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ABSTRACT

The Conflicting Politics of Commoning - Property Relations and Political Practices
of Community Gardens in East Harlem, NYC, in the Context of the Affordable Housing Plan

Chantal Gailloux, Ph.D.
Concordial University, 2020

This dissertation examines the property relations and political practices of eight community
gardens in East Harlem, New York City, that are threatened with eviction by “Housing New
York,” a citywide affordable housing plan, leading to a contentious land use conflict.

Property relations in community gardens take place among a broad set of actors, like
gardeners, passers-by, and neighbours, but also developers, city officials, and city workers who
all interact regularly and throughout the eviction process. These property relations
consequently reveal how such urban spaces are contested. Keeping with Verdery (2001),
Moore (2001), and Riles (2004), property relations - intertwined with power relations - point to
the political practices to represent and assert their claims to a property in formal institutions
and public review processes but also during daily interactions or direct actions.

During the yearlong multi-sited ethnography I executed in 2016-2017, I examined the
gardeners’ property relations to better understand the contention between the City’s formal
legal ownership rights versus the gardeners’ embodied and moral sense of ownership of the
same space, which are two competing and asymmetrical authorities pitted against each other.
To do so, I inquired how gardeners negotiate normative conceptions of property aesthetics and
liberal citizenship while also scrutinizing the City-led land use public review process. 1 argue
property relations are a way of negotiating power, be they on private, collective or commons
property. Negotiating power here means as much producing or maintaining power as it does
mitigating it.

As such, this dissertation illustrates how race has been and still is at the heart of American
property (Bhandar, 2018; Roy, 2017; Harris, 1993). Community gardens have acted as spaces at
the margins in the sense suggested by both Das (2004) and hooks (1989). Commoning gardens
are community-led margins that act simultaneously as sites of resistance and repression and
engage in partnerships with the State for self-creation and maintenance. Thus, community
gardens as margins are an ideal vantage point from which to explore the inner workings of the
State and the capitalist public-private production of the urban space.
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Uptown, New York City is known for its past of violence. Fullilove and colleagues (1998)
describe how residents of West Harlem have lived with racism, police brutality, poverty, and
public health issues as forms of structural violence. These authors call this economic violence
and they define it in the following terms:

[when] people [are] put at the mercy of a system that's run for profit instead of people's
needs. I think of people working full-time jobs at minimum wage that still is not enough for
them to buy food or pay for an apartment. The sort of violence that's trumped up by
politicians to get votes is sort of a smokescreen for keeping people's attention off of what is
really the problem at hand. (925)

Today, twenty years after this definition was provided, economic violence still resonates with
the feelings of people I met, worked alongside or heard in community gardens and public
hearings in East Harlem during my fieldwork in 2016 and 2017. In 2020, as I draw this
dissertation to an end, the current COVID-19 pandemic makes the enduring economic violence
even more apparent. East Harlem is the neighbourhood on Manhattan with the highest rate of
infection, and other poor neighbourhoods in Queens, Brooklyn, the Bronx or Staten Island have
similar or even higher rates of infection (Krisel, 2020a,b; Buchana et al., 2020; Laster Pirtle,
2020). Since New York City is one of the U.S. epicenters of the current pandemic, some have
claimed in a dramatic gesture: “NYC is dead forever” (Altucher, 2020).

In July 2020, with uncertain long-term effects, the pandemic has impacted real estate in the
city with declining rents and has caused an unemployment rate of almost 20%. Many stores and
restaurants closed down and wealthier New Yorkers are fleeing, causing what seems to be a new
wave of white flight, echoing the post-war migratory flux toward the suburbs (Smith, 2020; Tully
and Stowe, 2020). The federal economic relief package amid the pandemic in the first half of
2020, which included a moratorium on eviction, was set to expire at the end of July, and the

replacing New York State measures seemed very narrow as [ was writing this in July (O’Donnel,
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2020; Pereira, 2020). Many feared these potential evictions and the rising black and brown
unemployment could worsen the social and political unrest already exacerbated by the killing of
George Floyd! by cops on May 25, 2020. Sparking reactions from the likes of Nancy Pelosi,
Democrat and Speaker of the House of Representatives, said: “One knee to the neck just
explode[d] a tinderbox of other injustices that we must address, and one of them is housing.
Housing security is a matter of justice, as structural racism puts communities of color unfairly at
risk of being rent-burdened or homeless” (O’'Donnel, 2020). As a consequence, officials were
met with the evidence that the past of residential segregation and systemic racism was not only
still felt today but was still angering and hurting many, as many activists and residents had
repeatedly claimed. Yet these calls gained a new meaning not only because of COVID-19 but also
because of police brutality and unpunished killings with racial undertones and the far-right
politics of Donald Trump. Although the context has changed rapidly and the future is - to say the
least - very uncertain, evictions and structural racism need to be crucially addressed.

