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Abstract
“Renaissance”, “revitalization”, “vibrancy”, and “gentrification” are all terms popularly used to
describe the processes currently transforming Halifax’s North End. The longtime neglected,
presumed-to-be dangerous, and widely avoided area is now said, by realtors, business owners,
and City officials alike, to be a creatively-thriving and socially diverse community, and up-andcoming hotspot for independent business. Home to a large population of Halifax’s “creative
class” of artists, musicians, and gays, the historically African Nova Scotian neighbourhood has,
over the past decade, undergone a facelift, with some historic homes having been “flipped” three
times, and their value sometimes quadrupled. Once-derelict buildings now house luxury
condominiums, gourmet restaurants, and boutique retail shops. While some residents celebrate
the neighbourhood’s supposed “renaissance,” others bemoan the loss of its rich history and
character, perceiving this “revitalization” as “gentrification.” For many newer residents, the
influx of new residents, businesses, and vision has inspired a renewed inspiration and hope for
the area’s future. Others, cognizant of the area’s deeply-rooted Black culture and longstanding
population of African Nova Scotians and Africville descendants, are, however, concerned that
the area’s current transformation is pushing out poorer Black and white residents, and, is, in
short, “another Africville.” This dissertation emerges out of fourteen months of ethnographic
fieldwork that examined how longtime residents are affected by perceived gentrification in
Halifax’s North End. I focus on how current social tensions within the area emerge from
competing understandings of the area’s history and emergent future. I argue that perceptions
towards what some are calling “gentrification” in the North End splinter along the lines of a
contentious history – the displacement of Africville. Varying narratives of this history – what I
call Narratives of Revitalization and Narratives of Neglect – and its salience today are ultimately
shaping whether or not longtime working-class and African Nova Scotian residents imagine
themselves in the neighbourhood’s future. I offer a critical, ethnographic, historically-rooted
contribution to the gentrification literature that takes the micro-geography of North End Halifax
as an historically-unique yet underexplored starting point. My approach offers a more nuanced,
locally-grounded and critical perspective on how longtime residents perceive, experience, and
respond to neighbourhood change.
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Preface
Dedicated to Pastor Rhonda Britton
We call ourselves Canada’s Ocean Playground
But they will tear down the playground if you don’t live downtown
If you are ground down in the North End
Where you will be considered to be down and out
And so the plans our communities write down are thrown out
In this city we value children less than condos
Where mondo developers and head honchos
Get the ears of our government
While the people are drowned out.
We talk about development when what we mean
Is whatever gets us the quickest green in the short term
Because true development is found inside youth programs and health clinics
Where minds and bodies are strengthened
And lives are lengthened in places where we meet and learn and grow
Where we build with family and friendships and not bricks
And relationships are cemented between communities as diverse as rainbows
Here the germ of unity is planted like in our gardens
Where our seeds are tended
And our roots extend through community centers named for our ancestors
Places where we mentor our young on stories of Africville
And the spirit that can’t be killed
As we see in them our elders’ dreams fulfilled
And we educate and labour to build the skills of our youth
Coming together over the grills of barbeques and on basketball courts
As we lay the firm foundations that can’t be bought
For generations of children to rise up in this place we call The Square.
But we can’t get there when we send our kids the message
That their needs are too expensive
When compared to the profits that can be collected from rents
And so potential goes unspent
And the knowledge that descends from grandparents and parents is silenced
When we treat our communities as expendable.
We need excellence but all we get is broken pledges
Wedged into ever narrowing blocks
Between the soup kitchens and meth clinics and needle exchanges
That suburban communities campaign against having next door to them
On the grounds that it’s too dangerous for their children
While our children are pushed to the edges
Walking to kindergarten in the cold
Through miles of traffic on main roads
Because the schools in our communities are closed
When it is diagnosed as costing too much to keep them open
After years of reducing enrollment
xiv

Created by threatening to close the schools in the first place.
And parents struggle to keep them safe
But our proposals to elevate ourselves are ignored and then shelved
And we are told that we must be pretending or misled
When we say, yes, this has to do with poverty and race.
As if we can’t notice the direction this city is going
And it’s not our section of the map they’re growing.
We live in these streets neglected
Treated like uncollected garbage
Our voices rejected, our children made targets
With low expectations, regarded as hopeless
Our schools, stores and homes torn down to leave us defenseless
Replaced by vacant lots and fences
Until one day we’re selected
And our neighbourhoods once thought worthless eyesore and slums
Become valuable real estate and then no-one protects us.
We have been pushed out, dumped, relocated, cleared, gentrified, displaced, transferred,
bulldozed, renewed and erased
Into projects, housing, ghettoes, low income neighbourhoods, shelters, blocks, strips, and the ave
More times that we can recollect and we are still here
Keeping faith and paying taxes.
And all we are asking is some space in our own neighbourhoods
For our children to be raised in.
Because development is not measured in high rises or ledgers
It is found in society when the poorest are treasured
And where the elected find courage to fight to defend them
And where, when we build, we are building together.
- Copyright 2012, El Jones, Halifax Poet Laureate. Used with permission
Plate 0.1: Monument outside North Branch Library, Gottingen Street

(Personal Photograph)
xv

Plate 0.2: Map of North End Halifax

(Source: Map data ©2014 Google)
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1 - Introduction
1 Context
Fieldnotes excerpt, June 8, 2012. As I biked along recently renamed Buddy Daye Street
towards Creighton Street I was struck by how manicured and vibrant the infamous
“crack corner” has become. What used to be a nearly condemned falling down white
house with boarded up windows is now a light grey, newly renovated, yet architecturallyhistoric apartment building. I remember the elderly Black gentleman who used to
frequent the house on his bicycle, storing large recycling bags of bottles in its backyard
and on its upper balcony, which is now rebuilt with freshly treated wood and is decorated
with brightly-coloured flowers in hanging baskets. As I continued along on my bicycle,
slowly weaving back and forth along the quiet street on this warm sunny morning, I saw
an elderly couple in matching tracksuits with two large fluffy dogs walk by, calmly, for a
morning stroll. An older man muttered to himself softly across the street on the stoop on
which he sat, his cart parked next to him as he takes a break from collecting bottles to
return at the depot nearby. I was taken back to my first encounter with this corner; 19
years old, out for a morning jog, I decided to venture further away from my apartment on
the corner of Robie and Charles Streets, so I cut down Cunard Street, taking a left on
Creighton. I remember the twinge of fear in my body as I passed the boarded up houses
along Creighton Street, a number of forlorn well-beyond-their-age faces peeking out
slightly cracked open doors. A two-year resident of the area, this white country bumpkin
cut her teeth as an undergraduate city dweller living above a pawn shop in a bachelor
apartment on Gottingen Street. Much to my parents’ dismay, I reveled in my gritty, innercity locale, yet these unfamiliar faces shook me. My colourful backdrop veiled a painful
reality of poverty and fear. “My” North End was comprised of busy basement gay bars,
shabby cafes, and the taste of a cheap donair against a late-night graffitied wall, enjoyed
among an array of queers, artists, and fellow students, many rural Maritimers like me,
rejoicing in our new “big city” and “alternative” lifestyles.
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Plate 1.1: Map of central North End

(Source: Map data ©2014 Google)

Plate 1.2: Northeast corner of "Crack corner," 2013

(Personal Photograph)

3

Plate 1.3: Renovations on northwest corner of "crack corner," 2013

(Personal Photograph)

Indeed, as I became closer acquainted with a fellow student, an African Nova Scotian
woman born and raised in the area who would become a close friend over the following
years, I became aware of a whole other North End – one where teenage years were spent
watching peers become crack dealers and single teen mothers, and desires to achieve
were stifled by the weight of cyclical poverty and racism. I also became aware of the
tightknit sinews of community, of “hello”s between sometimes unfamiliar Black faces on
the street who, though not necessarily friends, were never strangers. I spent seven years
in the North End yet I realized I was not a North Ender; I was a visitor, riding the first
wave of gentrification that would soon crash on the North End’s central shores. Over the
next eight years, the two of us would watch some of our favourite gay bars and cafes
close and our rents and the condos rise. A news article from 2005, the year of my first
Creighton Street jog, describes the struggle for Geraldine Parker, an African Nova
Scotian resident of the area whose home, purchased in 1976, had risen in value nearly
six-fold by 2006 (Kingsjournalism 2005). Barely able to get by on her pension, Geraldine
expressed worry about keeping up with rising property taxes. A 2009 article tells the
story of Susanna Fuller, who purchased the entire block of seven houses adjacent to her
own Bloomfield Street home to prevent them from becoming a condominium complex

4

(Lindsay 2009). A 2005 news article also describes one resident’s sadness to pass through
“the shell of a formerly prosperous district she loved to frequent” and that was “an
integral part of her past” (Gordon 2005). The article expresses another resident’s hope
that then-Merchant’s Association’s efforts to “resurrect Gottingen’s storied past” will be
successful (Gordon 2005). A 2013 article declares that the “long-hoped-for revival of the
Gottingen Street commercial strip appears to be gaining traction” and that we are
currently witnessing “the rebirth of an entire community” (Power 2013).
The longtime neglected, presumed-to-be dangerous, and heavily avoided area is now
touted, by realtors, business owners, and City officials alike, as a creatively thriving,
socially diverse, and tight-knit community. Home to a large population of Halifax’s
“creative community” of artists, musicians, and gays, the North End is boasted as
Halifax’s contemporary hot spot for independent business, alternative lifestyles, and
creative endeavours. Alongside the recently formed and thriving Business Association
and Business Improvement District designation, the neighbourhood has, over the past
decade, undergone a facelift, with some historic homes having been flipped up to three
times and their value in some cases quadrupled (North 2008). Once-derelict buildings
now house luxury condominiums, art studios and galleries, boutique retail shops, and
upscale local food restaurants. Though a sign of rebirth for some residents, others,
however, bemoan the loss of the neighbourhood’s rich history and character, perceiving
this “rebirth” and “revitalization” as “gentrification.”
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Plate 1.4: Cover of The Coast, April 2007

(Source: The Coast, April 2007)

Halifax is not entirely unique in this regard. Major cities everywhere are currently in a
“war of places” (Silver 2008:2). Competing for mobile capital, skilled workers, and
upper-income consumers, many North American cities are transforming and revitalizing
their working-class, inner city areas (Walks and Maaranen 2008:294). Advocating “social
mix”, the transformation of such spaces also aims to expand social, economic, and
lifestyle diversity at the neighbourhood scale (Walks and Maaranen 2008). Such
diversity, it is thought, will achieve a multitude of goals, including facilitating social
inclusion among residents, reducing social problems stemming from concentrated
poverty, and contributing to the re-branding of urban space as upscale and innovative
(Walks and Maaranen 2008:294). In many cities, however, the opposite is in fact
occurring; the in-flux of middle- and upper-class individuals is straining affordable
housing options, pushing out many poor residents, and creating social tensions among
newcomers and long-time residents (Davidson 2010).
Historically, Halifax’s North End is particularly unique. The largest Black settlement in
Canada, the North End was home to Africville, a small Black community on the tip of the
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peninsula. With its own schools, churches, and political officials, Africville cultivated a
uniquely Nova Scotian Black culture. Demolished in the late 1960s in the name of urban
renewal, the area’s 400 residents were forcibly displaced and relocated throughout the
more central area of Halifax’s North End – an at that time working-class neighbourhood
and major commercial and entertainment district (Silver 2008:10). Post-war
suburbanization, coupled with other projects of urban renewal, however, drove the
neighbourhood into a sharp decline in terms of employment, retail, and overall character,
prompting a steep hike in poverty, crime, and number of social service agencies (Silver
2008:11). So for some, the current in-flux of new residents, businesses, and vision has
inspired a renewed inspiration and hope for the area’s future. Others, cognizant of the
area’s deeply-rooted Black culture and longstanding population of African Nova Scotians
and Africville descendants, are, however, concerned that the area’s current
transformation is pushing out poorer Black and white residents, and, is, in short, “another
Africville.” Despite the unique historical context, and the increasing awareness and
criticism of the perceived gentrification taking place, little academic attention has been
paid to the revitalization of this neighbourhood (see Silver 2008 for exception). And with
a heavy focus on newcomers, existing ethnographic research on neighborhood
revitalization and gentrification leaves unanswered many questions surrounding the
actual lived experiences of such neighbourhood revitalization among longtime residents
(Paton 2010; see Brown-Saracino 2009; Cole 2013; Freeman 2006 for exceptions). How
are residents responding to the new challenges brought on by gentrification within their
neighbourhood? How does historical context shape and frame both the outcomes of
gentrification and residents’ responses to it?
In response, this thesis investigates how longtime residents are impacted by gentrification
in Halifax’s North End. I focus in particular on how current social tensions within the
area emerge from competing understandings of the area’s history and desired future. I
argue that differing visions for the neighbourhood’s future are embedded in contrasting
perceptions of the neighbourhood’s past. Many members of the African Nova Scotian
community perceive current and potential business and residential development as a
continuation of the City’s racist policies towards Black space – a repeating of the
displacement of Africville. Newer residents, however, sometimes fail to understand the
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reluctance and lack of engagement among longtime residents within this context; their
gaze fixed forward, many newer residents visualize the neighbourhood as a potential hub
for community, arts, and culture that while in some cases aiming to be inclusive, actually
displaces some of the rich culture indigenous to the area. These tensions, however, frame
residents’ daily experiences in the neighbourhood in tangible ways. Many residents of the
public housing project Uniacke Square, for instance, feel physically and socially hemmed
in and their housing vulnerable as a result of surrounding condominium developments.
Attempts at fostering consultation and collaboration with longtime residents on
development plans and zoning changes that are particularly germane in their impact on
longtime residents have thus been highly unsuccessful. A secondary goal, then, is to
interrogate how collective memory shapes residents’ perceptions of and engagement with
“the City” as a monolithic, unified center of power. It is certainly debatable to what
extent “the City’s” actions are the result of a deliberate cohesive longterm overall
strategy of gentrifying and “taking over” the North End. Indeed, as Dubois (2005:17)
reminds us, “the state is a collection of people, agencies, and branches with diverse, and
even conflicting agendas, projects, and interests….[T]o reify the state is to risk radically
misunderstanding the nature of politics and political power.” This “illusion” of the reified
state, is, rather, a mask that “serves to naturalize relations and practices of power”
(Dubois 2005:17). However, she notes, quoting Abrams (1988:80), that “the obvious
escape from reification…is historical” as the state is “always a work in progress” (Dubois
2005:18). My attempt here is to give weight and affirmation to residents’ subjective
experiences of neighbourhood change whilst resisting reification of “the City” as a
cohesive center of power. I demonstrate that working class African Nova Scotian North
Enders’ sense of disempowerment vis-à-vis the City resulting from the eviction of
Africville manifests in a present-day sense of exclusion – both physical and imaginative –
from the rest of the city. Gentrification in the North End thus emerges for many longtime
residents as a continuation of the City’s concentrated efforts to exercise power through
erasure – of particular groups of residents, of particular histories – that impact materially
on their lives. The first two Chapters attempt to situate these perceptions, and the
neighbourhood’s gentrification in general, within a trajectory of numerous sometimes
interrelated but often entirely disjointed and haphazard historical moments that have
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created the present-day tensions that will be explored throughout the remainder of the
thesis.

1.1 Theoretical Framework
1.1.1 Gentrification
Gentrification is deeply rooted in social dynamics and economic trends. Its
signs, effects and trajectories are to a large degree determined by its local
context; the physical and the social characteristics of the neighbourhoods
in question, the positions and the goals of the actors, the dominant
functions of the city the nature of economic restructuring and local
government policy….In the end, the ‘why’ of gentrification is less
important than the ‘how’ and the repercussions of the process (Van
Weesep 1994:80).
The academic study of gentrification has been ongoing for more than forty years, and
following a brief lull in the 1990s, has in recent years taken on a “significant resurgence”
(Lees et al. 2008:xv). The term was coined in 1964 by Ruth Glass, a British sociologist,
to describe the influx of middle-class people into London’s working class
neighbourhoods such as Islington, resulting in the displacement of working- and lowerclass residents (Glass 1964). The process of gentrification, Hamnet (1991:173-4) argues,
“pose[d] a major challenge to the traditional theories of residential location and social
structure”; it both demonstrated the salience of historical specificity in describing urban
change and illuminated the inverse of traditional ecological models of urban structure,
which portrayed a “natural and dominant process of outward migration” of the middle
class from inner cities (Rose 1984:47). Presently conceived as “the leading edge of
neoliberal urbanism” (Lees et al. 2008:xvii), gentrification is no longer confined to the
inner city or to First World global metropolises. It has thus become “a valuable lens
through which to examine a variety of intersecting phenomena in a city and/or
neighbourhood context” (Lees et al. 2008:xvi). Indeed, much newer work has integrated
gentrification theory and evidence into other areas of urban research, such as social
exclusion and polarization, geographies of consumption, mechanisms of community
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organization, and the material impacts of discourses of urban change and revitalization
(Lees et al. 2008:xv).
Gentrification is currently understood by many as the leading government strategy in
urban restructuring (Paton 2010:137) and has accelerated throughout Canada’s major
cities since the 1970s “reform era” of Canadian urban politics (Lees et al. 2008:95).
Generally defined as the transformation of formerly industrial, working-class inner city
space into middle-class residential, commercial, and social space, gentrification is
purported by its proponents to achieve a number of economic and social goals for the
inner city, including poverty de-concentration, neighbourhood cohesion, and the
restoration of “social balance” (Paton 2010:139-40; Rose 2004:281-2; Walks and
Maaranen 2008:294). In an attempt to prevent the inevitable “death” of the central/inner
city, deindustrializing and depopulating cities throughout the 1980s and 1990s began
trying to attract private development and investment into these areas in hopes of creating
economic and commercial growth and a “trickle down” effect for declining adjacent
neighbourhoods (Lees et al. 2008:xvii). Indeed, one of the primary aims or purported
outcomes of gentrification is “social mixing”, the philosophy of which maintains that
socially- and economically- mixed areas will attract and support a higher number of
services, activities, and amenities that will in effect create additional employment
opportunities for working-class residents (Paton 2010:140). Characterized in terms of
“housing tenure, income, ethnic diversity, immigrant status, religious affiliation, level of
government subsidy, occupation, household size, and/or age” (Walks and Maaranen
2008:294), it is also thought that such mixing will “promote greater social interaction and
intergroup understanding, facilitate social inclusion, raise local levels of social capital”
(Walks and Maaranen 2008:294), as well as help mitigate the “neighbourhood effects”
that stem from concentrated poverty, such as low aspirations, low education level, and
high rates of crime (Paton 2010:140). The influx of a more affluent demographic, it is
assumed, will allow capital to filter down to the rest of the neighbourhood, benefitting all
residents, working- and middle-class alike (Paton 2010:140).
The process of gentrification is often described in three “waves,” which correspond with
three distinct eras of state intervention and related public policy frameworks. Public
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policy, Walks and August (2008:2596) argue, “has been an important facilitator of the
process since its inception” (see also Hackworth and Smith 2001). The first wave of
gentrification, which lasted until the late 1970s, was characterized by active State
intervention into the future of many neighbourhoods, which involved “demolishing
structures and funding costly urban renewal schemes” (Walks and August 2008:2595).
As we will see, this most certainly characterizes much of the government’s intervention
into Halifax’s North End throughout the 1960s and early 1970s. The second wave of
gentrification, Walks and August (2008:2596) argue, occurred throughout the 1980s and
early 1990s, and was characterized by the “roll-back” of State investment. Implemented
in a rather “uneven fashion” (Walks and August 2008:2596) across the provinces, such
policy initiatives often emerged in the form of municipally-sponsored neighbourhood
improvement programmes, which, responding to post-suburbanization inner city decay,
made some previously downtrodden neighbourhoods especially attractive to “gentrifiers”
(see also Caulfield 1994; Ley 1996; and Rose 1996). The “third wave” of gentrification
has occurred from the early 1990s to present, and is “characterized by the neo-liberal
state in its more recent guise” (Walks and August 2008:2596). Here, the State, rather than
being actively involved in redevelopment, encourages the private sector to “drive the
process through new ‘roll-out’ regulatory systems and selective investments” (Walks and
August 2008:2596), often in key public amenities that, it is thought, will attract the
“creative class” and foster “social mix.” In the context of Canada, Walks and August
(2008:2596) argue, although uneven across provinces and municipalities,
this third phase is often associated with increasing municipal
“management” and selective encouragement of gentrification through
special district legislation, the roll-back of tenant protections and policy
shifts in the hopes of attracting both families and ‘creative class’
professionals.
Indeed, by the late 2000s, narratives of inner city “decline and death” would be engulfed
by a global neoliberal discourse of “regeneration,” “revitalization,” and “renaissance”
(Lees et al. 2008:xvii). The redevelopment of former industrial land or “brownfield
sites”, coupled with discourses of sustainability, liveability, and the repairing of a
declining sense of community (Curran and Hamilton 2012; Quastel, Moos and Lynch
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2012), would become the key focus of many cities, whose policies would now be geared
toward circumventing the loss of the central city middle class by attracting the new
“creative class” of gays, youth, bohemians, professors, artists, entrepreneurs, and other
young professionals (Lees et al. 2008:xix; see Florida 2003 on creative class). These
“neutered terms,” however, “politely avoid the class constitution of the processes
involved” (Bridge, Butler, and Lees 2012:1) disguising the gentrification – the class
transformation – of the inner city. Critical of the process, much gentrification research
highlights the implications of this transformation for lower-income and working class
residents, which include displacement and/or replacement in particular and “unequal
experiences of the city” in general (Lees et al. 2008:xxi). Displacement, Manzo et al.
(2008:1856) argue, results in “the disruption of the community ties and place attachments
that are at the foundation of well-functioning communities.”
An “intellectual battleground between competing and radically opposed theoretical
perspectives” (Hamnett 1991:175), gentrification research has spurred numerous, and
sometimes thorny, debates amongst its scholars, who have been located primarily within
the discipline of geography. Some wish to eschew the ever-expanding term altogether
(see Bondi 1999) and use instead terms such as “re-urbanization” (see Lambert and
Boddy 2002). Others (see Clark 2005 and Lees et al. 2008) suggest an “elastic but
targeted definition” (Lees et al. 2008:xxii) of the term, maintaining its political purchase.
Debates over how to explain the process also characterized the first two decades of
gentrification research (see Smith and Williams 1986; Smith 1996 for production-side
arguments and Caulfield 1994; Ley 1996, 2003; and Rose 1984 for consumption-side).
Production or supply-side explanations, on the one hand, explain gentrification as a
product of uneven capitalist development (Lees et al. 2008:xxvii), which is characterized
by Smith (1982:151) as a “locational see-saw” of successive development,
underdevelopment, and redevelopment in given areas. At the forefront of such
explanations is Smith’s “rent gap” thesis, which highlights the disparity between ground
rent (actual rent under present land use) and potential ground rent (maximum potential
rent under highest and best use) as “fundamental to the production of gentrified
landscapes” (Lees et al. 2008:54). For Smith and other proponents of the rent gap thesis,
gentrification occurs when the gap is wide enough to result in substantial economic return
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for landowners (Smith 1979:545). This process can occur on a neighbourhood-wide,
block-by-block, or even house-by-house basis, and is often propelled by various
government actions, be it through land clearance as part of urban renewal; upgrades to an
area’s streets and public infrastructure; and/or incentives geared towards attracting
developers, new businesses, and new residents (Lees et al. 2008:54). Although the actual
process of reinvestment will differ among neighbourhood contexts, the common thread,
such explanations maintain, is the capitalist nature of urban growth and neighbourhood
change, which take place under dynamics of profit and capital accumulation (Lees et al.
2008:54). “[T]he leading edge of the spatial restructuring of capitalist urbanization”,
gentrification, such explanations maintain, is “tightly bound up with much larger
processes” (Lees et al. 2008:73); it represent[s] a linear continuation of the forces and
relations that led to suburbanization” (Smith 1982:150) and is “part of a larger
redevelopment process dedicated to the revitalization of the profit rate” (Smith 1982:1512). Such explanations have, however, been criticized for their determinism and
inadequate attention to individual agency and the contradictory class positions of many
so-called gentrifiers (Lees et al. 2008; Rose 1984).
On the other hand, consumption or demand-side explanations, emerging during the
1980s, describe gentrification as “a consequence of changes in the industrial and
occupational structure of advanced capitalist cities” (Lees et al. 2008:90) such as the loss
of manufacturing employment and an increase in service employment. This shift, it is
argued, has contributed to a disposition among expanding middle-class professionals
towards central city living and a rejection of the suburbs (Ley 1994). This work describes
the identity practices of the so-called gentrifiers, a diverse group of “back to the city”
followers, whose left-leaning politics, relative ambivalence, and often “marginal
position” (Rose 1984) render them more complex than their conservative, self-interested
“yuppie space invaders” designation within much of the production-side analysis (Lees et
al. 2008:97). Spearheaded by David Ley, a Canadian geographer, this theoretical shift
sought to “people” human geography (Lees et al. 2008:91), which, Ley (2004:152)
argues, “has frequently been satisfied with speaking of a space of networks and flows
devoid of knowledgeable human agents.” Concerned with the cultural politics of
gentrification, Ley’s primary argument was that, emerging in the context of the
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postindustrial city, gentrification represented the latest phase in urban development,
where shifts in consumption created a particular taste and aesthetic among the expanding
middle class, who espoused “an alternative urbanism to suburbanization” (1996:15).
Explanations of gentrification, such as Smith’s, that “privileged forces of production and
housing market dynamics” (Lees et al. 2008:92), Ley argued, failed to capture the fact
that Canada’s gentrifying neighbourhoods have often been sites of countercultural
politics of the emerging new middle class. Following the late 1960s rise of the student
protest movement, the economic and social status of Canada’s, and the United States’ and
Britain’s, inner cities rose, becoming sites of countercultural awareness, tolerance,
diversity, and liberation (Lees et al. 2008:96). Middle-class inner city relocation, indeed
gentrification, emerges here as a critical social practice – a conscious rejection of
suburban consumer lifestyles and conservatism.

1.1.1.1 Gender, sexuality, and race
Gender and sexuality are key factors here. Drawing on a claim by Markusen (1981) that
gentrification “is in large part a result of the breakdown of the patriarchal household,”
Rose (1984) emphasized the role of single women professionals and dual-earner couples,
including gay couples, in the gentrification process. Drawn to inner city areas for their
proximity to support services, social networks, and service-oriented occupations,
“marginal gentrifiers” (Rose 1989) such as single and working mothers, for example,
could “minimize space-time constraints” and combine paid and unpaid labour with more
ease than in the suburbs (Rose 1989; Warde 1991). Marrying and bearing children later
or not at all, young single women were also drawn to inner-city areas in search of
partners, friends, and entertainment (Rose and LeBourdais 1986; see Kern 2010 for a
recent analysis of gender, gentrification, and the neoliberal city). The inner city also
became the founding site of gay politics and community (Castells 1983). The spatial
concentration of gays in North American inner cities enabled the formation of the
liberation movement and contributed to these areas’ concomitant gentrification; often
young, single men lacking dependents (Lauria and Knopp 1985), some gay middle class
professionals began teaming up with gay realtors and decorators, restoring the Victorian
townhouses of the Castro gay village, for example, and selling them for a profit (Castells
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1983). Most commonly, however, as in the case of North End Halifax, they often
collectively purchased and fixed up buildings and homes themselves, inadvertently
creating gentrification pressures and contributing to the displacement of lower- and
working-class gays, whites, and Blacks (Knopp 1990, 1997). More recent work on
lesbian gentrifiers highlights their unique spatial practices, which temporally align with
the women’s movement and early “sweat equity” gentrification – owner/occupier
rehabilitation (Rothenburg 1995). Often spearheaded by word-of-mouth networking,
lesbian neighbourhoods emerged, the first and most notably in Park Slope, New York
City, as tight-knit often lesbian-feminist communities, and were “quasi-underground”
(Podmore 2006:596) in nature. Following a 1980s and early 1990s boom, the number of
lesbian-specific public urban spaces diminished; this “deterritorialization of lesbian sites
was,” Podore (2006:597) argues, “in strong contrast with the consolidation and
multiplication of gay male and queer sites” during and after this time. So while the early
stages of gentrification perhaps enabled and were enabled by the growth of lesbian
spaces, accelerated gentrification, sometimes propelled in part by gay male
territorialization, helped lead to these spaces’ decline (Podmore 2006:614).
Race is a crucial element of gentrification, as gentrifying areas are usually comprised of a
large number of ethnic/racial minorities who are disproportionately vulnerable to the
concomitant rise in rents and erosion of affordable housing options (Kirkland 2008:18).
Yet, Kirkland (2008:18) argues, there remains a dearth in the literature regarding the
differential impacts of gentrification on the basis of race, as well as “the degree to which
gentrification supplements and exacerbates the historic and contemporary systems of
racial residential segregation.” “There is a need,” she argues, “for an explicit examination
of the racially differential impact of gentrification and the relationship of the
gentrification process to the racial/ethnic characteristics of the gentrifying neighbouhood”
(Kirkland 2008:19). The prototypical image of the white gentrifier entering the lowincome Black/ethnic neighbourhood also fails to account for the rising number of nonwhite gentrifiers who share much of the same educational, occupational and income
characteristics of white gentrifiers (Taylor 2002). Combs (2010) points to a “dilemma of
difference” whereby “economic strength allows the black gentry to differ from the black
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underclass with respect to consumption patterns” (Combs 2010:15). This dilemma, she
argues, has the potential to fracture Black community and solidarity (Combs 2010:15).

1.1.1.2 Researching gentrification
My work is situated within the present-day contention amongst most gentrification
research, which maintains the usefulness of both production and consumption-side strains
of thought. Indeed, for Clark (2005:261), “neither side is comprehensible without the
other….all present theories of gentrification touch bottom in these basic conditions for
the existence of the phenomenon.” Although the contrast between these explanations has
usually been explained in terms of theory, Lees (1998:2258) argues that it is also one of
methodology. Reflecting on the relationship between theory and method, Lees et al.
(2008:xxii) echo an earlier remark made by Lees (1998:2258) who stated that:
The importance of methodology has seldom been stressed in studies of
gentrification, despite the long-standing interest in the differing outcomes
of different theoretical frameworks….[D]ifferent methodological
frameworks result in different outcomes of gentrification….Gentrification
researchers need to think more carefully about how their research methods
– as well as their theory – inflect their understandings.
Despite a longstanding predominance of quantitative and macro-level inquiry, qualitative
methods, ethnographic in particular, though still less common, are becoming increasingly
prevalent, providing a more nuanced explanation of how local historical context shapes
gentrification processes and outcomes, as well as how longtime residents experience
gentrification in their neighbourhoods.
Qualitative examinations of the day-to-day lived experiences of gentrified
neighbourhoods have pointed to the “eventual disappearance of old-established
commercial services” (Rose 2004:284) frequented by existing residents, as well as
various “identity-building tactics” (Rose 2004:284) among the newcomers, such as:
community non-participation; the renaming and redrawing of spatial boundaries within
the neighbourhood; and general feelings of discomfort created by economic and/or
lifestyle disparities (Rose 2004:281,284). The American literature actually points to
heightened social polarization and greater race and class conflict (Walks and Maaranen
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2008:294; Freeman 2006). Work in Toronto (Slater 2004) and Vancouver (Smith 2003)
depicts gentrified neighbours as “characterized by mistrust, superficial contact, and
separate lifeworlds between resident and incoming groups” (Walks and Maaranen
2008:295). Ethnographic research, however, has seldom considered working-class
attachment to place; seminal works on gentrification in Canadian cities such as
Caulfield’s (1994) City Form and Everyday Life and Ley’s (1996) The New Middle Class
and the Remaking of the Central City, for instance, explore the consumption, identities,
and spatial practices of the ‘new’ or ‘creative’ middle class renovators and gentrifiers,
without considering how the spatial attachments, practices, and identities of the original
residents are shaped by the transformation and rebranding of their home spaces. More
research is needed into the day-to-day impacts of gentrification in general and social
mixing in particular on those who are impacted the most – the original working-class and
often racialized residents.

