 

development would harm the social and economic improvements that occurred in 

Fishtown as it gentrified. 

 The different ways newer residents and long-time residents framed the 

SugarHouse Casino illuminates ambiguous perceptions that gentrifying communities 
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experience toward new development.  Long-time residents of Fishtown experienced 

gentrification as the group facing an influx of newer residents who are in the process of 

changing the community by bringing new consumptive, political and economic demands.  

The impending casino brought forth nascent tensions within the long-time Fishtown 

population over this process.  For them, the casino was framed as development well 

suited for helping long-time residents of the community by providing jobs and financial 

resources.  In this capacity, the casino was viewed as development which would 

strengthen the long-time Fishtown base.  On the other hand, newer residents viewed the 

casino as something that would threaten the positive changes they believed was occurring 

in Fishtown.  Newer residents had a stake in the changes that were occurring with 

gentrification and the casino was perceived as development that would threaten economic 

improvements in the community.  The casino was also something that harshly conflicted 

with newer residents appraisals of what should be part of an up and coming Fishtown.  

Newer residents did not believe that the jobs created by the casino were “good” jobs and 

that could benefit the community and the money given by the casino would do little to 

help Fishtown considering the many negative consequences of casino development they 

believed would follow.  The casino was offensive because it was perceived as unjust, 

unnecessary and unwanted by many newer residents. 

 These findings show that communities experiencing gentrification can be at odds 

over new development in a way that contradicts what we might expect from the 

gentrification literature.  In the case of Fishtown, long-time residents supported new 

development because it was perceived as having value.  The gentrified supported new 

development while gentrifiers opposed this proposal.  This shows that not all new 
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development will be perceived as a continuation of displacement patterns consistent with 

gentrification.  Community members who fear displacement may support new 

development if they believe it will solidify their economic and social position in a 

community.           

• The continued proliferation of casinos in Pennsylvania and across the 

country may increase the likelihood that each casino relies on local gamblers.  

If so, new problems may arise which will offset any value produced by state 

revenue gains.   

 The proliferation of casinos across Pennsylvania, and indeed the country, may 

increase the likelihood that with each new casino an increase in local casino consumption 

may follow.  Here, I engage in a debate between pro and anti-casino respondents over 

what casinos are primarily; destinations which attract people to a region as part of a 

strategy for regional economic growth or little more than an avenue to extract profits 

from local populations by making gambling convenient.  If casinos continue to 

proliferate, the need for people to travel from one region to another to gamble will likely 

diminish.  Instead, consumers will be inclined to gamble at their local casino and focus 

their consumptive spending away from other local businesses.   

 The emphasis on making gambling convenient as a local amenity could contribute 

to increased disinvestment economically and socially for a region.  If this occurs, the 

strategy utilized by many states to legalize casinos can at best provide short term gains of 

increased revenues while contributing to the development of future crises that states and 
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public officials will need to address.  These include regional economic decline through 

the cannibalization of the local economy and increases in gambling addiction.   

• The social capital of long-time residents of Fishtown was a powerful resource 

for generating support for the SugarHouse Casino, for negotiating with the 

casino the terms of the Community Benefits Agreement, and for maintaining 

the continued relevance of FACT as an organization working on behalf of 

Fishtown.  

 The social capital of long-time residents of Fishtown was a resource used to 

influence outcomes for the community.  Richard Florida argues that strong social capital 

ties are a hindrance to urban economic development.  He claims that strong community 

ties are a barrier to entry for newer residents, who as members of Florida’s “creative 

class” are the key to urban transformation.  Places that exhibit strong community ties and 

deeply entrenched place-based histories have little power to effect change for their 

communities.  Instead, Florida argues that places with weak social capital are ideal.  

Places with weak social capital have fewer barriers for entry for members of the creative 

class, who are the agents of urban development and economic growth.      

 My findings largely refute Florida’s assertion that places with strong social capital 

are locations of people powerless to affect urban development.  Long-time residents of 

Fishtown used their strong social capital to generate support for the SugarHouse Casino 

within the community and as leverage to negotiate the terms of a Community Benefits 

Agreement.  Long-time residents who supported the casino founded Fishtown Action 

(FACT) to represent the pro-casino position in Fishtown.  These long-time residents used 
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their interpersonal connections with other long-time members of the community to 

organize support for the casino.  After gaining significant community support on behalf 

of the casino, the social capital of long-time residents was used as leverage during the 

negotiations for the Community Benefits Agreement.  Through the Community Benefits 

Agreement, tangible benefits including jobs and financial payments to the community 

were realized.  In this way, social capital was translated into real community benefits.  

After the casino was built, FACT continued to work on behalf of Fishtown, channeling 

social capital resources to new community tasks.  In this way, the social capital used as a 

resource to generate community support for SugarHouse continued to be used as a source 

of power to influence other issues related to community improvements. 

 These findings show the power and influence over urban development a 

community may achieve by utilizing social capital resources.  The tight-knit connections 

based on a shared sense of trust and mutual reciprocity, development over time, can be a 

powerful resource.  Far from a hindrance to urban development and economic growth, a 

community’s social capital may be a tool for urban development that addresses the needs, 

wants and vulnerabilities of communities.                                 

• Place-making, place-identity and shared place-based histories shaped the 

framing of the right to the city and casino development. 

 Place-identity shaped the different ways communities in Philadelphia facing 

casino development framed their right to the city.  Class, ethnicity and the relationship to 

the process of gentrification contributed to the different ways residents of the three 

communities framed the needs and vulnerabilities of their communities, as well as the 
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potential benefits or harms of casino development.  The place-based identities of various 

community members influenced the framing of support or opposition to casino 

development. 

 Residents of both South Philadelphia and Chinatown were largely hostile to plans 

to develop the Foxwoods Casino in their communities.  But the framing of the right to the 

city varied between these two places.  In South Philadelphia many residents framed the 

casino similarly to newer residents of Fishtown arguing that the casino would decrease 

property values, increase traffic and crime, and spawn gambling addiction.  Much of the 

area in south Philadelphia had long been gentrified and the perspectives on community 

harms resembled those of newer residents of Fishtown.   

 Chinatown also fought to prevent the Foxwoods Casino when it was briefly 

planned for development in downtown Philadelphia.  However, unlike anti-casino 

residents of South Philadelphia and Fishtown, Chinatown residents framed the casino 

much differently.  For them, any attempt to develop Chinatown would displace 

Chinatown residents.  This was a community who believed that they were under constant 

threat of being displaced by downtown development efforts.  It had already happened, 

beginning with the development of the Vine Street expressway in the 1950’s and the 

more recent construction and expansion of the Philadelphia Convention Center.  In this 

way, all new development proposed by outside forces, including casinos was viewed with 

fear and hostility. 

 Chinatown residents also framed the dire effects of gambling addiction differently 

from other anti-casino actors.  When anti-casino activists and residents of South 
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Philadelphia framed the problems of gambling addiction, the frames were oriented 

around a perception that addiction happens to other people.  Chinatown residents argued 

that gambling addiction is already a problem for their community due to a cultural 

predisposition to gamble.  For them, having a casino built in their community was the 

crassest form of cultural exploitation.  They believed that they were being targeted as 

desirable customers because they were more likely to gamble compulsively.  For 

residents of Chinatown, gambling addiction was framed as something that happens to 

“us” and not some abstract group of potential problematic gamblers. 