When I did my fieldwork in 2016-7, the real estate market in NYC was prime. “Housing New
York,” the city-wide affordable housing plan and the neighbourhood rezonings implementing it,
exacerbated pressures of displacement on residents and community gardens in East Harlem that
were scars of the neighbourhood’s past of redlining and urban renewal. Some of the community
gardens with whom I collaborated are still to this date struggling for their survival, as some are

awaiting relocation, are still negotiating with the City, and have been or will be evicted. As the

1 And all the other black and brown lives killed by police or other residents before him, like: Trayvon Martin
(2012), Dontre Hamilton (2014), Eric Garner(2014), John Crawford II (2014), Michael Brown(2014), Ezel
Ford(2014), Laquan McDonald(2014), Akai Gurley (2014), Tamir Rice (2014), Antonio Martin (2014), Jerame Reid
(2014), Eric Garner (2014), Charley Leundeu Keunang (2015), Tony Robinson (2015), Anthony Hill (2015), Meagan
Hockaday (2015), Eric Harris(2015), Walter Scott (2015), Freddie Gray (2015), William Chapman (2015), Jonathan
Sanders (2015), Sandra Bland(2015), Samuel DuBose(2015), Jeremy McDole (2015), Corey Jones (2015), Jamar
Clark (2015), Dylan Roof (2015), Bruce Kelley Jr. (2016), Alton Sterling (2016), Philando Castile (2016), Joseph
Mann (2016), Abdirahman Abdi (2016), Paul O'Neal (2016), Korryn Gaines (2016), Sylville Smith (2016), Terence
Crutcher (2016), Keith Lamont Scott (2016), Alfred Olango (2016), and Deborah Danner (2016), Jocques Clemmons
(2017), Glenn Funk (2017), Stephon Clark (2018), Ahmaud Arbery (2020), Botham Jean (2018),
Breonna Taylor (2020), among others (BLM Wikipedia, 2020; CBC News, 2020; BBC News, 2020).



editorial board of The New York Times wrote in 1999, the destruction of community gardens is
an act of neighbourhood violence since this erasure disregards the residents’ work and
sustained dedication in making their surroundings more livable despite the municipal
authorities’ divestment and racist urban planning strategies.

In this dissertation, I argue the rezoning of East Harlem implementing the affordable housing
plan was an act of violence as the City was rebranding the area for an influx of wealthier
newcomers and threatening of displacement residents and community amenities like gardens
under the guise of affordable housing. Consequently, this dissertation treats the eviction of
community gardens as an act of violence, and more precisely as an act of racial banishment.

A case in point, Robin said this new round of investment Uptown was to attract newcomers
and not to maintain in place those who went through the neighbourhood’s divestment. African
American, she has lived in Harlem her entire life in a house her grandparents and parents
bequeathed to her. Next door, she’s seen the abandoned lot sit empty or used as parking for 20
or 30 years being transformed in 2015 by residents as a wildflower meadow for pollinators and
a garden. Under the banner of a citywide affordable housing plan, this garden where she was
involved was bulldozed in January 2019 for 37 middle-income units. As the president at the
New York City Community Garden Coalition (NYCCGC), Raymond Figueroa, claimed: “the City
needs to find a way to leave the community alone.” NYCCGC strongly believed the City — with its
program in charge of community gardens, GreenThumb, and the agency selling and developing
the public property park, HPD - was more interested in the land and the capital accumulation
process the land sustains than the people using this land as a garden.

The next pages examine how “politics arises from this paradox of being unable to and yet
need to count parts,” which were the gardeners’ attempts to make their property relations

visible and count as legitimate use (Ranciere, 1998: 9 in Isin, 2011: 42). In other words, this
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dissertation treats of gardeners’ political practices and struggle to make their property relations
count in the eyes of formal institutions. It is consequently the story about how powerful city
producers and wealthy city consumers (Busa, 2017) are dispossessing black and brown
gardeners and residents who produced these sacred community amenities despite public and
private past divestment and current reinvestment for the wealthier.

These long-standing community gardens and their legacies are important and informative
experiments of community-based land and resource management commons that are critical for
de-growth and climate change mitigation strategies. Learning from those historical community
spaces committed to the environment, I came to understand relationality is central to the
commoning process, in which we collectively and individually work toward the “re-constitution
of our-selves as subjects in relations of power” (Velicu and Garcia-Lépez, 2018: 13). Commoning
is not only about nurturing particular norms or subjectivities. It's also about performing a
radical transformation in the management of ecosystems and global socio-ecological relations of
inequalities (Ibid.: 12; Swyngedouw and Ernston, 2018).

For all that I learned and the endeavour this has been, I would like to warmly thank those
who welcomed me into their lives in East Harlem, let me work along with them, and answered
my seemingly foolish questions: Renee, Claire, Tiana, Katie, Rene, Celia, Robin, Lisa, Aaliya,
Emily, Jose, Frances, Aziz, Raymond, Ellen and many more. In this dissertation, participants had
the choice to remain anonymous or to use their names when they felt comfortable. Although I
wrote this dissertation in solo to achieve and obtain a Ph.D., this dissertation is also theirs and
should be considered a collective work.

[ am also grateful for the financial support from Canada’s Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council Joseph-Armand Bombardier doctoral fellowship, the Michael Smith Foreign

Study Supplements, Concordia Special Entrance Award and the Faculty of Arts and Science

vii



Graduate Fellowship, as well as the Department of Sociology and Anthropology for the
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York City without this financial support.
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Katja Neves, Bengi Akbulut and Nicholas Blomley. I would like to extend my gratitude to Setha
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Center for welcoming me and offering me advice, but also to Benjamin Shepard, Melissa Checker,
Nevin Cohen, and Kristin Reynolds for their discussion during the conference I organized or
when we met at garden rallies downtown. Thanks to Sophie Marcotte-Chénard and Louise
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Introduction
Performing and Embodying Property: Land Conflicts Between
Commons, Public, and Private Pressures

“Just look up," he said. "Look up at all the empty buildings there are
and you’ll know how much real estate is available
to alleviate and hopefully end homelessness in the city." (Gould, 2018)

“Third Avenue is shutting down,” said my host in November 2018 when I visited New York
City a year after I had finished my fieldwork in East Harlem. On Third and Lexington Avenues,
many ground-floor retail stores - including a fish market, grocery store, and restaurants - had
shut down with the upper floors completely warehoused and windows barricaded, landlords
waiting for rents to go even higher after renovation or new construction after demolition. An
impressive strip of adjacent buildings around 110th Street spreading over many blocks on Third
Avenue were warehoused.