1.1.2 Space and place
My theoretical framework also emerges in part from geographic and anthropological
understandings of space and place. During the 1950s and 1960s, space was understood by
human and physical geographers alike as outside of human existence. A neutral container
for human action among the former, and “straightforwardly empirical, objective, and
mappable” (Hubbard et al. 2011:4) among the latter, space was perceived as functioning
according to statistically-derived “spatial laws”, which supposedly could and would
amount to “the construction of predictive spatial models” (Hubbard et al. 2011:5). This
so-called Quantitative Revolution, however, was met with a number of objections,
prompting, for example, urban sociologists to join geographers in reconceptualizing
space as both socially produced and productive, and as cementing racial and class
inequalities into city space (Hubbard et al. 2011:5). Henri Lefebvre forwarded this notion
of space in The Production of Space (1991), where he, rejecting the notion of absolute
space, argued that space is produced by social activity and is thus inherently historical.
Space, for Lefebvre, is not a neutral container but an ongoing social production.
Conceiving of space as produced through a three-way dialectic between conceived,
perceived, and lived space, Lefebvre’s work illuminates the notion of place, which,
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representing a distinctive type of space, is defined by the lived experiences and
identifications of people. Indeed, human geographers during the 1970s reconceived place
as created through emotional attachment, familiarity, and everyday embodied experience
(Hubbard et al. 2011:6). For Yi-Fu Tuan (1977:6) space is abstract and allows movement,
while place is a pause; space is transformed into place as it becomes more familiar,
intimate, and valuable. As such, for many geographers, being-in-place became
understood as an embodied practice, which, both mental and physical, is constantly
evolving through everyday encounters. The relationship between space, place, and
identity, however, remains contested, as debates surrounding scale highlight the
transformative and apparently undermining effect globalization has had on place
identities (Hubbard et al. 2011:9).
Claiming in some instances the “end of history”, these extreme writings have been
countered by strains of thought that point to the continued, even heightened importance
of place for the construction of self and identity (Taylor 2010a:1). Reflecting debates
surrounding place and identity within postmodern theory, the relationship between the
two concepts has come to be understood as incomplete, shifting, contextual, and
constantly in motion, shaped by complicated networks and webs of power. And far from
usurping the local, processes of globalization are in fact understood by theorists such as
Harvey (cited in Hubbard et al. 2011:9-10) and Sassen (2000) as requiring and drawing
upon the specificity of place as a way of generating meaning and value for different
goods and commodities. Indeed, place, for Sassen, “is central to the circulation of people
and capital that constitute globalization….globalization takes place through specific
social and economic complexes rooted in specific places” (cited in Smith 2002:430). In a
similar vein, Appadurai (1996:195) points out that while virtual neighbourhoods, for
instance, mobilize ideas, opinions, money, and social linkages, these often flow directly
back into local places, even lived neighbourhoods, in myriad material and symbolic
ways. Geschiere (2009:1) even suggests a “return of the local”, evidenced in the spread of
what he calls autochthony – the embracing of a sense of self derived from being “born
from the soil” – a proclivity which represents both a reaction against (selected) forces of
globalization, and a return to what is considered to be “the most authentic form of
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belonging” (Geschiere 2009:2) – that is, the experience of being rooted, by blood, within
a place.
Recent criticisms, such as Harvey’s and Geschiere’s, reveal how approaches to space and
place within postmodern theory and theories of globalization attend to fluidity, mobility,
and flows at the expense of materiality. Pointing to a lack of academic enquiry into “the
rural” as an intersection of identity and axis of experience, Ching and Creed (1997:6), for
instance, argue for a new definition of place that departs from most conceptions of the
term. Used “nearly interchangeably,” space and place, they argue, are often used to
capture the “more fashionable” components of identity, further erasing the role of “real”
or material places in identity formation (Ching and Creed 1997:6). In assuming a purely
metaphoric, inherently urban, conception of place, many researchers, they claim, also fail
to recognize the interaction of place with other nodes of identity, such as class, race, and
gender (Ching and Creed 1997:22), and overshadow how identity can be imaginatively
rooted and socially constructed in material place. To this end, they argue for a “middleground” in which place can be both metaphoric and material – a grounded metaphor.
Richardson (2008:106), writing about place and identity in contemporary Ukraine, echoes
their concerns, arguing that while many scholars insist on focusing on the “cultural flows,
practices, and relations that are not so isomorphic with place”, people perceive and
experience places as productive of sociality and meaning (see also Allnut 2009:3).
Richardson (2008:106) conceives of place as a process: that is, an historical production
composed of the merging of the material, the perceived, and the imagined. She points out,
though, that recent critiques of place and culture in anthropological writing have
denaturalized the relationship between place and culture to such an extent as to “think
themselves out of place” (2008:37). Such conceptions of place also mask the ways that
individual and collective senses of belonging are shaped by and hinged upon the material
and symbolic manifestations of place that emerge out of individual and shared
experiences of living in a particular place.
The relationship between physical place and human emotion, identity, and community,
has been explored at length in the literature on urban planning. As Talen argues, material
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design affects numerous non-physical realms, such as “choice, access, opportunity,
interaction, movement, identity, connection…security, and stability” (2008:152). The
images, landmarks, and symbols of a neighbourhood function as “identity space” (Talen
2008:152), which can serve as a rallying point that “binds disparate people and places.”
Shared knowledge of streets, landmarks, and the material landscape, and the sensory
impacts this materiality has on the body, can act as binding forces, which connect people
to place, and through this shared sense of place, imaginatively to each other. Physical
transformation of neighbourhood spaces, and an in-flux of new residents, however, can
also make people feel out-of-place; it can make longtime residents feel like strangers in
their own neighbourhood, and weaken their sense of community (Zukin 2010:7).
Mobility for some theorists has weakened so-called traditional ties to place such as
birthplace, hometown, or local community, and so in the absence of these traditional ties,
people lack “easy identities’ in relation to place (Appadurai 1996). We must remember,
however, that places themselves do not have fixed identities that “exist separately from
the language practices that produce them” (Taylor 2010a:10). Rather, places acquire
multiple meanings and cultivate multiple identities; they must be understood both as
flexibly constructed by people, through their own attachments, and as reflecting these
multifarious identities back to its occupants (Taylor 2010c:11). Place must be understood
as having a continued, perhaps increasing relevance for, individual and collective
identity. Indeed, in “Can We Grant a Right to Place?” Imbroscio (2004:576), points to the
heightened importance of place in the current era of globalization:
[A] focus on place now – in this era of globalization – may seem curious,
as new technologies and political and economic institutions destabilize
places socially and economically and engender heightened population
mobility, often in the form of economic displacement….It is in those
moments when a thing is threatened…that we tend to suddenly recognize
its importance….There exists a broad consensus around the notion that the
ability to choose one’s place community is a basic, fundamental freedom –
even if the importance of place rights is not always fully recognized or
articulated as such.
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1.1.3 Globalization, consumption, and place identity
At the same time, the increased emphasis on neoliberal individualism has created a social
world based around multiple identifications, which produce new forms of urban politics
and spatiality (Thorns 2002:98). “Under these conditions,” Harvey (2008) argues, “ideals
of urban identity, citizenship and belonging – already threatened by the spreading malaise
of a neoliberal ethic – becoming much harder to sustain.” To this end, late twentieth and
early twenty-first century writing about urban life draws attention to the shift to identity
as one of the keys to understanding how urban social life is shaped (Thorns 2002:97).
Indeed, people encompass and establish identity-spaces and territories in numerous ways
and on multiple scales – from the body, to the home, neighbourhood, city, and nation
(Jarvis et. al. 2009:18). Identity politics in this way can be perceived as not only fostering
new and multifarious modes of spatiality and spatial resistance, but as opening up new
ways of conceiving both the self as multi-faceted and intersectional, and the self as
spatially-produced within city space.
Integral to gentrification is the shift towards consumption as the driving force of urban
identity and spatiality, which has created a dramatic change in the visual form of the city
and an intense focus on aesthetics (Thorns 2002:125; Tonkiss 2005:91). Concomitantly,
there has been a resurgent emphasis on the heritage, culture, and uniqueness of the city as
part of place-making and branding efforts. Through the process of place-making and
place promotion, the physical environment, social practices, buildings, residents, and
symbols of places are commodified and made “sellable” to urban elites, whose “identitywork” is increasingly embedded within the social, physical, and cultural character of
places (Rushbrook 2002:1987; Thorns 2002:141). Through the process of place-making
and place promotion, the physical environment, social practices, buildings, residents, and
symbols of places are commodified and made “sellable” to urban elites, whose “identitywork”, echoing Bauman, is increasingly embedded within the social, physical, and
cultural character of places (Rushbrook 2002:1987; Thorns 2002:141). Paton (2010:143)
likens this trend to the outmoding of occupation in favour of neighbourhood and dwelling
as key sources of identity construction, which prompts a “powerful reorientation to
place” among the affluent middle classes. I would argue, however, that this trend is
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inextricable from occupation; this is reflected simply in the fact that it is central or innercity close-to-downtown business district locations that are being targeted. Also, in spaces
where the forty-hour work week has expanded to sixty to eighty, places of residence and
occupation increasingly blend; “the young urban professional”, as part of their identitywork as socially- and physically-mobile, consumer elites, is targeted and concomitantly
drawn to central and inner-city areas, which, although previously deemed working-class,
abject, “dead”, space, is now “reinvigorated” and touted as “vibrant”, “diverse”, and
“cosmopolitan”.
This heightened importance of identity-in-place prompts a strong concern for belonging.
“In the viscous networks of contemporary capitalism,” Savage (2010:115) argues,
“belonging takes on ever more intense significance.” He goes on:
Reterritorialization, the etching of activity into the landscape, the
formation of what Deleuze and Guattari [1987] call “striated space”,
becomes a necessary part of moral claim making. The process by which
social groups cohere, identify themselves, and take positions is,
fundamentally, a territorial one, driven by complex processes of sorting
and sifting, differentiation, and stratification. Issues of residential mobility
and the attachment to place…are profoundly important for understanding
the meaning of contemporary inequality, especially its cultural and
symbolic aspects, as people jostle with each other in their search for homes
and territory (Savage 2010:115).
This branding and marketing of working-class space as desirable to urban elites in many
ways requires a de-legitimation of the working-class (Paton 2010:137; Tonkiss 2005:87).
Many critics of gentrification stress how the underlying aim of the process is to realign
class identities to be more consistent with the neoliberal post-industrial economy;
implemented to make working-class neighbourhoods “posh”, gentrification realigns the
dispositions and social practices of residents in such a way that institutionalizes,
legitimates, and naturalizes middle-class consumer identities and values in space by
concealing the presence of other classes (Parker 2010:19). The literature, however, has
been overwhelmingly silent on the identification of the working-class (Paton 2010; Slater
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2006). Although this is changing, up until recently, Slater (2006:743) argues,
considerations of the working-class have been confined to discussions of middle-class
perceptions of neighbourhood “others”. The experiences and perceptions of workingclass residents and their place-based identifications within their neighbourhoods have
been given a back seat. Despite its emphasis on displacement, meaningful place-based
attachment has, as Paton (2010:137) points out, been “deemed a middle-class
concession” within many class-based accounts of gentrification.

1.1.4 Collective memory and historical narratives of place
In order to conceptualize longtime residents’ attachments to place, Cole (2013:68)
explores the “distilled memory” of the neighbourhood through residents’ perceptions of
the social and cultural change that has taken place (Cole 2013:68). Policies concerned
with housing and urban renewal, he argues, “lack a full appreciation of the historical
context of how the neighbourhood has developed,” not just in terms of its broader
economic history or patterns of residential settlement, but “according to the perceptions
and memories of those living in the communities” (Cole 2013:69). Residents’
perceptions, he argues, offer a different set of priorities and understandings to those of
policy-makers, but this ‘collective memory’ of place often remains unheeded or
invisible” (Cole 2013:80). Neighbourhood policy, he argues, tends to focus on recent
events and to rely on “relatively ahistorical accounts of the process of neighbourhood
change” (Cole 2013:69). This matters because “it can miss how far these longer term
changes have helped to shape the outlooks and actions of residents who are intended to
be the focus of such programmes.” Cultural and historical explanations of neighbourhood
change, he argues, “can give different insights into the lives, perceptions, and
preoccupations of residents than ‘compositional’ or ‘contextual’ accounts” (Cole
2013:79). And doing so at the neighbourhood level, he argues, remains a fruitful
approach to understanding the social and spatial organization of urban life (2013:79). The
neighbourhood “is a permeable ‘bounded space’, in terms of the daily routines of most
residents, and the differential value placed on opportunities for social interaction at the
local level” (Cole 2013:79).
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Inextricably tied to place, memory is a process that is continually unfolding (Hoelscher
and Alderman 2004:348). Memory can in this way be seen as a social activity, which
functions as an expression and active binding force of group identity (Hoelscher and
Alderman 2004:348). Both memory and place are woven into the fabric of everyday life
in that while personal memory makes place out of space, collective memory contributes
to peoples’ material and symbolic understanding of place (Hoelscher and Alderman
2004:350; Keogan 2010:8). Sites of memory, then, can include geographical places and
their physical features such as monuments, buildings, and public displays, as well as their
more symbolic attributes, such as shared memories, historical occurrences, origin myths,
and each individual’s sense of her or his self within that place (Hoelscher and Alderman
2004:349). Tied to and shaped by place, memory consists of an ongoing dialogue
between the material and symbolic aspects of the past and the continuously unfolding
present; working to “crystallize identity” (Keogan 2010:8), symbolic objects and
narratives can help reinforce collective bonds between people and their place. Collective
memory is not static or fixed, but emerges in particular ways in response to particular
struggles and contexts of change. Indeed, Cole’s (2013:77) research into residents’
experiences of neighbourhood change and housing renewal identified key local historical
events to be significant in framing residents’ understandings of contemporary change.
Yet the impacts of such understandings remain underexplored. Reflecting on the potential
material consequences of memory, Blokland (2009:1594) ponders, “[h]ow, then, do
politics of remembering create understandings of place and community from which
inferences are made about symbolic qualities and community needs?” She goes on:
Massey drew attention to power in collective histories, but she did
not address the political consequences of such representations in a
stratification of places. The position of a neighbourhood within a
city’s spatial stratification depends on its assets, and also on the
dominant imagery of what the neighbourhood symbolizes. We need
to clarify how places acquire symbolic qualities, as such processes
have significant consequences [Harvey 1993: 22] (Blokland
2009:1594).
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Nevertheless, she argues, “the role of collective memory in place-making remains
undertheorized, as does the process that brings such memories about, including
inequalities (Blokland 2009:1594). My work heeds this call, taking a similar approach to
DuBois, for whom collective or popular memory is “a way of understanding how large
structural processes…translate into people’s everyday experience” (2005:13). Indeed, for
DuBois, questions of memory matter “precisely because of their materiality” (2005:14).
An approach organized around residents’ narratives, Cole notes, “is that it can capture a
sense of history, of continuities and of ruptures” (2013:77) among both residents’ and
‘official’ historical accounts. However, these accounts need not be mutually exclusive or
competing; rather, Herzfeld (2010:S265) reminds us, anthropologists have long known
that “history is inevitably contested.…[F]acts are representations, and as such, they have
a material existence in the socially experienced world.” DuBois (2005:16) similarly
points to anthropologists’ attention to history as “provid[ing] a way of looking at process,
moving away from static notions of culture.” For DuBois, history “sets social life in
motion, calling our attention to the dynamics and relations of power that constitute evershifting social terrains.” To this end, she suggests Spence’s (1982 cited in DuBois
2005:158) notion of “narrative truth,” which “privileges the logic of storytelling, of
making sense, over that of fact.” Similar to her recollection of a frustrated woman’s
asking, “Why can’t these people just get it together?!” I encountered during my fieldwork
a number of sentiments of, “Why can’t they just get over it?” Like DuBois’ (2005:17)
contention that “there is history to how people were systematically prevented from
getting it together, and simultaneously…a surprising degree to which they do,” my work
aims to acknowledge and give voice to the historical narratives shaping many longtime,
particularly African Nova Scotian residents’ decrying of the changes – whether they be
“revitalization” or “gentrification” – in their neighbourhood. And sometimes these
narratives do perhaps thwart action. But far from passive receptors of external forces,
longtime residents, I argue, mobilize their collective memories to critically reflect and act
on the present. The mobilizing of narratives – Revitalization and Neglect – is a key
strategy for laying claim to the neighbourhood’s future. Indeed, when we explore the
consequences of necessarily historical processes like gentrification, Herzfeld recalls, “we
are faced with a selective culling of historical data for the purpose of buttressing
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arguments about ‘rights,’ ‘local identity,’ and so forth” (Herzfeld 2010:S265). Historical
narratives can be selectively deployed by “gentrifiers” and “gentrified” alike to lay claim
to belonging and ownership of place.
In the case of Halifax’s North End, present-day revitalization efforts cannot be detached
from the 1960s displacement of Africville, which continues to weigh heavy on longtime
residents’ minds. Indeed, Africville still generates “warm memories and purposive
identity for its relocated people and their children and is still a rallying symbol in the
black subculture” (Nelson 2008:x). Relocatees and their offspring continue to grieve the
loss of community identity and spirit that emerged within the segregated space (Nelson
2008:xx). Not simply a memory frozen in history, Africville, Nelson argues, continues to
grow and evolve; at one time a place, Africville is now “a spirit, an icon, a metaphor, a
home” (Nelson 2008:120). Outraged by the current gentrification within their present
neighbourhood, many residents with ties to Africville are quoted publicly as referring to
the closure of Black schools; the demolishing of historic churches; the in-flux of middleclass professional residents and residences; and the resultant loss of local businesses and
residents, as “Africville all over again.”

1.2 Methodological framework
My methodological framework is based on the practice of ethnographic fieldwork, which
included fourteen-month residence in the neighbourhood, unstructured and semistructured interviews, photography, and archival research. Such an approach, as described
in the Introduction and Conclusion of this thesis, has remained, until very recently,
lacking in studies of gentrification and adds much to our understanding of how
gentrification as a global process emerges and is perceived, experienced, and responded
to, in particular local contexts. Ethnographic work on gentrification such as that of
Brown-Saracino (2009), Freeman (2005), and Manzo (2012) reveals gentrification as a
profoundly local process, deeply woven through the intricate contexts of people’s
everyday lives.
As a resident of the area for approximately 14 months, I engaged in unstructured and
semi-structured interviews to discuss with local residents and newcomers of various
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racial, class, age, and sexual backgrounds, their experiences and perceptions of the North
End’s ongoing transformations. One-on-one interviews not only provided residents with
the most beneficial opportunity to express their feelings, thoughts, and experiences in an
in-depth and nuanced way, but they also helped me, the researcher, establish the type of
rapport necessary for eliciting the most intimate and honest of responses (Freeman
2006:10-11). And because a highly structured approach can hinder the researcher's ability
to “communicate freely” (Bernard 2000:213) with participants, a more casual,
unstructured approach to interviewing was at times most appropriate for those put-off or
uncomfortable with the formal interview process. It also became a fruitful way of
building initial rapport, which led to more formal and structured interviews (Bernard
2000:213).

1.2.1 Data collection
Paying particular attention to longtime and permanent residents of the area, I conducted
47 interviews (see Appendix A for interview guides and ethics approval) and spoke with
more than 60 individuals – a group comprised of longtime, working-class, Black and
white residents; neighbourhood activists and volunteers, artists, and newcomers of
varying backgrounds; and elected officials within the area, about the changes within the
area they have witnessed and in some cases contributed to. Interviews usually lasted
between 90 and 120 minutes, and took place in various places throughout the North End
including various cafes, places of work and participants’ own kitchen tables. Interviews
were guided by a questionnaire but remained open-ended, allowing for branching out and
discussing other related topics that were important among participants that were not
always anticipated beforehand. This enabled a reflexive interview process, where details
or factors unique to each participant were discussed at more length and allowed for more
informed questions and discussion throughout the remainder of the interview.
I also conducted a large amount of participant observation, which included attending the
many annual block parties, street festivals, vendor fairs, art exhibits, church gatherings,
and development-related community consultations and public presentations that occurred
throughout the duration of my residence in the neighbourhood, as well as volunteering on
the steering committee of an up and coming community food co-operative in the area.
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Participant observation, Bernard argues, “puts you where the action is and lets you collect
data” (2000:344). The foundation of sociocultural anthropology, participant observation
not only “gets you in the door” (Bernard 2000:344) and helps establish rapport; it is also
a humanistic and scientific method, which produces effective, “experiential knowledge”
(Bernard 2000:342). This was certainly true during my fieldwork, as my presence at local
events was instrumental in my ability to establish trust and rapport with participants and
led to many participants’ participation in my project.

1.2.2 Ethnography at home
Also instrumental in establishing rapport with participants was my relative “insider”
status as a born-and-raised Nova Scotian. Notoriously suspicious of CFA’s (come from
away’s), Maritimers privilege being “local”, and this certainly granted me a greater
degree of trust and willingness to participate among participants than if I had been from
“away”. Participants often expressed a sense of being glad or even relieved to find out
that my Ontario connection was solely educational and that I was just a small-town South
Shore Nova Scotian. Although I was without a doubt still “other” – a white, educated,
queer woman with very limited familiarity with the North End compared to many of my
participants – many participants would, upon discovering my hometown, nevertheless
make an effort to establish connections between their own ancestry and my place of birth.
This familiarized me as well as validated my own familiarity with the local and regional
issues discussed in interviews.
Ethnography at home unsettles some problematic binaries that have prevailed in
dominant conceptualizations of ethnographic fieldwork. Indeed, binary oppositions
between home and abroad, staying and moving James Clifford (1997:85) argues, need to
be questioned, particularly in terms of how we think about and practice fieldwork. “The
fieldwork injunction to go elsewhere”, he argues, “construes ‘home’ as a site of origin, of
sameness” (Clifford 1997:85). We must, he argues, “question anthropological
assumptions of fieldwork as travel, going out in search of difference” whereby “the field
remains somewhere else” (Clifford 1997:85 emphasis in original). He goes on to discuss
Visweswaran’s (1994) notion of a feminist ethnography of “homework” instead of
“fieldwork”, which unsettles the home/field dichotomy and involves a critical move
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“homeward.” Visweswaran’s notion of “homework”, though more than simply staying
home, invites anthropologists to critically interrogate their own location or “home” – that
is, “the often invisible processes of learning that shape us as subjects” (cited in Clifford
1997:85). My own research heeds Clifford’s call and has indeed necessitated a critical
engagement with my “home”, both in Visweswaran’s sense and in the literal sense, as a
“shifting location” (Gupta and Ferguson 1997) of which I am both “insider” and
“outsider.” Indeed, Clifford (1997:86) notes, “[n]o one can be an insider to all sectors of a
community.” And as Visweswaran (1994:113) reminds us, “[h]ome once interrogated is a
place we have never been before.”

1.2.3 Ethical Considerations
Because the topic of conversation was in some cases heated and/or upsetting, there was a
small risk to participants of becoming upset by participation in my project; however,
aside from a couple of passionate pleas of anger towards the changing nature of the
neighbourhood, no participants were visibly upset during interviews. To mitigate this
risk, participants were informed ahead of time that they could end their participation at
any time and/or withdraw their remarks from the project. No participant chose to do so.
In order to obtain consent from participants, written consent was obtained in most
instances; however, verbal consent was obtained in a few instances where literacy was a
concern. The content of the consent form was read aloud to these participants and they
supplied verbal agreement with the conditions of participation. Confidentiality of
participants is ensured through the use of pseudonyms and the altering or removal or
particular details of their lives. Halifax’s North End, however, is a small neighbourhood
in a small city, and so while I have done my best to ensure confidentiality, I cannot
wholly guarantee that certain elements of participants’ life stories will not render them
identifiable to some residents already familiar with them. Few participants, however,
seemed particularly concerned with this, and in the event that they were, they informed
me of which details they would like left out of the thesis.
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1.3 Contributions
My contribution to the gentrification literature is a critical, ethnographic, historicallyrooted one that takes the micro-geography of North End Halifax as a historically-unique
yet underexplored starting point. A term that has been stretched and skewed, embraced
and eschewed, “gentrification” is a word that nevertheless encapsulates the experiences
among many longtime North End residents whose housing, culture, and community feel
threatened by outside forces – namely, I will demonstrate, the looming and aggressive yet
impossible-to-tack-down-or-concretely-pinpoint-entity that is the “City” – and the private
developers, invisible condo owners, and real estate mongers who, for many, embody it.
Gentrification is not a uniform wave that chooses willy-nilly its next shore to crash, nor is
all neighbourhood change gentrification. Gentrification may be a neoliberal strategy of
primarily urban restructuring, but it emerges through the local historical specificity of a
neighbourhood, its effects hinging upon the collective memories of change that already
constitute urban space. In the case of North End Halifax, gentrification is more than the
condo complexes, upscale dining, and fancy shops that represent it; it is both a
continuation and an erasure of a painful history of racism, displacement, and cyclical
poverty that threatens to rewrite history anew.
My work also heeds Bell and Jayne’s (2009:683) call to “think big about thinking small”
and engage in small city empirical research – a strain of urban research that, they argue,
has “for too long been ignored”. “Patchy and overwhelmingly dominated by studies of
selected big cities,” urban research, Bell and Jayne (2009:683) argue, has “obscured as
much as it has illuminated” in conceptualizing the changing nature of urban life. Small
cities, they argue, “conflict with a particular mindset about urbanity” (Bell and Jayne
2009:684); however, their value lies “not so much in their . . . sizes as in their functional
characteristics” (Rondinelli 1983: 385 cited in Bell and Jayne 2009:689). A key research
goal, then, must be:
to understand more fully the ways in which small cities attempt to develop
competitive advantage in the global urban hierarchy, the ways in which
small cities link with other cities (and non-urban places) and the forms that
these linkages take (Bell and Jayne 2009:690).
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Such research, they argue, must “pursue an understanding of the ways in which
‘smallness’ is bound up with particular ways of acting, self-images, structures of feeling,
senses of place, aspirations and so on” (Bell and Jayne 2009:690).
Atlantic Canada’s largest city, Halifax has a population of just over just over 390,000 and
remains Canada’s 14th largest city. Gentrification pressures in Halifax’s North End are
inextricable from the City’s ongoing efforts to elevate itself to “world-class status,”
which, local columnist Tim Bousquet notes, has “devastated” it (Bousquet 2013).
Bousquet ties the City’s “world-class dream” to the province’s provincialism, which,
“typical of colonial outposts,” manifests in “a sad need for outside validation, a craving
for attention from the wider world coupled perhaps paradoxically with a suspicion of
actual Come From Aways” (Bousquet, 2013). With an incessant taste for “Money From
Away,” Bousquet (2013) continues, “[w]e worship rich people who might bring money
here. Our own hard-working people are worthless, because they have no money.”
Gentrification in such a context emerges and plays out in sharp contrast to the major
urban centers of Vancouver and Toronto (and to a lesser extent Montreal) that have
dominated much of the Canadian-based research on the topic. This was reflected upon by
Cat, a participant in her late-twenties and ten-year North End resident who has herself
been impacted in many ways – including eviction – by gentrification:
That’s what’s interesting about Halifax – it’s small enough that there are
just a few key players. If you were researching Montreal or something, it
would be more ambiguous, but here, you have a face, you have a real face
for developers.
In a medium-sized Maritime city aiming to be “world-class” but described by its
longtime residents as rather callous towards “outsiders” and relatively backward and
small, history matters. And in a racially-marked neighbourhood that remains surprisingly
segregated and its residents still reeling from their, and their ancestors’ forced
displacement from Africville nearly fifty years ago, no major change can be disentangled
from this history; no future can be wholly or sufficiently imagined without attending to
and working through it.
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1.4 Chapter organization
Chapter Two offers a glimpse of the key factors that shaped the North End prior to the
year 2000. I describe the rise and fall of Gottingen Street between 1950 and 2000,
exploring in particular how the interplay of City-led urban renewal, wider processes of
post-industrial suburbanization and urban flight, and isolated neighbourhood events led to
the socio-geographic and imaginative hemming in of the central North End as a space of
abjection and neglect, a precondition for contemporary gentrification.
Juxtaposing the area’s mid-twentieth century “heyday” with its late twentieth century
downturn, this chapter will trace how the City’s investments in the area through urban
renewal, combined with larger socio-economic process and key historical events within
the area, created particular social, demographic, and commercial trends that rendered the
area ripe for the gentrification that began at the beginning of the twenty-first century.
Here I sketch a history derived primarily from the key moments and processes that
emerged from participants’ narratives as means for interpreting the neighbourhood
change and gentrification occurring today. Continuously re-interpreted and re-mobilized
to achieve new ends, this period in the area’s history is the foundation upon which
present-day gentrification is mounted and experienced by residents.
In Chapter Three, I pick up at the year 2000, and trace how the wider processes of city
rebranding and re-urbanization, and the remaking of the central North End into
downtown through Halifax Regional Municipality planning policies of densification,
work with particular moments in the neighbourhood’s history to spur current
gentrification processes, creating greater insecurity surrounding affordable housing, and
an exacerbated socio-spatial segregation between increasingly vulnerable lower-income
residents and increasingly mobile upper-income residents. Sparked by rapid
condominium development, growing fears of gentrification-induced-displacement among
public housing residents are exacerbated by a lack of affordable housing options in the
area, which, despite a number of endeavours, I will demonstrate, are becoming more and
more sparse.

32

In Chapter Four I offer an ethnographic glance into life in the gentrifying North End. I
explore in greater depth how the hiving off of the central North End shaped current
expressions of belonging, pride, and ownership of the space, currently intensified by the
rapid development, primarily condominium, that is encroaching on both sides of the area.
I explore here the role of condos in shaping residents’ perceptions of and fears
surrounding gentrification. Underlying the tensions surrounding condos is a divergence in
residents’ senses of the North End as a particular place, which determine their impression
of who is gentrifying it.
Chapter Five will delve further into these divergent gentrification narratives – what I am
calling “Narratives of Revitalization” and “Narratives of Neglect” – to get a deeper sense
of how people’s perceptions of gentrification-related changes hinge upon their
relationship to and understandings of the neighbourhood’s history. Gentrification in the
North End, I argue here, is partly enacted through selective retellings of history and
through the shaping of residents’ mobility, which symbolize the right to claim and shape
space. Mobile newcomers often experienced neighbourhood change as a positive
revitalization of which they were a part. Residents rooted in place and with historical
claim to the area, however, saw such “revitalization” as a repeat of an oppressive,
exclusionary history, and an erasure of the city’s responsibility for it. Tensions among
long-term residents and newcomers are thus emerging over the mobilization of certain
historical narratives to imagine new futures.
Chapter Six offers the St. Patrick’s Alexandra School debacle, arguably the most
prominent and publicized struggle to emerge from the gentrification of the North End, as
a case example of how historical narratives are shaping how gentrification is perceived,
enacted, and resisted in Halifax’s North End. This chapter will demonstrate that
nostalgia, which emerged in the last chapter as an articulation of residents’, particularly
African Nova Scotian, anti-gentrification struggles, is a useful concept for teasing out the
tensions between how longtime and newcomer residents envision the neighbourhood.
This case also illuminated the struggles over community that lie at the heart of historical
narratives. The claiming of an indigenous Black identity among African Nova Scotian
North Enders on the one hand eclipsed indigenous Aboriginals’ narrative spatial claims.
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At the same time, however this joining of community groups offered a community
building exercise that, unprecedented in the area, is anticipated to cultivate new
collaborations and manifestations of “community.”

34

Chapter 2 – Historicizing the (pre 2000) North End
2 Introduction
This chapter offers a glimpse of the key factors that shaped the North End prior to the
year 2000. Juxtaposing the area’s mid-twentieth century “heyday” with its late twentieth
century downturn, this chapter will trace how the city’s investments in the area through
urban renewal, combined with larger socio-economic process and key historical events
within the area, created particular social, demographic, and commercial trends that
rendered the area ripe for the gentrification that began at the beginning of the twenty-first
century. This chapter weaves theoretical approaches to gentrification and the city with
both participants’ and “official” historical accounts of the crucial moments that
influenced and came to define the area at the end of the twentieth century and led to the
gentrification that the area is currently undergoing. I aim here to sketch a history derived
primarily from the key moments and processes that emerged from participants’ narratives
as means for interpreting the neighbourhood change and gentrification occurring today.
Continuously re-interpreted, and, as I will show in Chapters Five and Six, re-mobilized to
achieve new ends, this period in the area’s history is the foundation upon which presentday gentrification is mounted and experienced by residents.

2.1 Situating the central North End: The Halifax Explosion
and the Hydrostones neighbourhood
The North End is a historically significant and distinctive area of Halifax. Its location
adjacent to the dockyards granted it close proximity to the harbor and naval activities,
which provided many residential and commercial opportunities for industrial and naval
workers (Erickson 2004; Melles 2003). While most of the industrial capitalists lived in
the South End, the majority of industrial workers lived in the North End, in modest twostorey dwellings (Erickson 2004:xiii). By 1900, the North End (then known as
Richmond), comprised more than half of the assessed property valuation in Halifax, and
within the first two decades of the century had become a “full-fledged industrial suburb
and a vibrant community” (Erickson 2004:xiii-xiv). Its main corridor, Gottingen Street,
began its commercial development in the early 1900s; the commercial district of the
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street, which was located further south in the central North End, spanned four blocks
north from Cogswell Street to Gerrish Street, and became the prime commercial and
entertainment destination in the city.
Plate 2.1: Map of the North End

(Source: Map data ©2014 Google)

On December 6, 1917, the North End faced the greatest man-made force prior to the
atomic bomb when two vessels – the Imo and the Mont Blanc – collided, igniting the
Mont Blanc’s cargo of munitions and unleashing “a deadly percussion” upon the northern
part of the North End (Erickson 2004:xiv). Although the Needham area of the North End
was affected most, windows shattered, plaster crumbled, and buildings cracked as far
away as downtown and the South End (Erickson 2004:xiv). A tidal wave swept away
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waterfront buildings and wharves, and houses, schools, and factories collapsed.
Approximately 2000 people were killed, 9000 were injured, and 6000 were left homeless
(Erickson 2004:xiv). A rocky bluff protected Africville from much of the explosion, and
only a handful of its residents died (Erickson 2004:131). The central North End also fared
much better than Needham area; many of its homes precede the explosion, leaving much
of its heritage architecture in tact.
Plate 2.2: Map of Halifax Explosion site and impact area

(Source: www.halifaxexplosion.org)
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Plate 2.3: St. Joseph's Convent, Gottingen Street at Kaye, 1917

(Source: Nova Scotia Archives)

Plate 2.4: Women looking at devastation facing north, 1917

(Source: www.Halifax.ca)
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The rebuilding of the northern North End included the vision of Thomas Adams, a
proponent of the “garden city” movement in urban design who was hired by the Relief
Commission to redesign 325 acres of the devastated North End (Erickson 2004:xv,114).
His redesign of the North End featured new streets, including two angled boulevards and
a series of short boulevards; 350 new “olde-English” style row houses that lined the 10
blocks of boulevards; and a park atop Needham Hill, where he took advantage of its
panoramic view of the Bedford Basin (Erickson 2004:xv). This area, called the
“Hydrostones” after its primary building material, a concrete block called Hydrostone,
was intended to buffer the more prestigious housing to the east, where he designed a few
large homes on the slop of Needham Hill, “hoping to seed private investment” (Erickson
2004:xv). The first public housing in Canada as well as the first planned urban
community in Canada, the Hydrostones were to be “high-quality, attractive, and
affordable permanent housing that would be enhanced with parks and open spaces”
(Erickson 2004:114). The Hydrostones were completed in 1921, and rented until 1948,
when they were sold by the Relief Commission for $2500 and $3500 each (Erickson
2004: xv,120). Sales were completed by 1955, and during the 1970s the Hydrostones
would be the first district in the North End to gentrify, with the Young Street commercial
strip of the area redeveloped in the 1990s as the upscale Hydrostone Market (Erickson
2004:120).
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Plate 2.5: Hydrostone Market

(Source: Destination Halifax)

2.2 1940s and 1950s: Gottingen’s heyday
Plate 2.6: Map of Gottingen commercial corridor

(Source: Map data ©2014 Google)
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Plate 2.7: Gottingen near Falkland looking north, 1950s

(Source: Nova Scotia Archives)

As for the central North End, the 1940s and 1950s are remembered by longtime residents
as the heyday of this bustling neighbourhood. As Micah, an African Nova Scotian man
who resides and works in the community remembers: “All of Gottingen Street used to be
a very vibrant street. It was the Spring Garden Road, it was the downtown of Halifax and
if you went shopping, this is where you came.” In 1951 (see table 2.1), the area
comprised 9% of Halifax’s population and had a strong local economy, with a 68%
employment rate in comparison to the city average of 61% (Melles 2003:14-15).
Gottingen Street housed 130 retail and commercial services within a mere four blocks
(see table 2.2), including: high-end clothing stores such as Kline’s, the Metropolitan
department store, and New York Dress shop; a variety of professional services including
physicians, dentists, tailors, barbers, salons, banks, and barristers; and a variety of
grocers, including a local butcher (Melles 2003:13). Many shops, including Glube’s,
Heinish’s, and Kline’s, kept the longest hours of the entire city, which, combined with the
area’s two theatres – Casino and Vogue – and more than ten restaurants, rendered
Gottingen Street a vibrant entertainment district during the evenings, and the city’s “first
main street” (Melles 2003:1).
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Table 2.1: Gottingen Street Neighbourhood Population Characteristics, 1951
Characteristics
Population
Employed (%)
Tenure (%)
Owner-Occupied
Tenant-Occupied

Gottingen Street
Neighbourhood
11 939
68

Downtown Core
6267
59

Halifax
133 931
61

22
78

13
87

55
45

Source: Melles (2003)

Table 2.2: Gottingen Street Commercial Corridor, 1950 Profile
Inventory
Retail
Financial Institutions
Professional Services
Restaurants/Cafes
Entertainment
Community/Social
Services
Churches
Residential Addresses
Residents (# of people
listed)
Vacant Buildings
Vacant Lots
----Total
Retail/Commercial
Total Occupied
Addresses

1950
95
2
19
10
4
-1
96
113
1
2
4
130
227

Source: Melles (2003)

While the 1940s, 1950s, and even part of the 1960s were a time of commercial vibrancy,
Melles (2003:19) refers to the late 1950s as the “Federal Bulldozer Years,” where urban
renewal programs “wreaked havoc” on North American inner city neighbourhoods,
including the North End. Physical demolition and mass displacement during this time led
to both social and economic destruction soon after (Melles 2003:19). Melles’s (2003)
study of how policy, planning and investment decisions led to the decline of the
Gottingen Street/central North End neighbourhood demonstrates that there is an explicit
connection between policy, planning, investments and neighbourhood change in the area.
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The policy and program decisions of the 1950s and 1960s, she argues, resulted in the
major commercial and population downturn that plagued the remainder of the century
(Melles 2003:1). Financial investments, she argues, did not result in neighbourhood
revitalization. Lacking an awareness of the socio-geographic issues specific to the area’s
particular historical context, the City’s investment in the area instead further contributed
to its decline. Neighbourhood decline, Melles (2003:2) argues, though “a process that
leads to the loss of people, jobs, businesses, and physical deterioration,” is not a natural
one; it is, rather, “a condition influenced by policy, planning and investment decisions”
(Melles 2003:2). For the central North End, the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s were a time of
vibrancy and activity, and of mass demolition and rebuilding, which in effect led to the
area’s subsequent decline.

