




THE COMMODIFICATION 
GAP



The Commodification Gap: Gentrification and Public Policy 
in London, Berlin and St Petersburg
Matthias Bernt

Stolen Cars: A Journey Through São Paulo’s Urban Conflict
Gabriel Feltran (ed.)

Classify, Exclude, Police: Urban Lives in South Africa and 
Nigeria
Laurent Fourchard

Housing in the Margins: Negotiating Urban Formalities in 
Berlin’s Allotment Gardens
Hanna Hilbrandt

The Politics of Incremental Progressivism: Governments, 
Governances and Urban Policy Changes in São Paulo 
Eduardo Cesar Leao Marques (ed.)

Youth Urban Worlds: Aesthetic Political Action in Montreal
Julie-Anne Boudreau and Joëlle Rondeau

Paradoxes of Segregation: Housing Systems, Welfare Regimes 
and Ethnic Residential Change in Southern European Cities 
Sonia Arbaci

Cities and Social Movements: Immigrant Rights Activism in 
the US, France, and the Netherlands, 1970–2015 
Walter Nicholls and Justus Uitermark

From World City to the World in One City: Liverpool through 
Malay Lives
Tim Bunnell

Urban Land Rent: Singapore as a Property State
Anne Haila

Globalised Minds, Roots in the City: Urban Upper-Middle 
Classes in Europe
Alberta Andreotti, Patrick Le Galès and Francisco Javier 
Moreno–Fuentes

Confronting Suburbanization: Urban Decentralization in 
Post-Socialist Central and Eastern Europe
Kiril Stanilov and Luděk Sýkora (eds.)

Cities in Relations: Trajectories of Urban Development in 
Hanoi and Ouagadougou 
Ola Söderström

Contesting the Indian City: Global Visions and the Politics 
of the Local
Gavin Shatkin (ed.)

Iron Curtains: Gates, Suburbs and Privatization of Space in 
the Post-socialist City
Sonia A. Hirt

Subprime Cities: The Political Economy of Mortgage Markets
Manuel B. Aalbers (ed.)

Locating Neoliberalism in East Asia: Neoliberalizing Spaces 
in Developmental States
Bae-Gyoon Park, Richard Child Hill and Asato Saito (eds.)

The Creative Capital of Cities: Interactive Knowledge of 
Creation and the Urbanization Economics of Innovation
Stefan Krätke

Worlding Cities: Asian Experiments and the Art of Being Global
Ananya Roy and Aihwa Ong (eds.)

Place, Exclusion and Mortgage Markets
Manuel B. Aalbers

Working Bodies: Interactive Service Employment and 
Workplace Identities
Linda McDowell

Networked Disease: Emerging Infections in the Global City
S. Harris Ali and Roger Keil (eds.)

Eurostars and Eurocities: Free Movement and Mobility in an 
Integrating Europe
Adrian Favell

Urban China in Transition
John R. Logan (ed.)

Getting into Local Power: The Politics of Ethnic Minorities in 
British and French Cities 
Romain Garbaye

Cities of Europe
Yuri Kazepov (ed.)

Cities, War, and Terrorism
Stephen Graham (ed.)

Cities and Visitors: Regulating Tourists, Markets, and City 
Space
Lily M. Hoffman, Susan S. Fainstein, and Dennis  
R. Judd (eds.)

Understanding the City: Contemporary and Future Perspectives
John Eade and Christopher Mele (eds.)

The New Chinese City: Globalization and Market Reform
John R. Logan (ed.)

Cinema and the City: Film and Urban Societies in a Global 
Context
Mark Shiel and Tony Fitzmaurice (eds.)

The Social Control of Cities? A Comparative Perspective
Sophie Body-Gendrot

Globalizing Cities: A New Spatial Order?
Peter Marcuse and Ronald van Kempen (eds.)

Contemporary Urban Japan: A Sociology of Consumption
John Clammer

Capital Culture: Gender at Work in the City
Linda McDowell

Cities After Socialism: Urban and Regional Change and 
Conflict in Post-Socialist Societies
Gregory Andrusz, Michael Harloe and Ivan Szelenyi (eds.)

The People’s Home? Social Rented Housing in Europe and 
America
Michael Harloe

Post-Fordism
Ash Amin (ed.)

Free Markets and Food Riots
John Walton and David Seddon

IJURR-SUSC Published Titles



THE COMMODIFICATION 
GAP

Gentrification and Public Policy in 
London, Berlin and St Petersburg

MATTHIAS BERNT



This edition first published 2022
© 2022 John Wiley & Sons Ltd

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, 
recording or otherwise, except as permitted by law. Advice on how to obtain permission 
to reuse material from this title is available at http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions.

The right of Matthias Bernt to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in  
accordance with law.

Registered Offices
John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, USA
John Wiley & Sons Ltd, The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK

Editorial Office
9600 Garsington Road, Oxford, OX4 2DQ, UK

For details of our global editorial offices, customer services, and more information about  
Wiley products visit us at www.wiley.com.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats and by print-on-demand. Some 
content that appears in standard print versions of this book may not be available in other formats.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty
While the publisher and authors have used their best efforts in preparing this work, they make no 
representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this 
work and specifically disclaim all warranties, including without limitation any implied warranties 
of merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose. No warranty may be created or extended by 
sales representatives, written sales materials or promotional statements for this work. The fact that 
an organization, website, or product is referred to in this work as a citation and/or potential source 
of further information does not mean that the publisher and authors endorse the information or 
services the organization, website, or product may provide or recommendations it may make. This 
work is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering professional 
services. The advice and strategies contained herein may not be suitable for your situation. You should 
consult with a specialist where appropriate. Further, readers should be aware that websites listed 
in this work may have changed or disappeared between when this work was written and when it is 
read. Neither the publisher nor authors shall be liable for any loss of profit or any other commercial 
damages, including but not limited to special, incidental, consequential, or other damages.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Name: Bernt, Matthias, author.  
Title: The commodification gap : gentrification and public policy in 
  London, Berlin and St. Petersburg / Matthias Bernt.  
Description: Hoboken, NJ : Wiley, 2022. | Series: IJURR-SUSC | Includes 
  bibliographical references and index. 
Identifiers: LCCN 2021059922 (print) | LCCN 2021059923 (ebook) | ISBN 
  9781119603047 (cloth) | ISBN 9781119603054 (paperback) | ISBN 
  9781119603085 (adobe pdf ) | ISBN 9781119603078 (epub)  
Subjects: LCSH: Gentrification–England–London. | 
  Gentrification–Germany–Berlin. | Gentrification–Russia 
  (Federation–Saint Petersburg. 
Classification: LCC HT170 .B47 2022  (print) | LCC HT170  (ebook) | DDC 
  307.3/416–dc23/eng/20211217 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021059922
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021059923

Cover Design: Wiley 
Cover Images: © I Wei Huang/Shutterstock, © diesektion/Unsplash, © Pikoso.kz/Shutterstock

Set in 11/13pt Adobe Garamond by Straive, Pondicherry, India

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions
http://www.wiley.com


Contents

List of Figures	 ix
List of Tables	 x
Series Editors’ Preface	 xi
Preface	 xii

1	 Introduction	 1
Gentrification Between Universality and Particularity	 1
How to Compare? Why Compare?	 8
Concepts and Causation	 11
Design of this Study	 15
Notes	 22

2	 Why the Rent Gap isn’t Enough	 25
Where the Rent Gap Works Well	 25
Where the Rent Gap Falls Short	 30

When and Why does Capital Flow?	 32
At Which Scale is the Rent Gap Positioned?	 34
Which Rent?	 37
Property as Control?	 40
How is the Rent Gap Realised?	 43

Embedding Gentrification	 48
Economy, Society and States	 48
The Commodification Gap	 51

Notes	 54

3	 Three Countries, Three Housing Systems	 57
The British Experience	 57

From Private Landlordism to a Dual Market	 58
The Thatcherite Revolution	 60
New Labour: More of the Same?	 65
Austerity and New ‘Class War Conservatism’ Under the  
Coalition Government	 70
Conclusion: Neoliberalism, Tenurial Transformation and Gentrification	 73



The German Experience	 77
From the Controlled Housing Economy to the Lücke Plan	 77
The Design of Tenant Protections	 84
The Conservative Wende	 86
Reunification and Neoliberal Consensus	 89
Conclusion: Gentrification Between Regulation and Deregulation	 91

The Russian Experience	 98
Housing in the Soviet Union	 99
From Shock Therapy to Failing Markets	 102
Restricted State Capacities and Opportunity Planning	 110
Conclusion: Gentrification in a Dysfunctional Market	 112

State Intervention in Housing: Setting the Parameters for Gentrification	 118
Notes	 124

4	 Barnsbury: Gentrification and the Policies of Tenure	 129
The Making of Early Gentrification	 129
The Right to Buy: Pouring Fuel on the Fire	 137
The New Economy of Gentrification	 141

Capital Gains Instead of Owner-Occupation	 142
Penalty Renting	 145

From Value Gap to Super-gentrification	 150
Notes	 154

5	 Prenzlauer Berg: Gentrification Between Regulation and Deregulation	 157
From Plan to Market	 158
Rolling out the Market, Weakening Public Control	 162
Since 2000: Privately Financed Refurbishments, Condominium  
Boom and No Regulation	 164
New Build Gentrification and Energy Efficient Displacement	 167
Between Deregulation and Re-regulation	 171
Gentrification with Brakes?	 174
Notes	 179

6	 Splintered Gentrification: St Petersburg, Russia	 181
Unpredictable Regeneration Schemes	 183
World Heritage vs. Gentrification	 186
The Dissolution of Kommunalki Flats	 192

vi  Contents



State-run Repair and Renewal	 198
Pro and Contra Gentrification	 202
Notes	 206

7	 The Commodification Gap	 207
Universality vs. Particularity Revisited	 207
Gentrification and Decommodification	 216
Meeting the Challenge: New Directions for Research and Politics	 217
Notes	 221

Appendix A Compulsory Purchase in Barnsbury	 223
Appendix B Residents in NS-SeC Classes 1 and 2	 229
References	 235
Index	 257

Contents  vii





1.1:  Types of comparison� 11
1.2: � The relationship of abstraction and empirical observation  

in this study� 16
1.3: � The relation of institutions, reinvestment,  

displacement and gentrification� 18
2.1:  The evolution of the rent gap� 27
3.1: � Homeowner protesting mortgage increases due to  

currency inflation� 114
3.2:  Diagram of state interventions in the housing sector� 119
4.1:  Right to Buy sales in London 1981–2014/2015� 138
4.2: � Two £1.5 million ex-council houses: 163 and 165  

Barnsbury Road� 140
4.3: � Median house prices (£) in Inner London, Islington and  

Barnsbury (MSOA Islington 017), 1995–2015� 142
5.1: � Milieux Protection Areas in Berlin (2016). Altogether  

close to 900 000 residents live in Milieux Protection  
Areas today� 170

6.1: � New structure on top of a historic building at  
Vladimirskyi Prospekt, St Petersburg in 2015� 187