As East Harlem is ever evolving, some of those buildings have turned into fancy condos with
their ground floors opening as hip stores, like the new laundromat-smoothies station that
opened next to a dog hostel. The area where I used to live on 103rd Street in 2016 and 2017,
between Park and Lexington Avenues, was changing at a feverish pace too. The superintendents
of my building were cleaning and renovating the vacant ground floor space three doors down
when | moved out in order to turn it into a coffee shop with patrons that now seemed to be
primarily white. When I first moved in July 2016, however, I felt as though I was part of a small
minority of white tenants among a vast majority of Latinx and Afro-Americans on my block. In
front of my old tenement, behind a community garden, a luxury tower that had bought the

garden’s air rights? was now erected in all its 23-story glory, clashing with the rest of the

2 A lot’s air right is the right to build on top of this lot. New York City’s real estate laws enable to buy a lot’s air right
to apply it on another lot to build a higher building. In exchange, the lot that has sold its air rights becomes non-
constructible.



surrounding 4 to 6-story prewar tenements. It's as if the Upper East Side was now creeping
further and faster than before into East Harlem.

In summer 2017, the East Harlem Rezoning Plan was adopted, changing land use to impose
mandatory inclusionary housing (MIH) while allowing higher density on 57 blocks, in order to
implement the citywide affordable housing plan in the neighbourhood. Proponents like the
municipal Department of City Planning and Department of Housing Preservation and
Development maintained that this rezoning plan would trigger 1,288 below-market units to slow
down the inevitable gentrification coming to this Uptown Manhattan neighbourhood. Just a year
after the rezoning approval, the Department of Buildings had approved 732 affordable3 and
market-rate units to be built, making it the seventh neighbourhood with the highest new
residential construction (Krisel, 2018). There were also 921 other units pending approval from
the City, the ninth highest in the city, for a total of 1,653 new units (/bid.). The new zoning did
impact the speculation and dynamism* of construction in East Harlem. Not only did it permit the
highest density in the city (Bloomberg, 2018), but it also increased existing pressures leading to

displacement?® as it welcomed an influx of wealthier residents.

3 Many programs promoting affordable housing are led either by city agencies like the New York City Housing
Authority (NYCHA) or the Department of Housing Preservation and Development (HPD), or by the state and federal
agencies. Before “Housing New York”, inclusionary housing was not mandatory and the ratio 80/20, or 20% of
affordable housing for 80% of market-rate units. Also, affordable housing in NYC is usually catered to five brackets
of income, which is a percentage of the average median income (AMI), from extremely low-income to middle-
income (see endnote xvi; more details on “Housing New York” in Section 1 of this chapter).

4 Although the real estate industry argues speculation was higher when the rezoning plan was negotiated, and as
the whole Manhattan market is cooling down, there “is a substantial decrease, both in number of sales (62 less) and
dollar volume ($638.6 million less), from the prior 13-month period.” The real estate industry proposes that this is
watered-down zoning where MIH is a penalty rather than economically viable added density (Kimyagarov, 2019).

5 As early as 10 years ago, threats of displacement were already felt in East Harlem:

But in recent years, rising rents have caused many Puerto Ricans to leave for more affordable Hudson Valley towns, or
for cities like Allentown and Bethlehem in Pennsylvania and Stamford and Bridgeport in Connecticut. ‘You have a
choice, try to pay that rent, or move out,” said Tony Ramirez, a plumber who has lived in East Harlem for 43 of his 47
years. Being Puerto Rican in El Barrio is like being extinct. None of the people I grew up with are around. People feel
like strangers in their own town.” An illustration of his lament can be seen on several blocks of 116th Street, along
Puerto Rican East Harlem’s main shopping strip, which are now filled with shops selling Mexican food, flags and
pastries. (Williams and Vega, 2007)



Among the units approved for construction, 655 units were to be erected on top of six
community gardens and a baseball field on a block at East 111th Street® where I had conducted a
yearlong multi-sited ethnography in 2016-2017. I visited this block during my trip in fall 2018
where [ found the large open space drenched in sunlight and saw that all the plants, beds,
casitas, and murals had disappeared. Only the fences and resurfacing bricks from the prewar
buildings that stood there before urban renewal remained. At the sight of this transformation, I
couldn’t stop tears from rolling down my cheeks.

East Harlem was the second” neighbourhood to be rezoned under NYC Mayor Bill de Blasio’s
signature plan, “Housing New York,” a citywide affordable housing plan of 300,000 units to be
built or restored over a decade. At a time when Donald Trump was elected president and
propagated fear in Latinx neighbourhoods, this progressive mayor further rattled East
Harlemites with what some New Yorkers claimed to be “city-led gentrification” or even “ethnic
cleansing grounded in a past of divestment” disguised as a so-called affordable housing plan
(Angotti and Morse, 2017), as | heard many times at community board meetings, public hearings,

in the gardens, and during interviews.8

6 Delineated by Park and Madison Avenues and East 111th and 112th Streets.

7 De Blasio had set the goal of rezoning 15 neighbourhoods. Beside East Harlem, East New York in Brooklyn -the
first to be rezoned- was followed with Downtown Far Rockaway in Brooklyn, Jerome Avenue in the Bronx, and
Inwood on Manhattan in 2017-2018, and with Bushwick and Gowanus, both in Brooklyn, in 2019. Other possible
areas are Southern Boulevard in the Bronx, Bay Street in Staten Island, Long Island in Queens and plans remain
clear for Flushing West and Chinatown (Kully, 2018a,b).