 These findings suggest that place-making by residents is tied to perceptions, 

whether positive or negative, of casino development.  The framing of anti-casino 

sentiment was largely tied to views about how a casino would bring down a community 

by threatening the positive social and economic changes that either had occurred or were 

in the process of happening.  In the case of Chinatown, the casino was viewed as an 

assault on the community targeting them for both spatial displacement and cultural 

exploitation.  In both these examples the members of the communities defined 

themselves and their neighborhoods as vulnerable against casino development.  This 

shared sense of vulnerability was important for mobilizing efforts to stop casino 

development.  Only in the case of long-time members of Fishtown were place-based 

identities and shared community history used to describe vulnerabilities that could be 

alleviated by casino development.   
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• The right to the city was not a useful concept to apply to all of the 

communities in Philadelphia where casino development was planned or 

occurred.    

 I find that the right to the city is a difficult concept to apply.  For Lefebvre, the 

right to the city is about defending the use-value of urban space.  Protecting, let alone 

maximizing, the exchange-value of urban space was not part of Lefebvre’s revolutionary 

intent.  In most cases where communities framed casino development, protecting or 

improving a community exemplified the interconnection made by residents between both 

use-value and exchange-value.  For example, long-time residents of Fishtown who 

framed the dire needs of the community sided with the state and the casino industry.  In 

this way they tied themselves to the exchange-value created through the production of 

abstract space.  On the other hand, newer residents who ride the wave of neoliberal 

revitalization and gentrification fought to keep a potentially hazardous industry out of 

their community and protect the use-value of Fishtown.  For both groups, framing the 

casino meant interconnecting the social value of Fishtown with the positive or negative 

economic values or harms the casino could create.  By doing so, the Fishtown community 

engaged in a struggle, not for a right to the city, but for a right to benefit from economic 

growth.   

 Only in the case of Chinatown did residents declare a right to the city that 

exemplified Lefebvre’s original call.  Unlike residents of Fishtown and South 

Philadelphia, Chinatown residents did not oppose casino development in their community 

to protect property values nor were they interested in receiving annual financial 
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contributions.  Instead, they were protecting the use-value of their community.  They 

were protecting their right to exist as an immigrant enclave in the face of outside forces 

who they believed intended to develop them and exploit them out of existence as a 

community.  They were defending the right for Chinatown to exist.   

 The universal usefulness of ‘the right to the city’ may be stretching the concept 

too thin.  Based on my empirical evidence, the right to the city was not a concept that 

reflected all of the struggles in Philadelphia over casino development.  The right to 

defend a community against unwanted development or the encroachment of newer 

residents does not imply an articulation of the right to the city.  Instead, the right to the 

city as a revolutionary edict has limited applicability when protecting and/or maximizing 

exchange-value is of pressing concern for residents engaged in struggles over contentious 

development.       

Challenges of the Research Process 

 My most significant challenge was studying an ongoing event.  This meant that I 

was attempting to document and explain something that appeared to be always changing.  

I was trying to track, understand and explain a constantly and sometimes rapidly moving 

target.  While gathering data on what had happened and what was happening in 

Philadelphia, the parameters of those events often changed which required further 

adjustment in my data collection and analysis.  The conflict over casino development was 

ongoing and developing throughout the research process and continues, with the state of 

the second casino license currently unresolved. 
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 During the time of data collection many changes occurred in the three 

communities where casinos were scheduled to be built.  For instance, the Foxwoods 

Casino was scheduled to be built in South Philadelphia when I began the research and 

during data collection the proposal to move the project to Chinatown was negotiated by 

the casino and local officials.  This required immediate reaction as ground zero shifted 

from South Philadelphia to Chinatown and became the new center of the Foxwoods 

Casino conflict.  This not only introduced another community important to the research 

but required further evaluation of the frames offered by respondents from South 

Philadelphia when the casino was no longer planned in that part of Philadelphia.  In some 

cases, people’s attitudes and intensity of outrage ebbed and flowed with the location of 

the Foxwoods Casino.  This issue alone introduced new factors for consideration that 

would not have necessarily been relevant had Foxwoods only remained in South 

Philadelphia.  Then, when the Foxwoods Casino was forced back to the original location 

by the PGCB, community priorities shifted as a result.  All of these changes required 

adjustment in the data collection and analysis as changing events introduced new and 

more complex issues worthy of examination. 

 Another example of the constantly changing nature of the research involved the 

conflict that occurred in Fishtown.  When the research began, the SugarHouse Casino 

was scheduled for development, long-time residents were advocating for casino 

development while negotiating the Community Benefits Agreement, and anti-casino 

activists were fighting to prevent the casino from being built.  As data collection and 

analysis preceded the Sugarhouse Casino opened, SugarHouse began hiring Fishtown 

residents, money began flowing to the newly formed Penn Treaty Special Services 
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District and anti-casino activists bitterly acknowledged a defeat.  All of these changes 

illuminated new issues that demanded inquiry while sometimes overshadowing factors 

that were seemingly more pressing during an earlier phase in the research process.  I had 

to pivot and adjust to each new and often unexpected change.                          

 Neither the events in Philadelphia nor the interview participants were static in this 

research.  As the story unfolded, priorities shifted for various community members.  The 

various reactions of respondents were subject to changes that took place in Philadelphia.  

Respondents adjusted to new circumstances and I was forced to adjust as the researcher.  

The changes required constant readjustment in both my research focus and my strategies 

for interviewing respondents.  Many respondents tended to focus on the most relevant or 

immediately urgent events even when past events were the focus of my research inquiry.  

The demands on both me, and the research subjects were intensified because of the 

dynamic and changing events concerning casino development in Philadelphia.   

Future Research 

 Future research should explore not just the economic outcomes of casino 

development in Philadelphia but the social outcomes.  An interesting question following 

this line of inquiry might be, “Is Fishtown a worse place to live because of the casino?”  

How people frame the aftermath of casino development is important to understand the 

changes, if any that might occur to the place-based identities and community dynamics in 

Fishtown.  In this case, the outcomes of the production of casino space can be explored 

by focusing on perceived community impacts.  
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 As I described in the limitations section, there are various important topics that 

deserve attention but were beyond the scope of this research.  Future research should 

focus on the role of powerful actors, including investors, major property owners and 

casino companies in influencing public policies on casino legalization and development.  

More attention should be devoted to the sphere of influence these various actors have on 

the formation of public policy, and not just to understand what happened in Pennsylvania 

and Philadelphia, but around the country as casino proliferation continues. 

 The power and influence of social activist groups and other anti-casino 

organizations in Philadelphia and how they shaped outcomes deserves attention.  More 

research is necessary on the various strategies utilized by anti-casino activists including 

resource mobilization, social networking and community mobilization.  The lessons 

learned about their successes and failures could provide valuable insight for other anti-

casino activists and groups around the country. 

 Finally, the theoretical assertions I make in chapter three should be empirically 

tested.  I argue that with increased casino development localized gambling is likely to 

increase.  As more casinos are built, they become spatially more convenient for local 

gamblers.  Additionally, people are less likely to travel to a non-local casino.  If this 

happens, I argue, the ability for casinos to attract tourists to a region will diminish.  