7.1: � The causation of gentrification as both universal and  
particular� 215

List of Figures



List of Tables

2.1:  Classical forms of rent and gentrification� 38
2.2:  Decommodification and displacement� 46
3.1:  Trends in household tenures, London 1961–2016� 74
3.2: � Subsidies for housing and housing construction by types of  

subsidies in billions of DM, 1965–1988� 88
3.3: � Regulations on rent increases in sitting tenancies in  

Germany, 1971–2019� 92
3.4: � Regulations on rent increases in Berlin and  

Germany as of 2019� 96
3.5: � Estimated housing costs for a two-bedroom flat  

in the centre of St Petersburg (2017)� 117
3.6:  Commodification gaps in the UK, Germany and Russia� 122
4.1:  Percentage of households by tenure in Barnsbury� 131
4.2: � Social class in Barnsbury based on Butler and  

Lees (2006) and UK Census 1992–2011� 151
5.1: � Renovated flats in Urban Renewal Areas in  

Prenzlauer Berg 1994–2001� 162
5.2: � Percentage of sitting and new tenancies after renovation in  

Urban Renewal Areas in Prenzlauer Berg 1995–2002� 163
5.3: � Number and percentage of individually owned  

apartments in Urban Renewal Areas in Prenzlauer Berg� 166
5.4: � New built housing units in the Urban Renewal Areas of  

Prenzlauer Berg� 168
5.5: � Subsidised housing units and commitment periods in the  

Urban Renewal Areas in Prenzlauer Berg� 172
5.6: � Characteristics of different segments of the housing  

sector in the Helmholtzplatz neighbourhood� 178
6.1:  Planned renovations in St Petersburg� 200
A.1: � Housing units acquired through the use of compulsory  

purchase orders by the borough of Islington between  
1973 and 1976 and sold after 1995 in the Barnsbury  
Ward� 223

B.1: � Share of NS-SeC Class 1 and 2 and tenure as a  
percent of all residents aged 16– 74 in UK Census  
Output Areas of Barnsbury in 2011� 230



IJURR Studies in Urban and Social Change 
Book Series

The IJURR Studies in Urban and Social Change Book Series shares IJURR’s 
commitments to critical, global and politically relevant analyses of our urban 
worlds. Books in this series bring forward innovative theoretical approaches 
and present rigorous empirical work, deepening understandings of urbani-
sation processes, but also advancing critical insights in support of political 
action and change. The Book Series Editors appreciate the theoretically eclec-
tic nature of the field of urban studies. It is a strength that we embrace and 
encourage. The editors are particularly interested in the following issues:

•	 Comparative urbanism
•	 Diversity, difference and neighbourhood change
•	 Environmental sustainability
•	 Financialisation and gentrification
•	 Governance and politics
•	 International migration
•	 Inequalities
•	 Urban and environmental movements

The series is explicitly interdisciplinary; the editors judge books by their con- 
tribution to the field of critical urban studies rather than according to dis- 
ciplinary origin. We are committed to publishing studies with themes and 
formats that reflect the many different voices and practices in the field of 
urban studies. Proposals may be submitted to editor in chief, Walter Nicholls 
(wnicholl@uci.edu), and further information about the series can be found 
at www.ijurr.org.

Walter Nicholls 
Manuel Aalbers 
Talja Blokland 

Dorothee Brantz 
Patrick Le Galès 
Jenny Robinson

Series Editors’ Preface

mailto:wnicholl@uci.edu
http://www.ijurr.org/


Preface

First and foremost, I wish to thank the five institutions and two particular 
individuals that were crucial for making this work possible. The Alexander 
von Humboldt foundation granted me a Feodor Lynen Stipend, which 
allowed me to dedicate my time to this project and to conduct empirical work 
abroad. This work would have been all but impossible without the patience 
and encouragement of my employer, the Leibniz Institute for Research on 
Society and Space (IRS), which granted me the time necessary to research and 
write this book and supported this detour from everyday business. Finally, and 
most importantly I wish to thank my two hosts in London and St Petersburg. 
Without the dedicated and continued support from Claire Colomb and the 
Bartlett School of Planning at the University College of London, the whole 
project would have never taken place. The same goes for Oleg Pachenkov and 
both the Centre for Independent Social Research (CISR) and the European 
University of St Petersburg. More than once, I was deeply impressed by 
the enthusiasm, reliability and imagination with which these magnificent 
colleagues supported my work. Both Claire and Oleg provided invaluable 
intellectual conversations and great company, which helped me along the 
cliffs of the project.

Numerous people assisted in the data collection and interviews or shaped 
the book by providing comments, ideas and background information in all 
three cities researched. I am very grateful to all of them. My debts here are 
too numerous to be listed in full. I extend thanks, in particular, to Michael 
Edwards, Michael Hebbert, Loretta Lees, Tim Butler, Chris Hamnett, Peter 
Williams, Alan Mace, Paul Watt, Duncan Bowie, Mike Raco, Jennifer Rob-
inson, Hyun Bang Shin, Antoine Paccoud and all the other scholars who 
supported me in London.

My greatest thanks go also to Lilia Voronkova, Thomas Campbell, Dimi-
tri Vorobyev, Irina Shirobokova, Katya Korableva and the other participants 
of the ‘Research Laboratory’, as well as to Anna Zhelnina and Konstantin 
Axënov, who all guided my way through St Petersburg. I am also grateful to 
Oleg Golubchikov for helpful comments on the matter of gentrification in 
Russia.