8 For instance, see Navarro (2016), Savitch-Lew (2017), Estades (2017), Kully (2018a,b), Oltman (2018), Murphy
(2018). In Inwood in late summer 2018, advocates were preparing a civil-rights lawsuit to challenge the rezoning
that was adopted despite the anger, and they won their case in December 2019. Oltman (2018) writes:

Housing advocates in Inwood are preparing a civil rights lawsuit to challenge the rezoning. This will not be the first
lawsuit of its kind against the City. Using Title VIII of the Civil Rights Act of 1968 (the Fair Housing Act), previous
lawsuits have failed because it is difficult to prove racial discrimination when it is the market that discriminates as
opposed to restrictive covenants and redlining of an earlier era. The CUNY report, and a more recent study issued by
the Pratt Center for Community Development, shows that the city’s environmental review manual, which is the basis
of the required environmental impact statement on the rezoning - and without which the rezoning could not move
ahead - fails to examine the relationship between neighborhood rezonings and displacement of working-class
residents of color. Inwood resident and housing advocate Phil Simpson argues that the city’s rezoning process
ignores the rights of protected groups by erroneously assuming that their rent-stabilized housing is secure. The



The resistance to de Blasio’s affordable housing plan didn’t fit well with standard narratives
about the politics of urban space, which usually pit public interests against private ones. In this
case, the municipal government claimed space as a public good to offset, through affordable
housing, the inequality generated by an increasingly expensive private housing market. At the
same time, gardeners wished to preserve space for goods that are neither completely public nor
private, but commons: that is collectively used and managed for the benefit of a group and the
environment.

How did gardeners in East Harlem maintain as commons those urban spaces that were
threatened by both public and private interests and what kinds of property relations and
political practices were enacted in such urban struggles? I argue that property relations are a
way of negotiating power, be they on private, collective or commons property. Negotiating
power here means as much producing or maintaining power as it does resisting it. During the
yearlong multi-sited ethnography I did in 2016-2017, [ examined gardeners’ property relations
to understand the contention between the City’s formal legal ownership rights with the
gardeners’ embodied and moral sense of ownership of the same space, which were two
competing and asymmetrical authorities pitted against each other.

Depicting the fluidity of urban space in East Harlem over time, and acknowledging the
“multiplicity of divergent meanings attache[d] to ‘public’, ‘public space’, and the ‘public sphere”

(Low and Smith, 2006), I illustrate how the value of urban space has fluctuated over time. For

challenge will be to show that even without overt discriminatory intent, the rezoning puts pressure on a large low-
income community of color.

Finally, in December 2019, New York State Judge Saunders annulled the City’s rezoning in Inwood, setting the historic
precedent that the City must conduct studies on racial impacts of major land use projects in the environmental impact
review process, like the potential displacement of neighbourhood residents or small businesses (Krisel, 2019a,b; Beltran,
2018). In its ruling, the judge wrote: “While it is accurate that respondent (the City) is not called to identify or
address every conceivable environmental impact, the public review process exists to allow the residents of the
community, who will ultimately reap the benefits/consequences of the proposal” (Krisel, 2019b). The City plans to
appeal the decision.



instance, during the eighteenth century, this land was managed as overlapping indigenous
commons until it eventually became colonial commons and private properties organized as
farms, mills, and villages. Over time, those same areas slowly urbanized and industrialized, and
became increasingly dense. As urban processes are dynamic, gardens eventually sprang up in
the late seventies as scars from divestment where buildings were abandoned or burned because
of deindustrialization, fiscal crisis, white flight, and redlining. Fifty years later, after much
stewardship from Puerto Rican and Afro-American gardeners, these same plots were being
enclosed as commodities by public-private coalitions under the guise of an affordable housing
plan. This plan that sought to transfer City-owned land to private developers should more
accurately be called a mixed-income and mixed-use real estate project. In this sense, looking at
the governance of community gardens in NYC talks to the fluidity of urban space, and illustrates
how the City has managed land it has considered vacant since the restructuring of the economy
after World War II.

This raises the question of which public(s) is represented when choosing what is the “best
possible use” for a vacant land weighing the ecological and socio-cultural value of a community
garden versus the economic and political value of affordable and market-rate housing. From the
interim use found in community garden stewardship for maintaining those abandoned public
vacant lots, the City now saw this land as a commodity to transfer to private owners. These
vacant spaces were not “wastes” anymore. The City needed gardeners to help them maintain the
many vacant spaces resulting from deindustrialization and fiscal crisis. At the same time, this
strategy also enabled them to achieve goals of economic and racial integration via the same
gardeners in those depressed areas (Markowitz and Rozner, 1996; see Chapter 2). Decades
later, however, the City only partly acknowledged the shared environmental and social benefits

those gardens provided to their surrounding communities.



Although very diverse, gardeners perceived their project very differently than the City.
Gardeners have produced and maintained these urban spaces in common as tactical
interventions in reaction to public-private divestment to make their lives more tolerable and
meaningful. For them, gardens were means to transform the social relations rooted in the area’s
drug epidemic, crime, violence, and poverty toward more cooperation and solidarity to create,
although imperfectly, the foundation of a new mode of production in the making (Caffentzis and
Federici, 2014). It was their way to reclaim their right to the city (Lefebvre, 1968). Even if
urban spaces occupied by brown and black residents have been repeatedly under assault,
community gardens empowered black and brown residents to resist racial and economic
exploitation (see Caffentzis, 2009; Shepard, 2011; Reynolds and Cohen, 2016). In that sense,
community gardens in East Harlem helped feed “the radical imagination as well as the bodies of
many commoners” (De Angelis, 2007 in Caffentzis and Federici, 2014). However, urban
agriculture holds inherent contradictions, as McClintock (2014) suggests, as it is both resisting
industrial agrifood system at the same time as underwriting neoliberalization“by filling the void
left by the ‘rolling back’ of the social safety net”. The City program for gardens, GreenThumb,
imposed increasingly severe expectations for the gardens’ institutionalization, interfering with
the gardens’ political project.