Research on regional gambling spending before casinos were built and following the 

development of each of Pennsylvania’s successive casinos is necessary in order to 

evaluate the validity of my theory.  Focusing on the geography of a regional gambling 

market can shed light on the way casino development alters and potentially stimulates 
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localized gambling patterns.  It will also show the effects of continued casino 

proliferation on regional areas.                  

Conclusion 

 The proliferation of casino gambling across the country shows few signs of 

slowing or abating.  It is likely that more cities and communities will face similar 

conflicts as the three Philadelphia communities.  By understanding the various ways 

communities frame space and place, we can generate more insight over matters 

concerning who supports and opposes different types of development, when that support 

or opposition is likely to manifest and why people develop divergent perspectives.  From 

this, better strategies for combating unwanted development can be utilized in order to 

empower more communities. 

 That said, as a declaration of community power, the right to the city was a 

difficult idea to apply to the concept of casino development in Philadelphia.  In a strictly 

Lefebvrian sense, few of the community actors actually applied the right to the city.  For 

Lefebvre, the right to the city is a call to social action intended to challenge the 

hegemony of abstract spatial production.  The hegemony of abstract spatial production 

under capitalism intended to maximize exchange-values is challenged by people creating 

urban space through daily interaction and community identity.  The right to the city is 

about protecting the use-value of space.  While every community in Philadelphia wanted 

to protect the use-value of their community, however they framed use-value, the vast 

majority of both casino opponents and proponents were also engaged in a struggle to 

protect either the exchange-value they inherited through gentrification or the exchange-
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value that they believed they could acquire through casino development.  Only in the case 

of the Chinatown community did residents declare a right to the city that was exclusively 

about protecting the use-value of the community.  The Chinatown community defended 

their right to city in the face of development they believed would exploit them through 

gambling addiction and would continue the trend of downtown development which has 

threatened to displace them for sixty years.   

 It is, therefore, my evaluation that the right to the city, as a declaration for the 

protection of the use-value created by urban inhabitants, is not an appropriate concept to 

apply in every conflict over community development.  While it might be an alluring 

concept to apply to urban struggles over development, the strength of Lefebvre’s 

revolutionary idea is diluted when urban inhabitants frame community rights around the 

protection and acquisition of exchange-value.  Only in cases where communities are 

defending the use-value created through daily lived experiences does the right to the city 

retain its revolutionary impulse. 
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APPENDIX A: 
TIMELINE OF EVENTS 2004-2010: THE EMERGENCE OF THE CASINO 

INDUSTRY IN PENNSYLVANIA AND PHILADELPHIA 
 
 

 The following timeline of events start with the legalization of slots gambling in 

Pennsylvania in 2004, next the 2005-2006 casino application process and selection of two 

casinos for Philadelphia, then the various reactions to casino development by different 

residents, activist groups and local officials between 2006-2010, through the 2010 

opening of SugarHouse, and concluding with the revocation of the Foxwoods license.  

The focus of this timeline is on events pertaining to casino development in Philadelphia.  

Events and legislation at the state level are discussed when the impact on casino 

development in Philadelphia was relevant. 

2004: The Passing of Act 71 

In 2004, as the July 4th holiday approached, a 33-line bill which had been passed 

by the State House of Representatives underwent a major overhaul.  The architect of this 

remodeling job was State Senator Vincent Fumo who as coauthor helped take the minor 

bill which dealt with background checks at horse racetracks and crafted a 145 page 

document legalizing casino gambling in Pennsylvania (Budoff and Fitzgerald 2004; 

Teague 2007; Pennsylvania General Assembly Website, retrieved February 17th 2010).  

After midnight on July 4th, only three days after the alterations, the House of 

Representatives following the State Senate passed The Pennsylvania Racehorse 

Development and Gaming Act or more commonly known as Act 71 (Pennsylvania 

General Assembly Website, retrieved February 17th 2010).  The following day Governor 

Ed Rendell signed Act 71 into law (Pennsylvania General Assembly Website, retrieved 

February 17th 2010).  The legislation touted bringing as many as 61,000 slot machines to 
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fourteen locations across Pennsylvania.  Two of the fourteen casinos were slated for 

Philadelphia.     

The passing of Act 71 was touted (by some) as a major victory for Governor Ed 

Rendell who as mayor of Philadelphia pursued riverboat gambling and failed (Purdy 

1991; Loeb 1993; Teague 2007).  Undeterred by defeat Rendell continued to pursue 

gambling as a means of economic stimulus for the state when he became governor.  With 

the aid of state power broker and political comrade State Senator Vincent Fumo, Act 71 

went from a very minor bill to a law which would drastically change the political and 

potentially the economic landscape of Pennsylvania and Philadelphia.  According to 

Teague (2007) Rendell had been a long time advocate of the gaming industry and 

campaigned on promises of liberalizing Pennsylvania’s gambling industry.  Teague notes 

that Rendell’s withering political capital was given a boost when in 2003 he proposed the 

“Plan for a New Pennsylvania” which aimed at fixing state budgetary problems, mending 

ailing schools and bringing property tax reform all of which would be financed through 

gambling proceeds.  In addition the stresses caused by state budget deficits and the 

conflict between the legislature and the Governor’s office over cutting government 

spending versus tax increases intensified the need for a solution to fill state coffers.  Thus 

casinos became the Governor’s fix-all solution for Pennsylvania’s fiscal woes.  Together 

Rendell and Fumo were a formidable political force as exemplified by the quick 

reframing and passing of Act 71. 

 A major outcome of Act 71 was the creation of the Pennsylvania Gaming Control 

Board (PGCB).  The PGCB oversees the creation and ongoing activities of the casino 

industry in Pennsylvania and is the first major bureaucracy created in the state in some 40 
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years (Pennsylvania Gaming Control Board 2008 Annual Report, retrieved January 27th 

2010).  The PCGB is governed by a seven member board consisting of three members 

including the chairperson who are appointed by the Governor and the other four who are 

appointed by state legislators.  The PGCB has authority over casino related matters in the 

state including regulation and enforcement of the State’s casinos, planning, zoning, 

casino site selection, and licensing.  In many ways the authority of the PGCB supersedes 

that of local jurisdictions on matters related to the implementation of casinos throughout 

the state. 

With the passing of Act 71 and the creation of the PGCB the process of 

developing casinos throughout the state was underway.  Various locations across the state 

would soon discover that their cities and communities were slated to become locations 

for casino development, including Philadelphia.  The following section details the 

licensing process that took place in Philadelphia between five potential casino companies 

in five locations throughout the city.  As this information became public, some 

Philadelphia residents began to organize in opposition to casino development.   

2005: Philadelphia Casino Applications 

 The first major hurdle for Pennsylvania’s casinos was overcome in June of 2005.  

In the first challenge by anti-casino opponents, the Pennsylvania Family Institute and 

Pennsylvanians Against Gambling Expansion filed suit with the Pennsylvania Supreme 

Court arguing that the Pennsylvania General Assembly violated the state constitution in 

the passing of Act 71.  The plaintiffs argued that the rapid and radical restructuring of Act 

71 violated a constitutional provision preventing a bill from being altered in such a way 
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that the original purpose of the bill is fundamentally changed.  In a unanimous decision 

the state Supreme Court rejected the suit.  The gaming act would stand.   