Berlin has been the place that has shaped my thinking about gentrifica-
tion for a very long time. There have been so many people who have provided 
me with motivation, inspiration and information over the years that I don’t 
know how to count them all. Pars pro toto, I would like to thank a few people 



Preface  xiii

specifically here. First and foremost is Andrej Holm, who has been a friend 
and a political and intellectual companion for decades. The same goes for 
Margit Mayer who has crucially influenced my thinking about cities since I 
was a student. Over the years, a couple of people have been especially impor-
tant for my studies on Prenzlauer Berg, both by providing information and 
supporting my work, and also by disagreeing and discussing things with me. 
These include Carola Handwerg, Michail Nelken, Theo Winters, Ullrich 
Lautenschläger, Jochen Hucke, Ulf Heitmann, Hartmut Häußermann, Karin 
Baumert, Wolfgang Kil, and Wilhelm Fehse and Bernd Holtfreter (who both 
passed way too early).

Grateful appreciation is also due to Talja Blokland, Michael Gentile and 
Slavomira Ferenčuhová, who read earlier versions of individual chapters. 
Finally, Willem van der Zwaag, Mary Beth Wilson and Kerstin Wegel have 
provided superb technical support.

Above all, I thank Anja and Juri for their love, support and patience, 
which have allowed this book to be written.

Berlin, 23 October 2021





CHAPTER 1

The Commodification Gap: Gentrification and Public Policy in London, Berlin and St Petersburg,  
First Edition. Matthias Bernt.
© 2022 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2022 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

Gentrification Between Universality and Particularity

In the late 1990s, Prenzlauer Berg, a neighbourhood in East Berlin, experi-
enced rapid changes. After decades of decay, more and more of its dilapidated 
residential buildings were bought up by investors, renovated and rented out 
with considerable price increases. Grey and weathered facades turned into 
colourful yellow, lilac and pale blue. The smell of coal produced by oven 
heating disappeared. The place became fashionable and more and more me-
dia reports came up with stories about Berlin’s new ‘in-quarter’. Accompa-
nying this, the composition of the population changed too, with newcomers 
tending to be younger, better educated and, as time went by, also richer than 
the established residents. Together with this new population came a wave of 
newly established bars, clubs, restaurants, boutiques, etc.

So far, the story hardly sounds spectacular – even readers who have never 
heard of Prenzlauer Berg will most likely be aware of similar changes in other 
neighbourhoods and cities. In fact, what happened in Prenzlauer Berg has 
been experienced in many places in the world, before and since. The term 
gentrification has now become the most common term used for this kind of 
urban transformation. The theme has become so omnipresent that hardly any 
international conference that is focused on the urban proceeds without pre-
sentations on gentrification. Stacks of books have been written on the subject 
and in many countries the term has entered everyday vocabulary. Gentrifica-
tion, however, was a term invented by the British-German sociologist Ruth 
Glass, who described it as early as 1964, in the following words:

One by one, many of the working class quarters of London have been 
invaded by the middle-classes – upper and lower. Shabby, modest mews 
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and cottages – two rooms up, two down – have been taken over, when 
their leases have expired, and have become elegant, expensive residences. 
Larger Victorian houses, downgraded in an earlier or recent period – 
which were used as lodging houses or were otherwise in multiple occu-
pation – have been upgraded once again. . . . Once this process of ‘gen-
trification’ starts in a district, it goes on rapidly until all or most of 
the original working class occupiers are displaced, and the whole social 
character of the district has changed.

 (Glass 1964, pp. xviii–xix)

Changes from shabby and modest to elegant and expensive were, of 
course, exactly what activists in Prenzlauer Berg had in mind when they 
started using the term gentrification to depict the changes they saw hap-
pening in their neighbourhood in the late 1990s. They were met by sharp 
opposition. Public officials and urban planners, but also Berlin-based urban 
scholars, took the claim that the changes taking place in the quarter could 
be termed as gentrification as an insolent provocation (see Winters 1997; 
Häußermann and Kapphan 2002). Interestingly, the arguments brought 
forward at that time were neither confined to questions of data interpre-
tation, nor did they move quickly to the possible implications for public 
policies and planning. More often than not, a rejection of the argument 
came together with de facto claims about the ontological status of the con-
cept of gentrification. A larger group of critics posited that the concept of 
gentrification was developed in the contexts of the USA and the UK, with 
their untamed laissez-faire capitalism (and had limited value beyond these 
locations). European cities, in contrast – and Berlin, in particular – would 
be marked by stronger urban planning, more welfare state assistance and 
highly developed tenant rights that together would protect the city from 
the excessive development experienced elsewhere. Altogether, this would 
make the concept of gentrification inapplicable. A second group of critics 
addressed the situation from another direction. They argued that gentrifi-
cation was a necessary and unavoidable companion of capitalist land and 
housing markets. As long as there was capitalism, there would be gen-
trification. Talking about rent regulations and planning strategies would, 
therefore, only turn attention away from problems that were systemic in 
nature.

Thus, whereas one line of critiques emphasised the particularities of Ber-
lin and set them in contrast to a perceived Anglo-American ‘normal’, the 
other managed to do exactly the opposite and abandoned the specificities of 
Berlin to make a global critique of capitalism. Unwittingly, both perspectives 
made an age-old choice known from the field of comparative social research: 
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analysing the same situation and empirical data, the first argued in a clearly 
individualising way, whereas the latter rested on a universalising form of 
explanation. The outcome was diametrically opposed positions.

What both perspectives had in common, however, is that they effec-
tively cushioned Berlin’s planning and renewal policies against criticism. If 
planning, welfare protection and tenant rights were so strong that gentrifi-
cation could not happen here, why change anything? If gentrification was so 
deeply embedded in the nature of global capitalism, why should one expect 
local policies to make a difference? In summary, while coming from opposite 
directions, both critiques effectively shielded the policies of ‘Careful Urban 
Renewal’ exercised in Berlin at those times (see Chapter 5 for details) against 
criticism and helped in defending the status quo.