Many of these gardens were 30 or 40-year old when the City launched its affordable housing
plan, and there were plenty of vacant properties in NYC that were not gardens from which the
City could have chosen to meet the affordable housing plan’s goals (in addition to better funding
the declining New York City Housing Authority projects, which are City-owned affordable
housing). In 2015, the City owned over 1,100 vacant properties that could be used to build
affordable housing, of which 90% remained undeveloped in 2018 (NYC Comptroller, 2018).

Although less than half of those lots were community gardens, again in 2016, 43 gardens were



threatened with eviction because of the affordable housing plan, and a dozen of them were
Uptown, mostly in East Harlem. These gardens were Chenchita’s Garden, Mission Garden, Little
Blue House Garden, the Friendly Garden, Villa Santurce Jardinera, Santurce Garden, Pleasant
Village Community Garden, Jackie Robinson Community Garden, and Mandela Community
Garden. The dispossession of gardens happened in a neighbourhood where racist city-led urban
planning projects of urban renewal decimated the local urban fabric by razing what they called
shantytowns to build ghettoized projects of the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA),
which is City-owned public housing (Harris, 1993; Markowitz and Rozner, 1996; see Chapter 2).

As Verdery (2001) suggests, property is a way of institutionalizing inequality. This research
project not only seeks to help policy-makers realize the full potential of collaborating with
community gardeners as stewards of much-needed public green space in the city. This project
also seeks to further understand the “potential role for the State in helping carve out support for
the struggles to defend, reclaim and construct commons” that community gardens in East
Harlem foster (Akbulut, 2017: 400).

In the following sections, I will first present the affordable housing plan as a strategy for
appropriating land where public, private, and commons forces mingle and contribute,
sometimes unwillingly, to actually existing neoliberalism. Then, [ will present a literature review
on the politics of urban space and gardens as commons, and finally, outline the method and

structure of this dissertation.

1. A Land Conflict Between “Housing New York: A Five-Borough, Ten-Year Plan”
and East Harlem’s Community Gardens

New York City Mayor Bill de Blasio announced an affordable housing plan in May 2014, with
the goal to build, restore, and preserve 200,000 affordable units over the next ten years. He
claimed this would be his defining legacy, and dared to revise the number of affordable units to

300,000 in late 2017 (City of New York, 2016; Murphy, 2017). As the central pillar of his fight



against inequality, the mayor claimed this would be the “largest and most ambitious affordable
housing plan of its kind in the nation’s history” (City of New York, 2014; Fermino, 2014).

“Housing New York,” an $83 billion-dollar plan, set the goal of building, renovating, and
legally preserving 300,000 below-market-rate units by 2026 (Goodman, 2018). Over 12 years
(2014-2026), 40% of these 300,000 affordable units will be newly constructed, creating “denser,
more crowded neighborhoods” (Navarro, 2014). The City will preserve the other 60% from
turning market-rate by providing owners subsidies, loans, tax incentives or other kinds of
assistance. As the plan doubled its budget from $41 billion in 2014 to $83 billion in 2017, it cost
the City $13.5 billion in tax breaks and funding.® Interestingly, for the early 200,000 units plan,
the state and federal levels were supposed to provide $2.9 billion in 2014, while the private
sector was to fund the remaining 73% with $30 billion, but I have not been able to find the new
numbered contribution under the revised plan (Fermino, 2014).

If successful, this affordable housing plan would accomplish more than that of any previous
mayor since the construction of fully public housing in the 1950s. Michael R. Bloomberg (2002-
2013) yielded 165,000 units over 12 years, of which at least 100,000 have been preserved
(Navarro, 2014). Giuliani’s two terms (1994-2001) saw a drastic reduction in the public
financing of social housing and welfare, while David N. Dinkins (1990-1993) only engaged in
modest actions like renovating 2,471 units in the South Bronx. Finally, Edward I. Koch (1978-
1989) yielded 190,000 units over 13 years (Fermino, 2014). Increasing his goal to 300,000
units, Mayor de Blasio fast-tracked the municipal bureaucratic machine of public affairs at an
unprecedented pace. To do so, he sought to implement numerous neighbourhood rezonings,
transfer public land to private owners, and streamline the many necessary public hearings and

technical public approval processes.

9 The City also doubled the budget of the City’s Housing Preservation and Development Department (HPD).



This affordable housing plan was timely: many housing advocates and even Mayor de Blasio
admitted there was an “affordability crisis” in the real estate market in NYC (Navarro, 2014; City
of New York, 2014). Even if many agreed that the city needed affordable housing, the politics of
how to accomplish this were contentious. In January 2015, the plan to sell 43 City-owned lots
used as gardens for $1 to developers of affordable housing triggered a round of mobilization
among gardeners (Goldenberg, 2015; Maslin, 2016). In response, on December 31, 2015, the
New York City Department of Housing Preservation and Development (HPD) saved 34 gardens
in a meeting at City Hall by transferring these to the City’s Department of Parks and Recreation.
However, nine others in East Harlem were still threatened with eviction, which raised the
questions of how and why specific gardens were saved and not others.