2.3 1950s and 1960s: urban renewal
Of particular note here are, firstly, the 1956 amendments to the National Housing Act,
which, a) Created broad-scale housing programs during the post-World War II demand;
b) Created new housing stock in anticipation of continuing population growth; and c)
Promoted the renewal of houses in older sections of the city to improve housing and
living conditions (Melles 2003:16). The 1956 amendment also enabled land to be
redeveloped not solely for low rental housing or public purposes as had been previously
the case, but for its “highest and best use,” which opened the doors to “more lucrative
development” (Melles 2003:17). These amendments paved the way for what would be
known as the Stephenson Report, which, under the authority of Gordon Stephenson, a
professor of geography from Toronto, would include massive redevelopment
recommendations for Halifax’s North End (Clairmont and Magill 1999; Erickson 2004;
Melles 2003).
During the 1940s and 1950s, the North End both bore the brunt and reaped most of the
benefit of the Second World War, when the shipyards and dockyard repaired “an
astonishing wartime total of 7000 vessels” (Erickson 2004:xvii), and a large amount of
residential housing was completed (Erickson 2004:xvii). Intended to last only twenty
years, much of it remains today. The “wartime stresses and strains” on Halifax, Erickson
(2004:148) argues, “exceeded those of any other city in North America.” The population
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on the peninsula more than doubled, and even moreso in the North End, which was
“awash in uniforms” and increasingly lacking in necessary supplies such as clothing,
shelter, and food (Erickson 2004:148). The post-war population boom coupled with the
natural deterioration of the aging central area created overcrowding and physical
deterioration, which rendered the area a “slum” as far as the City was concerned, and thus
a prime candidate for the slum clearance program led by Stephenson’s 1956
redevelopment study (Erickson 2004; Melles 2003:21; Silver 2008:11). Stephenson’s
study measured the area’s overcrowding, its sanitary equipment, and the general physical
condition of the buildings. While the average rate of overcrowding was only 9%, the
general condition of the residential building along and directly adjacent to Gottingen
Street’s commercial corridor were considered poor – 56% inadequate (Melles 2003:223). His 1957 report had “big plans” for the central North End, which he characterized as
“rife with physical and social problems,” evident in the “high incidences of substandard
buildings, fires, social welfare, juvenile delinquency, and crime” (Erickson 2004:165).
Reflecting the ideology of this era, his solution to these social problems was to solve the
physical ones; “eliminating ‘slum’ buildings would eliminate ‘slum’ behavior” (Erickson
2004:165), it was thought. And so his three main recommendations for the area were: 1)
change the zoning by-law from mixed-use to commercial/industrial to allow large-scale
redevelopment; 2) improve the deteriorating condition of residential dwellings to increase
their economic value; 3) major land clearance for commercial expansion and nonresidential improvements, which was the most significant recommendation to impact the
neighbourhood (Melles 2003:24-5). This third recommendation was purported by
Stephenson to increase the “efficiency and attractiveness” of the area by removing
parking from the street and placing it behind shops (Melles 2003:25). The razing of
multi-family residential dwellings for parking lots ended up displacing 660 people and
turned Gottingen Street into a vehicular thoroughfare, which would only discourage
shopping and street activity (Melles 2003:25). Three parking lots were built within a few
short blocks, and not nearly enough residential construction was completed (Melles
2003:31). The 1966-1976 construction of Scotia Square, a highrise shopping,
commercial, office, and residential complex on the edge of the central North End and
downtown also drew people away from Gottingen Street and hastened its decline
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(Erickson 2004:167). Stephenson’s report misdiagnosed the area’s key problems and paid
scant attention to social or demographic consequences; focused on automobile flow and
economic vitality, the carrying out of this project, I will later demonstrate, led to an
“astronomical population loss” in the area during the 1970s (Melles 2003:31).
Greg, an urban planner who has spent nearly forty years working on developing
affordable housing in the area, recalls the Stephenson Report as emblematic of a nationwide trend in urban planning:
At the time, that’s the only tool that the government had, was urban
renewal and we did it all over the country. But that was the tool that
people had. It was federal money and it was available, and the Stephenson
report looked in a fairly dispassionate way at the conditions….He
recommended starting over.
“Starting over,” Greg goes on, meant razing sixty acres of land: “The urban renewal area
was 60 acres, and it was from Duke Street all the way up to North [Street] and from
Gottingen [Street] down to the waterfront.” However, “The important thing in all of this,”
he continues, “wasn’t that they just demolished a neighbourhood. It was also a vision
about rebuilding it. It stalled because the urban renewal program was actually abandoned
in the [19]60s.” Out of this abandonment, he explains, emerged the housing co-ops, nonprofits, neighbourhood improvement program, and “a whole bunch of other things that a
lot of us fought for,” that would begin to proliferate in the area during the 1970s. Indeed,
the majority of the urban renewal policy decisions were not fully realized until well into
the 1960s, and by the end of the decade, Melles argues, “the social and physical fabric of
the neighbourhood would be altered in a very significant way” (2003:34).
The demise of the central North End was also exacerbated by the mass suburbanization of
the time, which was fuelled in part by the “CMHC [Canadian Mortgage and Housing
Corporation] mandate to increase the access to and amount of mortgage funds made
available for the new housing stock built in response to the post-war housing demand”
(Melles 2003:34). This demographic shift also drew businesses to the suburbs, where
there was larger space and lower taxes (Melles 2003:34). The shopping mall also
emerged during this time; Nova Scotia’s first two shopping centres were built in the
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suburbs of Halifax in 1956, with a third emerging in 1962 (Melles 2003:34). Major
downtown retailers such as Eaton’s also began moving to the suburbs, diminishing the
foot traffic downtown and in the North End.

2.3.1 Africville
Plate 2.8: Africville, circa late 1950s

(Source: Dominion Paper)

Perhaps the most poignant outcome of this report was the displacement of Africville,
which for residents is the key moment that marks this period. Known as Canada’s “most
famous Black community” (Clairmont 2009:920), Africville was a small African Nova
Scotian community of approximately four hundred residents, situated on the northern tip
of the peninsula overlooking the Bedford Basin. Settled in the late 1830s and early 1840s
by refugee Blacks who came to Nova Scotia after the War of 1812, Africville was, by the
last decade of the century, deemed by Black leaders in Nova Scotia to be a “fine
community with much promise” (Clairmont 2009:920). As the city of Halifax expanded,
however, the area became a dumping ground for facilities not tolerated in other
neighbourhoods, such as the dump, the incinerator, the City’s “night soil” depository, and
the railway tracks, which passed through the centre of the village within feet of people’s
homes (Clairmont and Magill 1999:1-2; Erickson 2004:130). Its status as a residential
neighbourhood and community remained unacknowledged by the City. The concentration
of unwanted facilities in this area, Nelson (2008:81) argues, “contributed to further
spatial class and race divisions as former white north-end residents flocked to the
southern neighbourhoods to avoid the blight and decay of the north.“ This provided
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further fuel for the City to negatively portray Africville as a slum, and publicly define its
community as a social problem in dire need of the City’s “help”.
Plate 2.9: Africville by railroad tracks, circa late 1950s

(Source: Nova Scotia Archives)

As late as 1960 Africville remained without piped water or sewers, though it did have
electricity and telephones (Erickson 2004:132). Arguing that upgrades would be too
costly, and reflective of the racial integration efforts; the Post-World War II urban
renewal programs; and overall paternalism of this era, the City decided to demolish all of
Africville (Erickson 2004:139). Between 1964 and 1970, Halifax authorities, along with
“the reluctant approval of community leaders, local Black and White progressives, and
social housing and human rights experts called in from Ontario” (Clairmont and Magill
1999:1), including Stephenson, razed the area and forcibly displaced its residents to
outlying areas, including the central North End. Ironically, the displacement would cost
the City approximately $800 000, a cost approximate to the estimated price of upgrading
Africville (Erickson 2004:142).
At the beginning of relocation, Africville was inhabited by approximately eighty families
(Clairmont and Magill 1999:1). Interviews with Africville residents at this time illustrated
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that despite the fact that its dwellings were located beside the city dump; railroad tracks
cut across the one dirt road that led into the area; public services such as sewerage, paved
roads, and garbage collection were absent; and the people had little education, very low
incomes, and experienced underemployment, there was a strong sense of community and
satisfaction with living in Africville (Clairmont and Magill 1999:1-2). Although City
officials and the media referred to the area as “a community of transients,” at the time of
relocation, 75% of Africville residents were associated with at least one of the five
principal families who settled the area, and had ancestral roots reaching back almost a
century and a half (Nelson 2008:25). And 85% of these residents who were born in
Africville had, at the time of relocation, never lived elsewhere (Clairmont and Magill
1999:60). The establishment of churches and schools in the segregated Black community
also provided the impetus for the establishment of a “genuine black Nova Scotian
subculture” (Clairmont and Magill 1999:29). Seaview African United Baptist Church
became a strong source of community and identity for residents, who also had their own
segregated school, post office, store, midwives, and political party agents (Clairmont and
Magill 1999:46). Despite their hardships, Africville residents touted the community’s
resilience and success; as Erickson (2004:136) reflects:
Seen in the proper light, life in Africville looked enjoyable, even idyllic, as
residents went about their daily business, shopping at the penny store,
picking blueberries, or simply climbing the hill above the shining waters
of the Bedford Basin. These were some of the memories that residents
cherished after their community was destroyed.
Nevertheless, reflecting the liberal-welfare rhetoric of the time, the relocation plan aimed
to end segregation and provide improved opportunities for the disadvantaged Black
residents. “Purported to be more than simply a real estate operation” Clairmont and
Magill (1999:2) argue, the relocation plan “emphasized humanitarian concern, included
employment and education programs, and referred to the creation of new opportunities
for the people of Africville.” The relocation was thus presented to the general public as a
progressive step; citing compensation, welfare payments, and rehabilitative retraining
programs, relocatees, it was said, would enjoy substantial benefits (Clairmont and Magill
1999). None of these so-called benefits, however, materialized. Their homes demolished
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and their belongings transported in dump trucks, many Africville residents were relocated
throughout the southern part of Halifax’s North End, the area currently experiencing
gentrification. Here their spatial dispersal generated difficulties in relocatees’ attempts to
organize and fight for compensation and other community goals (Nelson 2008:103). And
while some residents were able to afford their own homes in Halifax or outlying areas,
the majority went to public housing projects constructed specifically to house Africville
relocatees – most commonly Uniacke Square, located along Gottingen Street in the
central North End (Nelson 2008:94). Although most people had owned their homes in
Africville, less than one third remained homeowners after the move (Nelson 2008:94;
Clairmont and Magill 1999). Levels of unemployment remained high, and the number of
those requiring welfare payments quadrupled (Nelson 2008:94).
The impetus for the relocation was also fuelled by the City’s desire to expropriate the
land for industrial use and the extension of harbor facilities (Clairmont and Magill
1999:137-8; Silver 2008:11). What remains today is the A. Murray Mackay Bridge, a 1.2
kilometre-long suspension bridge that officially opened in 1970 where Africville once
sat, linking the northern tip of the Halifax peninsula with Dartmouth. Also remaining is
Seaview Park (renamed Africville Park in 2011), an off-leash dog park, which was
established in 1985 at a cost approximately one million dollars (Clairmont and Magill
1999:133). In 1998, Seaview Park was received a symbolic honour when the Historic
Sites and Monuments Board of Canada named it a site of historical significance for a
cultural community (Nelson 2008:141).
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Plate 2.10: Seaview Park and A. Murray Mackay Bridge

(Source: Halifax Media Co-op)

Plate 2.11: Seaview Park memorial

(Source: Flikr, HiMY Syed)

For Nelson (2008:144), however, the monumental site “remains an underutilized park in
an area of the city known as dangerous. Even here, it does not tell the full story of
relocation.” The space,
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exudes a sense of disconnection from the life of the city; it does not seem
part of an archival network of relationship among events, groups, [and]
histories that would allow Africville a meaningful niche in the nation’s
ownership of a violent and racist past (Nelson 2008:144).
For Nelson (2008:144), the establishment of Seaview Park as a monumental space is
illustrative of Jacobs’ notion of “regulated geographies” (cited in Nelson 2008:144),
whereby “subversive stories” are spatially regulated and managed. A place where
“history is put to rest, held down by the monument,” Seaview Park, Nelson argues, may
in actuality have done little more than “incur a sense of reconciliation among white
Haligonians, a sense that they have gone far enough in paying tribute to ‘unfortunate’
events of the past” (Nelson 2008:145). Africville also symbolizes the last of the largescale relocation projects of the 1960s that forcibly relocated people from their
communities into “densely populated public housing complexes with an accompanying
liberal-welfare rhetoric of progress” (Clairmont 20009:920). Integral to this rhetoric was
the eradication and replacement of “slum housing” with concentrated blocks of new
public housing projects; new housing, it was thought, would resolve the problems
associated with the poverty of the so-called “slums” (Silver 2008:6). The social impacts
of uprooting of people from their homes and communities were not considered.

2.4 1960s and 1970s: from destruction to construction
Uniacke Square is a vivid example one such project. In 1966, Uniacke Square, a 250-unit
housing development, was completed, along with a public library, recreation centre,
schools (including St. Patrick’s Alexandra), and a post office (Melles 2008:40). Built to
provide affordable housing for those forcibly removed from their communities – such as
Africville – in the name of urban renewal, Uniacke Square was, from the outset, a
“negative place” for residents (Melles 2003:41). The predominantly Black space attracted
a high degree of stigma and resentment, which, for Africville relocatees, served as an
ongoing reminder of the City’s racism and intensified their hostility.
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Plate 2.12: Uniacke Square

(Source: The Coast, March 2007)

Over the course of the decade, three more public housing developments - high rise towers
for seniors – were constructed, two of them on Gottingen Street. These and other
redevelopment projects, however, progressed slowly, leaving buildings standing derelict
for years, intensifying the area’s “slum” appearance and causing greater physical, social,
and psychological harm and severe population loss (Melles 2003:45). Greg, the urban
planner, recalls this process well:
[The Catholic Church] commissioned us in 1973 to give them an
explanation for why they didn’t have as many people at mass.
(laughs)….And it wasn’t because people weren’t being Catholics
anymore, it was because 10 000 people had left the neighbourhood….
When I came here in [19]73, there was a little guy called [name], who was
in charge of the expropriations, and he had a map on his wall behind his
desk….He had blue pins and red pins, and the red pins were the
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[properties] that he was after, and the blue pins were the ones that he had
already managed to secure. So they would buy up half of a semi-detached
house, board it up, and walk away. As a way of forcing the other guy out.
So there was a tremendous amount of that.
Greg highlights the population loss that resulted from the City’s mass expropriation of
land in the area. The area was also being cut off from the rest of the city. He goes on,
The thing is, the neighbourhood had lost its place at the table. Politically, it
was a backwater. It was represented by [name], who was a bit of a clown.
But he was a local guy. He welcomed this concentration of social and
public housing; he didn’t fight against the NIMBY that was happening in
other places, he said, “bring it on.”
This, coupled with the post-war process of decline evident in many other North American
inner cities, blanketed the area with a stigma that would have perilous consequences soon
after (Melles 2003:43; Silver 2008:11).
The “defining decade that signaled the demise of the diverse and vital Gottingen Street
commercial corridor” (Melles 2003:55), the 1970s witnessed a sharp decline of
population, employment, and commercial activity (see tables 2.3 and 2.4). The number of
vacant buildings jumped from nine in 1970 to thirty-five in 1980, an overwhelming
number for a four-block area. Commercial activity (defined here as retail, financial,
professional, restaurants, and entertainment venues combined) was less attracted to the
increasingly stigmatized area, dropping 31% between 1960 and 1970, and another 27%
between 1970 and 1980 (Silver 2008:13). Community services quadrupled from one to
four during the 1960s, and more than doubled to 10 during the 1970s (Silver 2008:13).
The employment rate dropped 17% in the 1960s and another 2% in the 1970s,
plummeting from 12% above the city’s average in 1961 to 13% below the city’s average
in 1981 (Melles 2003:57,64). The rate of tenancy increased by 7% by 1970, and another
4% by 1980 (Melles 2003:49). The population was nearly cut in half between 1961 and
1971, and fell another 32% to 5194 by 1981 (Melles 2003:47,65). Reflecting wider trends
of suburbanization, the adjacent downtown core also lost half its population during the
1960s, while Halifax as a whole grew by 21% during the 1960s and another 25% during
the 1970s (Melles 2003:47,64). In 1981 the census included a new population
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characteristic called “incidence of low income,” that highlighted the percentage of
individuals below the low income –cutoffs who were considered to be in “strained
circumstances” (Melles 2003:66). The central North End measured an overwhelming
58% incidence, which towered above the adjacent downtown’s 26% and the 35% in the
city as a whole (Melles 2003:66).
Table 2.3: Gottingen Street Neighbourhood Population Characteristics, 1951-1981
Population
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
Gottingen % of
Hfx Pop.
Pop Change %
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
% Employed
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
% Tenantoccupied
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
Avg. Household
Income
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
Gottingen as % of
Hfx
% Incidence of
Low Income
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax

1951

1961

1971

1981

11,939
6267
133,931

13,070
4380
183,946

7584
2217
222,637

5194
1540
277,727

8.9%

7.1%

3.4%

1.9%

+9.5%
-30%
+37%

-42%
-49%
+21%

-32%
-31%
+25%

68%
59%
61%

75%
59%
63%

58%
59%
63%

56%
76%
69%

78%
87%
45%

76%
86%
45%

83%
86%
50%

87%
87%
44%

n/a
n/a
n/a

n/a
n/a
n/a

$6196
$6095
$10,293

$13,431
$18,960
$23,807

n/a

n/a

60.2%

56.4%

n/a
n/a
n/a

n/a
n/a
n/a

n/a
n/a
n/a

58%
26%
35%

----

Source: Melles (2003); Silver (2008)
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Table 2.4: Gottingen Street Commercial Corridor, 1950-2000 Profile
Inventory
Retail
Financial Institutions
Professional Services
Restaurants/Cafes
Entertainment
Community/Social
Services
Churches
Residential Addresses
Residents (# of people
listed)
Vacant Buildings
Vacant Lots
----Total Retail/Commercial
Total Occupied
Addresses

1960
104
4
13
13
4
1

1970
69
3
9
11
3
4

1980
49
3
5
7
6
10

1990
36
1
5
6
6
13

2000
28
0
1
8
1
19

-48
80

--31
38

0
17
22

0
8
8

0
5
5

113
1
2
4
130

9
1
---138

9
---2
95

30
2
11
70

25
5
7
54

35
6
16
38

227

187

130

97

75

62

1950
95
2
19
10
4
-1
96

Source: Melles (2003)

2.4.1 The Cogswell Interchange
A defining structure that epitomized the era and exacerbated the already disastrous
impacts of the Urban Renewal Program on the North End in general and the central North
End/Gottingen Street neighbourhood in particular was the Cogswell Interchange,
constructed in 1970 at a cost of $5.8 million. The Cogswell Interchange is a “jumble of
overpasses and underpasses” that cuts across Barringon Street, effectively hiving the
North End off from the South end and downtown core of the city (Patten 2013). Another
effort to rejuvenate the decaying inner city downtown/central North End area, the
interchange demolished more than 100 buildings, displacing yet another community of
people, many further north into the Mulgrave Park and Uniacke Square public housing
projects (Patten 2013). The interchange, it was imagined, would feed into a multi-lane
expressway that would cut through downtown Halifax and its historic properties, right
along the waterfront (Patten 2013). Plans for the expressway fell through, yet the
interchange remains.
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Plate 2.13: The Cogswell Interchange

(Source: Map data ©2014 Google)

Participants highlighted the interchange as a having a particularly harmful impact on the
North End. Barry, then-Executive Director of the North End Business Association, which
was formed in 2011 (and will be discussed at length in Chapter Three), laments: “The
Cogswell Interchange is the worst thing that ever happened to the North End. That and
Scotia Square [shopping mall] killed Gottingen Street.” Cat, a 10-year resident, activist,
and former community worker in the area, similarly reflects: “Gottingen Street is very
interesting because it was once very bustling and then the Cogswell Interchange really
drew things away from the North End….It became such a barrier between the downtown
and the North End – physical and mental.”

2.5 The North End and the African Nova Scotian community
The North End – particularly the central North End and the peninsula’s most northern tip,
where Africville was located – has long been associated with the African Nova Scotian
community. Slavery in Nova Scotia officially ended in 1808, twenty-five years prior to
the British Crown’s abolition of slavery throughout the empire (Erickson 2004:127).
During the American War of Independence, American slaves were promised freedom by
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the Crown for their participation; upon losing, the Crown evacuated approximately 2300
Black Loyalists and 1200 Black slaves of white Loyalists to Nova Scotia, where they
were granted rural land that was difficult to farm (Erickson 2004:128). Although 1200 of
these evacuees later left for Sierra Leone, during the war of 1812 another 1200 Black
American refugees fled to Nova Scotia, where they too attempted to farm, with limited
success (Erickson 2004:128). Many Black Haligonians ended up in the North End, in
both Africville and the central North End area of Creighton and Maynard Streets, which
would have been in early times Maynard’s and Creighton’s fields (Erickson 2004:128;
Braithwaite 2012). Just one and two blocks, respectively, west of Gottingen Street, this
area became a tight-knit Black community, where students attended a neighbourhood
philanthropic African School, and later, during provincially-legislated segregation, a
separate Black school (Erickson 2004:128; Braithwaite 2012). Most Black Haligonians
also became Baptists, and the Cornwallis Street Baptist church emerged in 1812,
becoming “the spiritual and social centre for black North Enders” (Erickson 2004:128).
The relocation of Africville displacees to Uniacke Square in the central North End further
established this area as a site of African Nova Scotian community. Several institutions
that arose during the 1960s period of urban renewal, such as the YMCA, the North
Branch Library, and the North End Community Health Clinic, along with the alreadyexisting Cornwallis St Baptist Church and the Brunswick United Church, would serve as
pillars of the community, even today. Although “Black” was not included by Statistics
Canada as a category in the “ethnic origin/race” portion of the census until 1981, it is
currently argued that 66% of Blacks in Nova Scotia live in Halifax, and of that 66%, a
large portion are concentrated in the central North End (Melles 2003:5). As of 2012,
22.5% of the central North End’s population is Black, with other visible minorities
making up only 4.3% of its population. With 86.7% of its population identifying as nonimmigrant, we can surmise that a large portion of Black North Enders are of African
Nova Scotian origin (Greater Halifax Partnership 2013).
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Plate 2.14: Map of central North End key African Nova Scotian institutions

(Source: Map data ©2014 Google)

Longtime African Nova Scotian participants remember vividly how the area became a
central location of a tight-knit and politically active African Nova Scotian Community.
Liz, who grew up outside of Halifax but spent a large portion of the 1970s, 1980s, and
1990s living, working, and organizing in the area, recalls the community as tightly-knit
and spatially concentrated in the central North End:
There was always a sense of family, of community, and here I go back to
the terminology of ownership of the North End….For me, my world in the
beginning stages of the North End was very much a part of the Black
community. So for me, the North End was Black….The Black community
in the way that it operated was very much a community of its own….A lot
of it related to the racism of the day. For example, you couldn’t buy or
own homes, you couldn’t afford to in other parts of the city, often. And the
racism was so overt that even if you could, what kind of quality of life
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would you have had? The church was the heart at that time of the
community and performed a lot of the roles in the community that
different organizations now have played: social worker, health care
worker, intervener, mediator, spiritual advisor, sports, community
meetings….And so a lot of people, they didn’t even venture beyond
Cogswell Street. They stayed within the North End. The small
geographical location. A lot of them had never been on the other side.
Here, the community’s spatial segregation within the central North End emerged partly
out of history and partly out of necessity. With longtime institutions such as the Baptist
Church already present, and with overt racism throughout the rest of the city, the central
North End and its longstanding institutions played a crucial role in both sustaining and
centralizing the Black community.
Laura, the African Nova Scotian woman in her early 40s who was raised in the
neighbourhood and lived there off and on until 2013, similarly reflects:
Growing up here…in the 70s…it was magnificent. There was no
reputation because it was the coolest place to be. We had everything going
on here, just everything. And the Black community was strong, and it was
afros and cars and music, and it was pretty awesome. Because I went to an
all-Black school, I went to an all-Black church, and you know, it was just
something that almost doesn’t exist anymore, to just be around your
people and it was almost pre-drug time. Sure, there were drugs, but drugs
weren’t killing people. We weren’t in jail for drugs. So it was just a really
cool time. It was just like the old Marvin Gaye records kinda feel.
Laura echoes the sentiment espoused by Liz regarding the concentration of the Black
community in the central North End. A child during the 1970s and perhaps less aware of
the racism of the day, the segregated arrangements of the church and school, for Laura,
only gave her a stronger sense of Black community. Indeed, segregated arrangements,
Nelson (2008:31) argues, “often function positively to maintain stability and survival in
communities”; they provide “communities occupying marginal space [with] a potentially
clear vantage point on the dominant society’s motives and actions.”
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The central North End also emerges during the mid-twentieth century as a key site for
Black liberation organizing. The 1960s and 1970s, Madden (2008:78) argues, “was a
dynamic time in the history of what could be considered the black liberation struggle in
Nova Scotia.” The Black Panther movement of the United States made its way to Nova
Scotia during this time, where it was led by student activist and central North Ender
Burnley “Rocky” Jones. Jones, who would throughout his life become an internationallyknown activist in areas of human rights, race, and poverty, brought a radical edge to the
group, analogous to that of the American movement. A late 1960s interview with Jones
conducted by Campus Magazine highlighted Rocky’s conviction that change cannot
happen without armed confrontation:
I'm saying that if you are talking about total change, as I am, total change
cannot occur without armed struggle. Historically this has been proven and
I would suggest that the people in control now will not give away the
control non-violently (Madden 2008:87-8).
Already home to The Nova Scotia Association for the Advancement of Coloured People,
which was established after the Second World War and gained prominence during the
1960s, the Halifax area gained a number of organizations during this era, such as: The
Black Cultural Centre; The African Canadian Liberation Movement; Kwacha House, an
organization founded by Rocky Jones and his first wife Joan Jones for both Black and
white children; and the Black United Front, an umbrella organization for Black groups in
the province (Madden 2008:81). The years 1968 and 1969 proved groundbreaking in the
articulation of a collective Black Nova Scotian voice, whereby powerful, young voices
like that of Jones were at the forefront of the fight for justice and equality, a struggle that
was linked to Black struggles throughout the country and the world (Madden 2008:80).
The activism and radicalism characteristic of the 1960s and 1970s in general was most
certainly visible here, where it was “fed by decades and indeed centuries of inequality,
hostility and neglect” towards African Nova Scotians, evident in “state policies and
communicated by its practices and institutions and by the majority of white citizens of the
province of Nova Scotia (Madden 2008:82). A variety of publications pointed to the dire
conditions of Black people in the province; “government surveys and reports, newspaper
articles and legislative records revealed a black population that lacked employment,
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education and adequate housing” (Madden 2008:82). Provincial and City response to
these conditions proved insensitive to community needs, authoritarian and paternalistic,
and, as seen in the case of Africville, generally vicious, and largely exacerbating the
problems. As a result of the unfavourable publicity now being generated against the
City’s actions towards Africville, and of the proliferation of the radical Black activism
now taking shape, in 1969 the newly-formed Black United Front (BUF) received
$470,000 in funding from the federal government, who, along with the municipal and
provincial governments, were aiming “to at least appear to be acting honourably by
attempting to rectify the situation for Black Nova Scotians” (Madden 2008:87).

2.5.1 From renewal to rehabilitation
While the African Nova Scotian community was thriving in its achieving of a collective
voice, the urban renewal of the 1960s had proven disastrous by the 1970s and so the
Urban Renewal Program was cancelled in 1972, with the public housing program
cancelled six years later (Melles 2003:52). The social implications of the previous policy
implementations were also becoming vividly apparent. Faatir, a documentary filmmaker
whose work has looked at gentrification in the area, comments on the disastrous effect of
the falling commercial activity, growing numbers of vacant and derelict buildings,
increasing concentration of social service agencies, and overall neglect and stigmatization
of the area:
For the low income, working class, I think the long-term effects are very
alarming and very dangerous….If you have a social class that is constantly
relocating and relocating and relocating, then that becomes a problem for
who they are and how would they ever establish their identity….If I want
to mark a person as an idiot, I would surround him by all these services,
and even if they’re not, by time they become. Make them think they’re
crazy; make them think they’re worthless and hopeless. That is the most
dangerous ways of truly affecting the psychology of a community. And
we’re not talking about just one or two or three, but we’re talking about
the young generation. Because they grew up seeing these things. It may
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not be the government’s intention, though it may appear that way. But it
had a deep subconscious effect on them.
The growing social impacts of urban renewal outlined by Faatir led to a paradigm shift in
urban governance, from renewal to rehabilitation (Melles 2003:55). During the 1970s,
reinvestment began, with federal programs such as a Non-Profit Housing Assistance, Cooperative Housing Assistance, the Neighbourhood Improvement Program (NIP) and the
Residential Rehabilitation Assistance Program (RRAP) (Melles 2003:53). In 1975 a
Mayor’s Task Force was set up to identify vacant, boarded up buildings, and make
suggestions for co-operative, non-profit, or private sector housing options (Melles
2003:53). As a result, several non-profit developments were constructed within the
central North End neighbourhood. The programs also helped reverse the “continued
deterioration of the neighbourhood housing stock,” and enabled a number of former,
displaced residents to return to the neighbourhood (Fraser 1982:6-7). Greg, the urban
planner who was heavily involved in developing affordable housing in the
neighbourhood, recalls:
Once the urban renewal stopped, there had to be a plan for going forward.
That was a kind of interesting experience going through that. I mean, there
were still boarded up buildings….We basically declared a state of
emergency with housing, and this was back in the 80s, and a group set up a
tent city on the approaches to the [Macdonald] bridge and then we
occupied all of those old houses on North Street, tore off the plywood and
invited people to come see the condition they were in, because you could
fit them back out again and they would be habitable, I mean, they’re still
there….For a day we occupied them and it made a point. And then the
money started to flow and we were able to start building back some of this.
Such changes, however, were not readily visible until the 1980s, when, it was purported,
Gottingen Street was possibly making a comeback.
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2.6 1980s and 1990s: a false start
The 1980s was characterized in part by a renewed (and perhaps false) hope for the area,
despite the fact that commercial endeavours were dropping and community services were
rising. Both located on Gottingen Street, the area’s only grocery store, Sobey’s, closed in
1987, and the liquor store moved three streets west, to Agricola Street (Melles 2003:56).
Heinish and Co. Mens’ and Ladies’ Wear, a successful clothing store, was also
expropriated, gutted, and stripped by the City as a potential venue or the City Market, but
was later deemed unsuitable and stood in a decrepit state for over a decade (Melles
2003:57). By 1990 (see table 2.4) it joined four other vacant lots on the commercial
corridor, contributing to the demise and degradation of the street (Melles 2003:57). More
community services opened up, including the North End Community Health Clinic,
driving up the number from one in 1950 to thirteen in 1990. Although the city-wide
incidence of low income increased 6% to 40% between 1990 and 1996, the central North
End faced a 10% increase to 65%, which meant that seven out of ten people were now
low-income, with 30% of its residents dependent on government transfer payments
(Melles 2003:79).
Hope for the area during this time was fuelled in part by two projects: the construction of
a federal building on the corner of Gottingen and Cornwallis Streets, and a proposal for a
“commercial/hotel complex that aspired to single-handedly revitalilze the North End”
(Melles 2003:56). The latter failed to emerge, but both were seen as “pillars of hope” for
the street (Melles 2003:56). Construction of the 30-million dollar federal office building
required the expropriation of even more businesses, and though the land assembly began
in 1984, the building was not completed until 1993, leaving yet more vacant, derelict
space on the street for nearly a decade (Melles 2003:57). Examples such as this
exemplify the local government’s attitude of “benign neglect” toward the area (Melles
2003:58).