With this study, I want to suggest a different perspective on gentrifi-
cation. I will show that gentrification is, indeed, a universal phenomenon 
that reflects general conditions set by capitalist land and housing markets, 
yet at the same time, it is only made possible through specific institutional 
constellations. Gentrification, I argue, is at the same time economically and 
politically determined. It rests on historically specific entanglements of mar-
kets and states, expressed in multiple combinations of commodification and 
decommodification. Analysing the historically specific nexus between com-
modification and decommodification in driving gentrification is, therefore, 
central to this book.

What is meant by decommodification and commodification? Under 
capitalism, most housing is produced for the purpose of being sold as a com-
modity in the market. At the same time, housing is an essential human need. 
Most societies have, therefore, found ways in which the production and/or 
consumption of housing is completely or partly sheltered against the markets, 
so that its character as a commodity is limited and/or restricted. Thereby, 
commodification and decommodification stand in a dialectical relationship. 
Commodification happens when the social use of housing is subordinated 
to its economic value. When housing is commodified, it can be treated as an 
investment and can be purchased, sold, mortgaged, securitised and traded 
in markets. Decommodification occurs when exactly the opposite is taking 
place (see Esping-Andersen 1990, p. 22). When the provision of housing is 
rendered as a right and/or when a person can maintain accommodation with-
out reliance on the market, or when the conditions in the markets make it 
impossible to trade housing or invest in it, the commodity status is loosened 
and housing becomes decommodified.

With this study, I argue that it is only when decommodification is 
limited to a degree that allows for satisfactory rates of return on investment 
in housing that upgrading becomes lucrative for investors and gentrification 
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is achieved. This is what I call the ‘commodification gap’. I argue that it lies 
at the heart of what makes a difference when comparing gentrification across 
varied contexts. The major point here is that the general dynamics of com-
modification are universal in capitalist societies, whereas the ways in which 
markets are embedded into societies and the variations in which social rights 
are perceived, negotiated and legislated are not.

The treatment of gentrification as either a general feature of capitalism 
or a local experience  – as argued in the debates in Prenzlauer Berg that I 
have described – thus, rests on a false dichotomy. However, this treatment 
is not unique to Berlin. Quite to the contrary, the difficulty of balancing 
historical and geographic particularities with the status of gentrification as 
a general theory has been a problem that has occupied urban scholars for 
a long time. Gentrification studies have been characterised by a progress-
ing seesaw motion between universalising and individualising approaches for 
decades. When the term gentrification was invented by Ruth Glass, it pri-
marily reflected on a very British (and to some degree even London-based) 
experience. Picking up on historical English class structures, the term gen-
trification had both a descriptive and an analytical edge, but always with a 
close connection to London. This is also reflected in the title of the book: 
London: Aspects of Change. Only a few years after the development of the 
term, it travelled to the other side of the Atlantic and stimulated a first wave 
of studies in North America. Here, the background was a novel and counter-
intuitive ‘back to the city’ movement of middle-class households experienced 
after decades of ‘urban crisis’ and ‘white flight’, for which new explanations 
were needed. In this context, gentrification appeared as the term du jour to 
describe a new phenomenon. By and large, two major forces were seen as 
driving it – and both seemed to be of universal value (at least in Canada and 
the USA): (i) the sociocultural transformations accompanying the dawn of a 
post-industrial society, resulting in the rise of a new middle-class and (ii) the 
discovery of inner cities as a renewed terrain for investment strategies. Both 
transformations made up the core of explanations for gentrification back then 
and for more than two decades ‘gentrification debates battled back and forth 
over the “post-industrial, new middle-class thesis” and the “rent gap exploita-
tion thesis” over what had caused the rise of gentrification’ (Shin and López-
Morales 2018, p. 15). While gentrification expanded fast as a research field 
and became a major battleground of scholarly debates, differences between 
the place of its origin (London) and cities like Philadelphia, New York, Van-
couver and others were hardly raised as a matter of concern.

In a second wave, the gentrification concept travelled back and forth 
across the English Channel to Western Europe, i.e. to a context that had also 
experienced deindustrialisation, suburbanisation and the growth of a service 
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economy, but with some delay and a different history of urbanisation and 
housing. Here, too, empirical studies (by and large) stayed with the con-
cepts imported from the USA/UK. At the same time, the particularities of 
West European cities, as opposed to those in the UK and the USA, were 
raised as issues of concern and attributed to ‘contextual factors’ or ‘modifica-
tions’. If the first phase of gentrification studies had been uninterested in the 
issue of comparability, the contributions in this second phase were marked 
by attempts to contextualise what was still seen as a global phenomenon ex-
plained by universally valid theories.

From the late 1990s, this mood changed considerably. In the USA and 
the UK, gentrification had become such a cottage industry of academic career 
building that not only were more and more studies produced, but also more 
and more phenomena that were not included in the classical gentrification 
canon were now characterised as gentrification. Research emerged about 
commercial gentrification (Bridge and Dowling 2001), new-build gentrifica-
tion (Davidson and Lees 2005, 2010), tourist gentrification (Gotham 2005), 
rural gentrification (Phillips  1993,  2004), studentification (Smith and 
Holt 2007), super-gentrification (Lees 2003; Butler and Lees 2006) and other 
forms of upgrading that did not follow the traditional demographic, cultural, 
and spatial patterns known from earlier gentrification studies. This expan-
sion of gentrification research led to a growing sense of frustration among 
urban scholars, and more and more academics came to see the concept as 
overstretched1 (see Bondi 1999; Lambert 2002; Hamnett 2003; Butler 2007; 
Maloutas 2007, 2012, 2018).