In newspaper articles and during rallies, councillors from different neighbourhoods as well as
housing, civil rights, and community garden advocates claimed that the units would still not be
sufficiently affordable for residents. They feared this plan would prompt a new round of
gentrification in the targeted neighbourhoods. In December 2015, “neighborhood leaders
blasted the housing plan as unaffordable for thousands of families (...) and called the zoning plan
a give-away to rich developers that would overwhelm neighborhoods, drive up rents, and force
out lower-income residents”1? (Smith, 2015).

On March 22, 2016, after fierce opposition, the City Council finally endorsed the affordable
housing plan with affordability requirements expanded and renegotiating the zoning reforms.
The plan now required - instead of simply encouraging - developers to designate a 20% to 40%
share of their units for low- and moderate-income renters in rezoned areas. This share of the
mandatory inclusionary housing (MIH) requirement varied according to the renters’ income

bracket targeted by the affordable units, usually meaning that if the rent was very low, the share

10 East Harlem residents shared a very similar discourse when the rezoning plan was discussed and voted on in the
neighbourhood in 2017.



of affordable units in the building was less important. These new zoning stipulations also
maintained conformity between new construction and the surrounding urban landscape but
permitted an increase in new construction height to the benefit of developers (City of New York,
2016; Goodman and Navarro, 2016). The neighbourhood rezoning plans allowing
implementation of the citywide affordable housing plan resulted in complex negotiations among
neighbourhood residents, representatives, and city officials. In other words, the elaboration and
implementation of this plan derived from an intricate dance between numerous actors of the

public and private sectors, and the commons.

2. The Conflictive Relation between the Commons, the State, and Actually Existing
Neoliberalism

To better understand how commons work on the ground, we should acknowledge how
neoliberalism permeates political, economic, and social policies. Neoliberalism is a set of
political economic practices that put to the fore free trade, economic freedom, strong private
property, as well as deregulation and re-regulation to protect markets (Harvey, 2005, 2006a). In
the context of this project, the State has worked along with the market to “create and preserve
an institutional framework appropriate to such practices” of economic growth (Harvey, 2005).
Becoming hegemonic in the 1980s, this political-economic project has evolved in the past 40
years, but not always in a perfectly linear fashion. The ongoing elaboration and implementation
of new legal and institutional reconfigurations have resulted from debates that emerged
between different interests. Hence, “actually existing neoliberalism” is defined by these ongoing
and contentious political-economic restructurings, which have sought to fuel the capital
accumulation process (i.e. economic growth) by dismantling the Keynesian post-war welfare
state of the 1950s-1960s from the late 1970s and up to the present (Ibid.; Brenner and

Theodore, 2002;).

10



Putting market and individual freedoms before the common good, neoliberalism seeks to
“create a market where there is none, like in areas such as land, water, education, health care,
social security, environmental pollution,” therefore deepening inequalities (Harvey, 2005: 2).
Strictly speaking, neoliberalism is a process of creative destruction, meaning the destruction of
old political-economic context and resources to create a new set of policies, regulations, laws,
and profits. For example, this creative destruction could involve areas necessary for the
embroilment of capitalism and the nation-state in modernity, like the “issuing of money, military
defence, police required to secure private property rights and to guarantee, by force if need be,
the proper functioning of market” (Ibid.). This capital accumulation process is not new and is
rather constantly reproduced and renewed since capitalism’s initial moments, which Marx called
primitive accumulation, and others have recently called accumulation-by-dispossession or the
new enclosures (Harvey, 2004; De Angelis, 2001; Midnight Notes Collective, 1990).

In this dissertation, the creative destruction moment I focus on is the following: NYC
municipal government sought to enclose a part of its City-owned lots, some of which had been
used and transformed into community gardens by residents, to build privately-owned affordable
housing in the context of a citywide plan, “Housing New York.” However, this affordable housing
plan was criticized for fuelling gentrification, since the rents of the so-called affordable units
targeted middle-income earners in low-income neighbourhoods of people of colour like East
Harlem. This highly contested affordable housing plan was a divisive and conflictive process as
both the residents and gardeners voiced their fear of being displaced. With asymmetrical
authorities pitted against one another in the political arena debating the production of urban
space, this research project delves into one example of how the commons, the public good, and

commodities were interfering with one another in urban space.
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Albeit not in “a peaceful coexistence” with the market and the State (Caffentzis and Federici,
2014), the commons unwillingly play a role in neoliberalism and are sometimes even converted
into commodities. For example, by beautifying their surrounding environment, these
community gardens may fuel gentrification by making the neighbourhood safer, greener or more
“hip” (Checker, 2011). The beautification of blighted areas with community gardens may
consequently result in higher valued properties to the benefit of private owners and the local
government through its collection of property taxes (Voicu and Been!, 2008; McClintock, 2014).
In New York City, especially Uptown, this process of urban renewal started between the 1950s
and 1980s, at a moment when the white middle class was leaving the city for suburban life.
During those years, many deserted or burned down privately-owned buildings became City
properties due to unpaid taxes. The remaining population - mainly Black and Latinx -
transformed these foreclosed and trash-strewn properties abandoned by municipal services into
community gardens. By transferring these gardens that the City labelled as vacant public
properties to private real estate developers to fuel the capital accumulation process, the City
appropriated the improvements black and brown gardeners infused on these abandoned public
lots. In this sense, these evictions participated in the “process of deriving social and economic
value from the racial identity of another person” associated with the logic of racial capitalism, as
[ outline below (Leong, 2013; Robinson, 1983). In other words, this dissertation highlights how
these evictions reproduced processes of accumulation-by-dispossession and racial banishment,
which help “understand how the foundational dispossession of certain subjects is constitutive of

liberalism and its economic geographies” (Roy, 2017: A9).