 But this ruling was not without some changes most notably in the power of the 

PGCB.  The state Supreme Court, while upholding the constitutionality of Act 71, also 

struck down a provision that gave the PGCB power to overrule local zoning laws.  By 

striking down this provision the court greatly enhanced the power of local governments 

and municipalities over zoning for casinos within various regions throughout the state.  

This also opened the door for greater local public influence on matters involving casino 

development.  While the gaming Act was upheld, the ability of citizens and local officials 

to influence the outcomes of casino development were greatly increased following the 

Court’s ruling.               

 In Philadelphia, the reality that two casinos were scheduled to be located in the 

city triggered responses by Philadelphia residents, local officials and the gaming industry.  

The deadline for applications for the two slots parlors was December 28th to be submitted 

to the PGCB.  At this point it was not decided where in Philadelphia the casinos would 

go, how big they would be, what they would look like, who would operate them or what 

requirements would be made of casino operators. 

 In Philadelphia, Mayor Jon Street, responding to the increased opportunity for 

local officials to influence the selection and location process organized his Gaming 

Advisory Task Force.  The role of this task force was to explore the best possible 

locations throughout the city to locate the casinos and make recommendations to the 

PGCB.  At the time dozens of casino companies were considering Philadelphia as a 

location to develop a casino.  The Mayor met with many casino companies and gave 
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recommendations to the state regarding optimal locations within the city to put the two 

casinos.  Of the many considerations, the downtown Market Street corridor downtown 

was discussed as well as along the Delaware River waterfront. 

 Anti-casino activism also emerged as some Philadelphia residents began to 

organize and articulate a stance against the state and local government officials and the 

casino industry.  While it was clear that two casinos were planned for Philadelphia the 

uncertainty surrounding the specific details involving the location, size and impact of a 

casino prevented the outcropping of definitive claims and active resistance among those 

concerned about casino development in the city.  It wasn’t until the December 28th 

application deadline when Philadelphia residents became aware of who was interested in 

developing and operating a casino in the city and where these proposed casinos would be 

located.  Five applications were submitted to the PGCB to locate casinos in Philadelphia; 

Foxwoods, Riverwalk LP of Planet Hollywood, Trump Entertainment Resorts Inc., 

SugarHouse Gaming and Pinnacle Entertainment Inc. 

2006: The Debate over Casino Development in Philadelphia Intensifies as Two 

Companies are Selected 

 Of the five casino applicants bidding for the two licenses, four applied to develop 

casinos along the Delaware River waterfront.  Farthest north was Pinnacle at North Beach 

Street and Susquehanna Ave, south of that was SugarHouse located in Fishtown on 

Delaware Ave and Frankford Ave, Riverwalk applied for a license at Columbus Ave and 

Spring Garden Street and furthest south was Foxwoods in South Philadelphia on 

Columbus Ave and Reed Street.  Trump Entertainment applied to develop a casino in the 

Nicetown section of North Philadelphia on Henry Ave and Roberts Ave.  
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 The various casino applicants quickly got to work pitching to the communities, 

local officials, city council members and the PGCB the positive outcomes their specific 

developmental plans would generate including jobs and revenue.  All five issued local 

impact reports dealing with traffic, crime and pollution.  Some casinos sent 

representatives to community meetings to answer questions and concerns while 

attempting to generate support.  The four casino proposals for the Delaware River fell 

within the jurisdiction of City Council member Frank DiCicco who held meetings with 

constituents over community concerns.   

 In April the PGCB held three days of public hearings in Philadelphia.  At these 

hearings casino representatives and investors pitched their proposals; many local officials 

showed their support and some community leaders presented their concerns.  At these 

hearings residents also asked questions and voiced concerns.  These hearings represented 

the first citywide discussion over casino development.  Casino supporters stressed the 

jobs each project would create, the economic benefits to the various communities and the 

tax revenues that would be generated.  Community leaders and residents also voiced their 

opposition arguing that casinos would be a determent to their respective communities. 

 As discussions over casino development began to envelop the city, various 

community groups and residents formed coalitions to combat the casinos.  One of the 

most notable of these early groups was Neighbors Allied for the Best Riverfront (NABR).  

Formed mostly from members of the Fishtown community, NABR sought to unite the 

communities along the Delaware River in an effort to promote development that would 

be most beneficial to all the communities along the riverfront.  The issue of casino 
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development was the top priority for NABR as members were largely opposed to the 

various proposals to develop casinos along the river. 

 In June Councilman Frank DiCicco, responding to constituent concerns that not 

enough time was given for public input over casino plans, introduced a resolution asking 

the state to extend public hearings so public appeals could be properly voiced.  The 

PGCB quickly dismissed DiCicco’s appeal for more time.  The day after DiCicco 

introduced this resolution a coalition of anti-casino activists called Casino Free 

Philadelphia held a demonstration in front of the state government building in downtown 

Philadelphia.  The protesters argued that the deal-making between the casinos and the 

state were leaving Philadelphia residents out of the discussion.  They also argued that 

casinos in Philadelphia would hurt communities. 

 Casino Free Philadelphia along with NABR continued to remain active in the 

anti-casino campaign.  In early December in an attempt to expose what anti-casino 

activists argued were backroom dealings between government and the casino industry, 

fifty Casino Free Philadelphia members staged a protest in Harrisburg outside a PGCB 

meeting.  Fourteen members of the group were arrested during this demonstration.   

 Following a long year of public hearings, community meetings, vitriol and 

swelling public outrage in Philadelphia the PGCB awarded licenses to SugarHouse and 

Foxwoods to develop slots casinos along the Delaware River.  The December 21st 

announcement brought Philadelphia one step closer to becoming the largest city in 

America to have casinos.  Both casino plans would bring as many as three thousand slots 

machines to the South Philadelphia and Fishtown communities.   
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2007: “No Way without Our Say” 

 Following the official selection of SugarHouse and Foxwoods as Philadelphia’s 

casinos, Casino Free Philadelphia ramped up efforts to prevent the development.  The 

activist project called “No Way Without our Say” involved efforts to change the City 

Charter by introducing a buffer rule preventing a casino from being built within 1,500 

feet of neighborhood homes, schools and places of worship.  Both SugarHouse and 

Foxwoods were located well within 1,500 feet of homes, schools and churches.  If the 

rule took effect, both casino locations would be denied zoning and construction adjacent 

to communities would be prevented.  It would force the casinos to be located somewhere 

else, away from Philadelphia neighborhoods.       

 Foxwoods was originally scheduled for development immediately adjacent to the 

Society Hill, Queen Village and Pennsport communities in South Philadelphia and 

SugarHouse was planned for Fishtown.  In both of these locations the casinos would be 

developed along the riverfront well within 1,500 feet of resident’s homes, schools and 

places of worship.  This proximity to communities became an important factor in 

cultivating anti-casino sentiment and if Casino Free Philadelphia was successful in 

changing the City Charter then both locations would be exclusively zoned to prevent 

development.  Instead, casinos could only be developed in industrial areas far away from 

Philadelphia’s communities. 

 In their effort to change the City Charter, Casino Free Philadelphia gathered over 

20,000 signatures for a petition to enact the 1,500 foot buffer rule.  The goal was to let 

the people of Philadelphia decide whether a casino should be located in these 

communities by including a ballot referendum for the May primary elections.  It was 
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argued by Casino Free Philadelphia that the people of Philadelphia should have the right 

to vote on casino development, especially when the designated casinos were located near 

communities. 