Where the concept of gentrification was applied outside its places of ori-
gin, critiques were even stronger. Thomas Maloutas argued (in the context of 
Athens) that gentrification was ‘a concept highly dependent on contextual 
causality and its generalised use will not remove its contextual attachment 
to the Anglo-American metropolis’ (Maloutas 2012, p. 33). The concept, he 
claimed, would be ‘detrimental to analysis, especially when applied to con-
texts different from those it was coined in/for’ (Maloutas 2012, p. 44). As a 
consequence, Maloutas demanded that the concept of gentrification not be 
used outside the Anglo-Saxon world and that more localised concepts and 
descriptions be found and used.

With the advancement of postcolonial approaches, these concerns have 
gained growing acceptance in the subsequent decade and are now widespread 
in the field of urban studies.2 Nowadays, more and more scholars tend to see 
gentrification as an urban phenomenon rooted in very specific experiences 
realised in a handful of Western metropolises in the second half of the twen-
tieth century (see Bernt 2016a). To an increasing extent, the concept is por-
trayed as overstretched (Schmid et al. 2018) and blamed for oversimplifying 
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essentially variegated urban experiences by ‘blindly apply(ing) theories from 
the West’ (Tang 2017, p. 497). Some authors have even gone so far as to 
claim that the concept of gentrification has ‘displaced and erased alternative 
idioms and concepts that may be more useful for describing and analysing 
local processes of urban change’ (Smart and Smart 2017, p. 519) and have 
suggested that the concept of gentrification ‘should be laid to bed . . . among 
those 20th century concepts we once used’ (Ghertner 2015, p. 552). In this 
view, gentrification is successively seen as a thin theory, considerably over-
stretched and not capable of integrating new developments.

While doubts and reservations about the concept of gentrification have 
become stronger than ever before, the last few years have also seen a remark-
able expansion of empirical research on the subject carried out on an increas-
ingly global scale. These days, scientific papers on gentrification come from 
all continents, including places as different as Yerevan (Gentile et al. 2015), 
Mexico (Delgadillo  2015), Copenhagen (Gutzon Larsen and Lund Han-
sen 2008), Manila (Choi 2016) and many more. A research group around 
Loretta Lees, Hyun Bang Shin and Ernesto López Morales has alone pro-
duced two volumes and two special issues that have applied the concept of 
gentrification to empirically studying many places around the globe (Lees 
et al. 2015, 2016; López-Morales et al. 2016; Shin et al. 2016). Building 
upon this work, Lees et  al. argue that gentrification has indeed become a 
‘planetary process’, and defend the application of the gentrification concept 
as follows:

We have considered whether the concept of gentrification has global 
application, and whether there really is such a thing as gentrification 
generalized. After much research and international discussion  .  .  . we 
have concluded YES – as long as we keep gentrification general enough 
to facilitate universality while providing the flexibility to accommodate 
changing conditions and local circumstances.

 (Lees et al. 2016, p. 203)

In summary, it can be said that today the urban studies world in gen-
eral is split by a schism between the custodians of general (usually Marxist) 
theories and those criticising their Eurocentric implications. Yet, there are 
also voices that break out of this either-or way of arguing. Applying the con-
cept of gentrification to cities in the Global South, researchers have found 
new ways of productively working with differences (for an overview see Lees 
et al. 2015; Shin and López-Morales 2018; Valle 2021) in the subsequent 
years, which have opened up new perspectives on the debate. Two issues 
stand out here:
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First, manifold contributions have highlighted that capitalist markets in 
land and housing are limited in many cities in the Global South. Instead, 
hybrid arrangements of property rights are common (Lemanski 2014) and large 
parts of the housing stock are managed as informal housing (Ghertner 2014; 
Doshi 2013, 2015; Cummings 2016; Gillespie 2020). In effect, customary 
and state land tenures instead of private property are the rule, rather than an 
exception, in many countries. As a consequence, the movement of capital is 
limited in much of the Global South and gentrification is only possible when 
these limits are removed. The simultaneous existence of commodified and 
non-commodified land has given rise to a ‘real estate frontier’, i.e. an ‘interface 
between real estate capital and non-commodified land’ (Gillespie 2020, p. 612), 
which advances through the enclosure of uncommodified land. Other than in 
the Global North, market-based forms of land allocation cannot be taken for 
granted here, but need to be actively produced. Non-commodification, or de-
commodification, is central here, and gentrification is only brought into being 
through a process of ‘primitive accumulation’ in which non-capitalist forms of 
tenure are actively attacked and abolished.

Closely related, research on gentrification in the Global South has repeat-
edly emphasised the centrality of state agency and extra-economic violence as a 
driver for gentrification (see Islam and Sakızlıoğlu 2015; Shin and Kim 2016; 
Shin and López-Morales  2018; Valle  2021. This argument has most thor-
oughly been developed by the geographer Gavin Shatkin (2017), who depicts 
how state interests are at the core of land monetisation in Asia. While Shatkin 
finds the specifics of gentrification theory (as formulated by Smith 1979 and 
others) of limited relevance for his cases, he still insists that it can provide 
useful insights. For the case of Southeast Asia, Shatkin argues that state actors 
are the main players in the real estate market. They use land rent capture for 
their own empowerment, as a source of revenue for the state, or redistribute 
the profits to key allies of the ruling elites. In turn, state actors become inter-
ested in maximising their control over land markets and exploiting the rent 
gap to its maximum. What makes this conceptualisation interesting is that 
it dissociates gentrification from its attachment to a specific geographic and 
socioeconomic context and uses the rent gap in a purely analytical form. For 
Shatkin, gentrification is not of interest per se, but rather one of a number 
of concepts combined to explain the complex development of state–business 
relations in real estate development in Asia.