11 While a Professor of Law associated with the NYU Furman Center, Vicki Been, who was the NYC Housing
Preservation and Development (HPD) Commissioner, but stepped down in early 2017, ironically co-authored this
study that correlates the presence of community gardens with increasing property values.
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In brief, the complex juxtaposition at play in the current research project go as follows: the
City (public) sought to build affordable housing (a hybrid between public and private interests) at
the expense of community gardens (a hybrid of public and common goods, and a potential
commodity) on land that used to be private, but became public through foreclosure, which was
then used by a group of citizens, and are now ceded by the city government to private
developers. As presented earlier, this research project depicts the fluidity and relationality of
urban space over time. More specifically, these decades-old community gardens built on the
ruins of derelict buildings by were now under threat of eviction due to the affordable housing
plan. As the context evolved, the City began to sell these publicly owned lots, transforming them
into commodities, as they became subject to market pressures and speculation. This shows how
a complex entanglement of hybrid forces composed of private interests, the State, or even the
commons when they are coopted sometimes participate in fostering enclosure.

Commons are defined as collective resources, relations, and activities that a self-defined
group reclaims and sustains (Noterman, 2016). These commons, material and immaterial, are
“based upon and enacted through sustained patterns of local use and collective habitation,
through ingrained practices of appropriation and ‘investment” for which they develop a
property interest or feelings of ownership (Blomley, 2008: 320). In other words, commons are
produced by an active practice where a group, like members of a community garden, constantly
(re)negotiates (through a set of immaterial commons, like shared knowledge, skills, and
imaginaries) how their garden (consisting of material commons, like the piece of land, plants,
and other living and more-than-human things) is used, transformed, and shared. This
(re)negotiation is not always consensual and can create conflict, but it is the ability to manage
the conflict and to develop collective practices and goals in a self-managed manner that

produces the commons. In this sense, I use “commoning” to refer to an active process, since
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“commoning [is] a relational process - or more often a struggle - of negotiating access, use,
benefit, care and responsibility” (Gibson-Graham et al., 2016). This relational negotiation of
“overlapping material and immaterial commons” (Noterman, 2016) extends from “the social
relations that produce [the commons] as well as the social relations it produces,” as Eizenberg
(2012a: 767) explains. Akbulut (2017: 402) synthesizes:
[...] this framework envisions commons as constituted in part by social relationships,
collective practices, struggles over access and control, and the forms of subjectivity that are
(re)configured. It thus opens up space to recognize the diversity of forms that commons
and commoning practices can take as well as their dynamism [...] This reveals the many

forms of contemporary social struggles that are continuously constructing and reproducing
the commons, and thus sheds light on the potential of political action.

As Akbulut above, De Angelis (2010) and Hardt and Negri (2009) also suggest commoning to
be a process rather than a static entity. The social relations sustained among commoners entail
an evolving individual and collective subjectivation process. Federici (2012), focusing on how
capitalism exploits women’s productive and reproductive life, makes the ecofeminist call for the
protection of the means of subsistence (i.e. commons) against capital accumulation as the most
important terrain of struggle. Prolific for their theorization of the commons, I find inspiration in
[talian radical theory - a post-Marxist strand of (post-) Operaist/Autonomist thought!? that
influenced the expression of “various social and political movements,” like the anti-globalization
protests at the turn of the twenty-first century and the Occupy movement after the 2007
financial crisis (Gakis, 2020). However, I insist on the need to acknowledge the commons’

contradictions and imperfections.

12 Katsiaficas (2006: 6) suggests a definition of autonomist marxism, which was greatly influenced by the 1960s
operaismo (workerist) communism in Italy, as the following: "In contrast to the centralized decisions and
hierarchical authority structures of modern institutions, autonomous social movements involve people directly in
decisions affecting their everyday lives. They seek to expand democracy and to help individuals break free from
political structures and behavior patterns imposed from the outside." Katsiaficas also notes autonomist Marxist
social movements as seeking independence from political parties, and to create a practical political alterative to
representative democracy and State socialism (7-8). Hence, operaismo mixed with anarchist tendencies of the
Situationists and post-marxism. See Wright (2002) to better understand the historical development of the
Operaismo movement into (post-) autonomia.
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Known for their attempt to “bridge the gap between the theoretical and the political (as
praxis)” (Gakis, 2020), autonomist scholars have called for the need to distinguish anti-capitalist
commons from commodity-producing commons or common-pool resources, and coopted
commons acting as a third sector in neoliberalism along with the market and the State (see
Caffentzis and Federici, 2014; De Angelis and Harvie, 2014; Caffentzis, 2009). Although gardens
hold varied activities for gardeners with diverse backgrounds and identities, I found it quite
challenging to disentangle the community gardens’ actual projects and aspirations from public
and private pressures on the ground. However, most gardeners saw their space as a means
toward building “alternative socio-spatial relations and economic futures” (Noterman, 2016),
but the way to do this was very complex and pressures toward capital accumulation ongoing. As
Noterman (2016) argues, commons - like those community gardens - seem to be both spaces of
contestation and contradiction that are simultaneously “anti (against), despite (in), and post
(beyond) capitalist” (Chatterton et al.,, 2013: 611). Consequently, as | have pointed out earlier,
highly saturated spaces, like gardens in New York City, are marked by the fluidity and
relationality of urban space over time, meaning they are entangled in dynamic hybrid forces.