 In response to this outcry of anti-casino sentiment Frank DiCicco introduced a 

package of legislation meant to stop casino development in both locations.  The 

legislative proposals attempted to change the City Charter to restrict zoning for casinos in 

the two locations.  In March, City Council voted to uphold the ballot referendum and 

quickly Mayor Jon Street vetoed the measure.  In response to the Mayor, City Council 

overrode the veto.  This was a major victory for casino opponents as they believed the 

majority of Philadelphia would vote in favor of the 1,500 foot buffer rule.   

 The State Supreme Court had to rule on whether the amendment was 

constitutional.  In April, the high court ruled against the amendment and imposed a 

preliminary injunction on the ballot referendum forbidding the city from posing the 

question on primary ballots.  In addition the PGCB filed suit claiming that a 1,500 foot 

buffer would improperly overrule state law.  Both casinos also sued the city to have the 

referendum removed from the ballots.  As a result of the injunction the question placed 

on ballots was covered up with a sticker reading “Removed By Court Order” to prevent 

voting on the referendum.   

 This defeat did not stop members of Casino Free Philadelphia who on Election 

Day, manned forty-three polling stations around the city and asked voters to answer the 

question on ballots the activists provided.  According to Casino Free Philadelphia, more 

than 13,000 people participated in casting these symbolic ballots.  The results, as 
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tabulated by Casino Free Philadelphia, found that 95% of those contributing supported 

the 1,500 foot buffer rule. 

 After the primary election and through the summer the tide continued to shift in 

favor of the casinos.  City Council, staunchly opposed to casino development before the 

primary election, introduced legislation for the Foxwoods site to be zoned as a 

Commercial Entertainment District.  Later, an appeal issued by four civic groups 

representing communities adjacent to Foxwoods; Queen Village Neighbors Association, 

Society Hill Civic Association, Pennsport Civic Association and Whitman Council was 

rejected by the State Supreme Court.  This was not the only time the Pennsylvania 

Supreme Court would overrule local groups and the City Council.  Another appeal 

challenging the development of both casinos issued by City Council, various community 

groups and anti-casino activists was dismissed by the high court.  Following that decision 

the State Supreme Court returned more authority to the PGCB by denying the right of 

local officials to use zoning to block casinos.     

 In mid July, responding to constituent pressure, State Senator Vincent Fumo 

introduced legislation to the State House that would block casino development within 

1,500 feet of homes, schools and churches.  This attempt was ridiculed by the Senator 

himself.  As quoted in The Philadelphia Inquirer, Fumo explained that he did not believe 

that the bill stood any chance of passing either the State House or Senate (Gelbart 2007). 

 While much of the media attention covering the casino debate at the time focused 

on casino opponents, a group of Fishtown neighbors calling themselves Fishtown Action 

(FACT) formed to represent the pro-casino position in Fishtown.  This group began 

working to rally the Fishtown community in support of the SugarHouse Casino.  A key 
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interest for this group was to negotiate with SugarHouse and draft a community benefits 

agreement.  This group argued that the casino would be a positive addition to the 

community through job creation and direct economic benefits, which could only be 

achieved if people in the community went to the negotiating table with SugarHouse. 

 With the emergence of FACT came a wave of conflict between members of the 

Fishtown community.  While the communities adjacent to Foxwoods were broadly united 

in opposition to the casino, the Fishtown community was divided over the construction of 

the SugarHouse Casino.  In one event the division between casino supporters and 

opponents came to fisticuffs.  An outdoor gathering co-hosted by FACT and SugarHouse 

drew hundreds of people from Fishtown, many of who were casino supporters.  The 

purpose of the event was to drum up support for the casino in the community.  The event 

was also attended by dozens of anti-casino activists.  The divided company exchanged 

terse words and one anti-casino activist filed a police complaint claiming that he was 

punched in the nose by a casino supporter.  No formal charges were filed but the incident 

became emblematic of the divide between residents who supported and residents who 

opposed the casino; a distinction specific to this community. 

 In the fall and winter of 2007 the battle over casino development became even 

more complicated as esoteric laws over riparian rights were introduced which were 

intended to delay development.  Riparian rights involve the allocation and use of water 

adjacent to state or privately owned land.  State Representative Mike O’Brien, a member 

of the State’s Gaming Oversight Committee, whose 175 district represents many 

residents of Fishtown, Northern Liberties, Kensington, Queen Village and Society Hill 

among other communities argued at a special hearing in Philadelphia that the Foxwoods’s 
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riverfront site was at one time underwater.  Because the site was once underwater the 

riparian rights to the land belonged to the state and it was argued that the State General 

Assembly would have to vote to authorize the rights to develop.  Similar issues pertained 

to SugarHouse.  At a Commerce Department hearing the Foxwoods argued that it had the 

right to develop on submerged land. 

 In December the State Supreme Court ruled in favor of SugarHouse and granted 

the casino zoning rights.  This decision sidestepped Philadelphia City Council who had 

yet to vote on zoning for either casino.  This was a major victory for SugarHouse and it 

was expected that Foxwoods would eventually receive a similar ruling by the high court.  

This decision by the State Supreme Court was an example of state power overriding local 

control over zoning and development.     

 In another attempt to stall SugarHouse seven Pennsylvania Lawmakers including 

Mike O’Brien and Vincent Fumo filed suit with the Pennsylvania Supreme Court to halt 

construction of SugarHouse.  Their argument was that Sugarhouse’s intention to develop 

submerged land on the riverfront was illegal.  Following this action Philadelphia City 

Council filed petition with the State Supreme Court to stop SugarHouse from developing 

state-owned submerged land, of which half the casino development required.   

2008: SugarHouse Forges Ahead While Foxwoods Takes a Surprise Turn 

 In the final weeks of Mayor Jon Street’s term, his administration quickly awarded 

a city license to SugarHouse to begin developing a casino.  In an immediate reversal of 

this decision the new Mayor, Michael Nutter revoked this license thus adding further 

delays to the SugarHouse project.  The new Mayor also supported legislation by City 
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Council which would require several independent studies investigating traffic, crime and 

economic impacts of the Foxwoods development. 

 State legislators introduced a number of bills which could threaten the projects.  

One bill introduced by Representatives Mike O’Brien and William Keller would remove 

a requirement on Philadelphia’s two casinos that they be no closer than ten miles to 

neighboring casinos in the suburbs.  This requirement greatly limited the options for 

casinos in Philadelphia as there was by this time Harrah’s in Chester, south of the city 

and soon to open Parx Casino in Bensalem, north of the city, both of which were roughly 

ten miles from the two proposed sites in Philadelphia.  As part of this bill, it was 

proposed that the option to find new sites for Philadelphia’s casinos be made available.  It 

was believed that moving the two casinos near the Philadelphia airport would be a more 

palatable option for the city as such a location was far removed from residents. 

 In a very public threat to both casinos House Appropriations Chairman Dwight 

Evens and state Senator Vincent Fumo stated that they would introduce legislation that 

would strip the casinos of their ten-year tax abatements.  As an incentive to spur 

development and rehabilitation the Philadelphia Board of Revisions and Taxes provides 

ten-year real estate tax abatement to such projects.  These lawmakers wanted the casinos 

to change locations or attempts would be made to strip them of this tax perk.  