2.6.1 “Plywood alley” and the 1981 police strike
Although an isolated incident, the 1981 police strike, which led to some acts of vandalism
along Gottingen Street that were considered by some to be a riot, also contributed to the
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area’s decay throughout the remainder of the decade. During the strike, storefronts were
smashed and windows were boarded up, causing the commercial corridor of Gottingen
Street to be dubbed “Plywood Alley” (Melles 2003:60-1). Drug activity escalated, and
some businesses never re-opened. Laura, a teenager at the time, remembers this incident
vividly as furthering the area’s decline:
Yeah, I’d have to say, it started around then….The police went on strike
one year….And to prove that they were needed, they themselves went out
and started some shit themselves, and they broke the windows of this great
big department store, and I don’t think the store recuperated. It put wood
up in front of the windows and it never came down….Everything kicks off
something. You know? And my dad drives a dump truck so he pulled his
truck in front so people wouldn’t steal and stuff. But then they put up the
wood and the wood never came down again.
Laura’s mother, Lydia, similarly recollects: “The next thing you know all the other stores
are going – going, going, going, gone. And the places are vacant, boarded up. It was like
that for a long time.” This incident, remembered by many, would be, perhaps, the
figurative “straw that broke the camel’s back” so to speak. Drug trafficking became a
neighbourhood-wide problem, and to make matters worse, three murders would later
occur within a ten-month span, further entrenching the area’s image as an undesirable and
dangerous place. As Stephen Kimber (1992) notes in his expose on the North End,
The drug traffic almost destroyed the North End as a community. In the
mid-1980s, television cameras recorded drug dealers claiming as their own
turf the battered remains of Gottingen Street after the 1981 riot. Crack
peddlers openly strutted the fruits of their illegal trade – fast cars, fancy
suits, gold chains – for the edification of youngsters on the streets. The
police looked on, seemingly powerless (or, some suggested, unwilling) to
put an end to the dealing or to solve a string of apparently drug-related,
gangland-style murders that were terrorizing neighbourhood residents.
The spike in social service agencies from ten in 1981 to thirteen in 1990, and nineteen in
2000 reflects this growing problem, which further discouraged commercial activity in the
area, and cemented the area’s reputation as an undesirable neighbourhood to be avoided.
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Plate 2.15: Boarded up storefront, mid-2000s

(Source: The Coast, February 2011)

2.6.2 Mapping neglect: hived off and hemmed in
The 1981 police strike and subsequent drug activity in the area further cemented the
public image of the central North End as an inner city “slum.” This became officially so
when one month after the 1981 police strike “riots,” the middle class residents of the
northern section of Gottingen Street received approval from City Council to rename the
northern section of the street (beyond Young Street in the Hydrostones) to Novalea Drive
(Melles 2003:61). Creighton and Maynard Streets were also renamed, beginning at North
Street, to Northwood Terrace and Fuller Terrace, respectively, to disassociate from the
racially-marked and heavily stigmatized portion of the streets. The renaming of the more
northern portion of the streets further hemmed in the central North End as an undesirable
and neglected space, hiving it off from the rest of the neighbourhood and the city as a
whole. Longtime residents remain painfully aware of their neighbourhood’s unsavoury
reputation throughout the rest of the North End and the city. Mark, a transgenderedidentified ten-year resident of public housing in the area, illustrates the hesitance among
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wealthy North Enders further north on the peninsula to consider the central North End –
namely, Uniacke Square – part of the North End at all:
It’s funny, because I consider it [the Square] the North End, but there are
people that live down in the Hydrostones who don’t because the big thing
that happened several years ago is it became the cool “in thing,” especially
among professors and doctors, to move into the Hydrostones. And of
course they became the North End and this was central….Now Gottingen
Street used to be the main drag of Halifax and it was downtown. And
when it became “those people,” they disenfranchised it to the point that,
there used to be a sign that said “Welcome to Downtown Halifax” and it
was up where Staples was [on the corner of Gottingen and Cogswell
Streets], and they moved it down [Cogswell Street] further towards where
the hotel is. Down almost by Scotia Square.
Mark highlights yet another moment of disassociation from the area during this period –
the moving of the sign welcoming people to downtown Halifax. So while downtown
sought to dis-identify with the central North End, so too did the Hydrostones, as they
became more middle-class and gentrified and the central North End more
disenfranchised, cut themselves off from the central area, separating it from the rest of the
city.
Plate 2.16: Gottingen Street name change

(Source: Map data ©2014 Google)
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Plate 2.17: Creighton and Maynard Streets names changed

(Source: Map data ©2014 Google)

Micah, the African Nova Scotian man who resides and works in the community, makes a
similar comment regarding the disassociation of the rest of the city from the central North
End:
Some people don't consider this the North End, believe it or not. Once you
bypass North Street they do not consider this North End. Now us people
from this particular community, they consider it North End….This area
has always been in the middle because a lot of North End people are
homeowners and this is a low income area so they themselves don't
associate with this area. You have homeowners on both ends and neither
one identify with what that's in the middle but the group in the middle
consider themselves North Enders.
Within Micah’s narrative emerges a battle over who can claim ownership of and
identification with the North End. Classed divisions between homeowners on either side
and the low-income central North End in between have created a spatial dis-identification
with the central North End as part of either downtown or the North End.
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Indeed, peoples’ sense of belonging to place in many ways operates through perceived
boundaries of in- and ex-clusion. As Ashworth and Graham (2005:3) note, in constituting
their self-identity, people often delimit notions of inclusion and exclusion to bolster their
claims of identification with place. Indeed, as Yi-Fu Tuan (1977:166) reminds us, people
develop and embrace a sense of belonging to place not only through their embodied
experiences of being in that place, but through an awareness of and in some cases,
rivalries with, other places, which enhances their feeling of uniqueness and identity.
Appadurai (1996:184) further expands this notion, arguing that to the extent that
neighbourhoods are imagined, produced, and maintained through their social, material,
and environmental characteristics, they are also contextual, and require as well as
produce contexts “against which their own intelligibility takes shape." And so while the
street a person lives on is part of his or her intimate experience, the larger neighbourhood
of which that street is a part is, for that person, a broader, more abstract concept. This
larger neighbourhood space acquires meaning as an emotional place when either held up
against another neighbourhood of which one is not a part, or, when one’s own
neighbourhood is perceived to be under threat “in some real or imagined way”
(Appadurai 1996:171).
So while people who occupy a shared context may have differing notions of being-inhistory and being-in-place, people’s “living history” – a term Richardson (2008:76) uses
to draw together experience, memory, and historical events and transformations – in a
place can be expanded to and shared with others in wider contexts, where perceived
threats or changes, both trivial and extreme, can serve as a binding force for collective
identification and sense of place. The physical demarcations between places and spaces,
or streets, neighbourhoods and cities, for instance, can serve as symbolic frames of
reference against which meanings of other spaces and places take shape. And so in the
case of North End Halifax, residents of the Hydrostone neighbourhood, wishing to disidentify with their less prosperous neighbors further south, constructed their
neighbourhood as the North End – a space separate and distinct from the less desirable
central North End – the residents of which, in effect, began to conceive of themselves as
comprising a distinct neighbourhood as well.
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This process of dis-identification on part of the more middle-class neighbourhood further
north is demonstrative of Paul Watt’s (2009) notion of selective belonging, whereby
middle-class residents draw boundaries around their neighbourhood in order to
disaffiliate from the so-called less desirable areas close by. Here, middle-class belonging
(and hence subjectivity) is contingent on the degree to which place can be claimed by
middle-class residents; they claim moral ownership over their spaces of belonging by
imbuing them with positive value (Watt 2009). Watts’ research found that the stigma of
the wider area prevented his middle class participants from claiming full belonging in the
neighbourhood; thus, Benson and Jackson (2012:797) argue, we need further examination
of how middle-class residents both “respond to and utilise circulating representations of
place within their claims to belonging,” as well as manifest a sense of selective belonging
in the “doing” of the neighbourhood (Benson and Jackson 2012:797). In the case of the
wider North End, middle-class residents manifest selective belonging in the “doing” of
the neighbourhood through excluding, both spatially and figuratively, the undesirable
others of the central North End. The impact on those who reside in these so-called
“undesirable areas” is, however, both deep and long lasting. As Daphne, a poor, white
woman who was born and raised and continues to reside in the area, comments:
If people that have money would just come in and sit down and talk with
people that don’t have money and see what this area is all about, it would
change their whole outlook of everything that goes on around here.
Because people from way up the North End and people from the south end
don’t want to associate with us.
Indeed, this hemming in and hiving off was detrimental, both to the political and
economic health of the area, and for the health of the residents themselves. Greg the
urban planner similarly reflects:
That’s what this is all about. So it went from being a part of the city, and it
became a kind of backwater and the more it became a backwater the more
defensive people inside it became. The more they felt confined. The more
the rest of the City basically saw them that way. We lost everything….The
City, to them, is out there, it’s out there, it’s everybody else.
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Aware of their stigmatization by the wealthier neighbourhoods that surround them,
central North Enders experience the hiving off and hemming in of their neighbourhood
intimately. As I will demonstrate throughout this thesis, the increased confinement and
defensiveness on the part of poorer longtime residents, especially those who are African
Nova Scotian, though cemented throughout the twentieth century, continues to run deep,
shaping their perceptions of any and all neighbourhood change that will follow.

2.6.3 “Everybody left”
By the end of the 1980s, the Gottingen Street neighbourhood had just about bottomed
out; although $40 000 was spent on improving the look of the street, and over $500 000
was spent on the area’s revitalization through the provincially and municipally-funded
Mainstreet Program, there are no public reports detailing what exactly was done with the
money, other than improvements to some facades and a parking plaza (Melles 2003:67).
Between 1986 and 1988, Uniacke Square also underwent a major reconstruction, where
units were gutted and renovated, and many were re-arranged to face onto a public street
(Melles 2003:69). A daycare, local housing office, and a number of backyards were also
included, as were a number of front porches, giving some of the units a more townhouselike feel (Melles 2003:69). Nevertheless, as the 1990s approached, commercial activity
continued to decline, and although some community members were contracted to do
some of the labour, these economic opportunities were short-lived (Melles 2003:69).
As the decade came to a close, the City, reflecting the rise of neoliberal ideologies of
market-driven economic development emerging during this time, adopted a hands-off
approach to Gottingen Street neighbourhood. In 1988, Richard Matthews, the director of
development and planning for the City at that time, stated: “We don’t really know what to
do any better than anybody else does. There will come a time when Gottingen will
become very opportune for something to develop ” (cited in Melles 2003:58). Opting to
“wait and see,” this hands-off strategy was also reflected in a City staff report written in
July 1988:
Gottingen Street may, in the future, act as a relief valve for the Central
Business District (CBD)….As land prices rise in the CBD and Spring
Garden Road areas and as land becomes scarce, the lower land values and
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availability in the Gottingen Street area may shift development in that
direction (cited in Melles 2003:58).
This market-driven revitalization strategy rendered Gottingen Street a “relief valve” for
the CBD, leading to a prolonged era of neglect and decay, and priming the area for future
gentrification. Indeed, capital depreciation in the inner city (which is in part led by the
state) and the subsequent economic and physical deterioration, Smith (1979 cited in
Brown-Saracino 2010:78) argues, “produces the possibility of profitable reinvestment”
and thus the conditions for gentrification to occur. As Smith’s “rent gap” theory posits,
“the depreciation and devaluation of capital invested in residential inner-city
neighbourhoods…produces the objective economic conditions that make capital
revaluation (gentrification) a rational market response” (1979 cited in Brown-Saracino
2011:81, emphasis in original). Here, the disparity between a property’s potential ground
rent and the actual ground rent – the “rent gap” – is widened as a result of inner city
decay; gentrification thus occurs “when the gap is wide enough” so that developers may
purchase and develop the property cheaply enough to garner a profitable return (Smith
1979 cited in Brown-Saracino 2010:81). As capital flight to the suburbs and the
subsequent depreciation of inner-city capital continues, he argues, the “rent gap” will
continue to widen; capital will thus flow back into the inner-city, and gentrification will
persist (1979 cited in Brown-Saracino 2010:81).
In the case of the central North End, as the neighbourhood declined, many with resources
left the area, while those who did not stayed, leaving the area comprised mostly of “those
with the least personal or political power” and who now must “fend for themselves”
(Melles 2003:58). This period was discussed by longtime participants as particularly
devastating to the community. Laura, an African Nova Scotian woman in her early 40s
who was raised in the neighbourhood and lived there off and on until 2013, reflects:
It became the location of derelicts so to speak. Just the downtrodden. The
gay community moved in, and then you would think that would give it a
burst of energy, but it wasn’t the energy, everybody separated and
segregated. The Natives have always been here but the Natives don’t talk
to the Blacks, the gays don’t talk to the Blacks, the Blacks don’t talk to the
gays, so we had all these groups that were existing independently of each

71

other. And instead of just saying, “we’re all really at the same place here,”
they didn’t.
Laura remembers the area quickly transforming from a vibrant Black community in the
1970s to a place for “derelicts” and “the downtrodden” in the 1980s and 1990s. While the
gay community’s emergence in the area, which will be discussed later in the chapter,
signaled potential hope for the deteriorating neighbourhood, the result was increased
segregation and isolation. Greg, the urban planner who began working in the area during
the early 1970s, similarly reflects:
It became a place where everybody who had needs was located. That just
won’t work….So that [longtime African Nova Scotian] population has
actually, as it’s become more wealthy and has more options it’s moved
out. It’s sold out. They took advantage of what was happening in the
market. They didn’t stay. Some people have stayed and they’re stalwarts I
suppose. But many people haven’t and many of the people who have
stayed haven’t had many options anyway.
Though, as this thesis will demonstrate, Greg may underestimate the continued
prevalence of the African Nova Scotian community in the area, he points to a salient
theme in longtime African Nova Scotian residents’ historical memory: Black flight from
the neighbourhood.
Memories of Black flight from the community were discussed by many longtime African
Nova Scotian residents as creating a poignant change in the neighbourhood. Lydia, an
African Nova Scotian woman in her late-sixties who we will meet in more depth later,
and mother of Laura, was born and raised in the central North End and aside from a
decade-long stint as a young adult, has spent all of her years living in the area. She recalls
vividly the poverty growing up in the predominantly Black neighbourhood:
When I was growing up, everybody was poor and there was a large
number of Black people in this neighbourhood. It was predominantly
Black. Around Creighton and Maynard [Streets], there were a lot of Black
families. And they were poor….I could give you a bunch of reasons why
they would not want to live here years ago. It was a very downgraded area.
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Describing a recent walk she took down her familiar childhood streets, she goes on to
describe the wave of Black flight from the area:
I took a walk down from North Street, walking down Creighton Street,
because that’s where I spent most of my youth, up that part of Creighton,
up by Charles Street, and Gerrish Street, and I’m walking along up there
and I can say “oh my gosh, so and so used to live there, that Black family
used to live there….And now nobody’s there. Nobody, not even their
children….They bought their homes out in Colby Village, Cole Harbour,
they went out. I mean, they would have had the same opportunity as we
had to buy a home in this area when it was still scruffy, still scrummy
looking….But they chose not to. So there’s nobody on that street that I can
identify with from when I was a kid. Not one. And then I went to another
block. And I said, “oh my god, not even on the second block.”
A vivid recollection of what used to be the centre of the Black community during the
1960s and 1970s, Lydia’s walk illustrates the massive wave of Black flight from the
central North End to the suburbs. Reflecting the suburban flight of the day, this Black
out-migration had significant impacts on the remaining community, though without
relevant census data available until 1981, exact population loss of Blacks from the area is
not known. Despite the falling population, the area continued to operate as a cultural and
community hub for the African Nova Scotian community. Key institutions such as the
YMCA, the North Branch Library, St. Pat’s Alexandra Afri-centric School, and later, the
Black Educator’s Association, would continue to be central spaces for the African Nova
Scotian community. Many who were a part of the wave of Black flight from the area
now, Lydia notes, are regretful of their decision to leave their historic community:
I know of a lot of people who lived in the area and now wish that they
hadn’t sold their house and moved to Colby Village [suburbs]….Because
they were thinking “oh, the area’s so bad,” [and were] not having any faith
or vision that the area would eventually get better. So they left, moved to
the suburbs, and they’re now coming and looking at the places that they
lived in and that they owned and they’re kicking theirself.
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Wanting to escape the area’s stigma and degradation, and lacking faith that it would
improve, many Black out-migrants, now “kicking theirself,” regret leaving and wish they
could get back in. Born in Africville, Irwin is an African Nova Scotian man who was
relocated to Uniacke Square as a child, and has owned his current home in the area for
nearly 40 years. Irwin similarly comments on the prevalence of Black flight among his
generation:
Another thing that happened to the neighbourhood and to the community
was that as people passed [away], their children, my generation, decided
they wanted to go to suburbia. They wanted the better life. So they sold
their properties and moved outside of the core of the city. And of course
that began the flipping of homes in the area….I bought my home in 1975.
So, I’ve been living there for that period of time, and I have seen the
properties in the area flip two, three times. And each and every time that
they get flipped, more improvements are done to it, and a different group
of people are moving in.
Irwin highlights some residential gentrification or “house flipping” in the area as early as
the 1980s. He also points to the demographic changes the area would undergo as new
groups of people would begin to move into the neighbourhood.

2.6.4 “What are they doing here?” – the artists and the gays
Despite the area’s steep decline, indeed because of it, the late 1980s witnessed a
demographic shift whereby the artistic community began to have a public presence in the
neighbouhood. For some the growing artistic community that began to emerge
symbolized a renewed hope (Melles 2003:56-7). A number of art galleries popped up for
the first time throughout the latter part of the 1980s, including Eye Level Gallery, a nonprofit, artist-run centre, and the Other Art Gallery, along with the Cunard Street Theatre
and Wormwood’s Cinema, an alternative cinema (Melles 2003:60). Artists from the
Nova Scotia College of Art and Design (NSCAD) were also attracted to the area’s low
rents and affordable live/work spaces (Melles 2003:60). This demographic shift is also
remembered vividly by residents of the area. As Liz, the African Nova Scotian woman
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who lived, worked, and politically organized in the area throughout the 1970s, 1980s, and
1990s, recalls, during the late 1980s:
There wasn’t the same fear in terms of the North End and I remember a
shift because it went through different stages. Because [during the 1950s
and 1960s] there were all these Black people on Gottingen Street, but yet
white people patroned the businesses, so then they felt comfortable in
being able to do that. Then there came a period [during the 1970s and early
1980s] where there was the uncomfortability and nobody came, a lot of
white people from those [outside] areas, they were too scared….So there
came that [late 1980s] period and I distinctly remember, being on
Gottingen Street at that time, when these young white liberal kind of
people started heading back. And I’m like, “what are they doing
here?”….It was amazing, I remember watching it, you would see
Mercedes dropping these kids off on Gottingen Street and I’m like “holy
jumpin.” And then them spending some social time and the Mercedes
coming back to pick them up and take them back home. They started to
have restaurant clubs and things that they related to and it was kind of
offbeat….I remember thinking like, “what are they doing here?”
Plate 2.18: House on central North End Street, 2012

(Personal Photograph)
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As Melles (2003:60) argues, the emergence of artist communities in the area during this
time helped transform the area’s sordid image and, subsequently, attract some business.
The president of the Gottingen Street Merchants’ Association is quoted in 1987 as saying,
“[o]utside businesses are beginning to realize that the perception Gottingen Street has
more crime than the rest of the city is a myth and that it is a profitable area in which to
locate” (Legge 1988, cited in Melles 2003:60). Also vice-president of Dymaxion
Research Limited, a company that relocated to Gottingen Street during this time, he
reflected on the reality of the neighbourhood’s poor image he witnessed upon relocating:
“It turned out to be much more imaginary than real, almost entirely” (Cities Column
1987, cited in Melles 2003:60). A news article published eight years later echoed this
claim:
It’s the resident arts community that offers the best hope for Gottingen
Street….Instead of the mainstream commercial tenants that once made it
one of the province’s busiest commercial strips, the street will look to arts
operations such as the Wormwood’s theatre and small, independent shops
to turn it around (Flinn 1995:30).
The article goes on to tell the story of Hal Forbes, a building restorer who is described as
“one of the leaders in the revival of the old North End” (Flinn 1995:30). Forbes, who
purchased a home in 1984 on “down-and-out Creighton Street because he happened to
like it” (Flinn 1995:30), in 1995 opened up his showcase and workshop for his business
in the former New York Dress Shop location. After renovating his Creighton Street
home, he remodeled ten other buildings in the neighbourhood, which led to the formation
of his full-time business. Although the article dates the area’s early gentrification, in the
form of single-family home renovation, back to 1981, Forbes feels the neigbourhood’s
gritty edge” as of 1995 has maintained; the presence of artists and gays has given the area
a feel akin to that of Greenwich Village, he says. By the year 2000, Forbes would become
a firmly planted and highly influential, at least aesthetically, fixture in the North End.
Artists, especially the growing NSCAD population, would continue to flock to the area’s
authentic character, cheap rents, and vibrant community, while gays, who will be
discussed later, also become intricately woven into the neighbourhood’s historical fabric.
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The role of artists in bolstering certain types of urban change and gentrification has been
critically and heavily theorized since the publication of Zukin’s (1982) seminal book,
Loft Living, which highlighted the role of artists in gentrifying a former industrial area of
New York City. Ley’s (1996; 2003) work has examined the phenomenon in a Canadian
context, revealing artists as, in many cases, “the forerunners of gentrification, occupying
buildings with a low rent but with a promising location in the urban landscape” (Mathews
2010:661), thus priming the area for members of the New Middle Class. Both Ley and
Caulfield (1994) have undertaken a consumption-led approach to gentrification, which is
oriented around gentrifers’ demands as consumers of particular spaces. Here,
gentrification is conceived in terms of “waves,” the first of which emerges out of artists’
proliferation in particular inner- or central-city areas. Attracted to such “marginal spaces”
for their gritty, “authentic” character and aesthetic; their social tolerance and diversity;
their central location; their historically unique architecture; and their affordable nature,
artists of the 1970s and 1980s began flocking to the ethnically-diverse, working-class
areas that were increasingly undesirable to the conventional and increasingly suburban
middle classes (Ley 2003; Zukin 1982; 2010). A “colonizing arm” for the middle classes
(Ley 1996), artists’ infusion of cultural capital (see Bourdieu 1977) into declining inner
city areas alters these spaces in physical and symbolic ways that inadvertently renders
them desirable for wealthier cultural producers, and later, even wealthier professionals
(Ley 1996; Mathews 2010; Zukin 2010).
Often contrasted with these “cultural” approaches to gentrification, production-led
understandings of gentrification as driven by capital have been informed by Marxist
urban analysis and forwarded most notably by Neil Smith’s (1979; 1996) “rent gap
theory,” which refers to the discrepancy between the current and potential rent of a site.
Zukin’s (1982; 2010) work, however, signifies an early attempt to conjoin capital- and
culture- driven approaches by focusing on the links between the culture and real estate
industries. Here, culture – in the form of arts and neighbourhood artist communities – is
used by investors to attract capital, namely, the “new” middle class consumers. Indeed,
Richard Florida’s (2002) claim that “‘creativity’ is “leading the new economy” (Mathews
2010:662) has shaped policy and programming to include arts as a way to drive public
consumption and “naturalize capital investment.” Art, Mathews (2010:662) argues, is
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thus “used within a broader process of aestheticizing space to attract particular forms of
capital and culture.” For those who take up the “frontier mythology” of gentrification,
artists can be conceived as “pioneers” of a sort, whose “sweat equity” – small- scale
renovations using one’s own labour – increases a property’s and an area’s investment
potential, inadvertently priming inner-city areas for later gentrification (Ley 2003;
Mathews 2010:665; Zukin 1982; 2010). Often later displaced by wealthier cultural
producers and professionals, their status as perpetrators or victims of gentrification
remains contested, and will be explored in further depth in Chapter Three. In the case of
the central North End, Greg, the urban planner, sees artists and the art students as integral
to the beginning of gentrification in the neighbourhood, a process that will ultimately
displace them:
The vanguard of white painting and gentrification are the artists. And the
students. They’re the vanguard….They discover all kinds of great little
nooks and crannies; they set up these little shops. You watch, and soon,
they won’t be able to afford to live there anymore. But they are the ones
that actually recognized the opportunity. They live out the kind of starving
artist in the garret myth that they want to live in and then somebody sets
up a gallery and they show their not very good paintings and stuff and
that’s how that works.
At the same time that many Halifax-based artists were claiming the North End as their
home, so too was the gay community laying down its roots. Much like artists, gay and
more recently queer communities, have been drawn, and in some cases driven, to
“undesirable” but affordable, centrally-located, and socially-tolerant inner city areas.
Often cast as “contributing towards the gentrification of commodifiable cosmopolitan
urban areas” (Bell and Binnie 2004:1815), gays, like artists, and sometimes, also artists,
are purportedly attracted to neighbourhoods as pioneers, where they invest a certain
cultural capital in the area, making it attractive to middle-class straights and gays, and
inadvertently less affordable for themselves (Ley 1996:208). As Ley (1996:208) argues,
the tolerance of inner-city districts “provides an enabling environment for the
construction of homosexual identities”; while the suburbs are sexually policed, the inner
city permits a “wider range of acceptable behaviours.” Richard Florida’s (2002) “creative
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cities” thesis “totes gay space as enhancing the creative appeal of cities” (Bell and Binnie
2004:1808), advancing a “gay index” as a measure of respectability, or, Bell and Binnie
(2004:1817) argue, of gentrification. Indeed, much research has also demonstrated the
displacement of low-income whites, Blacks, and gays, as a result of gentrification by
middle-class gays (Ley 1996; Lees 2000; Bell and Binnie 2004; Knopp 1990).

2.6.4.1 A history of 2112 Gottingen Street
Don is a white gay man who has lived in the North End for over thirty years and has
strong feelings about his time there: “I really love the North End….I moved into that
house in almost exactly thirty years ago on [street] and I haven’t moved since and I
would be very happy to be thirty years from now be buried in the backyard.” As a young
gay man during the 1970s and 1980s, Don recalls frequenting the Derby, a predominantly
Black bar on Gottingen Street, with his white male lover: “I remember when the Derby
was where the Marquee is now and me and my lover being the only white guys there and
it being a little, ‘ugh are we safe here?’ But of course we were, we were totally safe.” An
active member of the gay community, Don was instrumental in opening up Rumours, the
first gay establishment in Halifax, which was opened downtown in 1983 and moved to
2112 Gottingen Street around 1985. The decision to move to Gottingen Street, he
remembers, was driven by “pure finances. It was just a really good deal…because the
building had severe mechanical problems.” 2112 Gottingen Street is an address with a
unique lineage that exemplifies vividly the area’s transition. Don illustrates the
transformation of this building and, by extension, the neighbourhood over time:
That would have been the first gay thing on Gottingen Street….It was the
Vogue [Theatre] from 1950-something to 1970-something and then it
turned into an old porn theater, but it was built as a 700 seat theatre, so,
massive. What a great history that building has. Theatre, punk bar,
headbanger bar, alcohol free. Bought by the gay community, bought by
Wormwoods and turned back into a cinema, turned back into a bar, boxing
ring, and now television studio. It’s got to be the most storied building in
Halifax.
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Plate 2.19: Map of 2112 Gottingen Street

(Source: Map data ©2014 Google)

Don, who is a wealth of knowledge on Halifax’s gay community, recalls another telling
story of how the Toolbox, a gay leather bar, emerged during the 1990s:
The Toolbox has a really amazing story. The building the Toolbox was in
was owned by this little old Greek man named [Carl]. It had a restaurant
called Chris’ cuisine on the ground floor, and he renovated it and he made
it into a straight bar and it was empty. It was crickets. And then the little
old Greek straight man decided he would make it into a gay bar (laughs).
And so he opened it up, this little tiny place. The floor was black and white
tiles, and really narrow, a skinny bar, and he had it vastly overlit and the
floor polished with like, that much beeswax polish. And really bright,
bright colours on the walls. Just exactly what a little old Greek man would
do for a gay bar. It was really pretty. I was there on opening night, and so
there were two people behind the bar, and of course, opening night, it was
packed. There were 300 people in there, and there had never been more
than 6 people in the bar….People were really excited. It was called the
Rainbow Room. It was so cute. So we was there for a while and it was
reasonably successful and this guy named [John] - something said to [Carl]
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that he would take it over and it would make a lot more money and he
would pay rent. So [John] rented it from him, renamed it the Eagle,
painted everything black, the walls, the ceiling, they took out 4 out of 5
light bulbs, and it was also extremely successful for quite a few years.
Here, we see the lineage of building that began in the 1970s or 1980s as a Greek
restaurant and was transformed into a gay space – firstly by the Greek owner himself
who, cognizant of the neighbourhood’s changing demographic, sought to capitalize on
the gays’ presence – and then by the gay community itself, where, after switching hands a
couple of times, the bar eventually became the Toolbox, a gay men’s leather bar, which, I
remember, remained open when I moved into the area myself in 2003.
Plate 2.20: Palookas gym next to original Menz/Mollyz, circa 2011

(Eric Wynne, The Chronicle Herald)
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Plate 2.21: Global Maritimes moving in next to new condos, 2012

(Source: Global News)

Plate 2.22: Global Maritimes, 2013

(Personal Photograph)

82

Don goes on to explain the large in-flux of gays into the south-central North End’s cheap
high-rise housing complex during the late 1980s and early 1990s:
For a while there were lots of gays living in what was called Brunswick
Towers. Back in the day, there were so many gays living there they were
called Vaseline towers (laughs). It was a major thing for the gay
community there, because they were cheap. That’s the classic
gentrification narrative. And this is an extra interesting one, because they
were built in the [19]60s as luxury apartments, couldn’t be sold, went
bankrupt or something, the City bought them, made them into low income
housing, brought in the artists and gays, and now one of them has been
redone again as a luxury apartment or condo. I’ve been in that and it’s
quite swanky. Everything is marble. All new carpets.
Don positions the in-flux of the gay community during this time as part of the “classic
gentrification narrative,” whereby the artists and the gays prime a declining inner city
area such as the North End for future re-investment. Indeed, throughout the 1990s,
Gottingen Street would continue to house no less than two gay bars at a time, adding a
gay men’s bathhouse and gay restaurant to the mix during the early 2000s.