This treatment resonates well with the discussion of a ‘triangular entan-
glement of state, market, and society’ described as the driver of ‘three waves 
of state-led gentrification’ investigated in China (He 2019). In her work, He 
describes how ‘gentrification has become an integral part of the making of the 
modern competitive state in China’ and analyses how ‘the state’s endeavour in 
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extracting values from land/housing redevelopment [operate] through market 
operation’ (He 2019, p. 33). Contrary to Western ideas about the predomi-
nance of markets in allocating land, He insists on including the developmen-
talist state in the analysis in China and emphasises that markets can only be 
understood as working in tandem with the state and societal forces. This, in 
turn, makes visible the limits of a restrictively economic explanation of gentri-
fication that focuses mainly on the effect that markets play.

Summing up, the perspectives on the usefulness of the term gentrification 
in the urban studies community are more controversial than ever before. After 
half a century of research, gentrification is intensively brought into question as a 
concept today and the scientific community finds itself split into two camps. On 
the one hand, many scholars attack the ‘diffusionist’ practice of exporting the 
Western concept of gentrification to contexts where it is not seen as applicable. 
They claim that gentrification has been overstretched as a theory and has become 
a Procrustean bed for the analysis of essentially different urban experiences. On 
the other hand, we find academics ferociously defending the usefulness of the 
concept, calling for more flexibility and attacking what they see as ‘fossilization, 
rather than contextualization’ (Lees et al. 2016, p. 7). Third, we find contribu-
tions (positioned at the margins of this debate) that offer a third way to solve the 
problematique by decontextualising gentrification theory (see also Krijnen 2018) 
and using it as a conceptual device to be combined with other instruments.

This book aims to advance this debate beyond the dichotomist treatment 
of the ‘universality vs. particularity’ binary. The major theoretical proposition 
is that land rent capture and capital accumulation and, thus, gentrification 
can always and everywhere only be understood as embedded in specific insti-
tutional contexts. Institutional contexts and economic dynamics can, there-
fore, not be separated but, instead, need to be integrated into the analysis.

Against this background, the book at hand provides an attempt to put the 
‘state question’ at the centre of the explanation and rethink the relationship 
between markets and states in the field of gentrification. It does so through 
three empirical case studies that lay out how this relationship has developed 
in three neighbourhoods located in different countries, and uses this material 
to produce a novel concept.

How to Compare? Why Compare?

The ambition of this book is thus directed towards theory building, which 
will be achieved through a comparison of empirical materials. But how can 
gentrifications happening in different cities and at different times be mean-
ingfully compared? Answering this question demands some reflection on the 
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ways in which comparisons are composed, why they are done and how the 
similarities and differences observed can be brought together. Against this 
background, this chapter now lays out the basic etymological and ontological 
orientations of this study and presents its methodological design.

Separating the shared essence of a phenomenon from its various expres-
sions is an epistemological problem that puzzled even ancient philosophers. It 
has proven to be so fundamental to our understanding of the world that wres-
tling with it has resulted in fundamentally different axiomatic positions and 
practices in scientific research. In this sense, the difficulty of coming to grips 
with the applicability of the gentrification concept beyond the classical cases 
of the UK and USA described above reflects a deep-seated problem faced by 
social science in general.

Crucially, in conceptualising gentrification as either a universal phenomenon 
or a specific local experience only relevant to a handful of cities, the proponents 
of the described debate have entered the rocky waters of comparative method-
ologies. While doing so, they have necessarily taken on board a series of long-
established methodological problems that come along with the comparison of 
complex social phenomena.

The first is the use of comparison. Why are comparisons done? What is 
the point of comparing urban change in New York’s Lower East Side in the 
1980s with something that is going on in, say, Bangalore today? In fact, there 
are many reasons for carrying out a comparative study. The aim could be to 
explore whether a theory developed about the causes of gentrification (e.g. 
middle-class invasion, the rent gap, or cultural upgrading) holds true when 
some of the variables it is built upon vary. Alternatively, one could examine 
a small number of cases holistically to see whether similarities or differences 
observed between the cases can be related to causal conditions. These two ways 
of proceeding can be termed as variable-oriented vs. case-oriented strategies 
of comparison (Ragin 1987, pp. 54–55). Some authors have also argued for 
comparison as a mode of thought, enabling ‘defamiliarisation’ and assisting in 
uncovering the hidden assumptions a theory is built upon (Robinson 2006; 
McFarlane 2010). In this view, studying a process in a non-familiar environ-
ment (e.g. gentrification in a shrinking city) could function as an eye-opener 
and allow factors and connections that are hidden elsewhere to be revealed.

No matter the particular motivation, the essential goal of all comparison 
is not to describe something, but to understand and explain it. The point 
here is to ask the reasons why a particular comparison is made. If apples and 
bananas are compared with donkeys, we need to have an idea about what 
constitutes fruits in contrast to animals. Yet, what exactly is the link between 
a theory, say about fruits, and the need to compare? While most comparative 
researchers agree that comparisons refer to theory, there is no privileged stage 
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of theory building in which it is most appropriate. Comparing can, thus, 
contribute to uncovering the limits of a theory, it can help to draw a con-
trast between cases and it can be used to suggest testable hypotheses. These 
hypotheses, in turn, can create demand for a new theory that can then be 
tested again by including new cases (Skopcol and Somers 1980). The relation 
between theory building and empirical comparative work is, thus, cyclical 
and there is no hierarchical (but rather a mutually reinforcing) relationship 
between theory and comparative empirical observation.