 Reacting to this threat Governor Ed Rendell met with local officials and casino 

operators in order to facilitate negotiations.  Rendell was active in decrying attempts to 

postpone casino development in Philadelphia arguing that the state needed the money and 

that the casinos should be built as soon as possible.  The threat of ending the tax 

abatement was largely hollow as Fumo would be unavailable to assist in pushing forward 
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the legislation due to his impending corruption trial.  The Governor also argued that such 

an attempt was likely not legal and would have little chance of passing.  By this point the 

political will to fight casino development was withering.   

 Casino Free Philadelphia remained active in the struggle to defeat casino 

development.  In August they led training with volunteers in order to develop the skills of 

non-violent direct action.  The intention was to train volunteers in preparation for 

blocking groundbreaking of both casinos.  Volunteers were trained in how to deal with 

police and the media as well as setting up blockades to prevent development.  The activist 

organization was also hosting town hall meetings across the city to meet with residents 

and explain why casinos were a bad policy. 

 Michael Nutter commissioned researchers from PennPraxis, a design and 

development arm of the School of Design at the University of Pennsylvania, to issue a 

report on developing the Delaware River waterfront.  The final report offered many goals 

for waterfront development.  The report also issued scathing feedback on the design and 

scale of both casinos.  Most notably, PennPraxis argued that the “big box” design of both 

casinos was incompatible with the city’s vision for urban riverfront development.  The 

report also issued an important warning about the likelihood of major traffic problems 

created by the Foxwoods Casino.                        

 At this point in the timeline the fates of the two casinos became more distinct.  

The casino struggle became less broadly about Philadelphia and more specific to laws, 

zoning, court rulings, riparian rights and the decisions of the two respective casinos.  

Each casino approached respective hurdles differently when dealing with the city, 
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communities and the courts.  Since a definitive fork in the road appeared I will follow the 

paths of the two casinos separately from this point on.   

SugarHouse: Historical Significance? 

 A new roadblock interfered with SugarHouse’s plans as archeologists believed 

that a portion of the submerged site the casino planned to develop was a historical 

landmark.  The Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission recommended in a 

letter to the Army Corp of Engineers that a Revolutionary War period British fort may 

have existed at the site.  The Commission argued that more time was needed to make sure 

that casino development would not destroy historically significant artifacts.  This 

combined with the still unresolved issue of riparian rights to develop, along with Mayor 

Nutter’s revocation of the city license greatly impeded SugarHouse’s progress. 

 In August the Army Corp of Engineers gave permission for SugarHouse to install 

test pilings and remove underwater obstructions.  This represented a setback for anti-

casino activists and archeologists alike.  For anti-casino activists it meant that 

SugarHouse had begun development and archeologists were concerned that historical 

relics would be disturbed or destroyed. 

 Another victory for the casinos was achieved in September when the 

Pennsylvania Supreme Court upheld SugarHouse’s permit to develop submerged land 

along the Delaware River.  Issues over riparian rights were dismissed and SugarHouse 

was one step closer to breaking ground.  This also represented another serious blow to the 

ability of local officials to slow casino development. 

 In late October, SugarHouse submitted to appeals by local historians to 

investigate the site for historical artifacts.  In November workers uncovered a stone 
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foundation which archeologists and historians argued had historical significance.  

Sugarhouse was still waiting for a federal permit issued by the Army Corp of Engineers 

to build but before such a permit could be issued, Sugarhouse needed to document the 

site for historical significance. 

 Toward the end of the year SugarHouse, responding to Mayor Nutter’s concerns 

and the PennPraxis report, discussed changes to the design and scale of the casino.  

SugarHouse said it was willing to make changes to the developmental plans in order to 

better fit with the city’s vision of riverfront development.  The specifics of these changes 

were not clear but the casino offered to accommodate some of the Mayor’s requests.      

Foxwoods: The Chinatown Turn 

 A positive turn for Foxwoods occurred in early April when the Pennsylvania 

Supreme Court ruled against the city and approved a zoning permit for the casino.  This 

decision, along with a similar decision months prior when the high court awarded a 

zoning permit for SugarHouse, effectively reduced even more power for the city to 

control casino development.  With this decision, the high court overruled any power over 

zoning the city had used to delay the casino development. 

 In August, following a closed door meeting between Foxwoods, Governor 

Rendell, Mayor Nutter and city and state lawmakers, Foxwoods agreed to investigate 

other locations in the city to build the casino.  This deal brokered by the Governor was 

intended to assuage conflict between the casino and lawmakers who had been holding up 

the development.  In September, the new site for Foxwoods was revealed to be the 

Gallery at Market East.  Located on the North side of Market Street and Ninth Street, The 

Gallery was owned by the Pennsylvania Real Estate Investment Trust whose CEO was 
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Ronald Rubin, a Foxwoods Investor.  The plan was publicly supported by Governor 

Rendell and Mayor Nutter. 

 This new location placed Foxwoods on the southern border of Philadelphia’s 

Chinatown neighborhood.  Like the communities of Queen Village, Society Hill and 

Pennsport, residents of Chinatown were unhappy to learn that a casino was now slated for 

their community.  In September, over 400 residents of the Chinatown community along 

with Casino Free Philadelphia protestors packed a meeting at The Holy Redeemer 

Church in Chinatown.  At the meeting Chinatown residents fiercely displayed their 

outrage directly at Foxwoods representatives and city officials in attendance.   

 In early November hundreds of Chinatown residents and anti-casino activists 

attended a hearing in front of City Council.  At this meeting, members of the Chinatown 

community condemned the planned construction of the Foxwoods Casino at The Gallery.  

Following the hearing, City Council unanimously voted to recommend a zoning change 

for the Gallery site.  Rezoning The Gallery as a Commercial Entertainment District 

would allow Foxwoods to build a casino in Chinatown. 

 Less than two weeks later, before the vote on rezoning, Chinatown community 

leaders delivered a petition containing over 20,000 signatures to Mayor Nutter protesting 

the development of Foxwoods.  Hours later, City Council voted to rezone the site at The 

Gallery as a Commercial Entertainment District.  Shortly thereafter, Mayor Nutter signed 

zoning legislation allowing Foxwoods to put slots parlors at The Gallery. The first hurdle 

for Foxwoods to move from the waterfront to Chinatown had been cleared.  
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2009: SugarHouse on A Roll and Foxwoods Going Bust 

 Anti-casino activists continued to protest the planned development of the two 

casinos.  In February, Casino Free Philadelphia protested outside Governor Rendell’s 

Philadelphia office and The Gallery site.  Casino Free Philadelphia also protested at a 

PGCB hearing in Harrisburg where representatives from SugarHouse and Foxwoods 

answered questions explaining their respective delays.  Along with these events, Casino 

Free Philadelphia continued to host town hall meetings to spread the message that casinos 

would be a negative addition to the city. 

 Some legislators elsewhere in the state had grown frustrated by the continued 

delays in Philadelphia to open a casino.  Vocalizing this frustration, Representative Jim 

Wansacz, a member of the Gaming Oversight Committee threatened to introduce a bill 

which would cut Philadelphia off from the revenue created by casinos operational in 

other locations in the state.  Wansacz and other state legislators argued that it was 

unreasonable for Philadelphia to receive any revenue derived from casino development in 

the state when local officials continued to stall the development of casinos in 

Philadelphia.  In April, a State Senate committee approved a bill which would punish 

Philadelphia by withholding state money intended to fund the expansion of the 

Philadelphia Convention Center if the two casinos were not built.  Both measures were 

intended to apply pressure on Philadelphia to ease the gridlock that had dogged casino 

development in the city.    