2.6.5 The 1991 “race riots”
A decade after the Police Strike of 1981, Gottingen Street would face yet another isolated
incident of mass vandalism and destruction in July of 1991, when a disturbance took
place along the street’s commercial area. Triggered by the denial of a Black man into a
downtown bar the night before, a crowd of 150 protestors took to the street early the next
day, where they were confronted by a team of police in riot gear (Melles 2003:80).
Reported as a “race riot,” the confrontation resulted in fifteen stores having their
windows smashed; this time, however, hasty community organizing on part of the
Executive Director of the Gottingen Street Merchants’ Association resulted in only one
merchant using wood to cover the broken window, thus preventing another “Plywood
Alley” from occurring (Melles 2003:80). The incident, nevertheless, further tarnished the
area’s already dwindling reputation, proving to be a “major setback” for the
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neighbourhood’s image and, in effect, its commercial revitalization (Melles 2003:80).
Isolated incidents such as this continue to be cornerstones for longtime residents’
memories of the neighbourhood’s process of decline. For Scott, an African Nova Scotian
man who, born and raised in Uniacke Square, continues to live and work in the area, the
incident occupies a central place in the neighbourhood’s ongoing decline, conveyed here
by a steep hike in its concentration of social agencies:
In 1991 there was a riot that happened downtown at a club between some
Blacks and whites and it kind of moved up to Gottingen and they
destroyed some of the windows on some of the store fronts and agencies
on Gottingen and since that, Gottingen hasn’t been the same. You see
more social agencies, which are definitely needed in that area, because you
have some low-income people, but you don’t see the businesses. Even in
the mid [19]80s to the early [19]90s, you started seeing things go
away….Little by little, stuff has been moved out.
By 1991, the population had increased 7% (see table 2.5) and a total of 450 units of
affordable housing were built during this time, many co-operative housing (Melles
2003:70). The incidence of low income had also decreased by 3% by 1991 (Melles
2003:75), possibly a result of the incumbent upgrading of owner-occupied housing
described earlier by Irwin. The recession that reverberated throughout the whole country
during the 1990s, however, was certainly felt in the central North End. 20% of the area’s
residents were dependent on government transfer payments – double the city average
(Melles 2003:75). Community service agencies grew by nine (see table 2.4), hitting an
all-time peak of 19 within the four-block commercial corridor by the year 2000 (Melles
2003:71). Commercial activity dropped another 30% to an all-time low of 38, with many
“major anchors” of the commercial area, such as the Metropolitan Store, the New York
Dress Shop, Glube’s Furniture, and the Casino Theatre, all closing their doors between
1991 and 1994 (Melles 2003:73). The area’s dental clinic, post office, Salvation Army
Thrift Store, and Royal Bank, also closed their doors during this decade (Melles
2003:74). The Gottingen Commercial Area Market Strategy Study of 1986 claimed that
the “Met” and the Sobey’s grocery store, as both anchors in the community that served
residents outside of the immediate area, must remain in order for the area to remain

84

viable; both were gone by 1994 (Melles 2003: 75). Indeed, for many residents and
business owners, the loss of Sobey’s was the “final blow” (Melles 2003:106). The
number of vacant buildings and lots increased from 25 and 5, to an all-time high of 35
and 6, respectively; at 38, the number of commercial spaces dropped nearly 20% between
1991 and 1996, but rose 10% between 1996 and 2001 (Silver 2008:12). The rate of
employment, however, fell from 60% in 1991 to an all-time low of 46%, while incidence
of low income rose from 55% in 1991 to 59.3% in 2001, nearly 23% higher than the city
as a whole (Silver 2008:12). By 1996, the area’s residents made .47 to every dollar
earned by residents of Halifax as a whole (Melles 2003:101-2). Tenancy rates in the area
rose from 87% in 1991 to 89.5% 2001, while they fell from 42% to 38.2% in the city as a
whole (Silver 2008:12).
Table 2.5: Gottingen Street Neighbourhood Population Characteristics, 1991-2001
Population
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
Gottingen % of Hfx Pop.
Pop Change %
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
% Employed
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
% Tenant-occupied
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
Avg. Household Income
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
Gottingen as % of Hfx
% Incidence of Low Income
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
% Source of Income

1991

1996
4494
1664
332,518
1.4%

2001

5580
1617
320,501
1.7%

+7.4%
+5.0%
+15%

-19%
+2.9%
+3.7%

+9.0%
+4.4%
+8.0%

60%
82%
72%

51%
78%
70%

54.3%
75.2%
63.0%

87%
85%
42%

87%
86%
40%

89.5%
84.2%
38.2%

$23,390
$37,017
$46,786
50.0%

$22,389
$32,281
$48,015
46.6%

$27,209
$44,327
$56,361
48.3%

55%
24%
34%

65%
47%
40%

59.3%
12.9%
36.5%

4943
1738
359,183
1.3%
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Employment Income
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
Transfer Payments
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax

73%
86%
80%

67%
80%
76%

74.3%
83.7%
76.7%

20%
8%
10%

26%
11%
12%

18.9%
8.0%
10.8%

Source: Melles (2003)

In 1993 the federal government shifted responsibility for public housing to the provinces,
a policy change that “dramatically affected the provision of housing for the country’s
lowest income people” (Melles 2003:85). In Nova Scotia, as in many other provinces, the
non-profit sector stepped in to fill the void left by the government; thus, the
Creighton/Gerrish Development Association was borne (Melles 2003:85-6). A
partnership of four community-based non-profit groups, the Creighton/Gerrish
Development Association sought to build a “demonstration affordable home ownership
project” in the area, which, it was hoped, would “trigger a process that would eventually
revitalize this block” (ACT 2003). Negotiations for land purchases and for City approval of
the plan continued throughout the rest of the decade, and in February of 2002 the first of

five phases was completed when a 19 unit apartment building on Gottingen Street at
Gerrish Street geared towards lower income singles was officially opened (Melles
2003:88). Their development plan also involved the “phased regeneration of a desolate
block on Gottingen Street bounded by Creighton, Gerrish, and Cunard Streets” – the 1.5
acre site of the former Sobey’s, which closed in 1987 (Melles 2003:87). Here they were
to provide a 71-unit mixed-income development, which would include low-income rental
units and the opportunity for affordable home ownership of two- and three-bedroom
condominium units (Melles 2003:87). This lot, however, remains empty today, the sign
advertising the proposed development sits sun-bleached and graffitied, with “don’t be
pushed out” sprayed across the front.
The 1990s closed with little hope for the area; “the heavy-handed policy implementtations” throughout the second half of the century “triggered the rapid decline of this once
vibrant district” (Melles 2003:108). As Melles’s study observes, the area’s key
commercial changes, evident between 1960 and 1980, occurred during the decade of, and
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following, the area’s greatest demographic changes, which occurred between 1960 and
1970. These demographic changes, however, were triggered by the policy and program
decisions and implementations of the 1950s and 1960s that Melles characterized as
“planning blight” – when an area is designated for clearance and/or renewal, which in
effect “invited uncertainty, speculation, and undermines the incentive for improvement”
(2003:112). In the case of the central North End, the federal investment of the 1950s and
1960s, combined with the municipal government’s misguided investments, lack of
involvement, and eventual overall neglect throughout the 1980s and 1990s, as well as the
two isolated neighbourhood-level occurrences of 1981 and 1991, to wreak havoc on this
once vibrant area. To sum up, it is throughout the fifty-year span between 1950 and 2000,
Melles (2003:1) argues, that “Gottingen Street has transformed from the city’s first main
street, to its current characterization as an ‘inner city ghetto.’”

2.7 Conclusions
This chapter has traced the rise and subsequent fall of the central North End between the
early part of the twentieth century to the beginning of the twenty-first. Neighbourhood
decline was triggered by a combination of factors – most notably the federal and
municipal policy implementations of the mid-twentieth century – which, exacerbated by
local neighbourhood-level isolated events as well as the suburbanization of the time,
created mass amounts of flight from the area. This, coupled with the City’s eventual
neglect of, and adjacent neighbourhoods’ dis-identification with, the area, hived off the
central North End from the downtown, the Hydrostones, and moreover, the entire city.
The area, characterized by the presence of public housing such as Uniacke Square,
became a particularly avoided space among outside white residents, but a locus of vibrant
community and activism for Nova Scotian Blacks. This history both laid the conditions
for later gentrification to occur, and serves as the framework against which longtime
residents perceive the development and gentrification that I will discuss in Chapter Three.
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Chapter 3 – The Gentrifying North End
“Despite her good intentions, Jacobs’ ideal vision of urban life shaped two important
vehicles that enable developers to pursue their goals: elected officials’ rhetoric of growth
and media representations of cultural consumption….These words and images, though,
create a language that embodies our desire for a good place to live…our belief, that the
good life depends on building more cultural attractions to draw tourists to the city,
opening more sidewalk cafés and boutiques, and restoring more old houses. These
images of the urban good life camouflage a basic conflict. Dependent on both private
developers to invest and build, and voters to keep them in office, officials walk a fine line
between promising support for housing rights that will help to preserve communities and
redevelopment projects that will eliminate or change them. Their rhetoric of growth takes
direction from market-oriented administrations in national government and the
unanticipated success of gentrification. The new priority is ‘making markets’, as an
entrepreneurial slogan says, rather than helping poor people and small businesses to
stay in place, or permitting local communities to veto developers’ plans” - Zukin
(2009:549).
“As it becomes increasingly desirable to live downtown as opposed to the suburbs,
newer, more affluent residents are moving to the north end. There’s a cultural element
too—the area is attractive because it’s artsy, quirky and diverse. Realtors have caught
on, marketing properties as ‘located in Halifax’s chic arts district.’” - Beaumont (2013)
“I guess what I say to people is, there will be change, change is coming. There’s going
to be massive change, particularly in the North End. It is gonna happen. So people need
to be aware of how and when to influence the process….Over the next 15 or 20 years, we
probably are not going to go back and do this type of planning exercise.” - Jane, local
elected official.
“Money talks. And gays, Blacks, and Natives, walk.” - Laura, African Nova Scotian
longtime resident
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3 Introduction
In the last chapter I sketched a broad history of the central North End, highlighting the
particular policy implementations, socio-economic urban trends, and isolated
neighbourhood events that most significantly shaped and led to the neighbourhood’s
downhill trajectory. In this chapter, I pick up at the year 2000, and trace how the wider
processes of city rebranding and re-urbanization, and the remaking of the central North
End into downtown through HRM planning policies of densification, work with
particular moments in the neighbourhood’s history to spur current gentrification
processes, creating greater insecurity surrounding affordable housing, and an exacerbated
socio-spatial segregation between increasingly vulnerable lower-income residents and
increasingly mobile upper-income residents. Although the term “gentrification” first
arose briefly in 1988 within a single newspaper article, the term did not emerge again
until the early 2000s, when it began to appear regularly, both in news articles and as a
commonly used “word on the street.” The hemming in of the central North End as a
space of abjection and neglect during the latter part of the twentieth century acted a
precondition for the gentrification that would begin to spread during the middle part of
the decade. Sparked by rapid condominium development, growing fears of gentrificationinduced-displacement among public housing residents are exacerbated by a lack of
affordable housing options in the area, which, despite a number of endeavours, I will
demonstrate, are becoming more and more sparse.

3.1 Gottingen Street fire
As described in Chapter Two, the beginning of the millennium offered little promise to
the central North End neighbourhood. This trend would continue into the early 2000s,
when I, then seventeen years old and just beginning university, first moved into the
neighbourhood. The beginning of the 2000s brought yet another neighbourhood-level
isolated event that would have further negative impact on the area. In February of 2003 a
dramatic fire, caused by combusted roofing material, destroyed three buildings to the
south corner of Gottingen Street at Falkland. Laura, the African Nova Scotian woman
born and raised in the area, recalls this event as part of the ongoing downfall of the area:
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Then fire. Fire took out a huge….The things that were there that went up
in smoke, and that was a big part of the community. [There was] the tattoo
place, and she had a nice little boutique there for clothing. Some of the
best dresses I’ve ever bought were from her place. And a little restaurant
there, the Apple Barrel.
The lot, which housed a number of commercial establishments and apartments, was
leveled with gravel soon after the fire and continues to be a parking lot today.
Plate 3.1: Fire on Falkland at Gottingen Street, 2003

(Source: Spacing Atlantic)

3.2 “We’re the only straight bar in the gaybourhood”
Adjacent to the lot, on the north corner of Gottingen and Falkland, sat the Toolbox, the
gay bar discussed in Chapter Two. And across the street from the Toolbox was club
NRG, the other gay bar, which I entered for the first time in May of 2004 just prior to my
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nineteenth birthday. In 2004 the Toolbox space was taken over by Darrel, a gay man
from Ontario who was looking to open up a gay bar in the Maritimes. Upon moving to
Halifax, he purchased the Toolbox, which he re-opened in 2005 as Menz Bar. He also
opened Seadogs Sauna, a gay men’s bathhouse, less than two blocks north on Gottingen
Street. Don, the gay man discussed in Chapter Two who has spent more than thirty years
in the area, recalls Darrel’s vision for the space:
[Darrel] of course, he’s just pregnant with ideas, and he had wanted to
have a bar and a restaurant since forever. And his dream was that people
would show up for dinner at 6 or so, have a nice long dinner, go upstairs
for drinks, and you would have them and their money from 6 or 7 at night
until 2 in the morning. Which is a brilliant idea. And so many things went
right, and a few things went wrong with that, and then his extra crafty idea
was to turn the restaurant into a lesbian bar after the restaurant closed.
Really great ideas. and the restaurant was a huge success. Everybody loved
it. It got rave reviews; the food was great. And [Darrel], he says that he
broke even on it but I suspect he didn’t; I suspect that he lost a little bit of
money. And it didn’t work at all as a lesbian bar because lesbians don’t
drink enough booze to run a bar (laughs). It’s great, but men are the real
booze hounds, and so that space overall just never quite made money.
As Don recalls, the space below Menz Bar was opened as Mollyz Diner in 2005, where it
was only moderately successful as a diner/lesbian establishment. The space lasted for
nearly two years, until a fire next door closed the bar and restaurant for a week. Though
the fire did not damage Menz/Mollyz, it did damage some water pipes, which, only five
months later in December 2007, ended up freezing and breaking. Darrel was given an
eviction notice from the landlord soon after, and in June of 2008, Menz Bar moved less
than two blocks north on Gottingen Street, to a larger space. Mollyz Diner re-opened, but
only for special events catering. The new space, Don, notes, “is not doing great. If you go
there on a Friday or Saturday night, there’s never many people in there. He does have lots
of events, but not so many people.” Harold, a gay man in his 50s, also comments on
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Menz Bar’s eviction and relocation highlighting the gay community’s somewhat
ambiguous status in the neighbourhood as both gentrifiers and gentrified:
The building was sold out from underneath them for that [condo]
development…and so there’s a process of gentrification encroaching on
queer spaces, basically eliminating them, because the transition from the
old Menz Bar to the new Menz Bar, something has been gained, but for
me, more has been lost than has been gained, and the philosophy of Menz
Bar has changed of necessity because of the larger more expensive
space…and the big room is an unfriendly room in the daytime….And it’s a
much younger crowd and it’s a much less welcoming space. And cover
charge all the time.
Indeed, following Menz Bar’s eviction, its former location on the corner of Gottingen and
Falkland Streets was demolished, and in 2008 a massive condominium complex was
constructed in its place. A much larger, more expensive space, Menz Bar’s new location
has struggled, and, as Harold points out, has had to raise cover charges and appeal to a
younger crowd to ensure it remains profitable.
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Plate 3.2: Menz Bar circa 2004, before Mollyz diner addition

(Source: gayhfx.org)

Plate 3.3: Condos in former Menz bar location, 2012

(personal photograph)
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Harold has lived throughout the North End off and on since the mid 1980s, when he spent
some time without a home. Studying theatre in Toronto, he would come back to the
North End periodically throughout the 1980s and 1990s, where many of his friends in
Halifax’s theatre scene were moving, as “part of the first wave of gentrification,” he
notes. Many of these people who were involved in or connected to the theatre
community, he remembers, were purchasing and remodeling houses in the North End. In
the beginning of his time there, he remembers the reputation of the North End was
“scary.” He remembers walking through the area during the late 1980s and early 1990s to
go to Rumours, the gay bar at 2112 Gottingen Street at the time. He remembers the
feeling of walking to the bar from downtown: “As soon as he would pass that little hill
and go from the downtown onto Gottingen Street I would always feel the vibe
change…you knew you were in a rough neighbourhood.”
His permanent return to the North End was in 2004, when he moved into the northcentral North End into an apartment that was owned by a man who owned a nearby
theatre. During this time, he remembers:
You could see pockets of gentrification….Every afternoon around 3pm the
sex workers would start to line up across from the liquor store to get the
bridge traffic on its way home. And it was sad, it was depressing to watch.
There were a lot of hurting women there and there were men who were
around them….The cops would walk by and the whole vibe was just
creepy….But at the same time, the street was looking nicer in places than
it had in the 90s. So that process had definitely started. But this was preFred.
Here, we see a period during the early 2000s where “pockets of gentrification” – namely,
the construction of “Creative Crossing,” a complex that, arising across from the liquor
store on Agricola Street where a former artist-frequented café once sat, housed various
studio spaces, yoga studios, and eventually, a local food market. These “pockets” existed
alongside the daily routine of the area’s sex workers, who awaited the evening traffic
heading towards the Dartmouth bridge from downtown. He remembers the changes on
Gottingen Street, however, as being most prominent, particularly as more gay
establishments were opening:
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You could see there were changes happening on Gottingen Street. So
when I arrived, the VorTex [gay club] was open. And the VorTex was a
really, really brave experiment that was hopelessly mismanaged by friends
of mine (laughs). I mean, that was a gentrification kind of a bar. It had the
really strong aesthetic qualities. I mean, that strip of Gottingen Street has
gone through enourmous changes in the eight years that I’ve lived back in
Nova Scotia. Enourmous changes.
Club VorTex was a gay club that opened a few doors down from Seadogs just as club
NRG was closing. Opened by the same owner as club NRG, the space, as Harold
remembers, was “a gentrification kind of a bar” – it was upscale, featured a live pianist,
and housed a full restaurant that was licensed for 280 patrons and overlooked Gottingen
Street. A fraud/theft scheme severely threatened the space, which re-opened as a fancier
version of club NRG in 2005, and a predominantly Black bar/restaurant called Diamonds
soon after that, which closed in 2008. Another gay bar, Evolution Cabaret, opened briefly
from 2005 to 2006. NRG returned in 2005 to its original location but closed a short time
after.
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Plate 3.4: Map showing many of Gottingen gay spaces, pre-2010

(Source: Map data ©2014 Google)

A notable fact about this space is that prior to its 2004 resurgence as a gay restaurant and
bar, it was, for many years, a predominantly Black restaurant and bar. The Derby, which
for a long time was located at the southern tip off Gottingen Street, also spent a portion of
time further north, at the VorTex and club NRG location. After club NRG relocated to its
original space further south along Gottingen Street later in the decade, the space again
became a predominantly Black restaurant and bar called Diamonds. Laura, the African
Nova Scotian woman born and raised in the area, remembers a brief point in time where,
one group in the front of the space, and one group in the back, the gay community and the
Black community occupied the same space:
There was one club [VorTex] that opened up, which used to be the old
Derby. So this is the biggest clash that the Blacks and the gays would have
had. Because they took a space of what used to be a Black club and now
they’re making it a gay club, and we still wanna party there (laughs). So
we tried. I think at some point we tried; they let us have the back and they
were doing brunch and stuff in the front, and I don’t know what happened
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and finally it was just like “no,” but that was the closest we’ve ever come
to sharing a space….It was the last Derby. So we’re talking about Blacks
coming in from Preston [rural Black community], and us all hanging out
there, so, they bought it, but it was already closed as a Black party place. It
was already closed. But you know, once you turn the lights on the Black
people are like “oh, our place is there again!” And then they’re like “no,
but ok we’ll let ya have it on this night” and it was funny. It just didn’t
work. Diamonds was Black. I forget what it was called when it was gay.
Harold also remembers a moment in time when youth from nearby Uniacke Square
involved in the arts community also frequented the front restaurant portion of the bar,
having frequent lunches and meetings:
There was some arts programming coming from the Black community
coming in there….What a fabulous thing, if that would have really took
off….That’s something I’d really like to tap into.
Here, however, we see the neighbourhood’s transformation manifested in a single space;
reflecting the stage model of gentrification discussed in Chapter Two whereby artists and
gays move into declining and racially-marked neighbourhoods, this predominantly Black
space became an anchor for the gay community. A collaborative use of the space was
attempted but failed and although the space re-emerged later in the decade as solely a
Black space, its time was short-lived, and by 2010, it was closed and torn down.
Currently a parking lot, the property has been purchased by a non-profit housing group
who, as I will discuss later, are attempting, with little success, to develop the property
into a mixed-income highrise apartment building.
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Plate 3.5: Menz Bar on Gottingen Street, Pride 2013

(Source: Samson Photography)

The gay community, nevertheless, by the early-2000s, was firmly established in the
neighbourhood, and by 2013, would be even moreso. With a bathhouse, a former diner,
and a smattering of gay bars but never less than two opened at once, the 2000s marked
the establishment of the central North End and Gottingen Street in particular as Halifax’s
“gay village.” A bartender at Charlie’s, a nearby neighbourhood bar that is popular
amongst both longtime residents and younger newcomers, reflected this point clearly:
“We’re the only straight bar in the gaybourhood.” A walking map published in 2013 by
the North End Business Association, which formed in 2010 and will be discussed at
length later in the Chapter, also labels Gottingen Street as such, marking the street with a
rainbow flag. This image was in no doubt also reinforced by the 2010 opening of the
Company House, a lesbian-owned and frequented bar and live music venue located
directly across the street from the bathhouse, and next door to Menz Bar. The Company
House, Harold reflects, represents the next stage in the area’s gentrification:
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The Company House, is another kind of gentrification, another aspect of
gentrification. It’s pushing the boundaries of the downtown further north,
which is inevitable, absolutely inevitable….What [Mona] is doing at the
Company House I think is fantastic. I think there are historic barriers
between the two communities [African Nova Scotian and gay] that need to
be addressed. But that can only happen if people are willing to talk openly
about them.
Although the Company House, for Harold, is another “kind” or “aspect” of gentrification,
as it pushes the boundaries of downtown further north, it also offers a space where the
African Nova Scotian and gay communities co-mingle. Here, he is referring to the
monthly poetry slams housed by the Company House that are hosted and frequented by a
number of Black young adults, many from Uniacke Square.
The gay community’s presence within and gentrification of the North End, and
gentrification in the North End in general, cannot be discussed without reference to Fred.
Fred is a character who has always fascinated me; a gay male stylist and self-esteem
expert on TLC’s television series X-Weighted, Fred, a born and raised rural Nova Scotian,
opened up his café and salon, FRED, on the corner of North and Agricola Streets in 2005.
I remember the anti-gentrification graffiti sprayed across the side of his building, and the
criticisms among the activist community about his pioneering role in gentrifying the
neighbourhood. Now, Fred has become a community activist and a household name
throughout the neighbourhood, and the city. Refusing to get rid of his backyard chickens;
running for mayor; opening his space to various community groups including the gay,
lesbian, bisexual, and transgender Youth Project; a proud sponsor of the Hope Blooms
community garden located adjacent to Uniacke Square for whom he has held free healthy
cooking workshops in his home; and an active member of the Neighbourhood
Association and Business Association, Fred plays a unique role in shaping the
neighbourhood’s fabric. Adamantly against gentrification but undoubtedly a part of it, he
is precariously situated, receiving a rather mixed response among residents.
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Plate 3.6: Map of central North End, with FRED

(Source: Map data ©Google)

Excerpt from fieldnotes: It is a cold, cloudy, dreary June morning in the North End.
Traffic is heavy, sirens whiz by, and yet you feel like you are walking into another world
when you enter FRED salon and café. Gentle, soothing music plays what sounds like a
local Halifax artist, Jenn Grant, and the atmosphere is chic but not necessarily
unwelcoming. A young transgender man greets me with a smile and takes my order, and
before long I am drinking what I feel is the best cup of coffee in Halifax. Fred is initially
having a staff meeting where he firmly but nicely outlines his expectations for his team.
Before long, Harold, my late 50’s gay male participant and the previous chair of Halifax
Pride, walks in for a meeting. Fred greets customers with a smile, and many by name.
But there is little diversity here; white men and women, mostly left-of-centre or business
types, of various ages sit at the glass-topped tables, having meetings over the gourmet
soups and salads, or sitting behind laptop screens sipping various beverages out of the
stainless steel mugs. I do not feel at all out of place here; however, the tone is not
necessarily casual. Indeed, I could be dressed a little nicer. Local art adorns the walls,
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giving the space colour and warmth. But make no mistake – this is a posh space. There
are many posters on the doors advertising upcoming local events, yes. But this space
contrasts extremely heavily with the longstanding Gus’ pub, whose doors across the
street on North at Agricola Streets, usually occupied by an elderly man or bartender
enjoying a cigarette and chatting with passersby, mirror those of FRED. A chalkboard
affixed to the outside of FRED, meant to solicit community feedback for the future of the
neighbourhood during his mayoral campaign, reads: “Thanks for gentrifying my home,
asshole.” As the morning goes on, the space comes more alive as local food activists
have a meeting, discussing urban agriculture and food forestry, and the tables fill up with
a more eclectic group – an older Asian woman and a young girl, and a middle-aged lady
sitting on the couch knitting. Fred continues to give hugs and friendly “hello”s as people
come in. Though this is a particular kind of space, it is a neighbourly space. Some of
these people live in the neighbourhood but I get the sense that many have come from
outside of it. I overheard a girl say she does not live in the north end, but works here.
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Plate 3.7: FRED during 2012 mayoral campaign, North Street at Agricola

(Personal Photograph)
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Plate 3.8: FRED interior, community art exhibit, 2012

(Personal Photograph)

For many participants, Fred symbolizes, for better or worse, the beginning of the
transformation, and gentrification, of the neighbourhood. Cat, a queer-identified female
in her late 20s who, originally from Ontario, has spent over ten years both living and
working throughout the North End as a community worker and anti-poverty activist, was,
and remains, skeptical of Fred: “Definitely when Fred opened, I was skeptical of it, of
him. My ideas haven’t changed in terms of the role that that salon/coffee shop plays in
gentrification.” Although she implies that her stance on Fred/FRED has become less
skeptical, she remains critical of his role in the neighbourhood’s gentrification. Micah, an
African Nova Scotian man born in a rural Black community but who currently lives in
the North End and is a community worker in the central North End, also remains
skeptical of Fred:
I know Fred and Fred is [passionate], but, um, is he passionate about Uniacke
Square? That's the question. It's easy to be passionate about North End Halifax.
It's a wonderful place, it really is. But are you passionate about Uniacke Square?
Are you passionate about St. Pat's school and what's taking place there? Because
if you're passionate about the North End, then things like closing of schools
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wouldn't be taking place. And I wouldn't be hearing, as a public citizen, I
wouldn't be hearing from you after the fact. I would have heard from you during
all of that. And that's what I mean by false presentation.
For Micah, Fred’s passion, though visibly apparent, is falsely presented and not
necessarily well-placed. Indeed, although the North End is a neighbourhood that garners
well-deserved passion amongst its residents, Micah questions whether Fred’s passion
could be extended to the key issues pertaining to the area’s longtime residents – namely,
the African Nova Scotian community – such as the Uniacke Square public housing
project and the closing of St. Pat’s Alexandra Afri-centric school, which will be
discussed at length in Chapter Six.
Others, however, laud Fred’s community involvement and would hesitate to associate
him with any of the perceived negative gentrification that is occurring. Harold, the gay
male in his 50s who has spent decades in and out of the central North End, and who, in an
earlier quote, referenced his recollection of the neighbourhood as occurring “pre-Fred,”
espouses much admiration for him:
Fred. Fred is a watershed….Even before Fred there was just, down the
next block, to Roberts Street, there was that, it’s called “Creative
Crossing”, that was being, when I moved in in April 2004, the work was
being done on the outside by a bunch of people and it was really slow
moving…but it had that feel to it….But that’s a kind of indication of
gentrification. It’s the sweat equity kind of gentrification. And I think that
that exists with Fred too, and what I like about both of those projects, is
they didn’t seem to be about displacing people. Fred in particular, I think,
has made a real effort to connect to communities that are long established
there, especially marginalized communities. He would do makeup and
makeovers for the sex workers. I think he still does….I love Fred because I
think he cares deeply about the neighbourhood. I don’t think it’s lip
service. For Heaven’s sake he was willing to run for mayor. He has a
personal stake in the neighbourhood and in the community. And that was a
derelict building.
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Both a “watershed” of the area’s gentrification, but the “sweat equity” kind of
gentrification that does not displace people, Fred, for Harold, is a positive example of
how the process could unfold. Heavily involved in the neighbourhood as an activist,
entrepreneur, and resident, Fred’s passion, in Harold’s eyes, is not “lip service”; rather,
he transformed a derelict building into a space that embraced the neighbourhood in its
entirety, including its marginalized communities. Lydia, who we will meet in more depth
later, is an upper-middle class African Nova Scotian woman in her 60s who was born,
raised, and continues to live in the central North End. The most approving of the
neighbourhood’s transformation, Lydia applauds Fred’s contributions to the
neighbourhood:
I love FRED’s place, I really do. I like what he’s done there, a lot. And he
lives in the area….It just adds a whole new dimension to the area….And I
have to smile when I walk by there, because I’ll walk by there, and then I
look across the street, and then there’s a sign at that tavern there, that is so
neat. And that is right across the street from elegant Fred’s, I just love his
place, I just love what he’s done there….And he allows a lot of community
functions at his place there. Yeah, I like him being there, very much so.
He’s perked up that spot, that area. you know? It was the old bank. Yup, I
like what I’m seeing.
Like Harold, Lydia points to Fred’s residence in the neighbourhood, his involvement with
the community, and his rejuvenation of a formerly derelict building, as indicators of his
positive influence on the neighbourhood. Lydia also enjoys the diversity surrounding
FRED, including the much shabbier Gus’ Pub across the street.
In her ethnographic study of gentrification in four urban and rural sites in Chicago and
New England, Brown-Saracino’s aim to complicate the “single image of the gentrifier as
an urban pioneer” (2009:51) that has dominated much gentrification literature reveals
three key ideological distinctions among gentrifiers. While a handful of her participants
fit the traditional “pioneer” prototype, who laud gentrification and perceive the
gentrifying landscape a “frontier to be tamed and later marketed” (2009:13), the bulk of
newcomers, she found, fit into one of two categories: social preservationists and social
homesteaders. While social preservationists recognize “old-timers’” culture as an
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authentic and desirable element of place that ought to be preserved and not tainted or
“diluted” by newcomers, social homesteaders espouse a similar desire to live in an
authentic space that remains relatively accessible (at least to the middle class), yet is
improved by fellow newcomers, embodying elements of both “high culture and certain
original features” (Brown-Saracino 2009:13). With an overall appreciation of oldtimers’
diversity “writ large”, and a commitment to community involvement and participation,
social homesteaders also value fellow newcomers as potential allies in neighbourhood
preservation and improvement (Brown-Saracino 2009:13). Mindful of longtime residents,
social homesteaders “cherish a ‘melting-pot’ atmosphere” but nevertheless refer to the
neighbourhood as home; that is, “they neither tiptoe through the space in the manner of
preservationists nor regard it in the speculative terms of the pioneer” (Saracino-Borwn
2009:56). Fred, like the bulk of my middle-class newcomer participants (and a couple of
middle-class longtime residents as well) who will be discussed throughout the next three
chapters, can be characterized as social homesteaders; “uneasy gentrifiers” (BrownSaracino 2009:51), they may even be against gentrification, yet value the
“improvements” to the area introduced by wealthier newcomers, such as opening new
shops in formerly derelict buildings. Although he has garnered varying responses, there is
no doubt that Fred/FRED’s 2004 emergence within the neighbourhood symbolizes and
perhaps sparked the beginning of large wave of change that would sweep the
neighbourhood over the next nine years.