The current treatment of gentrification in urban studies as either a 
particular local experience, or a planetary urban phenomenon, occupies 
an uneasy position when examined against these potentials (see also Ber-
nt 2016a). While individualising accounts have proven to work well for at-
tacking the usefulness of gentrification theory for a specific case, they more 
often than not leave one wondering whether the problem is just a misclassi-
fication of an individual case (e.g. when the gentrification concept is applied 
to cases where gentrification doesn’t happen), a linguistic issue or something 
that is more deep-seated and inherent in the concept of gentrification. Uni-
versalising accounts, on the contrary, often relegate differences to the role of 
contextual factors, local specificities or contingencies, seen as negligible for 
theory building. Here, the consequence is an immunisation of established 
theories, but hardly their advancement. In sum, both ways of comparison 
fall short. This results in a stalemate in which both sides employ more or 
less convincing evidence to support their claims, but leave existing theories 
untouched and fail to frame a way forward.

One reason for this lies in the particular limits that are specific to 
either of these forms of comparison. There have been elaborate discussions 
about the difficulties of comparing complex social phenomena (like revo-
lutions or cities) that are characterised by ‘small n, many variables’ (Lijpart 
1971) in the past, especially within the field of comparative history. As a 
consequence, manifold useful strategies for conducting comparisons have 
been proposed (see for example Przeworski and Teune 1970; Lijphart 1971; 
Sartori 1970, 1991; Smelser 1976; Tilly 1984; Skocpol 1979; Skocpol and 
Somers 1980; Ragin 1987). In this context, Charles Tilly (1984) has devel-
oped a widely cited typology that distinguishes four types of comparison 
along the two dimensions of scope and number (see Figure 1.1). Thereby, in 
scope, comparisons can range from quite particular (getting the case right) 
to quite general (getting the characteristics of all cases right) and in number, 
comparisons can range from single to multiple.

On this basis, Tilly (1984, pp.  82f.) distinguished between individual-
ising, universalising, generalising (or variation finding) and encompassing 
comparison. In this scheme, individualising and universalising comparisons 
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are antidotes: individualising comparisons contrast specific instances of a 
phenomenon as a means of grasping the particularities of each case, whereas 
universalising comparisons aim to establish that each instance of a phenomenon 
follows the same rule (ibid.). The point is that both types of comparison can 
be made, but each has a different function for different purposes. Individualis-
ing comparisons work well to illustrate a given theory. They can also be very 
effectively used to challenge the validity of a theory. The problem, however, is 
that they leave much to be desired when it comes to developing a new theory. 
Universalising comparisons, in contrast, are an effective means to go beyond 
the surface of similarities and dissimilarities and produce models and gener-
alisations that allow for theorising. More often than not, the price for this is a 
neglect of differences.

Expressed differently, both types of comparison have their particular 
strengths and weaknesses – but only in relation to a specific strategy in mak-
ing a theoretical argument. What counts is not the comparison as such, but 
the theoretical argument. It is in this field that both individualising and uni-
versalising approaches have their Achilles’ heel.

Concepts and Causation

Necessarily, this leads us to matters of causation and explanation. How 
can empirical facts be connected to theory? How can we determine that 
something we can see and document can meaningfully be called ‘gentrifi-
cation’? While the popular image of gentrification, reflected in a now glob-
ally popular blend of artists and cappuccino places, renovation activities and 
rising housing costs, seems to suggest an easily recognisable picture on the 
surface; however, the underlying substance of gentrification is more difficult 
to track. The reason for this is the fundamental philosophical difference bet-
ween the essence of a phenomenon, its manifestation and its description. For 
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FIGURE 1.1  Types of comparison (Tilly 1984).
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this reason, this section will discuss ontological and epistemological problems 
of causation and conceptualisation, thereby sharpening our understanding 
of the relationships between concrete phenomena, abstraction and causa-
tion, as well as laying out some basic ideas about the value and the pitfalls 
of connecting empirical phenomena and theory. In what follows, I base my 
arguments on what has become known as ‘critical realism’ in the philosophy 
of social sciences (Bhaskar  1975; Harré  1986; Stones  1996; Yeung  1997; 
Sayer 1992, 2000).

One of the most common fallacies to be found in gentrification research 
is the treatment of gentrification as a ‘real’ phenomenon, instead of as a 
concept. More often than not, one encounters phrases like ‘gentrification 
has become a global phenomenon’, ‘gentrification has expanded beyond its 
places of origin’, ‘gentrification has reached into new neighbourhoods’, etc. 
What these phrases have in common is that they reify gentrification. They 
treat gentrification as something that has an equivalent in reality, i.e. as an 
objective fact that can be measured, described and assessed visually. If one 
examines the definition(s) of gentrification more closely, however, it soon 
becomes clear that what is usually referred to as gentrification is a bundle 
of empirically observable phenomena, rather than a singular object. Most 
importantly, these are:

1.	 an immigration of middle-class households into areas where they were 
not prevalent before;

2.	 investments to upgrade houses and infrastructure (e.g. shops, or 
restaurants);

3.	 purchases or rentals of homes by more affluent buyers/renters;
4.	 rising house prices or rents;
5.	 a decline in the number of working-class and other low-income groups 

living in the area; and
6.	 a change of the social character of a neighbourhood.

In terms of observation, these are distinct empirical objects. What 
gentrification theories do is bundle together these objects under the term gen-
trification. The problem is that all these properties are also linked to social rela-
tions outside of gentrification. The immigration of middle-class households 
has, thus, been linked to broader social, cultural and demographic shifts in 
Western societies (Ley 1996); the investment of money into housing has been 
connected to the growing financialisation (Aalbers 2012, 2016; Haila 2016) 
of the real estate sector; and the decline of working class housing occupants 
has been explained as an outcome of the professionalisation of occupational 