 In April, the PGCB called investors and representatives from SugarHouse and 

Foxwoods to Harrisburg to answer questions.  The concern for the PGCB was the 

continued delays preventing either casino from opening.  By this point both casinos were 
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behind schedule.  Many casino supporters had hoped that both would be operational by 

early 2009. 

 Some important political officials in Philadelphia began to adjust their respective 

positions on casino development.  Leaders like Mayor Nutter and Councilman DiCicco, 

both of whom had taken action to delay casino development began to shift their positions.  

In 2009, the local political establishment began to less aggressively delay casino 

development and more actively legislate in favor of the casinos.  The shift for DiCicco 

was especially important because both casinos were slated for his district.  A typical 

pattern for Philadelphia City Council is to support the preferences and positions of a 

fellow council member on issues that are specific to his or her district.  In this case, Frank 

DiCicco was the council member with the constituency directly affected by casino 

development.  Therefore, City Council had largely followed his lead on casino 

legislation.  A shift by DiCicco would mean a shift for many City Council members on 

matters related to casino development in Philadelphia.  

 During the summer of 2009 the Pennsylvania State House began debating the 

issue of legalizing table games at casinos in the state.  At this point only slots machines 

and video machines were legal in Pennsylvania’s casinos.  Many state officials argued 

that by expanding the State’s casinos to full-fledged casinos complete with table games, 

more revenue would be generated.  The issue dragged on throughout the year but an 

expansion of the casino gambling through the creation of table games was now on the 

table.                       
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SugarHouse: The Casino Breaks Ground 

 In early January, frustrated by what SugarHouse argued were egregious delays 

prompted by the Nutter administration and Philadelphia City Council, asked the 

Pennsylvania Supreme Court to appoint a special master to settle all disputes current or 

forthcoming between the city and the casino.  The delays were costing the casino money.  

Sugarhouse had already paid 50 million for the license and over 100 million in 

development fees.  More delays would only ratchet up expenses for the casino.   

 The delays were not only becoming costly for SugarHouse but they had prevented 

the Casino from meeting the state appointed deadline to be up and running.  The license 

awarded to SugarHouse required that the casino open by January 11th 2009.  SugarHouse 

missed this date and applied for a 24 month extension which was granted by the PGCB in 

May. 

 The extension approved by the PGCB instituted some design modifications.  The 

size of the slots parlor was significantly reduced.  The extension required SugarHouse to 

build an interim facility with 1,700 slot machines.  The facility could only be one story, 

not two, and would be surrounded by parking.  The long-term goal laid out by the PGCB 

was for SugarHouse to get up and running by building the casino in phases.  After this 

first phase was built and operational, additional development could be approved.  The 

PGCB also stated that if SugarHouse was unable to develop a casino within 24 months 

the company would lose the license.  

 In June, the City Planning Commission gave approval to SugarHouse to begin 

construction.  With this hurdle cleared SugarHouse held a formal groundbreaking 

ceremony in early October.  The construction of the SugarHouse Casino was underway.   
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 Anti-casino activists continued to protest the developmental plans.  A week prior 

to the groundbreaking ceremony anti-casino protestors led by Casino Free Philadelphia 

held a demonstration outside the construction site.  Over forty people were in attendance.  

Fourteen protestors were arrested as they attempted to block the gate preventing 

construction equipment and materials from passing.  Anti-casino activists also protested 

the official groundbreaking ceremony a week later. 

 The historical significance of the Sugarhouse site became even more apparent in 

November when archeologists discovered Native American relics on the site.  At the 

same time no major evidence of a Revolutionary War era British Fort was discovered.  

SugarHouse cooperated with archeologists and aided in the excavation of the Native 

American relics.  Archeologists extracted and cataloged the historical artifacts as 

bulldozers and construction equipment moved in to begin building the casino.     

Foxwoods: Chinatown Plan Rejected 

 At the April PGCB hearing in Harrisburg, Foxwoods presented new plans for the 

casino to the gaming board.  While only months before, Philadelphia City Council had 

rezoned The Gallery as a Commercial Entertainment District, now Foxwoods explained 

to the PGCB that they had worked out an agreement with the owners of the abandoned 

Strawbridge’s building a block away from the Gallery to develop a casino at that 

location.  In order for the PGCB to approve this move Foxwoods would need to submit a 

petition, including developmental and financing plans to the PGCB.     

 While this was another move for Foxwoods, the new site at the Strawbridge’s 

building, located at Eighth and Market Streets was still proximal to Chinatown.  

Foxwoods new plan to develop in Chinatown did not change the stakes for people in this 
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community.  However, for many in the community, it did indicate that the fate of 

Foxwoods might be less certain. 

While Foxwoods explained to the PGCB the plans to build a casino in downtown 

Philadelphia, new uncertainties began to crop up for the Casino.  The Mashantucket 

Pequot Indian Tribe which was a principal investor in the project and the company 

licensed to run the casino was by this time experiencing financial problems.  At the time, 

the Foxwoods Casino in Connecticut was the largest casino in the country.  Building a 

casino in Philadelphia was an attempt by the Mashantucket Tribe to expand upon that 

initial success.  But the financial meltdown and subsequent recession had greatly reduced 

casino profits for Foxwoods.  As a principal investor, the ability to both provide 

investment capital and obtain financing for the Philadelphia project was crucial.  

Continued delays in Philadelphia coupled with the larger economic conditions in the 

country at the time began to disrupt the financial foundation from which the expansion 

into Philadelphia relied. 

 Foxwoods missed the state appointed deadline to have a casino up and running by 

May 2009.  The Casino petitioned to the PGCB to extend the license for another 24 

months.  Similar, to the stipulations made by the PGCB for SugarHouse, Foxwoods was 

granted an extension on the condition that a casino would be operational within 24 

months or the license would be revoked. 

 In June, Philadelphia City Council voted in favor of special zoning for the 

Strawbridge’s site so that Foxwoods could develop a casino.  While this represented 

another hurdle overcome by the casino, other issues were looming regarding the 

plausibility of putting a casino at that location.  Although there was a tentative agreement 
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between the Pennsylvania Real Estate Investment Trust who owned the first seven floors 

of the building including the vacant Strawbridge’s store and Foxwoods, another 

investment group who owned the top six floors of the building had reservations about the 

casino plan.  The group, Gramercy Capital Corp. had major objections to the proposal to 

develop a casino in the vacant Strawbridge’s store.  The negotiations between the three 

parties delayed Foxwoods once again. 

 While these closed door negotiations were taking place, members of the 

Chinatown community, Casino Free Philadelphia and local churches continued to protest 

the plan.  Protests were attended by large numbers of Chinatown residents.  These 

residents were also very active during City Council meetings in Philadelphia and PGCB 

hearings in Harrisburg.     