3.3 Cosmopolitanism and “creative cities”
While the artist and gay communities, as well as individual entrepreneurs such as Fred,
began to transform the neighbourhood’s image in major ways throughout the mid-2000s,
municipal policy changes during this time would also shape the area in major ways.
Halifax was marketed by the Greater Halifax Partnership as a “smart city” in the late
1990s, and has, since 2004, been following a new economic strategy that highlights the
creative community as one its key areas of focus. In 2006 the City went on to approve a
cultural plan that promotes a “creative cities” ideology, advocating arts and culture as a
“pillar for economic and community growth” (Halifax.ca 2014). Richard Florida (2002)
and other proponents of the “creative city” thesis emphasize the value of “tolerant”,
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“open” and “vibrant” places in attracting and retaining the new creative and knowledge
class (Evans 2009:1009). In the case of Halifax, measures include:
a concentrated effort to promote “central city revitalization” and “capital
city image enhancement and promotion”, and to “…provide a high quality
living environment, a wide range of civic and cultural amenities and a
vibrant arts and entertainment scene” in order to “…attract well-educated
individuals who are willing to pay…” for such a life style [HRM April
2004:13]. Those developing this kind of urban strategy…intend…to
position Halifax favourably in the “war of places” [HRM April 2004:2]
being fought between global cities in the late twentieth and early twentyfirst centuries (Silver 2008:3).
Cities such as Halifax are thus attempting to lay claim to “cosmopolitanism,” which,
embraced as a booster for tourism and upper-class consumption, is characterized as a
modern style of urbanity illustrated by cultural liveliness and sophistication and
symbolized by chic cafes, arts festivals, international fashion and food, and vibrant street
life (Haylett 2006:187). Re-creating their inner city spaces as places of culture and
consumption, cities such as Halifax are aiming to attract young professionals and whitecollar worker-consumers, who will purportedly improve fledgling areas’ economic status
(Rushbrook 2002:188). At 38%, Halifax has a higher proportion of its population in socalled creative occupations than the Canadian average of 33.2% (Silver 2008:3). Halifax
also ranks high in the “talent index”, which measures the proportion of the population
over the age of 18 who hold a university degree; though fourteenth in North America, it
comes up first among similarly-sized cities in Canada, and second, after Ottawa, among
all cities in Canada (Silver 2008:3). At seventh in North America and second in Canada
(after Victoria) among similarly-sized cities, Halifax also ranks high in the “bohemian
index”, which measures the proportion of the population employed in artistic and socalled creative” occupations (Silver 2008:3; Grant et al. 2009:5). The Halifax music
scene, which encompasses a variety of venues throughout the North End and downtown,
“is part of the distinctive culture of the city,” Grant et al. (2009:2) argue; it gives Halifax
“a comparative advantage in the creative economy” (Grant et al. 2009:2). These
strengths, Silver (2008:3) argues, are viewed as strengths upon which Halifax can build
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in order to “create a vibrant downtown and sophisticated urban culture attractive to
mobile, upper-income individuals and knowledge-based companies.”
This envisioning of Halifax’s future is consistent with what many refer to as the
“neoliberal city” (Hackworth 2007; Silver 2008), whereby downtowns and inner city
areas blighted by the mid-century suburbanization and urban renewal discussed in
Chapter Two are now being revitalized (Silver 2008:3). Central city revitalization it is
thought, will aid in the “re-imagining of the city as a safe zone for commerce,
entertainment, and culture” (Silver 2008:4). Integral to this neoliberal spatial
reconfiguration is, however, the process of gentrification, which occurs “in part to meet
the needs of the kinds of people that Halifax…now seek[s] to attract” (Silver 2008:3-4).
The “knife-edge of neighbourhood-based manifestation of neoliberalism,” gentrification
has created both a “profit opportunity for real estate capital” and a “high-profile
ideological opportunity to replace physically Keynesian managerialist landscapes of old –
represented by public housing, public space, and so on – with the entrepreneurial
privatized landscapes of the present” (Hackworth 2007:149). Indeed, the primary
outcomes of gentrification – residential intensification by way of condominium
development and the restoration of historic housing – are representative of the
neoliberalization of the city, whereby an expansion of middle-class residential space
purportedly primes the city for expanding flows of capital investment through the realestate sector (Kern 2010:214). In this process, residential and commercial spaces geared
towards upper-middle-class professionals are expanded at the expense of working-class
residential space. This expansion of middle class space necessitates a complete
transformation of both the socio-economic character of the area and the right and ability
to inhabit it.
Halifax’s adoption of such policies, coupled with the North End’s proximity to the central
downtown business district; its historic, architecturally-desirable housing; and its
increasing popularity among the creative class of artists and musicians, have rendered the
area ripe for gentrification. Over the past six years, the City’s policy framework has been
geared towards density and residential intensification on the peninsula, which has placed
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great pressure on the central North End. Jane, one of the area’s elected representatives,
highlights this point:
There is the push to have more densification in the urban core. And with
that, it will mean more density and more dense living, whether it’s in
height, or more compactness, and that will be both I think a good thing but
also a challenge in many existing neighbourhoods.
Speaking on an online talk show devoted to discussing matters relevant to the North End,
a former MLA describes these challenges in more detail:
So six years ago, HRM council adopted a policy in which it said more
people should live in the central area. We need the Halifax peninsula, and
the old parts of Dartmouth, as part of downtown. And that was a very good
idea, because it resisted sprawl, and it made, it reduced some
transportation problems, so energy use would be reduced, it would be
more energy efficient. It makes a lot of sense. The trouble is, they haven’t
really been doing a good job of it….And unfortunately, instead of looking
at residential neighbourhoods, which is really what makes up the bulk of
the rest of the Halifax peninsula…now the thing in the planning
department in the City is “let’s just hive off those corridors and start
thinking about those. And we’ll get to the residential neighbourhoods later
on.” I think that’s a profound planning mistake and it’s going to have
negative impacts on all the residential neighbourhoods all over the Halifax
peninsula….The North End, along with the west and the south end, are
now under pressure to allow very intense, big-scale developments, along
these corridors, along Gottingen Street, along Young Street….This is very
unfortunate and will change the look and feel and very much the
affordability of what’s going to go on in those neighbourhoods. Because
not only do you need, I would say, mixed-use, it’s fine to have mixed-use
buildings where you’ve got residential up above and maybe commercial at
the street level, but you also need social mix, you need a social mix in
which people of all income levels are able to live on the peninsula. You

109

can’t force people off the peninsula who have modest incomes; that would
be a bad social choice.
Indeed, gentrification and increased densification often go hand in hand. Many cities with
a “creative cities” mandate have also adopted sustainability policies that adhere to
sustainable development and “Smart Growth” principles (Quastel 2009:702), which
“emphasize mixed-use and dense neighbourhoods that are walkable, transit accessible,
and combine work, living, and recreation” (Quastel 2009:73). Such principles thus often
inspire urban densification policies in central city neighbourhoods (Quastel 2009:702).
Planning policies geared toward enhancing the “liveability” and “walkability” of innercity neighbourhoods, however, attend to the environmental and economic components of
sustainability, neglecting social dimensions and consequences (Pearsall and Pierce 2010).
As “principles meet the market,” Quastel (2009:704) argues, the “conflicting demands
between developers, no-growth homeowners, environmentalists, and the income needs of
City government” become increasingly difficult to balance. As such, measures to increase
sustainability have, in many cities, spurred or accelerated processes of social exclusion
such as gentrification (Luederitz et al. 2013). A 2013 article published in Halifax’s local
weekly alternative newspaper explores how HRM policy is enabling gentrification in the
North End. In the article, Jill Grant, a planning professor at Dalhousie University,
describes how through policies promoting densification, the municipality is attempting to
curb urban sprawl, save money, reduce emissions, and encourage active transportation
(Beaumont 2013). The “unintended consequence” of such policy, however, is
gentrification:
Once you put in place the policies that encourage [density], then you’ve
created the circumstances under which it’s possible for gentrification to
occur….If social and economic drivers align with an enabling policy
framework, it’s likely to spark gentrification….Once it’s generated it has a
way of going on its own like wildfire (Beaumont 2013).
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Plate 3.9: Agricola Street Headquarters of Polycorp, local developer, 2013

(Personal Photograph)

3.3.1 “The condos are coming”
Plate 3.10: Theatre Lofts condos, 2013

(Personal Photograph)
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Plate 3.11: Graffitied advertisement for Theatre Lofts, 2012

(Personal Photograph)

In the context of the central North End, this “wildfire” has manifest in the form of rapid
condominium development. News articles critical of the condominium development and
perceived gentrification of the area began to pop up in 2007. For a number of
participants, although the 2004 emergence of FRED café and salon indicated that change
was in the air, it was the condominium development that began a few years later that
symbolized the area’s gentrification, and a massive alteration in its direction for the
future. As Harold, the gay man in his 50s who permanently relocated to the North End in
2004, recalls:
It started with Spice [condos]. I remember when Spice was being
advertised in Wayves [Atlantic GLBT magazine] and going after them
during Pride and saying, “you could get a booth at Halifax Pride,” and the
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people I got in contact with could not have been any more homophobic.
Not overtly, but “we don’t’ care. We bought an ad in your magazine, now
go away.” There was no community engagement; that was the overriding
message.
For Harold, the arrival of Spice condos just a few blocks east of Gottingen Street on the
corner of Cornwallis and Barrington Streets symbolized a change in the neighbourhood
that manifests here in a lack of community engagement.
Shelly, a queer woman in her 40s who has spent over twenty-four years living in the
neighbourhood on and off, also highlights condos as indicative of the change in the
neighbourhood’s trajectory:
I think when that building down there across from Vogue burnt down and
it was replaced with that great big ginormous condo, I think that's when it
clicked for me….I think I had been aware of some changes in the
neighborhood for a while but it really wasn't cluing in what that change
was actually going to look like in the long term. I thought that there was a
renewed interest and that people would be wanting to sort of spruce up the
neighborhood, but I didn't think far enough ahead to think that it was going
to be people from outside coming in and that the focus would be on so
much on profit.
For Shelly, replacement of the burnt building (from which Menz Bar was evicted) and the
2008 construction of the condominium complex in its place indicated gentrification in the
North End. More than simply a “renewed interest” in and sprucing up of the
neighbourhood, this shift, exemplified by the condos, for Shelly indicated a dramatic
transformation of the neighbourhood’s potential future. Condo Nova, a Nova Scotiafocused website that features condominium listings, echoes this point: “The Halifax
condo market is booming, but the biggest part of the boom can probably be found in the
city’s north end, especially the portion that abuts the downtown”;
North-End Halifax is in the midst of a gentrification boom, with numerous
new shops, businesses, and condominium developments opening in recent
years, and many more currently under construction or in the planning
stages (Condo Nova 2013).

113

Indeed, following the 2004 arrival of FRED, a total of nine highrise condominiums
would be built in the central North End, most of which directly along or within blocks of
the central Gottingen Street corridor.

3.4 Social mix
The question, raised above by the former MLA, regarding social mix is also of great
concern here. On the one hand, densification, and to a certain extent, small amounts of
gentrification, are purported to increase social mix. The philosophy of “social mix”
maintains that socially- and economically- mixed areas will attract and support a higher
number of services, activities, and amenities that will in-turn create additional
employment opportunities for working-class residents (Paton 2010:140). Characterized in
terms of “housing tenure, income, ethnic diversity, immigrant status, religious affiliation,
level of government subsidy, occupation, household size, and/or age” (Walks and
Maaranen 2004: 294), it is also thought that such mixing will “promote greater social
interaction and intergroup understanding, facilitate social inclusion, raise local levels of
social capital” (Walks and Maaranen 2004: 294), as well as help mitigate the
“neighbourhood effects” that stem from concentrated poverty, such as low aspirations,
low education level, and high rates of crime (Paton 2010:140). The influx of a more
affluent demographic, it is assumed, will allow capital to filter down to the rest of the
neighbourhood, benefitting all residents, working- and middle-class alike (Paton
2010:140). On the other hand, however, studies of the effects of social mix have appeared
opposite; the American literature actually points to heightened social polarization and
greater race and class conflict (Walks and Maaranen 2004: 294; Freeman 2006). Work in
Toronto (Slater 2004) and Vancouver (Smith 2003) depicts gentrified neighbours as
“characterized by mistrust, superficial contact, and separate lifeworlds between resident
and incoming groups” (Walks and Maaranen 2004: 295). Studies have also pointed out
the “eventual disappearance of old-established commercial services” (Rose 2004: 284)
frequented by longtime residents.
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3.5 The North End Business Association
Supportive of the development of commercial and residential space in the area, but
concerned with maintaining the “feel” and diversity of the North End, the North End
Business Association, founded in 2010, would follow the wave of interest in the central
North End, and have a major impact on how the area’s “revitalization” would progress.
Eager to “keep the mix and spirit” of the neighbourhood while “making it busier on the
streets and have more shops,” Barry, then-Executive Director of the Association, believes
that change needs to be “really reinforcing the community that lives here right now”
while at the same time, enticing newcomers. Barry recalls his arrival to the area and the
founding of his role in its development:
When I first came to the North End, they said “[Barry], this works as a
community, it’s kinda gritty and down to earth but people help one another
and they are receptive of visitors and new people and it’s a good
place….And people are kind to one another so we want to keep that feel.”
We can’t keep that feel in highrises.
Critical of the haphazard development that began to characterize the area prior to its
founding, the Business Association, while intending to enrich and expand the business
community, also wants to ensure the area’s development keeps in line with the character
of the area:
I think perhaps to some degree, the Business Association, newly formed,
and wanting to do a good job, through me, have said “look, we’re faced
with a sudden, not a flood, but a sudden flow of redevelopment proposals
and we’d like it to be done in a controlled and planned way. Not a bunch
of ad-hoc development.” And so we have urged the City; we know the
North End is going to go through a change, and we would like to wind up
with positive results from that change. We don’t want a disaster.
Aware of “an increasing pressure on development in the North End,” and feeling as
though they are “in front of a wave,” the Business Association, he notes, is concerned
with keeping
the character and tone and even the population, really, of the North
End….We want people to retain that feeling of togetherness, the spread of
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income levels, the range of employment, so if we have more population
we want it to keep the same tone. We’re trying to do that.
Barry is critical of highrise buildings that make no attempt at fostering community: “I
always feel that there’s a point at which buildings become unfriendly. And it’s probably
where people don’t speak in the elevators and where people don’t know one another.”
However, the question as to whether a concern for business can overlap with a concern
for the community remains an open one for many of my participants. Micah, the African
Nova Scotian man who lives in the North End and works in the central North End,
expresses skepticism of Barry’s connection not only to business, but to the North End
community:
The one thing that he’s lacking is knowledge of the community, right?
Residents of the community. Those are the ones you need to speak to;
those are the ones you need to get involved. And [Barry]’s just not doing
that. [Barry] is strictly a business man, he’s going to what’s currently
there, he’s not introducing ways that are going to involve everybody or
impact people in a positive way….If you’ve got money he’ll be there to
see ya. And it’s not to say he’s a bad guy, that’s not what I’m implying,
however, he does what he’s trained to do. And they don’t see beyond that.
Shelly, who has lived in the area on and off for the past twenty-five years, articulates a
similar concern, that residents’ needs be truly considered by the Business Association:
I'm really careful around [Barry] and [other member of the Association]. I
hadn't really thought about it until the discussion came up where we were
getting involved with the province about affordable housing and I had not
questioned, I was really thinking that they were all getting behind us
because they wanted what was best for the community, and maybe they
still do. But what I did not consider was what it was that they think is best
for the community. Which may be very different from what the
community wants. Because I don't think the community is really all that
concerned about business, really. They want to make sure that their kids
are okay, that they're getting educated, that there is programs for them to
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go to. They don't care how many condos; they don't care what kind of
businesses….What's coming here that's doing anything for them?
Supportive of developing more affordable housing in the area, and a vocal supporter of
the community groups struggling to obtain the former St. Pat’s Alexandra School
property – an issue that will be discussed at length later in the chapter and in Chapter Six
– the Business Association remains dedicated to developing the area’s business
community, which may, as Micah and Shelly point out, have little relevance to the lower
income residents the group is purportedly wanting to protect. Following the Business
Association’s founding, commercial activity in the area is on a steady rise; since 2010,
nearly twenty new establishments have opened in the central North End – many offering
locally-sourced gourmet foods, such as a French charcuterie; a wine bar; a brasserie; a
vegan restaurant; numerous cafes; a creperie; and a couple of higher-end restaurants. A
handful of more affordable options, including Cousins Snack Bar and the kitchen at Gus’
Pub, which offered traditional cheap eats such as burgers, fries, fish n’ chips, and steak or
liver dinners, were replaced with more expensive gourmet restaurants – a Jewish Deli and
gourmet burger joint, respectively. Media representation of the area has also shifted
dramatically; headlines have emerged, such as, “Change builds in north end” (Zaccagna
October 2013), and “Gottingen’s the go-to street” (Power 2013), that tout the area’s
“evolution” and its attraction of developers (Zaccagna 2013), and celebrate Gottingen
Street’s “long-hoped-for revival” (Power 2013). Zukin (2009:549) highlights the role of
the media in both driving and reflecting the “new priority of ‘making markets’…rather
than helping poor people and small businesses stay in place”:
Media representations both drive and reflect this vision….The media do
not cause neighborhoods to be upscaled, but they capitalize on it.
Alternately mourning, glorifying and dramatizing the city’s gritty past, the
media help that image to recede into social obsolescence, while recycling
it into the aesthetic code of a new urban lifestyle. Loft dwellers and
historic townhouse owners, hipsters and gentrifiers lay claim to the bricks
and mortar of the historic city, while the media either romanticize or form
a collective amnesia about who, and what, has been displaced (Zukin
2009: 549).
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3.6 Africville settlement and apology
A heavily symbolic and long-awaited moment especially poignant for African Nova
Scotian North Enders, in 2010, then-Mayor Peter Kelly offered a formal apology for the
forced displacement of Africville, discussed at length in Chapter Two. At a ceremony
held at the YMCA in the central North End, Mayor Kelly expressed his regret for the
former City of Halifax’s actions towards Africville:
We realize words cannot undo what has been done. But we are profoundly
sorry and apologize to each and every one of you. The repercussions of
what happened to Africville linger to this day. They haunt us in the form
of lost opportunities for the young people who never were nurtured in the
rich traditions, culture and heritage of Africville (CBC news, February
2010).
The apology was accompanied by total of nearly $5 million from three levels of
government – $3 million from the City, $1.5 million from the province and $250,000
from the federal government – as well as a commitment to rebuild the Seaview United
Baptist Church, which, during the mid-nineteenth century, was the social and spiritual
centre of the community (CBC News 2010). Also included was a one-hectare plot of land
to house the replica church, which would be used not as a church but as a museum and
historical interpretive centre. Although Seaview Park, the former site of Africville, would
also be renamed Africville, it would still be owned by Halifax Regional Municipality
(CBC News 2010). A special department at City Hall would also be created to deal with
issues pertinent to African Nova Scotians.
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Plate 3.12: Children outside Seaview Baptist Church, circa late 1950s

(Source: Nova Scotia Archives)

Plate 3.13: Replica church, 2013

(Personal Photograph)

The agreement, which was, for some, a “victory,” was struck between the Halifax
Regional Municipality and the Africville Genealogy Society. The replica church would
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be completed approximately one year later, offering tours to school groups and tourists.
Occasionally assisting with these tours is Eddie Carvery, a 67-year-old Africville
displacee who continues to live in a camper next to the church on the shores of the basin
in protest of the displacement. Carvery’s now 43-year-long protest remains the longest
civil rights protest in Canadian history (Tattrie 2010a). The subject of a number of books,
as well as a 2009 documentary, which explored Eddie’s and two of his relatives’ – both
Carverys – lifelong search for compensation, Eddie remains a key figure in continuing a
critical public dialogue about the struggle for adequate reparation. “Our fight has just
started,” he told reporters after the public apology. “We’ll fight for our individual
compensation; we will fight for a public inquiry. Thank you for the apology. Accepted.
Two more to go” (Tattrie 2010a). Indeed, not all community members were entirely
supportive of the agreement; those unhappy with the so-called victory felt true reparation
would require either individual compensation or rebuilding of the Africville community.
Scott, an African Nova Scotian man who works in the area and grew up in Uniacke
Square, describes the discomfort felt by his mother, who was born, raised, and displaced
from Africville:
When you lose stuff over and over, it takes a piece out of you. My mom
has mixed feelings about seeing the replica of the church, because to her,
it’s like “well why can’t we live there? It’s a dog park. The dog owners
have more say.” For once a year, they get it for a weekend, and if they
could, people would want to move back there….To jump through hoops to
have this replica of the church, which is only phase one of all this stuff, the
elderly people don’t see that….You think of the UN saying “yes, it’s a
historical site,” and you’ve got people who want money, they want
reparation, because they’re struggling. They went from being homeowners
to being low income. They were being self-sufficient, even though they
didn’t have all those services.
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Plate 3.14: Africville protest, 2013

(Personal Photograph)

For Scott and his mother, the replica church is, at best, only a small part of what true
reparation would comprise. For elderly folks displaced from their homes and forced into
rentals, which were often low-income, individual compensation or, better yet, the ability
to move back onto the land, would be a more desirable form of compensation. The 2010
agreement, however still granted the City of Halifax ownership of the land. The museum
runs on an endowment and receives no government funds; there is also no public transit
to the museum, which is marked by minimal signage, both in the City’s tourist
information and on the site itself (Lowe 2013). The site is also left out of the many tour
companies’ routes (Lowe 2013). Laura, an African Nova Scotian woman born and raised
in the central North End, echoes Scott’s point: “It’s not really a church. (laughs) People
have different feelings; I don’t think anybody has great feelings about it. It’s a ‘shut up’
piece. ‘We gave you a church – shut up.’” For Laura, the Africville apology and replica
church is no more than a “shut up” piece – a false reparation.
“Why does Africville continue to be so meaningful for its former residents?” asks Nelson
(2010:xx) in her book, Razing Africville. “One might contend,” she argues,
that it is because they never did get the new start promised them in the
relocation liberal-welfare rhetoric. Many indeed are still suffering from
socio-economic disadvantage and live in crowded and “bureaucratic”
public housing. But this cannot be the sole or perhaps even the most
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important factor since some of the socio-economically successful
relocatees (or their offspring) grieve the loss of community identity.
The apology and settlement would unearth an array of emotions and opinions among
residents of the central North End. Critical of this so-called victory, many Africville
relocatees and their descendants who continue to live in public housing in the central
North End would become increasingly vulnerable as a result of the area’s rapid
development. As I will discuss later in the Chapter, and throughout the thesis, the current
development/gentrification of the area is, for such residents, a warning sign of yet another
forced displacement. The false victory of the apology and settlement, then, is only further
cause for concern that their needs will again not be considered.

3.7 St. Patrick’s Alexandra and Joseph Howe Elementary
This would become painfully clear over the next two years when the central North End
would lose St. Patrick’s Alexandra, the city’s only Afri-centric School, and struggle to
keep Joseph Howe Elementary School – a centrally-located school that caters to much of
the Uniacke Square population. These struggles, which will be discussed at length in
Chapter Six, coupled with the 2012 sale of the St. Pat’s Alexandra property to a private
developer to turn into condominiums would signal warning bells throughout the
community that gentrification may indeed create the next Africville – the forced
displacement of African Nova Scotians from their community. Sharon, a retired upperclass newcomer to the area volunteered at Joseph Howe Elementary, and recalls one of
the teachers describing the school’s key struggles:
What the teacher told me was that there are hardly any kids in the school
because the families that have children in this area send their kids to
[South End school] because they’re concerned about the problems with the
other families….It’s such a shame in a way that there’s not more of a
balance for the little kids to learn from peers that come from maybe a
healthier background, just to learn some of those social skills….If this area
is to change, in order to be healthy, it really has to have a mix of people
and children have to be a part of that mix to be sustainable.
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With middle- and upper-class parents sending their children to South End schools, the
ideology of social mix is hardly realized; purported, as Sharon mentions, to facilitate
poverty de-concentration, social inclusion, and the restoration of “social balance” (Paton
2010:139-40; Rose 2004:281-2; Walks and Maaranen 2008:294), social mix, here,
emerges as a usurping of lower-class, racialized space, as wealthy residents reject local
institutions such as schools in favour of those in wealthier neighbourhoods.
Plate 3.15: Graffiti on Gottingen Street, 2012

(Personal Photograph)

3.8 Shipbuilding contract
The 2011 announcement of the thirty-year $25-billion Halifax Shipyard contract would
have severe impacts on the North End, accelerating the speed of development and further
raising the price of and demand for housing in the area. The Federal Government
announced on October 19, 2011 that the contract to build twenty-one Canadian combat
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ships would be awarded to the Irving-owned Halifax Shipyard located in the North End,
bringing 11,500 jobs to the area during the program’s peak years – approximately 8500
per year for thirty years (CBC News 2011). The announcement of the contract has,
however, caused the price of housing to soar, and has brought great strain on the North
End’s rental market. Harold, the gay man in his fifties who lives in the North End as it
borders the West End, was, at the time of interview, in the process of being evicted from
his home: “I have to move because that building has been sold and the owner wants to
redevelop it so he can make more money. It’s the ship contract, right?” Indeed, a 2013
news article states that when the shipbuilding contract was announced, Halifax Regional
Municipality,
deduced it created a need for nearly 8,000 new residential units in its first
decade. Presumably new workers would want to live close to the
shipyard…which has made the north end a particularly attractive
neighbourhood for real estate and development (Beaumont 2013).
Jane, one of the area’s elected representatives, expands on this point:
I think [the North End]’s been changing for a while, but I think it’s really
accelerated over the past couple years, with the announcement of the
shipbuilding contract, but I think that already there was quite a transition
of people wanting to live closer to the downtown, or finding the housing
more affordable or the rental accommodation more affordable, and it was
walkable….But I think that’s been accelerated more with the shipbuilding
announcement and what was seen as the potential of there being an influx
of people wanting to be close to that.
Nathan, a gay man in his late twenties who rents in a condominium complex on
Gottingen Street remembers seeing first-hand the impact of the contract:
I think the catalyst really is the shipbuilding contract at the dockyard. The
day that that was announced in September of 2011 or whenever, three
units in my building came up for sale and sold within the week. Those
units have flipped pretty much on a regular basis for the past two years.
Indeed, with North End property a hot commodity, prices have skyrocketed. A Royal
LePage survey of Canadian housing prices found the price of a detached bungalow in the
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North End has tripled, rising from $86,000 in 1998 to $275,000 in 2013 (Beaumont
2013). And according to the CMHC Rental Market Report, between 1997 and 2012,
average rental rates in the North End have increased 71%, from $563 to $962 (Beaumont
2013).

3.9 “Pushed out”
Plate 3.16: Graffitied sign on Gottingen Street, across from library, 2012

(Personal Photograph)

As of 2010, 33.3% of central North End/Gottingen neighbourhood residents were living
in subsidized housing, compared with 4.4% in the adjacent downtown core and 9.2% in
the city as a whole (Statistics Canada 2012). However, while 1355 residents (27%) in
2010 earned less than $29,000 per year, 230 residents (4.6%) earned over $100,000
(Statistics Canada 2012). Although there is no comparable data to examine the past three
years, a study of central North End demographics that includes 0.12 of a kilometer more
than the census tract data (1 km vs. 0.88 km) and encompasses a population of 6255
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people (see table 3.2), states that in 2012, 271 residents (8.7% of the population) earned
more than $100,000, which was expected to rise nearly 3% to 384 (11.9% of the
population) by 2017 (Greater Halifax Partnership 2012). Those earning under $30,000,
however, were expected to drop more than 5% from 1640 (52.8% of the population) to
1517 (47.1% of the population) (Greater Halifax Partnership 2012). The overall
population, however, was expected to rise 4%. Owner-occupied dwellings were estimated
to rise from 18.4% in 2012 to 20.4% in 2017 (Greater Halifax Partnership 2012). The
visible minority Black population was thought to drop from 22.5% in 2012 to 20.3% in
2017, while the non-visible minority population was estimated to rise 3% from 73.2% to
76.3% (Greater Halifax Partnership 2012). The most prominent shift is that of education
attainment, where the number of residents with a university diploma below bachelor is
projected to rise 26% from 6.3% to 32.7% between 2012 and 2017, while the number of
residents with a university degree was expected to rise 17%, from 31.4% to 48.6%
(Greater Halifax Partnership 2012). Another demographic report that encompasses a 1km
radius surrounding North and Gottingen Streets and thus includes part of the
neighbourhood north of and adjacent to the central North End illustrates significant
population change for the area – a 13.0% increase between 2006 and 2012 and a nearly
6% increase between 2012 and 2015 (Greater Halifax Partnership 2012). The average
household income is projected to increase 12% between 2012 and 2015, and 8% between
2015 and 2017, when it will reach $65,151 (Greater Halifax Partnership 2012).
Table 3.1: Gottingen Street Neighbourhood Population Characteristics, 2001-2011
Population
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
Gottingen % of Hfx Pop.
Pop Change %
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
% Employed
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax

2001
4943
1738
359,183
1.3%

2006
4699
1859
372,858
1.2%

2011
5029
1984
390,096
1.3

+9.0%
+4.4%
+8.0%

-4.9%
+7.0%
+3.8%

+7.0%
+6.7%
+4.7%

54.3%
75.2%
63.0%

60.8%
76.8%
64.5%

56.9%
75.1%
64.1%
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% Tenant-occupied
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
Avg. Household Income
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
Gottingen as % of Hfx
% Incidence of Low Income
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
% Source of Income
Employment Income
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax
Transfer Payments
Gottingen ‘hood
Downtown Core
Halifax

89.5%
84.2%
38.2%

85.9%
84.7%
36.0%

83.5%
77.2%
37.2%

$27,209
$44,327
$56,361
48.3%

-------------

$40,461
$54,226?
$76,210

59.3%
12.9%
36.5%

45.6%
30.5%
14.3%

40.6%
18.4%
15.1%

74.3%
83.7%
76.7%

73.2%
86.0%
75.6%

76.4%
74.6%
83.9%

18.9%
8.0%
10.8%

17.8%
5.8%
9.8%

15.3%
10.1%
7.4%

Source: Melles (2003)

Table 3.2: Central North End Projected Demographic Trends, 2012-2017
Characteristic
Income
<$100,000
>$100,000
Tenure (%)
Owner-Occupied
Tenant-Occupied
Visible Minority
Black
Pop change %
Non-visible
minority
Educational Attainment
Univ. diploma
below bachelor
University degree

2012

2017

52.8%
8.7%

47.1%
11.9%

18.4%
81.6%

20.4%
79.6%

22.5%
-1.8%

20.3%
-2.2%

73.2%

76.3%

6.3%
31.4%

32.7%
48.6%
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Source: Melles (2003)

With the price of and demand for housing rising, so too does threat of displacement. A
news feature focused on the gentrification of the North End begins, “Jalana Morton cooks
with mousetraps on the countertops of her Uniacke Square apartment. ‘I’m facing
housing adversity,’ says Morton. ‘I can’t find affordable housing within the
neighbourhood’” (Beaumont 2013). Feeling as though she is being “pushed out of North
End Halifax,” and struggling to stay in the neighbourhood, where both of her children
attend school, Morton believes that “they’re just trying to build a bunch of condos and
push the low-income people out so they can develop the area” (Beaumont 2013). If not
for public and co-op housing, she says, she would not be able to live in the North End
(Beaumont 2013).
Morton’s story, like Harold’s discussed earlier, reflects that of many struggling to remain
in the neighbourhood. Kim has lived in the area for a couple of years and works in
housing support. After reflecting on her own experience with inflating rents in the area,
she describes the struggle to help longtime residents obtain affordable housing in the area
they call home:
With the shipbuilding contracts, and even a little before then, prices in the
North End have been going up, and so people are moving out to areas like
Spryfield and Fairview and even parts of the South End – there’s a couple
of rooming houses in the South End so people are moving outside of the
North End to find cheaper accommodations….And for people that are
from the North End and have grown up here and have lived here a long
time, living that far away from their support systems and the services they
use daily is really difficult….I help a lot of people with housing searches,
who want to either stay in the North End if they’re already living here, or
want to move back to the North End if they’ve been away, and it’s because
this is home to them….Like, when you say “why do you want to live on
[street]?” “Why do you want to live on [street]?” It’s “oh, because I grew
up on this street, I grew up on that street, I know these people, that’s home
to me”….And I think that’s really fair, because I think there’s a lot of
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people who have to move away from their communities, and that’s
unfortunate.
For a local elected official, this problem is exacerbated by what she calls “renovictions,”
which she describes as “more worrisome” than gentrification:
There’s actually another term, which I think is actually equally worrisome,
if not more worrisome, because it’s happening, and I heard it when I was
in Vancouver in June, and as soon as I heard it I thought “oh my God,
that’s exactly what’s happening, exactly what’s happening! [in North End
Halifax]” called “renovictions. Which is basically, existing housing stock
apartments…longterm apartment buildings that have been renovated, but
the rents have skyrocketed. So the people who have lived in these
neighbourhoods for, in some cases, decades, are no longer able to live
here, have been pushed out, off the peninsula…and I see this happening in
all of these longterm older apartment stock which results in
renovictions….But what is happening with rents, whether it’s through
renovations or not, it’s a huge issue.
Accelerated by the announcement of the shipbuilding contract, and reinforced by the
increased commercial interest in and media representation of the area as “arts chic” and
“trendy,” the area’s real estate boom has encouraged the upgrading of single family
homes as well as entire apartment complexes, which displaces existing residents reliant
on affordable rental opportunities. Intensified condominium development only bolsters
this process, maintaining the area’s “up-and-coming” and “upscale” reputation, and
offering more and more housing that is increasingly out of many longterm residents’
reach.
A number of news articles published over the past couple years have described the
“catch-22” of the area’s rising property values – while homeowners stand to benefit from
the increasing values at time of sale, rising property taxes were described in 2012 as
prompting a “chorus of complaints” (Power 2012) from residential and commercial
property owners in the area. Irwin, an African Nova Scotian man who was displaced from
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Africville to the central North End, where he has for the past 37 years owned his own
home, describes the impacts of these rising assessments on all resident groups:
If you talk to people in Uniacke Square, I think they feel threatened. They
feel as though “all these people are moving into our community and taking
over the community.” And so they do feel a little bit threatened….Then
you have people like Mrs. [Dicks], or my uncle [Larry] who lives down on
[street], he’s a senior now, an elder, a real elder, on fixed income, and
they’re concerned about the rising assessments on the property. Will they
be able to continue to live there?….The traditional folks who lived on the
street are finding it more and more difficult every day to maintain their
homes because of the increased property values. Most of the old
homeowners, they’re all on fixed income. So it’s becoming very, very
difficult for them to stay into their own homes….So that is a concern. But
as far as the people moving in, they don’t have a problem with it. They get
on just fine.
Even many newcomers to the area are, however, expressing concern. In 2012 a wellknown photographer and designer went public about the rising assessments for his 6800
square-foot studio in the “Creative Crossing” complex discussed earlier in the Chapter,
forced him to sell the building, which was only built around 2005, and relocate the
business (Bundale 2012). Indeed, although property taxes are rising throughout the city,
the commercial manager with the province’s Property Valuation Services Corporation is
quoted as stating that the increases are most significant in the North End, “where the
demand is highest” (Bundale 2012). And some of the early “gentrifiers” – artists who
opened up studios in the area – are finding themselves priced out of the affordable spaces
that enticed them to the area a mere decade or two ago.
Indeed, Grant et al. (2009), for example, highlight gentrification as a potential threat to
the vibrant music scene that comprises a large part of Halifax’s successful creative
economy. Increasing property prices and gentrification, they argue, “can undermine
cultural facilities and uses in the urban core” (2009:2); gentrification in the North End in
particular “threatens the affordability of a district important to artists” (2009:11).
Halifax’s “natural advantage” as a nationally and internationally recognized cultural hub
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offers the city an opportunity that, they argue, “can only nurtured with appropriate policy
and investment” (2009:4).