For Harvey (2012), public spaces become urban commons only when citizens as land users
and managers take action to reclaim and maintain the space. Autonomist thinkers would ask
what then distinguishes these commons from common-pool resources. Responding to Hardin’s
(1968) pessimistic and neoclassical take on resource depletion, his tragedy of the commons,!3
Ostrom (1990, 2007) sought to showcase successful experiments where a group, by defining
rules and institutions, could prevent depletion and secured future yields. In this sense,
Ostromian commodity-producing commoners are rational individuals who, through cost-benefit

decisions, are preventing overuse of common-pool resources to be able to continue to extract the

13 Radkau (2008: 90) suggests Hardin found inspiration in William Forster Lloyd (1833) for theorizing the
commons as failures leading to users’ overuse.
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resource and generate perennial profits. Conversely, anti-capitalist commons are supposed to
share beyond the money nexus and therefore be involved in “a realm in which social
connectivity is not mediated by commodity relations” (De Angelis and Harvie, 2014). They
rather promote “social practices that put constraints on and push back practices based on
commodity production and capital accumulation” (Ibid.).

[ argue the community gardens in East Harlem, which were being evicted or relocated
because of the affordable housing plan, were anti-capitalist commons in the process of being
coopted. Ethnographically, the gardeners I met in East Harlem were not anarchists. However,
many of them were very critical of the current political and economic context, and were aware
and often vocal about the economic, racial, gendered, and environmental exploitation they felt or
saw around them. In terms of social reproduction, the garden wasn’t producing the main source
of food they ate but constituted an important space for gardeners to accomplish themselves and
enter in relation with the world more ethically. This critique, the collective work ethic, and the
political-economic future they envisioned consisted in the immaterial commons of the gardens
that helped sustain the material commons constiting of the land, and the relation of care it
enabled with other gardeners, animals, plants and microorganisms of the soil.

Gardeners didn’t use the vocabulary of the commons, but they sought to reclaim gardens for
and by residents who cared and worked to maintain this space. In that sense, they were aware
of their exploitation and alienation and maintained their engagement for the communal sharing
in the community garden partly out of “the realization that capitalism has nothing to give us
except more misery and divisions” (Caffentzis and Federici, 2014: i95). Most gardeners saw the
community garden as the means toward a more socially and environmentally just world, the
seed of “an alternative mode of production in the make” (Ibid.: i95) by which they could

eventually earn a livelihood through collective work and anti-authoritarian self-management. In
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that sense, they sought a way to achieve “a free association of producers, self-governed, and
organized to ensure the satisfaction of people’s needs and desires” (Ibid.: i101), but the way to
achieve this was fuzzy, not perfectly egalitarian, and still capitalocentric because they didn’t
know any other vocabulary than capitalism (Gibson-Graham, 2006).

These gardens seemed to be acting simultaneously as sites of resistance and repression. On
the one hand, the relocated gardens were successful in removing such spaces from real estate
development by safeguarding it as public parkland protected by State laws. By maintaining
these spaces, gardeners felt they embodied evolving social practices centred on solidarity and
care that pushed back on capital accumulation. On the other hand, although politicized to some
extent, many gardeners didn’t feel empowered to counteract the public-private attack on their
space beyond performing political representations to save their garden from eviction or
relocation in the formal institutions that exhausted them. Did they lack the tools to resist the
assault of cooptation? The relocated gardens all lost acreage, and they were showcased as an
adjacent dimension of the development project by putting “a positive spin” on the privatization
of the rest of the block, which also “blunt the expected resistance” (Caffentzis and Federici, 2014:
i97). In other words, the relocated gardens have been coopted while the evicted gardens were
completely enclosed and lost to privatization.

Overall, the way gardeners and public-private actors conceived these spaces differed and
clashed. Although gardeners thought of their space as one for social and environmental care and
nourishment, the City conceived these spaces as part of a public property reserve for which
gardening was an interim urban planning strategy awaiting future accumulation. This promise
of accumulation was now implemented through the affordable housing plan and neighbourhood
rezoning plan, which followed the spirit of what Caffentzis (2005, 2009: 25) calls neoliberalism'’s

“Plan B” that uses “the tools of the commons to save neoliberalism from itself.” By
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neoliberalism’s “Plan B,” Caffentzis (2005) points to a paradigm shift in neoliberal governance by
which “the relation between commons and capital is necessarily ambiguous” since capital
realized it is co-dependent of the commons and becomes less productive when too aggressive.
In that sense, the affordable housing plan and other progressive branding strategies help put a
positive spin on privatization and real estate development. “Pathways to capitalism with a
human face,” these strategies also hold at their core counter-revolutionary energy (Caffentzis,
2009: 29; Caffentzis and Federici, 2014:i100). As De Angelis and Harvie (2014) explain:

this ‘ambiguity’ at the heart of the relation between commons and capital means that

questions of social powers are pivotal. Moreover, the social contingencies of this struggle

between capital and commoners mean that questions of whether a commons can be

coopted cannot be addressed ideologically. The question of cooptation is instead a matter of
strategic power.

Consequently, this dissertation explains how community gardens in East Harlem, which were
anti-capitalist commons, have been coopted since they lacked the tools to empower gardeners
toward class struggle where value practice clash (Ibid.). Howver, as suggested above, since
commons are relational, they are in no way permanent. They may be vulnerable to the
pressures of the public and private sectors even when they seek to set themselves as a resistive
or exploratory alternative against such forces.

As such, commons cannot be autonomous on the ground although they might aspire to
develop an autonomous and alternative mode of production. Noterman (2016), following
Federici (2011: 4), notes the tendency of the literature to smooth away commons’ contradictions
and challenges, which “discourse tends to ‘absolutize’ and idealize t