 The plans to move Foxwoods to downtown Philadelphia adjacent to Chinatown 

were finally derailed by the PGCB in August.  In a unanimous vote the PGCB threw out 

the proposal for Foxwoods to locate in Chinatown and ordered the casino to move back 

to the original site along the Delaware River.  Local reaction was mixed as members of 

the Chinatown community celebrated a victory, while other anti-casino activists wanted 

the license to be revoked altogether.  Mayor Nutter and Councilman DiCicco were also 

unsatisfied with the decision to move Foxwoods back to the original location as many 

local officials had begun to agree that the logistics of building along the Delaware River 

in South Philadelphia was untenable. 

 The problems for Foxwoods continued to mount as the year drew to a close.  Due 

to the tight credit market combined with the financial losses experienced by the 

Mashantucket Pequot Tribe, the major Foxwoods investors were having trouble obtaining 



301 

 

the credit to begin development.  On top of that, Foxwoods was expected to submit 

architectural designs to the PGCB by December 1st and Foxwoods was unable to meet 

this deadline.  At a meeting with the PGCB, Foxwoods asked for more time to submit 

designs and plans for the casino project.                            

2010: Table Games Legalized Just in Time for Sugarhouse to Open 

 In early January, the state legislature voted to legalize table games in casinos 

across the state.  Governor Rendell signed the bill into law shortly after the measure was 

passed.  Casinos would be able to introduce table games later in the year.  For Foxwoods 

and SugarHouse the law meant that they, if a casino was successfully built, would have 

table games and slot machines on opening day.  

SugarHouse:  Opens for Business 

 SugarHouse continued construction through 2010 eventually opening on 

September 23rd.  The size and scale of the casino was greatly reduced from the original 

plan.  The opening was intended only as the first phase of the project.  The planned 

expansion of the casino remains uncertain and anti-casino activists remain staunchly 

opposed to such a plan.    

Foxwoods:  Game Over 

 The Table games bill signed into law in early January also contained an 

amendment which allowed the floundering Foxwoods an additional extension to develop 

a casino.  This was done in response to the appeal by Foxwoods to build a temporary 

casino before a final project was completed.  Instead of proceeding down this path, the 

bill enabled Foxwoods more time to build a permanent casino at the site in South 

Philadelphia.   
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 This added breathing room for Foxwoods did not however solve the many 

looming issues for the casino.  Foxwoods had missed the December 1st deadline to submit 

developmental designs to the PGCB.  In January the PGCB fined Foxwoods $116,000 

and scheduled a hearing for March to discuss further sanctions on the casino including 

the possibility of revoking the license.  Later the PGCB issued daily fines of $2,000 for 

each day progress was stalled.  This represented the sternest warning issued thus far from 

the PGCB to Foxwoods to begin development of the casino.   

 In February the faltering Foxwoods project got a boost from an unexpected 

source.  Las Vegas developer and casino impresario Steve Wynn publicly expressed his 

interest to take over management and development of the casino along with infusing the 

finically strapped project with a 51% ownership stake.  The PGCB would have to 

approve such a transition for Foxwoods. 

 In March, the PGCB ordered Wynn to disclose documents indicating the 

financing plan for the altered casino project.  Two weeks later Wynn met this deadline at 

which point the PGCB order that on April 26th Wynn present design plans to the board at 

which point the board would decide whether to accept the proposal or begin the process 

of revoking the license. 

 The enthusiastic Wynn submitted designs to the PGCB three weeks before the 

deadline.  He also met with Mayor Nutter and local officials.  It seemed, however briefly, 

that the finically troubled and often inept Foxwoods Casino would be rescued by this 

infusion of money, management and charisma.  However, in early April Wynn stunned 

Foxwoods investors, city officials, and state legislators alike by abruptly pulling out of 

the deal.  He offered the city little explanation for the change of heart.  The speculation 
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was that Wynn was hesitant to absorb the over $120 million in debt Foxwoods had 

accumulated due to delays and fines.   

 With Wynn out of the picture the fate of Foxwoods was even less certain.  In 

early May, the PGCB fined Foxwoods an additional $114,000 for delays and agreed to 

continue fining the casino $2,000 a day.  The board also agreed to begin hearings on the 

revocation of the license.  At this point the financial problems plaguing the Mashantucket 

Tribe essentially removed the Tribe as developer and managers of the casino.  The 

remaining investors continued to look for another lead investor and developer while their 

lawyers fought to retain the gaming license. 

 In July, Harrah’s Casino expressed interest in taking on the role as developer and 

manager of the Foxwoods Casino.  The land that Foxwoods was slated to develop was 

originally owned by Harrah’s who sold the land to Foxwoods in 2005.  But the sale of the 

land was contingent on a promissory note offered by Foxwoods to Harrah’s which would 

be paid in 2015.  It seemed that because of the many stumbling blocks the Foxwoods 

investors then faced, Harrah’s best chance of getting paid for the transaction would be to 

take over the project all together.  As part of this arrangement Harrah’s would write off 

the vast majority of what the Foxwoods investors owed.  Harrah’s also gave design 

renderings to the PGCB which staved off the termination of the license until another 

hearing before the PGCB on December 10th.  

 The late substitution of Harrah’s was not enough to save the sinking Foxwoods 

ship.  The Foxwoods investors were unable to provide a financing plan to the board on 

December 10th.  In late December the PGCB revoked the Foxwoods license. 
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 Throughout 2011 lawyers representing the Foxwoods investors appealed the 

PGCB decision.  This effort was to no avail.  To date, the fate of the second casino 

license is uncertain.  Some have expressed interest in keeping it in Philadelphia while 

others have argued that it should be given to a company to develop a casino in another 

location in the state.   
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APPENDIX B: 
BOUNDARIES OF THE PENN TREATY SPECIAL SERVICES DISTRICT AS 

DETAILED IN THE COMMUNITY BENEFITS AGREEMENT 
 

(Description of Boundaries of Neighboring Community) 
(Which Shall Also Describe Boundaries of the Special Services District) 

 
 The Special service District shall consist of the area of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

located within the boundary line described as follows: 

1.  Commencing at the center of the intersection of 6th Street and Callowhill Street; 

2.  Thence continuing north along 6th Street to the center of the intersection of 6th Street 

and West Girard Avenue; 

3.  Thence continuing east along West Girard Avenue to the center of the intersection of 

West Girard Avenue and Germantown Avenue; 

4.  Thence continuing northwest along Germantown Avenue to the center of the 

intersection of Berks Street and Germantown Avenue; 

5.  Thence continuing west along Berks Street to the center of the intersection of Berks 

Street and 6th Street;  

6.  Thence continuing north along 6th Street to the center of the intersection of 6th Street 

and Norris Street Avenue; 

7.  Thence continuing east along Norris Street to the center of the intersection of Norris 

Street and Frankford Avenue; 

8.  Thence continuing northeast along Frankford Avenue, to the center of the intersection 

of Frankford Avenue and Lehigh Avenue; 

9.  Thence continuing southeast along Lehigh Avenue and further continuing in the line 

of Lehigh Avenue to the Delaware River; 
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10.  Thence continuing southwest along the Philadelphia side of the Delaware River to 

the line of Callowhill Street; and 

11.  Thence continuing west along the line of Callowhill Street to the foot of Callowhill 

Street and further continuing along Callowhill to the point and place of beginning, at the 

center of the intersection of Callowhill Street and 6th Street.  

                   

 
 

   

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

                         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