3.9.1 Heightened vulnerabilities: Roberts Street Social Centre
Housed in a run-down house in the central North End, the Roberts Street Social Centre
(formerly known as the Anchor Archive Zine Library), an artist-run collective, opened in
2005. The news article published in August 2013 entitled “Pushed out by gentrification?”
describes the 2012 displacement of the centre; himself forced to close down and sell his
own central North End business/home, the owner of the building evicted the collective so
that he himself could live there. Aware that gentrification was already underway in the
area when the centre was founded, the group has, “for the entire time we’ve been
occupying Roberts Street, noted how we are also players in gentrification” (Beaumont
2013). After a lengthy struggle to secure another space in the area that would cost them
less than $1000 per month, the temporary space they managed to secure has been sold to
a new owner who has “been explicit that they want to evict the tenants and gut the
building” (Beaumont 2013). “In a very direct way,” they stated, “we feel that we’ve been
priced out of this neighbourhood….We are both displacing and being displaced”
(Beaumont 2013).
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Plate 3.17: Roberts Street Social Centre, 2011

(Source: Womanimalistic Blog)

Indeed, artists, like gay or queer communities, occupy an ambiguous position as both
complicit in and vulnerable to gentrification. Mathews (2009:666) cites Deutsche and
Ryan (1984), who blame artists in the processes of gentrification in New York’s Lower
East side where they purportedly rendered the working class and homeless invisible
“under aesthetic delight.” Ley (2003 cited in Mathews 2009:666), however, argues that
such blame is misplaced; “monocausal explanations,” he argues, “do not account for the
‘societal valorization of the cultural competencies of the artist’ and the attraction to this
valorization by populations with higher economic capital.” Reflecting on “whether artists
resist market forces or profit from them,” Mathews (2009:666) continues: “[t]he agency
and identity of artists beyond economic measures (as walkers, producers, consumers, and
actors) is underdeveloped in the literature, despite its influence in defining space.”
Nevertheless, the real estate and tourism industries, she argues,

132

are able to capitalize on the memory of artists and the commodity of the
artist milieu….By the time that artists are displaced, the area is already
branded as a safe, interesting (and profitable) locale within the urban
fabric (Mathews 2009:666).
In this way, Zukin argues, artists can be understood as “bridge gentrifiers,” where they
are utilized “to naturalize change and attract investment” but “receive little protection
against displacement” (1995:111 cited in Mathews 2010:672).
The man who is evicting the collective is well known to Cat, a queer-identified woman in
her late twenties who been a resident and community activist and worker in the central
North End since 2003. “He’s buying all this stuff. He just bought a building on Falkland
Street and gutted it and rented it, and he just bought one…where Roberts Street [Social
Centre] is moving to.” After listing many more houses and properties purchased by this
one man, she concludes: “He’s really just buying up the neighbourhood.” Having dealt
with him herself in attempts to help Roberts Street Social Centre secure new space, she
recalls being struck by reading his business card: “His card is his name, and then ‘Real
Estate and Acquisition and Development.’ Like, that’s his deal. He buys buildings, fixes
‘em up, sells ‘em…his intentions are purely to buy properties and flip them for profit.”
For Cat, this man represents the pinnacle of the gentrification of the neighbourhood:
He’s like a character of like, the furthest level of development and
gentrification in the North End. It’s in some ways really weird to have a
face to it. I’m just like ‘why do you need to do this? You have your fuckin’
seadoos and Mustang and all the money you need.’ And when it starts
really affecting people, like buying up that apartment building where
Robert’s Street [Social Centre] is, like, people lived there, and for years
and years and years it’s been passed through as sketchy affordable housing
that we need and people live there who have a hard time finding housing.
A contrasting image to the often anonymous and faceless developers who are responsible
for such mass transformation, Cat recalls an awkward, yet poignant exchange at a
meeting between this man and the soon-to-be evicted residents of the building that also
houses the Roberts Street Social Centre:
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One of the people who lived there was at that meeting and they were like
“are you going to evict me?” and he’s like “well, yeah, sorry,” and you
could tell he kinda felt bad, but he’s not going to do anything differently.
He’s like “well, that’s the way it works. You had a year,” and it’s like,
you’re displacing people’s homes, people who lived there and loved that
neighbourhood and that space….It’s not like he wants to move in and
realize some sort of dream.
Cat’s experience with Robert Street Social Centre’s displacement shadows her own
gentrification-induced displacement, which happened around 2005. Cat rented an
apartment on Gottingen Street and was evicted by a developer who also evicted the two
businesses and handful of other residents who occupied the building. After offering to
sell Cat her apartment for $200 000, the developer gutted the building, sold the
apartments as condos, and now rents the downstairs to a local politician. Cat recalls a
number of her friends being forced out of their apartments and out of the neighbourhood
as well – many relocating to Dartmouth – in search of affordable housing. Her work in
various homeless shelters and transitional houses in the area, however, revealed more dire
story: “There’s tons of people that have had to move to Spryfield or Dartmouth –
neighbourhoods that weren’t really where they wanted to live and not really that handy in
terms of the services they access and where their community is.” Now living in cooperative housing, she notes that she “had a lot more options than most people.” She
notes, however, the lack of funding for co-operative housing in relation to new
construction. With the mortgage paid off, her co-op had looked into expand into an
adjacent or nearby property, but, she notes, “it’s too expensive and there is very little
support for affordable housing or co-op housing….They were only funding new
construction.” The combination of provincial and federal funding would have given them
$25 000 per unit, but only for new construction, not existing buildings. With a massive
amount of the former industrial land along the block adjacent to hers set to be developed,
she’s concerned about what this means for the area, especially as developers are wanting
to expand the lot by attempting to purchase residential buildings, including her own: “We
actually had some developers trying to come and buy the housing co-op from us. They
offered us, that they would buy this corner lot, and they would build us a new co-op on
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the corner [nearby]. We were like, ‘fuck off’’” (laughs). The developer then attempted to
purchase a strip of their land in the back of the co-op as they needed an extra ten feet to
increase the allowable height and frontage on the street; “we were just like ‘no’”, she
recalls. But, she reflects, “we’re in a pretty unique situation….It’s rare that people that
are just here to live and don’t have any capital kind of own these buildings and have that
power in the neighbourhood.” “But,” she continues, “we’re just two buildings.”

3.9.2 Heightened vulnerabilities: Uniacke Square
A group lacking such power is residents of Uniacke Square public housing, who fear they
may be the next victims of the area’s “renovictions.” A 2008 article published by the
Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives describes the precarious situation facing Uniacke
Square residents, which has become increasingly desperate over the past five years:
Uniacke Square is at a crossroads. It sits in the middle of what has become
a very valuable piece of property, located as it is so near to downtown
Halifax. Gentrification is well underway in the neighbourhood, and there
is a real risk that the process could swallow the Square by offering units up
for sale to existing tenants, thereby removing them from the financial
means of low-income people in future. What is now Uniacke Square
would become commodified and then gentrified, the neighbourhood
would, in some respects, look better, and governments and others would
congratulate themselves for having “solved the problem” of Uniacke
Square. But it would, in effect, be the Africville “solution”: a community
would be destroyed and scattered and the people now living in Uniacke
Square would be no better off, and perhaps worse (Silver 2008:31).
As of August 2013, vacancy rates at Uniacke Square and the further north Mulgrave
Park, which also houses a substantial population of African Nova Scotians, are less than
one percent (Beaumont 2013). The two public housing communities have waitlists of 54
and 71 applicants, respectively, which, according to the Executive Director of Shelter
Nova Scotia, is a “huge change” from 2005, when there was a waiting list to “get out of
there”, and the vacancy rate was 18 percent (Beaumont 2013). The rising rents in the area
have created a situation where, as Morton stated above, public housing is the option for

135

those who wish to stay in the neighbourhood. Irwin, an African Nova Scotian man in his
sixties who used to live in and work with the area’s public housing, describes the
situation as one of both historical neglect and lack of present-day options: “[In] Uniacke
Square…we’ve got 4th generation people still living in public housing. Still dependent
totally on the system. And our objective should be to get people out of that cycle.”
Speaking at a community consultation on the St. Pat’s Alexandra property, which will be
discussed at length in Chapter Six, he describes his own experience of living in Uniacke
Square and the changing role of the public housing community in the neighbourhood:
I was brought to this community [from Africville] 48 years ago and lived
here, moved into Uniacke Square….This was a very large African Nova
Scotian community; it was a working class, low-income community. But
one of the benefits of living in this community is that you could live in
public housing and as your life circumstances change you could move into
a flat, and rent it, and then eventually you could move into your own
home. And what I’ve seen here over time in this community is that
transition opportunities for folks is totally gone. I was very fortunate that I
bought my home 37 years ago on [central North End street] and I’ve
watched the gentrification here in the community. And so what you have
now, is you have people living in public housing, in co-operative housing,
and basically they’re stuck there, because they can never afford, not in this
community, to go out and purchase property. Because right now Uniacke
Square and the co-op council, they’re becoming islands unto themselves
and they’re being surrounded by these developments….What ends up
happening is people become isolated into their little small areas in where
they live, and life goes on.
Irwin highlights both the material and social implications of the area’s gentrification; far
from “mixing,” public housing communities become “islands”, hemming in and cutting
off residents materially, spatially, and emotionally, from the burgeoning affluence that
surrounds them.
While, as discussed in Chapter Two, the central North End throughout the 1980s and
1990s hemmed and hived off from the rest of the city, the gentrification of this area
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further hems in the area’s low-income public housing residents. A 2013 news article
looking at the area’s gentrification highlights this point: “Already it feels like there are
walls that cut the neighbourhood in half. Higher-income residents closer to downtown
stick to the south end of Gottingen Street, and lower-income residents hang out closer to
Uniacke Square” (Beaumont 2013). This spatial segregation, which overlaps with class
and race, was immediately apparent to John and Kathy, two retirees who moved into the
central North End in 2011 from British Columbia: “I guess to be honest, I’m quite
disappointed. I thought there would be better integration of the African Nova Scotian
community,” Kathy states. John concurs, “I mean, we go to events on that side [further
west], and they’re 99.5% white, but you go to events here and it’s at least half Black.
Blacks don’t attend events over there.” Laura, an African Nova Scotian woman born and
raised in the area echoes this point:
It just remains “you guys are here, we’re here, we’re here” and of all the
groups, I would say that the gays have the most money and they are able to
come and go whereas the Blacks can’t come and go, and they can get
pushed out, and the Natives are here, but I mean, hanging by a thread….So
we’re all just holding on until somebody comes and builds the nicer
building and then takes out the Methadone clinic. I mean, that’s why I’m
still here, is because there’s a Methadone clinic next door, and it’s not
beautiful for the yuppie people to move into next a Methadone
clinic….And people still don’t want to be where there’s going to be great
big parties of the gay night life going crazy, bang bang bang, so, the only
thing that keeps you is the crime and the people who are doing what they
do. And the people who don’t want to be around that. But they can get
pushed out. Money talks. And gays, Blacks, and Natives, walk.
Indeed, the result of this spatial segregation and isolation, as will be discussed throughout
this dissertation, is an exacerbated sense of vulnerability to displacement.
Earlier in the chapter I quoted Harold, who fears gentrification is already “encroaching on
queer [public] spaces.” Here, Reverend Barton, the African American pastor at the
neighbourhood church, highlights this heightened sense of fear that prevails among her
predominantly African Nova Scotian congregants who live in the area:
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People are feeling pushed right now, right now. I think they’re feeling it
right now….There’s a sense of insecurity around people, especially those
living in Uniacke Square, about the future and what the City is planning
almost in dark rooms (laughs), back rooms; in the hush and quiet and
secret places, they’re planning the demise of Uniacke Square.
Haunted by memories of Africville, a theme that will be threaded throughout the
remainder of the thesis, Uniacke Square residents fear the plans for neighbourhood that
lie ahead. If excluded from these plans, residents stand to lose both a home and a
community. And for those who utilize the area’s social services, loss of social and in
many cases familial networks remains a potential threat. When asked about the
importance for longtime residents of the area to remain there, Irwin thinks back to his
own displacement from Africville:
Absolutely. I mean, you’re asking the wrong guy that question! Because I
lost my community of Africville. I understand the importance of
community. I understand the implications of taking people out of their
community with all of their connectedness and support systems and the
value of that is so, so very important, and so it is very important that
people have an opportunity to stay where they were born, where they grew
up.

3.9.3 Affordable housing
The key, Irwin continues, is to protect and maintain existing affordable housing while
also creating new stock. The 2013 article on gentrification in the area quotes a local urban
planner who echoes this point: “creating enough affordable housing will be key to
maintaining a mixed-income north end as gentrification continues….There will still be a
mix [of incomes] in the North End as long as there’s public housing there” (Beaumont
2013). As one proponent of affordable housing presented at a public meeting, the 2006
census showed that 55 000 households in Halifax Regional Municipality were renting,
and nearly half were paying more than 30% of their income for rent, deeming such
housing unaffordable (Statistics Canada 2012). And 12 000 (nearly half) of these families
were actually spending more than 50% of their income on rent (Statistics Canada 2012).
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Greg, the urban planner who works in affordable housing, describes the amount of rental
and public housing just within the North End:
The [19]96 census showed that something like, 90% of the housing in the
neighbourhood was rental housing….And of that, more than half of the
rental housing was social and public housing….A very, very significant
portion of the housing stock is social housing and public housing. It’s been
badly neglected; it hasn’t been reinvested in, it hasn’t been wellmaintained, but still, it represents certainly more than a toe hold for people
of more modest means.
Indeed, “the problem is,” he argues, “the existing affordable housing is under tremendous
pressure. The private sector rental housing, the rooming houses, the below the radar kind
of stuff…that’s under real pressure….The City’s plan for affordable housing is very
weak.” So he, along with the City, the province, and some private sector participants, set
up a committee, hoping to develop a “more effective and more strategic approach” to
housing.
The first in the province, the Housing Strategy was announced in spring of 2013, and
emerged from “a conversation with Nova Scotians over our most pressing, fundamental
housing challenges,” containing “insight and ideas from over 500 individuals and
organizations” (Province of Nova Scotia 2013). The strategy, which will “span a number
of years”, “stresses affordability, choice, partnership and community-building” and will
invest $500 million over ten years in “building new, vibrant communities, revitalizing
existing neighbourhoods and offering affordable new housing choices for Nova Scotia
families” (Province of Nova Scotia 2013:13). Integral to the plan is social mix, where
“tenants paying full-market rent live next door to homeowners who live next door to
families in homes with subsidized rent” (Province of Nova Scotia, 2013:14). The strategy
also emphasized aging in place, which, it is purported, will be achieved through the
revitalization of existing housing stock, which will allow people to remain in their home
communities (Devet 2013b). Critics of the strategy, however, have raised concerns that it
favours private sector development, could promote gentrification, and place “what they
consider to be a misplaced confidence that the private sector is capable of creating
affordable housing for people most in need” (Devet 2013a). Unaffordable for those on
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social assistance or low-income workers, the strategy, they argue, is a “pre-election
document” that “puts the power in the hands of bureaucrats” and “misses the boat for
people who are homeless or at risk of eviction” (Devet 2013a). A lack of rent control –
which, is “extraordinarily important” in “ensur[ing] that there will in fact be a continuum
of different types of housing and different groups of people in these communities" (Devet
2013b) – and quality housing that is free from the “rats, mould, structural damage, [and]
plumbing issues” (Devet 2013b) – remain key issues faced by many Haligonians that,
critics argued, were not reflected in the strategy (Devet 2013a). The purportedly
progressive notion of social mix discussed earlier, that “rich and poor, disabled and abled,
would all harmoniously share their diverse and vibrant community” (Devet 2013b), has
also been criticized; not only could “very tense situations” among low-income and welloff residents arise, such as those emerging from the Regent Park Redevelopment in
Toronto (discussed in Chapter Four) where higher income people politically mobilize in
support of socially unjust projects, but the introduction of market-rate rental and condo
units may “drive up rents and push the very poor out of their neighbourhoods” (Devet
2013a).
During fieldwork, prior to the launch of this strategy, I witnessed two affordable housing
endeavours struggle to get off the ground in the area. The first, headed by the
Creighton/Gerrish Development Association and discussed in Chapter Two, was intended
to be a 71-unit mixed-income development, which would include low-income rental units
and the opportunity for affordable home ownership of two- and three-bedroom
condominium units. Although one of the founders of the project assured me that the
group is “still committed to that idea,” it will, however, “be different” in terms of scale,
not concept. Although they were supportive of the Association’s other projects in the
area, in regards to this one, he states, “the provincial government has blocked us at every
possible, every conceivable turning.”
The second endeavor, forwarded by the Housing Trust of Nova Scotia, has also faced
difficulty finding support. With affordable housing a provincial responsibility, “it was
hard,” the group’s spokesperson stated at a community consultation, “to get Council
unified to move forward.” The Housing Trust, a non-profit group formed in 2009, and
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regulated by the Nova Scotia Societies Act, intends “to create high quality affordable
housing,” with “a blend of roughly 50% affordable and 50% market [rate].” The board is
comprised of two real estate consultants, an architect, and a property accountant and
developer, who worked with the Department of Community Services to acquire two
properties within a block of one another along the commercial corridor of Gottingen
Street. The Trust’s spokesperson has complained of a lack of provincial support for such
affordable housing initiatives: “The provincial incentive to build an affordable housing
unit is a flat rate of $25,000, no matter where you are or how large the apartment. In
downtown Halifax you’re going to pay $25,000 per unit, just for the land” (Beaumont
2013). After submitting a planning application to Halifax Regional Municipality in 2011,
the Trust has been halted by the City, as zoning for the area renders the eight- and tenstorey buildings, which, the Trust argues, are needed to make the project economically
viable, too high.
Looking to build 254 units on both sites, with an approximate 50/50 mix of market-rate
and affordable for the “working poor,” the Trust originally planned to include a mixture
of one- and two-bedroom units, twenty of which would be allocated to PAL (Performing
Art Lodge) members, who are retired artists living on low incomes. Affordable onebedrooms would rent for roughly $780 per month, while market rate units would cost just
over $1000. Affordable two-bedroom units would rent for $980, with market rate units
just over $1300. Heavily criticized at the community consultation for not considering the
larger families that predominate in the North End, the speaker responded:
We really struggled on this one. Basically, given some of the funding
criteria we’re working with, it’s quite difficult to build larger units. The
other thing we’re also seeing is demographics – I think if we go back to
the [19]60s the average family size in Halifax was 5.8 people and today
it’s down to 2.1….So at least for this project we’re focusing on smaller
family sizes, and again, that might be a single parent with a child.
Though plans were eventually re-drawn to include a handful of three-bedroom units to
accommodate families, the question of the project’s affordability remains an open one, as
the rents proposed for a one-bedroom apartment would require a sole earner to make
approximately $16-$17 per hour in order for the rent to be “affordable” – that is, that it
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not exceed 30% of a person’s wages. With minimum wage at $10.30 per hour, it is
unlikely that such an initiative will truly cater to those North Enders who could use it
most, including Uniacke Square residents who feel increasingly vulnerable of
displacement.

3.10 Conclusions
Increasingly hived off and hemmed in from the city, the central North End has undergone
intense transformation following the year 2000. The socio-geographic and imaginative
hemming in of the central North End as a space of abjection and neglect during the latter
part of the twentieth century, I argue, was a precondition for contemporary gentrification.
Here, I continued from the year 2000, tracing how the wider processes of city rebranding
and re-urbanization, along with the remaking of the central North End into downtown
through HRM planning policies of densification, worked with particular neighbourhoodlevel occurrences to spur current gentrification processes. This accelerated development
is creating greater insecurity surrounding affordable housing, and is exacerbating the
socio-spatial segregation of increasingly vulnerable lower-income residents. Affordable
housing policy at the municipal and provincial level exacerbates the situation, impeding
the maintenance of pre-existing affordable housing as well as the construction of new.
This historical overview of the North End underpins Chapters Four, Five, and Six where I
delve into the particular role of this history in shaping longtime residents’ experiences
and understandings of, as well as reactions to, gentrification. I begin in Chapter Four with
an ethnographic glance into life in the gentrifying North End, exploring in greater depth
the role of condos in shaping residents’ perceptions of and fears surrounding
gentrification.

142

Chapter 4 – Who is Gentrifying the North End?
In the face of global forces that coerce displacement and travel, staying (or making)
home can be a political act, a form of resistance….Home is not, in any event, a site of
immobility. - Clifford (1997:85)

4 Introduction
In Chapter Two I described the rise and fall of Gottingen Street between 1950 and 2000,
exploring in particular how the interplay of City-led urban renewal, wider processes of
post-industrial suburbanization and urban flight, and particular historic neighbourhood
moments, led to the socio-geographic and imaginative hemming in of the central North
End as a space of abjection and neglect, a precondition for contemporary gentrification.
In Chapter Three I picked up at the year 2000, and traced how the wider processes of city
rebranding and re-urbanization, along with the remaking of the central North End into
downtown through city rebranding and HRM planning policies of densification, work
with particular moments in the neighbourhood’s history to spur current gentrification
processes. This accelerated development is creating greater insecurity surrounding
affordable housing, and is exacerbating socio-spatial segregation between increasingly
vulnerable lower-income residents and increasingly mobile upper-income residents. Here,
I offer an ethnographic glance into life in the gentrifying North End. I explore in greater
depth how the hiving off of the central North End shaped current expressions of
belonging, pride, and ownership of the space, currently intensified by the rapid
development, primarily condominium, that is encroaching on both sides of the area. I
explore here the role of condos in shaping residents’ perceptions of and fears surrounding
gentrification. Underlying the tensions surrounding condos is a divergence in residents’
senses of the North End as a particular place, which determine their impression of who is
gentrifying it.

4.1 Placing the North End
The sun casts a warm, orange hue over the brightly-coloured saltbox houses of the North
End on this hot, weekday June morning. One of my early days of fieldwork, I got many
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“hello”s and “good morning”s from various residents as I lazily wove my way through
the one-way streets on my bike. As I head down Agricola Street, I am enveloped in
smells - the spicy fragrance of the Middle Eastern food store, the stale beer smell outside
Gus’ pub, the light yeasty aroma of the Oland’s brewery travelling through the air from
the Hydrostones. A light cloud of steam reveals a deep smoky fragrance from Brother’s
meats down the street, cut through by the weekday smell of baking muffins at the Irving
Gas Station on Robie, and the roasting coffee beans from Java Blend, around the corner,
on North Street.
I stop for lunch at Gus’ pub, and think to myself that it’s no wonder that Gus’ pub has
become a hipster haven and the chosen watering hole for live indie music shows,
Motown and retro dance parties, and eclectic events including stand-up comedy and
horror film. Gus’ screams “authenticity” in the Zukin (2009) sense of the term.
Authenticity, she argues, is an ambiguous concept, which represents origins in two
senses: “an almost mythically primordial rootedness in place and time” (2009:544) on the
one hand, and “a capacity for historically new, creative innovation” (2009:544) on the
other. The attempt to claim to authenticity, she argues, has become prevalent “at a time
when identities are unstable and people are judged by their performance rather than by
their history” (2010 xi). Indeed, the cultural trend encouraging the search for an authentic
self is often attributed to the separating effects of modern life - an era of increased
connection to others through technology, but simultaneously increased loneliness and
exclusion (Potter 2010). In sociology, some theorists have similarly conceptualized the
current neoliberal era as one of decreased regulation and increased reflexivity, in which
individuals face more opportunities, as well as risks, in constructing their identities (see
for example Giddens 1991). What it actually means to be one’s “authentic self,” however,
remains unclear. Potter (2010) suggests that authenticity is not a definable set of traits,
but is instead a “way of talking about things in the world, a way of making judgments,
staking claims, and expressing preferences about our relationships to one another, to the
world, and to things” (2010:13). Authenticity, then, is a vague discourse through which
we can claim and shape space.
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Plate 4.1: Gus' Pub, 2012

(Personal Photograph)

Arising from hegemonic global urbanism and the notion put forth by urbanists such as
Jacobs (1961,1993) that the city is “losing its soul” (Zukin 2009:545), the current “crisis
of authenticity” arises from our collective pursuit of identity that involves consuming
“real” places, having “real” experiences, and finding our “real” selves (2009:545).
Engaged in a simultaneous search for both origins and new beginnings (Zukin 2009:xii),
city dwellers, Zukin argues, have a conflicting desire for both authentic origins or
“roots”, and “continuous reinvention” (2010:2). Authenticity in this way is “a
consciously chosen lifestyle and a performance, and a means of displacement as well”
(Zukin 2010:4). Deliberately constructed with bits and pieces of cultural references,
authenticity is ultimately superficial; it has fictional qualities, which, though not “real,”
have a very “real” material effect on how we imagine cities, and on the businesses and
fellow residents we share our neighbourhoods with (Zukin 2010:4). While the corporate
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city represents the “standardization of individual desire” (Zukin 2009:546) and the
“ultimate landscape of globalization” (Zukin 2009:546), the urban village represents the
neighbourhood – a culture of cohesion and solidarity and a fantasy of restored
community. The historic neighbourhoods that constitute the urban village have thus
become the “ultimate landscape of gentrification” (Zukin 2009:546), a process, which,
for Zukin, is an individual action borne out of the search for authentic selfhood
(2009:543). Stimulated by “an appetite for consuming the local, the past, the edgy, the
different” (Zukin 2009:550), the consumption of “authentic” spaces such as Gus’ Pub
within “hipster” (Zukin 2009:550) inner-city neighbourhoods such as the North End,
then, must be understood as a contemporary identity-building tactic in its spatial
manifestation. The consumption and/or embodying of authenticity, then, is more than a
claim of moral superiority; it is a “cultural lever for claiming space” (Zukin 2009:551)
that, when congruent with the local rhetoric of growth and development, becomes “a
powerful means of displacement” (Zukin 2009:551) as well.
By day, Gus’ is frequented by middle-aged, working-class and poor men and women on
video lottery machines, or having a cheap and filling homestyle lunch. 50s and 60s rock
and pop music fills the space, which is decorated with retro gems such as a taxidermy
deer head (adorned with a large chain necklace), beer label mirrors and flags, a porcelain
life-sized Dalmatian, wood paneling, dangling multi-coloured Christmas lights, and a
stage which is backed by a partially ripped nature scene, an emblem for all those band
performance photos that plaster the walls. A glass mirror hangs next to the stage
proclaiming “Gus’ Pub and Grill. Good friends and good times”. Although the staple of
this neighbourhood, I learn in a later interview that many regulars no longer frequent the
spot at night, when the young students, artists, and hipsters take over, embracing its
authentic and rugged character with loud, indie and heavy metal rock concerts. Weeks
later, I will sit outside Ace Burger Co., the new gourmet burger joint to open up in Gus’
pub, and notice that their original kitchen, which used to boast a $5 breakfast and an
equally inexpensive liver n’ onions special, appears to be gone. Wondering how the
working-class regulars have taken to this change, I inquire with the waitress, who tells
me: “Definitely some people are upset – we’ve converted some of them, but some of the
old timers are unhappy.”
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But at noon on this hot June day, peering out the window, I notice a very contrasting
image. Directly across the street, with its doors mirroring Gus’, I can see the chic sign of
FRED, the upscale café and salon discussed in Chapter Three. According to its website,
FRED, which opened in a vacant bank building “in the emerging albeit neglected North
End neighbourhood” in 2004, “has been turning heads in Halifax’s trendy North End”
ever since (FRED website 2013). Indeed, the TLC’s X-Weighted star and 2013 mayoral
candidate, along with his partner, have become leaders in the North End business
community, and proud sponsors of a number of local community endeavors, including
Hope Blooms, a youth-led community garden project adjacent to the Uniacke Square
housing project that recently appeared on CTV’s Dragon’s Den. On the southwest corner
is Café Aroma Latino, a small lesbian-owned Latino café and shop situated beneath La
Villa, an approximately 6 year old condo complex, which is responsible for the sign on
Gus’ door, reminding patrons outdoors at night to keep quieter and not disturb the
neighbours as a result of recent complaints.
As I bike down through the corner of Creighton and Buddy Daye – the corner
infamously known as “crack corner,” as discussed in Chapter Two – to Gottingen Street
on this now hot and sunny afternoon, three middle-aged white men, taking a break from
their bottle collecting rounds, have parked their shopping carts and are socializing on a
stoop, chatting with the Black male passerby. As I continue down Gottingen Street, a
middle-aged woman, her skin aged well beyond her years, relaxes on a folding chair in
the sun on the sidewalk next to an old mattress that rests against a chain link fence that
encases an empty lot, believed to soon be developed into mixed-income housing. Beside
the mattress is the memorial of Raymond Taavel, a gay man who was killed outside the
gay bar across the street just two months before. Rainbow flags and bright threads are
woven throughout the links. The Reggae music from the backpackers hostel next door
creates a smooth ambience on the sidewalk out front as a barefoot girl walks by carrying
a large piece of artwork under her arm. Just a few doors down, an African Nova Scotian
nurse takes a break to enjoy the sun outside the Community Health Centre. Though she
owns a house outside the city, she tells me, “When my husband drives me to work in the
morning, my heart just warms with love for this neighbourhood.” When I mention the
increased development taking place, and point to the condos, looking south down the
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street, she laments, “it’s such a shame. People in this neighbourhood have already had
their homes taken away with Africville.”
I decide to check out the newly opened vintage thrift and oddities store across the street,
so I lock my bike and jay-walk across the moderately busy street, used by many as a
through-way to downtown. Its owner tells me he opened up shop because the
neighbourhood is “perfect”. Located in “the gateway to the North End”, he hopes to catch
the NSCAD (Nova Scotia College of Art and Design) students on their way home from
the campus downtown. When I ask how he imagines the future of the shop, he responds
that he is just “riding the wave.” He feels this neighbourhood “will be the next SOHO”
and “it’s only going to get better over the next 5 years.” After that, though, “it’ll be too
expensive for us to stay” and then he’ll “find the next hot spot. I’d say we’ve got about 5
years before we’re forced out.” But right now, he says, “it’s perfect.”
Before heading home, I head further north, just past North Street, where Josh is holding a
yard sale, and comes over to chat. He has lived in the area for 30 years and his partner Ian
has been here longer. “It’s the kind of neighbourhood where people look out for you; if
something happens, they will open their doors for you,” he says. “And that rarely
happens anywhere anymore.” Though, he does sometimes miss the crime a bit – “it was
fun to watch.” He bought his house in the 90s for a little over $100 000 and could now
get $400 000 for it. But won’t ever leave –“I’ll die here,” he says. On my way back down
Agricola, I stop for a ginger beer at Smith’s Bakery. As I sit outside on one of the three
picnic tables, I overhear two middle-aged women – one African Nova Scotian, one white
– sitting at the table next to me looking at the high-end furniture store across the street.
The African Nova Scotian lady comments, “If I had my own house, I’d die to get it. But I
rent; it’s too expensive….If I knew the stuff I knew now, I would be rich. I’d have bought
a property for $75 000 and made half a million dollars.”

4.1.1 Who is a North Ender?
As the quotations and vignette above illustrate, there is a certain feeling that one gets as
you wind through the narrow streets of the North End. The traces of its infamous, but
highly storied, past form a present-day energy that foregrounds many peoples’ sense of
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what exactly the North End is as a neighbourhood. However, the question of “who is a
North Ender?”, though one that arises regularly, is not so easily answered. When I asked
Jane, one of the area’s elected representatives, “Who lives in the North End?” her
response reflected a diverse and changing population:
There’s a lot of change happening in the North End; there’s a lot of new
communities moving in, there’s a lot of historic communities, there’s
historic communities who have been alienated from one another…there’s
this newer sort of arts community, there’s a lot of students who live in the
North End…there’s a historic African Nova Scotian community, there’s a
growing population of immigrant community, there are people who have
lived in the North End for generations and generations and still sell their
homes to their friends’ families and North End people….So it’s an
interesting sort of definition. One that’s challenging, and I think we need
to challenge all ourselves about what we see it to be.
For many, including Jane, the answer to “who is a North Ender?” is central to the
neighbourhood’s changing character and demographic, also revealed in the vignette. Pat,
a middle-aged, upper-middle class businesswoman new to the area emphasizes this point:
The Jane Jacobs quote I always go back to is “if you build a community
you like, people will always come to it.” So they built a community that
people like – people like the culture of the North End, I love the culture of
the North End. I don’t want to live by Point Pleasant Park [in the more
affluent South End]. It’s not what I enjoy. I enjoy the spontaneity, the
backyard parties, the art….Of course it’s going to attract people like me.
But they see it as a bad thing.
The they Pat is referring to is the longtime residents of the area. As I highlighted in the
previous chapter, longterm residents’ attitudes towards newcomers emerge within a
deepening insecurity surrounding the neighbourhood’s increasing lack of affordability,
and the anticipated change in culture, character, and community, as a result of this. Here,
I want to delve further into those attitudes, demonstrating the loss gentrification

149

represents for these residents, which emerges against a deep sense of what the North End
was, and stemming from this, ought not to be.
Throughout this Chapter, I will present a number of participants as “figures,” a term that
goes beyond “social types” in conceptualizing individuals as “stand[ing] for something
larger than themselves” (Barker, Gelder, and Gibbings 2013:157). A mode of
understanding and presenting the lives of individuals that recognizes these individuals as
“represent[ing] and shap[ing] social forces in the city and beyond” (Barker, Gelder, and
Gibbings 2013:157), the concept of “figure” (in conjunction with its partner term, the
context or “ground”) “emerges against a particular ground but also defines the ground
through the very process of coming-into-view” (Barker, Gelder, and Gibbings 2013:157).
Figures thus both represent and shape the larger structural changes in the social reality
through their interactions within daily life. Indeed, while my participants’ daily lives
were at the very least inadvertently impacted by gentrification, their daily interactions,
along with their community participation and in some cases, activism, helped shape
public discourse surrounding both the term and the process of gentrification itself.

4.1.2 Place, belonging, and class
Place, many argue, is cultivated through emotional attachment, familiarity, and everyday
embodied experience (Hubbard et al. 2011; Lund and Benediktsson 2010; Paton 2010).
Created and maintained “through people’s interactions with their environment and the
people in that environment” (Tester et al. 2011:438), place attachment can be defined as
“an emotional bond between people and places” (Manzo et al. 2008:1860) that involves
“a sense of bondedness to the social community and a sense of rootedness” (Manzo et al.
2008:1860). Place identity similarly refers to “the relationship between self-concept and
place” (Tester et al. 2011:438) and involves people’s “situated self-meanings and bonds
to places” (Tester et al. 2011:438). And belonging, for Raffaeta and Duff, is both a social
and affective attachment that is “necessarily linked to the materiality” of place (2013:
341, emphasis in original). The material and social capacities associated with identity and
belonging, they argue, “cannot be performed without an affective dimension, and without
some affective attachment to place” (2013: 341).
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Paton (2010:151) reminds us that place is also a powerful proxy for expressing class
position. For Wakeling (2010:43), class manifests in residents’ emotional and material
attachment to their neighbourhood place. Evans (2010:56) similarly argues that
experiences of class are lived through various dynamics including gender, ethnicity,
family structure, background, and, relationship to place. Cole (2013:66) concurs, noting
that locality is more deeply embedded in working-class experience, while place, for the
middle class, is more of a “positional signifier.” More than a “strictly material condition,”
class, for Wakeling (2010:39) is a lived identity, that, when explored ethnographically,
helps relate the biographical to broader social and historical processes. Present “beneath
your clothes, under your skin, in your reflexes, in your psyche, [and] at the very core of
your being,” being working class, for Kuhn (cited in Taylor 2010b:43), is an
“impermeable identity,” that for Mellor (2010:77) is maintained partly through local
social networks embedded in one’s particular locality. I will demonstrate next that for
many longtime North Enders, place and class, and for many, race, interweave to produce
a distinct, deeply rooted sense of who a “real” North Ender is.

4.1.2.1 Daphne – rooted in place
As I entered the three-story brick building on my way to Daphne’s apartment, the smell
of urine – animal? human? – wafted out the door. She buzzed me upstairs, to the third
floor, where she greeted me, smiling, wearing a baggy t-shirt and sweatpants. A short,
stout woman, her home, though described by her as a “slum” was tidy, clean, and
decorated with an array of plants, ceramic figurines, and framed photographs of her
family. She cradled a cup of coffee as she spoke, taking her hands off it to gesture
emphatically when she got heated.
Nearly brought to the brink of tears with happy memories of Gottingen and Brunswick
Streets during her youth, Daphne remains one of the most passionate people I’ve heard
speak about the North End. She began the interview with a warning of sorts: “I might as
well tell you right now that the area that you’re interviewing are all low income people on
assistance. We need everything that’s cheap in this area; nothing expensive….We rely on
the food bank three times a week.” Daphne relies on social assistance and subsidized rent
to make ends meet. Her building, which she’s lived in for 13 years, is “terrible,” and
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she’s been looking for another apartment. But, she says, “I don’t want to go outside of
my neighbourhood….Here, I can say ‘hello’ to almost every person that I see on the
street.” When “Housing” (Metropolitan Regional Housing Authority) offered her an
apartment outside of the central North End, she told them “no. I’m not going….I don’t
feel safe down there and I want to feel safe where I’m at. I feel safe here….If you take
me up [there] I’d feel like I’m out of place.” Her love of the area, however, exceeds basic
safety and familiarity:
I’m tellin’ ya, Gottingen Street from Cornwallis Street to Charles Street,
you’re not gonna find any better people. They might say we’re terrible
people because we’re poor, and you know, there’s Black people in the
Square, and you can’t trust this and that, but I’m tellin’ ya, you will not
find a better place than that area. I’m very proud to say that this is where I
lived all my life, and when people say “ew,” it’s not “ew”, because they
don’t know….I’m very proud to say that I come from this area because
this area is totally different up that area of the North End, like, totally. I
find the people here, down here, they’re more friendly You go up that way
[towards the Hydrostones] nobody wants to help you with anything….Up
that end, they call that like the rich part of the North End. We’re the poor
people.
Daphne’s sense of being a North Ender reflects the hemming in of the central North End
as a space of neglect and poverty that occurred over the past five decades. The hiving off
of this space from the remainder of the North End and from the city as a whole, in part
via the Hydrostones’ dis-identification with the central North End, has inspired a distinct
sense of pride in herself as one of “the poor people” who, like the Black people, are
misunderstood by the rest of the city, and are in actuality “better” and “more friendly”
people.
The $399 000 per unit condominium project under construction across the street,
however, has created insecurities for herself and her fellow tenants. A number of people
in her building have already begun to express worry over whether or not their building
will be up for sale next. Daphne reveals a deep sense of home that foregrounds her desire
to stay:
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This is my home. This is where I live; this is where I grew up. I don’t
wanna go from here. I don’t want people like that movin me out. Because
they’re nobodies. You know what I mean? I’m a somebody; I might not
have anything, but I’m a somebody. I can walk down the street, and I
guarantee at least somebody’s gonna say “Hi Daphne, how ya doin?”….I
don’t want to leave this community; I’m not leaving this community.
They’ll have to drag me out.
Daphne’s sense of self is materially and emotionally embedded within the central North
End and the status she has earned amongst other locals as a born-and-raised North Ender.
Lacking this connection, her imagined future neighbours are in her eyes, “nobodies”,
despite their relative affluence. Embedded with social capital, Daphne’s local social
network provides her with a sense of belonging and inclusion inextricable from the
central North End. To be displaced from this particular area would ultimately cause her to
lose her sense of community and her sense of herself as a born and raised, working class
North Ender.

4.1.3 Placing the “outside”
Echoing Yi-Fu Tuan’s (1977:166) assertion that sense of place emerges partly in relation
to the places that surround it, and particularly when under threat, the deep sense of place
and its uniqueness espoused by longtime North Enders was particularly salient in
discussions involving those who live outside of the North End. In Chapter Three, I
highlighted the cited need for affordable housing in buffering gentrification-induceddisplacement and the lack of municipal and provincial support for two affordable housing
projects, in the form of mixed-income developments, currently underway. The vignette
that follows describes a community consultation in which a non-profit team of developers
proposed to the community a mixed-income housing development, but were met with a
defensive and critical response.
The meeting room of the North Branch Library on Gottingen Street was overflowing on
the evening of the Community Consultation on Affordable Housing, held by the Halifax
Housing Trust, a non-profit society, formed in 2009, whose goal is “to create high quality
affordable housing” in the North End. Concerned that longtime residents “are slowly
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going to get priced out of it,” the Trust hopes to thwart the intense condominium
development occurring on the street further south. The event drew an eclectic mix of
longterm and newer residents, ranging from students to the elderly, and a mix primarily
consisting of African Nova Scotian and white. Also in attendance was a handful of young
and middle-aged businessmen in suits, presumably the other board members of the Trust.
The Trust was trying to obtain approval to amend the current zoning bylaw height
restrictions to put a high density, mixed-income building in a vacant lot on Gottingen
Street, and was seeking community support. After the designs were displayed, outlining
the appearance, square footage, and price range of the building and its bachelor, one-, and
two-bedroom units, the floor opened up for a surprisingly heated session of questions and
comments.
Mary, a longtime resident and homeowner, and member of a prominent Black family in
the neighbourhood, stood up and reflected, as did many others, on a disjuncture between
what it means to be a North Ender and the type of development, albeit affordable, the
Housing Trust was planning to do: Of particular issue here was the lack of community
partnership during the planning stages, and the lack of 3 and 4 bedroom units that would
cater to larger families:
There’s something about being a North Ender, and it’s something about
why you wanna be here in the first place. And we’ve always lived here – I
grew up here….There’s something about it, when I say “I live in the North
End; I grew up in the North End.” …I guess what I’m getting at is there’s
a reason why we feel so proud to be North Enders. And why a lot of
people gotta get what we got. And so they kinda come in sometimes and
they try to imitate us or take from us and we hold it very close to us in
terms of who we are and who we act and how we interact with one another
when we go to Sobey’s. It’s a totally different experience when we go to
Sobey’s here in the North End than when we go to Sobey’s in the south
end…..So what I’m saying to you is that the north end has, we’re not a
people that say “we don’t want no growth; we don’t want this opportunity;
we don’t like this, we don’t like that”….But we need to feel excited, and
it’s only when you get the excitement of us, the North End, and the
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diversity of us and how we roll, and how we do things and what’s
important to us.
For Mary, the increased interest in the area among both developers and incoming
residents spurred a need to clarify what a true North Ender is, and why this is under threat
because of newcomers, such as the Trust, whose vision for the North End diverges with
what North Enders imagine themselves and their place to be.
The “Rooster Man,” an early-sixties white man who has spent most of his adult life in the
North End - “I’m not talking 10 years, 20 years, I’ve been here a long time!” – stood up
and offered a similar sentiment of the uniqueness of being a “North Ender”, and the
pride, and ownership, he takes in that:
This is my community, this is every one of our community, and we don’t
want our community to get so big that it’s not going to be like it was….
This community is the last frontier of Halifax, and we don’t want it to get
fancy, we don’t want to have high taxes that none of us can afford…and I
believe that you folks is going to make it so fancy that the average person
won’t even be able to afford to live in this community!….I’d do anything
for this community….We don’t want this to be like the South End, we
want this to be here for every one of us to appreciate, for every one of us
to live in and love.
Though an attempt to be “affordable” in its nearly 50/50 affordable and market-rate
makeup, the project was lambasted at the community consult for its “fanciness” and its
failure to reflect the essence of what is special about the North End and its people. Its
lack of three and four bedroom family units; its height and box-like façade; and the
overall lack of community input during the process, rendered the project suspect,
potentially threatening, and as one man described, just another example of the “just the
latest bunch of guys from the south end, saying ‘here, I’m from the south end, I’ve got
your solution.’” Here we see that so much about what people feel does not belong in the
area has to do with what it means to be a “North Ender”, which reflects a deep sense of
the North End as a low-income, community- and family-minded, and diverse place. Here
we also see the central North End defined primarily on the basis of what it is not – the
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more affluent Hydrostones or South End, and, as we will explore later, even the city as a
whole.

4.1.4 The diverse North End
Mary’s characterization of “how we roll” as being ultimately tied to diversity is echoed
by a number of participants, including Shelly. Shelly, an early-forties, queer, white
woman originally from the South Shore of Nova Scotia, has spent the bulk of the past
twenty-four years living in the North End. Frightened by the pace and nature of the
intense development taking place, and concerned that the North End is becoming a space
she can no longer identify with, Shelly lauds the neighbourhood’s diversity as integral to
its uniqueness:
I’ve always been one to struggle to fit in and this neighbourhood had so
many different types of people, that I just felt like I was part of something,
that I wasn’t so different after all….I don't think any other community in
this city could deal as well with the diversity that we have here….You
don't hear about North Ender getting after another North Ender. We just
find a way to get along. I don't know; it just works.
While the area’s “mix” and diversity are perceived by longtime residents and newcomers
alike as part of the neighbourhood’s strength, the overarching worry with gentrification is
homogenization. For Daphne, the removal of the area’s longterm low income residents
would be the neighbourhood’s ultimate ruination: “This whole area will go down to
nothing. Nobody will be here. Just a bunch of rich people that don’t give a shit about
anybody….It’ll be no neighbourhood no more. These are our roots!” Randy, the late
internationally-acclaimed Civil Rights activist, speaking at a public consultation
regarding a particular development in the area, echoes a similar concern:
This is a historical community, I mean, this is one of the few places…in
Canada, where you truly have interracial neighbourhoods. When I first
came here and we thought of what the Black community was, at Creighton
and Maynard Streets, those communities were totally integrated. There
were white kids there that were growing up and to this day the friendships
exist between the kids who grew up in those areas today, Black kids, white
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kids, Aboriginal kids. But what we have seen is the gentrification of the
neighbourhood. What we’ve seen is, we’ve seen that the people who were
the historical people living in this community now can’t afford to live in
their own historic community. So that cultural and racial harmony that
existed is really being eroded and torn apart.
Randy juxtaposes the racial harmony and integration of the neighbourhood with the
anticipated erosion of this harmony as a result of gentrification-induced displacement of
longtime residents. The “historical people” of this community – namely, the Black
residents – he argues, are being pushed out, which ultimately threatens the longstanding
relationships between the white, African Nova Scotian, and Aboriginal communities.
Lydia, who we will meet later in the chapter, is an upper-middle class African Nova
Scotian woman who looks positively at the neighbourhood’s revival. She expresses a
similar concern for preserving the area’s diversity and mix:
That is the main reason why I like this area. It’s a mix of people, a mix of
income groups, a mix of races, of age groups….When I was growing up,
everybody was poor and there was a large number of Black people in this
neighbourhood, it was predominantly Black….And they were poor…and
then it progressed….The only thing that would disturb me in years to come
is if there were only well-to-do people living in the area.
For Lydia, integral to the neighbourhood’s progression is the mix of residents. This mix,
for her, symbolizes a move away from the homogenous, Black, poor neighbourhood she
grew up in. Lydia occupies the highest socio-economic status of my African Nova
Scotian participants and is the only African Nova Scotian participant to laud much of the
current development taking place. She also self-describes as “not like everyone else” in
that she was “always curious and…always ventured outside [her] little world.” As I will
discuss later in the chapter, Lydia’s narratives highlight the intersecting of race and class
in shaping residents’ experiences and perceptions of gentrification. And as I will discuss
further in Chapter Five, while others use nostalgic memories of the area to criticize
current gentrification, Lydia recollects negative memories of poverty and segregation to
situate the positive changes she sees happening now. Lydia was among the many Black
North End residents who, as discussed in Chapter Two, left the area as it began to
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decline. Lydia, however, seizing what she saw as the area’s “potential,” moved back a
decade or so later, when she purchased her current single family home for a fraction of its
current worth. Like many others, however, Lydia simultaneously expresses concern over
a potential loss of this socio-economic diversity to a homogenous affluent population, if
gentrification were to continue for too long.
As I described in the previous chapters, alongside being a site of African Nova Scotian
community, and, reflecting the area’s economic downturn that characterized the latter
half of the 20th century, low income and working class, the North End, in the minds of
many, has been a space of overall diversity. The 1980s witnessed the first surge of
subcultural communities, such as the arts community and the gay community, and the
1990s and 2000s have been no exception, as anarchist punk, musician, activist, queer, and
alternative-living communities have continued to emerge within the area. Often
conceived as the first stage of the gentrification process (Evans 2009; Ley 2003), the
eclectic and diverse nature of the North End’s population borne out of the
neighbourhood’s rather extreme historic demographic shifts has become an integral part
of what it means to be a North Ender, and thus shapes residents’ sense of who can
ultimately tear the neighbourhood’s rich cultural fabric.

4.2 Welcome newcomers
It is a hot, sunny, July morning, as I sit down outside the Good Food Emporium, which
has moved from its Gottingen Street origins six blocks westward to Windsor Street,
which, for some, is the west boundary of the North End, and for others, solely west end.
A tattooed, bare footed, punk fellow dressed in dirty black cut off jean shorts, a brown
homemade tank top and brown suspenders, and wide rimmed large glasses, smoking a
cigarette, drinking a coffee, and awaiting the arrival of his mushroom melt, hands me a
flier for a folk concert happening at his house - well, the yard where he parks the van in
which he lives. He goes on to tell me about the 6 month span where this house operated
as an open mic venue, drawing more than 100 persons from all walks of life – “activists”,
“punks”, “business people”, “the Dome crowd” – the mainstream undergraduate
University student types - to a truly mixed, open, and welcoming space. Although these
nights have shut down for the summer, when many of the eight people who live in the
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house are away travelling, they will start back up in September. He speaks fondly about
his laneway as a space of community, with like-minded folks often walking by. I ask him
about his perspective of this as being the “North End”. He replies: “I don’t really know
where the North End is…it’s not really a geographic space, but it’s more transient, more
of a state of mind, a community. Some people yell at me about it….I guess they’re
passionate about Halifax…saying I don’t live in the North End…but whatever.”
Today is also the day of the intersection painting party held by a group of volunteers
called PlaceMaking Halifax, whose mandate is to “breathe life into public spaces”
(PlaceMaking Halifax 2013). The intersection painting party is to be held at the
intersection of Northwood Terrace and Black Street – a small neighbourhood just north
of North Street, hovering on the boundary between the central North End and the
Hydrostones. This gathering is described as “a citizen-led transformation of a typical
urban street into a unique community gathering point” (PlaceMaking Halifax 2013). The
mural design took shape over the course of a many months, and was held at a local senior
citizens’ home, where the group’s core volunteers – a handful of residents of the
immediate central North End and surrounding North and West End neighbourhoods, and
who were predominantly in their twenties and thirties – solicited the input of the seniors
and, having gone door-to-door, the residents of the immediate couple blocks. The design,
which displayed a number of local particularities such as stray cats, particular buildings
(including the seniors’ home), bees (to represent the local beekeeper), and children, as
well as the etching of this design onto the streetscape, was meant to serve as “a
collaborative representation of our community” (PlaceMaking Halifax 2013).

159

Plate 4.2: Map of Good Food Emporium and intersection painting party

(Source: Map data ©Google)

The event drew hundreds from all over the city, ranging from local white and African
Nova Scotian seniors from the neighbouring seniors’ home, white middle-class young
adults and families, and a handful of African Nova Scotian kids from nearby. The event,
which began in the afternoon, lasted well into the night, when a sparkler-lit dance party
broke out onto the newly dried mural now covering the intersection. The daytime street
painting was accompanied by a number of activities, including live music, hand
drumming, hula hooping, booths selling local handmade items, a variety of food stalls,
children’s games, and various ongoing art projects. A board covered in post-it notes
proudly displayed visitors’ commentary of the day, which included, “I fell in love with
the North End! I’m going to move here!”
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Plate 4.3: Intersection painting party - 1

(Personal Photograph)

Plate 4.4: Intersection painting party - 2

(Personal Photograph)
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Daphne, who we met earlier, has very strong feelings about her soon-to-be neighbours in
the condos under construction across the street. However, for Daphne, all newcomers
aren’t bad. Rather, some, particularly the people described above, reflect and even
highlight what she sees as the essential qualities of the North End:
I notice a lot more hippie people are coming. And I’m like “wow, that’s
what we need right around here.” I like them kinda people…they’re
always nice and friendly, they’re always playing music. So it’s like, if we
could get those kind right in this area, it would be the best area in the
world. They’re so nice and friendly….Usually students don’t even venture
up to Gottingen Street because they’re so scared. Most people don’t even
know what this area is like.
Here, the “hippie people,” though outwardly different than other North Enders and
specifically from Daphne herself, would be a welcome addition to Daphne’s immediate
neighbourhood, which, although less than three blocks away from where the intersection
was painted, is conceived by Daphne as an entirely separate neighbourhood. The
renaming of the streets north of North Street discussed in Chapter Two is crucial here in
framing Daphne’s sense of the socio-spatial divide among North End neighbourhoods.
Like Fuller Terrace and Novalea Drive, which were renamed to disassociate them from
the remainder of the historically African Nova Scotian Maynard and Gottingen Streets,
Northwood Terrace was also renamed from North Street onward to disconnect it from the
racially- and class-marked Creighton Street. So while Daphne describes the “hippie
groups” who live further north in the area surrounding the painted Black
Street/Northwood Terrace intersection as “a whole totally different set of people.”
Although “they’re very friendly,” Daphne feels that they do not necessarily associate
with lower income North Enders like herself who live further south of North Street.
“They’re homeowners,” she says. “Their hippie groups are, you know, their groups, and
we’re different because we’re welfare people.” However, the “hippie people’s”
willingness, unlike the students who, to Daphne, are often too scared, to embrace the
area, appeals to Daphne’s pride in the neighbourhood as being a welcome, friendly place.
Shelly, the twenty-four year resident quoted above, echoes this point:
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There has always been a bit of an artsy fartsy presence here….But it's
bigger and better now. My experience with my Black friends, we just don't
talk about it. It's not even an issue. I think because it's not throwing big
money around, that is not making big changes, it's not getting up in
anybody's face, it's not asking anybody to do anything any different. It's
just here and it's open and inviting and whatever. I think business is
different. Business comes in and once they're here there are certain
expectations that things will change. Keep your voice down, keep certain
people off the street.
As implied throughout, Daphne and Shelly’s narratives, the arts/”hippie” community
holds a positive and desirable position within the neighbourhood. Shelly remembers the
arts community as having a longtime presence within, not a threatening relationship with,
the neighbourhood. Because it did not signal affluence and try to change the community,
but rather, remained “open and inviting,” it did not necessarily signal a threatening or
unwelcome presence to longtime residents like the influx of business did.
As previously noted, gentrification is often characterized by the influx of middle-class
residents, as well as housing and businesses catering to these residents, into a
traditionally working-class, inner-city space. Sometimes characterized as a clash between
“newcomers” and “old timers” along the lines of culture, race, community (ie. sexual,
ethnic, political), and/or class (see for example Brown-Saracino 2009; Zukin 2010),
gentrification, among my participants, was much more narrowly defined and
experienced. For many longtime residents, gentrification was symbolized by one key
element of neighbourhood change: the faceless, anonymous, and purported to be affluent,
condos. Indeed, my participants revealed a surprisingly unified understanding of who is,
and is not, gentrifying the neighbourhood that each of them has, for varying amounts of
time, called home.

4.2.1 John and Kathy – ideal newcomers
I met John and Kathy during the first month of fieldwork, at a community meeting at the
neighbourhood Community Health Centre. A middle-aged, upper-middle class white
couple seated in a room of approximately twenty people, mostly African Nova Scotian,
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John and Kathy would become neighbourhood staples over my next twelve months of
fieldwork, and are what I would characterize as “ideal newcomers.” Originally from
British Columbia, John and Kathy, expressing through inner city living a cultural politics
counter to the typical “American Dream” (Ley 1996), resisted the suburban retirement
lifestyle of their peers, and opted for the more “interesting and diverse” central North
End. Indeed, Ley argues, for a particular segment of the middle class, this rejection of the
suburbs in favour of the inner city is more than “a functional convenience” (1996:6);
rather it is “an integral part of their identity.” They arrived in the area in 2010, when they
purchased a reasonably-priced house (a rumored crack house) and converted it into a
single family home.
As I entered their newly renovated open-concept living room and kitchen, which opens
up into their back yard, blues music started blasting from the neighbours’ house, which
happened to be Wilson and Lydia, a longtime African Nova Scotian family in the
neighbourhood who have been active in the ongoing live-in protest at the former
Africville site. Wilson yelled over for John, asking him to come meet the man playing the
music on the cd, who happened to be a legendary African Nova Scotian blues singer, also
the father of Wanda, who we will meet later this Chapter. The three of us followed the
music into Lydia and Wilson’s beautifully manicured back yard, where I was very kindly
introduced to Wilson, Will, who is a prominent blues musician, and Will’s sister. Though
neighbours for less than two years, the two families have a very close, neighbourly
relationship. In fact, my interview with John would be cut short, as he was accompanying
Wilson this afternoon to help him fix his boat.
John attributes his and Kathy’s warm welcome into the neighbourhood to the positive
relationship they have had with such deeply rooted neighbours:
I think that sort of thing is always immediately due to the neighbours. And
then we met friends of theirs immediately, and then we got into the music,
and they lined us up with all sorts of people, because they’re quite
outgoing….So through them we got to know people.
For Kathy, this neighbourly relationship is due in part to the type of newcomers she and
John were: “They were also really happy that we were coming and making it a family
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home. As opposed to come in, set it up, and try to rent it. I think they liked what we were
doing.” Kathy highlights the value placed on newcomers who have a personal value in
the neighbourhood as a home, as opposed to an impersonal view of the neighbourhood as
a way to simply make money. Though they are excited about the changes taking place on
Gottingen Street, John cautions: “but if you make it too fancy, then a lot of the locals
won’t feel comfortable….It can’t be too upscale and yuppie-like. You know, it’s gotta be
solid, friendly, and not scary.” While they are happy with the mix of communities in the
neighbourhood, Kathy echoes a number of others’ concern that “young families aren’t
here or they don’t stay….When it comes to the second child, they move.” This concern
reflects a tension between diverging visions of the area as a site of home, identity, and
roots, versus choice, upward mobility, and temporariness, which I will discuss further
later in this Chapter and in Chapter Five.

4.2.2 Lydia – welcoming change
Soon after my interview with John and Lesley, I had the opportunity to interview Lydia
next door. Lydia, an African Nova Scotian woman in her late sixties, was born and raised
in the central North End. She grew up in a poor family and is, along with her mother, the
last of her immediate family to remain in the neighbourhood. Unlike her peers, who
“never noticed that they were poor”, Lydia always knew. Being poor was something she
“never liked” as a kid. Well-educated and hovering on middle- to upper-middle class,
Lydia has a gorgeous home; its brightly-coloured wooden clapboards do not prepare you
for the sleek and shiny tiled floor in the foyer; the tall, cylindrical columns painted white
with intricate etchings throughout the living room; the pocket lights sunken into the
ceiling, which give off a soft hue; the huge mirror reflecting the chandelier-type-fixture
hanging from the centre of the ceiling, which is itself a work of art, a huge star encircled
by patterns and design in its centre. Meant for a floor, her designer, a local Black man
who does such work in his spare time, felt it should be on the ceiling.
For Lydia, the influx of newer residents and businesses is “all good:”
Physically, the homes are getting fixed up and stuff, because they used to
be a mess years ago when I was here as a kid. But not only are the homes
being rejuvenated, but the spirit seems to be rejuvenating lately, I find, and
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I think it’s only a good thing….When you look at the history, Gottingen
Street was the heart of the city. All the nice name brand stores were there.
I think it’s a great thing. And now there’s a lot of different businesses that
are springing up again in the area.
For Lydia, the aesthetic rejuvenation in the neighbourhood has prompted a spiritual
rejuvenation, which is helping restore Gottingen Street to its earlier heyday. She takes
great pains, however, to remind me that she is unique from other longtime African Nova
Scotian North Enders in her openness to change, which, I will demonstrate later in the
chapter, is due to an overlap in race and class. She also knows that “if tomorrow I moved
out, the next day, I wouldn’t be able to afford to move back in.” Her current financial
stability seems to alleviate much of the threat brought on (especially to low-income
Blacks) by such gentrification, which, for her, is appealing, in part because of neighbours
like John and Kathy:
I think it’s a two-way street. Thank God John and Kathy are very friendly.
Like, right now, they probably know more people in the area than I do.
Because they have gone out and made a point of knowing people. That’s
the way they are. They had a celebration at their house and they weren’t
even there – they were at a meeting down at the clinic. John said “just
come in.” It was a surprise anniversary party for his wife. She didn’t know
about it. I said, “well how are you gonna swing that? You guys are gonna
be at the meeting.” He said, “well, I just left the door open and just go in.”
So people were there by the time they came home from the meeting….
Him and her, it’s like they’ve been here for a thousand years. They’ve just
fell right into the community and made a decision to become a part of it.
That’s the decision they made….Because of their openness, and their
friendliness, now I know who lives next door to them. It’s really neat how
they come from afar and just made themselves at home in a community
that they now call home….They’ve been here maybe two years.
For residents whose housing is not under threat, John and Kathy represent something lost
to the neighbourhood – a community feel that for some, including Lydia, lost in part due
to the influx of “crack heads” and transients. Lydia’s daughter, Laura, who we briefly
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met in Chapters Two and Three, though struggling deeply to make ends meet, espouses a
similar sentiment about her parents’ new neighbours:
Oh, John and Kathy, oh they’re so wonderful, eh? Everybody knows them.
They’re so great….They’re the opposite of who normally moves in.
They’re reconnecting all the disconnect. They’re saving the
neighbourhood. And they show up at everything. Like, if my dad’s having
a little shin dig down at Africville, that only Black people are showing up,
there’s John on his bike, coming with a bottle of wine. Like, who’s this
man? Because he’s everywhere. And him and his wife are everywhere.
And they bring all the neighbours together…. Like, “this is so-and-so, he’s
been here for 40 years”. Because people aren’t always easy with talking to
people and stuff…and the next thing you know, my parents are in the yard
with people they never knew. My parents are so lucky to have them next
door, you know, because they’re really, really awesome.
For Laura, John and Kathy are not merely fitting in to the neighbourhood; they are
improving it. Throughout Chapters Two and Three, Laura described what she felt was a
“splintering off” and “segregating” of the various communities as the neighbourhood
went into decline. For her, John and Kathy are “reconnecting all the disconnect”; they
represent community spirit and integration akin to the way things were, pre-decline.
Laura, however, sets them apart from “who normally moves in” – a group of people who
I will discuss next.

4.3 Who is gentrifying the North End?
The question of who is gentrifying the North End was not lost on Wanda. I met Wanda
on a hot summer afternoon at a café on Gottingen Street. A passionate, talkative, nononsense woman, Wanda, an early forties African Nova Scotian woman, and daughter of
the legendary blues musician mentioned above, was born and raised in the North End,
where she lived up until recently, when she opted to return to University in the Annapolis
Valley of Nova Scotia. She remained adamant that the changes happening around her are
indeed gentrification: “What’s the word? Gentrification….Oh, I see it as that. Like, if you
look behind the school, all those condos….Them brick things there, they weren’t always
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there; those were homes.” However, when pressed on whether or not the coffee shop
where we sat, or the new vintage store across the street were in her eyes, gentrification,
her definition narrowed:
No, not these places, ‘cause these are like really local people. These are
like…“real people” who own ‘em, not like companies who own ‘em. You
know what I mean? I just look at it as a change, right here, this particular
part; I look at this as just a changing community that now serves different
people…different communities. More communities. I think it’s great, like,
the gay, lesbian, transgender community, this is their home now….Before,
though, it was a Black village.
When asked how she felt about this shift in community, she responded:
It don’t bother me, I think that’s great, at least where so many people are
scared to walk down Gottingen Street, as long as there’s a community, you
know, gay and lesbian, can walk down here and say “this is safe”, that’s
putting nobility back into the community for me. Because that means,
“look, the Black people can’t be that bad.”
Wanda echoes the sentiments shared earlier about the potentially positive influence of the
arts community as a friendly, inviting, and engaging community that welcomes and
enhances the diversity of the North End. For her, the resurgence of Gottingen Street, but
as a gay space, is neither threatening, nor particularly unwanted; rather, it sheds a positive
light onto the neighbourhood’s longtime association with Blackness-as-danger, revealing
the neighbourhood, and potentially its longtime residents, as not “that bad.” Unlike the
small businesses and gay community, the condos, however, represent a change that
Wanda considers gentrification.

4.3.1 New-build gentrification
New-build gentrification, Davidson and Lees (2010) argue, has been a topic of
contestation within gentrification research. Early definitions of gentrification aligned
closely with Glass’ (1964) original definition, and were thus limited to residential
rehabilitation (Davidson and Lees 2010:395). Citing a lack of resultant physical
displacement, ongoing critiques of the concept question whether new-build development
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ought to be considered gentrification at all, suggesting instead terms such as
“reurbanization” and “residentialization” to describe the phenomenon (Davidson and
Lees 2010:398). In 1996, however, Neil Smith argued for an expansion of the concept to
preclude the no longer relevant gentrification/redevelopment distinction; no longer a
“narrow and quixotic oddity in the housing market,” he argues, gentrification has become
“the leading residential edge of a much larger endeavor: the class remake of the central
urban landscape” (1996:39). Smith’s expansion of the term echoes an earlier claim made
by Zukin (1991, cited in Davidson and Lees 2010:396), who argued that, “when real
estate developers woke up to the financial gains generated by offering a ‘product based
on place’, gentrification quickly expanded to include a varied range of building forms” including new-build gentrification. A “blueprint that has become the leading edge of
neoliberal urbanism” (Davidson and Lees 2010:397), and a global urban strategy (Smith
2002), new-build residential development represents the new aesthetic conformity of
gentrification’s imprint onto contemporary urban neighbourhoods. Characterized as a
“third wave” of gentrification, new-build gentrification is increasingly intertwined with
government interventionism and “social mix” policy discourse (Davidson and Lees
2010:397).
Plate 4.5: Condos along Gottingen Street with more on the way, 2013

(Personal Photograph)
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For Davidson and Lees (2010), the critique of new-build gentrification emerges from a
narrow understanding of both displacement and place. Although new-build gentrification
often occurs on former industrial or brownfield sites and thus does not necessarily
produce direct displacement, indirect displacement, they argue, remains a deep concern
(Davidson and Lees 2010:398). Socio-cultural displacement, or, what Richardson
(2008:37) calls displacement-in-place, encompasses those who, as a result of
“overwhelming transformation,” experience displacement while remaining within their
local or neighbourhood place. Here, displacement emerges as a situational experience
that is both material and metaphoric; an imaginative sense of displacement, though
working to unsettle one’s sense of place, can occur without physical movement.
Freeman’s work on gentrification in Harlem similarly illuminates displacement as
“perhaps a more gradual process that, although displacing some, leaves its imprint mainly
by changing who moves into a neighbourhood” (2005:488). Newman and Wyly
(2006:26) echo this point, arguing that residents who are not displaced but remain living
in gentrifying neighbourhoods may nevertheless “suffer as critical networks and culture
are displaced.” For Davidson and Lees, debates over new-build gentrification are thus
premised on “a particular spatial and temporal understanding of displacement that does
not adequately conceptualize the process” (2010:400).
Part of the inadequacy of this approach has to do with a narrow conception of place. As
discussed in Chapter One, place is created through emotional attachment, familiarity, and
everyday embodied experience (Hubbard et al. 2011:6); space is transformed into place
as it becomes more familiar, intimate, and valuable (Yi-Fu Tuan 1977:6). In short, place
“plays a key ontological role” (Davidson and Lees 2010:402) in anchoring identity and
existence. At the same time, I demonstrated, gentrification research has typically lacked a
solid focus on place. However, displacement, Davidson and Lees argue, is both spatial
and place-based and is thus “much more than the moment of spatial dislocation”
(2010:402). Reducing displacement to this moment “strip[s] meaning from lived space”
(Davidson and Lees 2010:403) and ignores the loss of a sense of place that arises from
indirect displacement. To this end, they call for a phenomenological reading of
displacement that encompasses residents’ emotional geographies of gentrification and
“reassert[s] the place in displacement” (Davidson and Lees 2010:403).
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Indeed, the forced disconnection from one’s familiar place and the subsequent
phenomenological relocation into a new urban social, even if not physical, context, are
social impacts of displacement that mirror those of physical displacement (Davidson and
Lees 2010:405). In addition to drastically transforming the aesthetic and sensory elements
of place, new-build developments are also pushing gentrification into previously ungentrified working-class neighbourhoods and “ultra-marginal areas” (Davidson 2007
cited in Davidson and Lees 2010:403).
The phenomenon of new-build gentrification both exemplifies the impacts of
displacement-in-place and can, for residents, represent the concluding or wrapping up of
a long period of gentrification-led neighbourhood transformation (Davidson and Lees
2010:407). In the North End, new-build gentrification is creating indirect, but intensely
poignant forms of social displacement. While the new small-scale local businesses and
the establishment of the gay and arts community may have created the conditions that
have led to the condominium complexes that participants such as Wanda dislike, the
recent proliferation of new-build gentrification in the form of condominium development
in the area represents a loss of place that is much more threatening. As I will demonstrate,
the split in participants’ perceptions, among longtime residents and newcomers alike,
between condos and single-family homes remains the most salient theme threaded
throughout participants’ narratives. Despite the fact that they are technically, and in some
cases significantly, cheaper than single-family North End homes, condos symbolized
anonymity and an overall lifestyle of affluence, individualism, and lack of friendliness
deemed incompatible with what many residents saw as their North End.
The figure of the condo owner, Kelly (2013:174) argues, emerges at a particular
historical moment, when, the concept of “social mix”, which, as described in Chapter
One, is purported to combat economic and social marginalization through poverty deconcentration, “has become the ideal of social housing redevelopment.” Unlike the
redevelopment philosophies of the mid-20th century that attributed social ills to physical
space, social mix philosophy attributes social change to people, and it is within this
context, Kelly argues, that the condo owner emerges as the ultimate solution (2013:175).
Looking particularly at the Regent Park redevelopment in Toronto (a project touted by
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many North Enders as a hopeful model for Uniacke Square), Kelly points to the social
role ascribed to condo owners within this redevelopment scheme, and their resultant
ambivalence towards it, highlighting the lack of community engagement and actual
“mixing” that has occurred (2013:183). Like Uniacke Square, Regent Park, a racialized
space, has been intensely stigmatized as the city’s “most notorious neighbourhood”
(Kelly 2013:178) and highly associated with gang activity, drugs, and crime. A potential
“fix” for these presumably place-based social ills, the City of Toronto crafted in 2007 the
Regent Park Social Development Plan, a one billion dollar redevelopment project that
will raze and rebuild the 69-acre site into a mixed-use, mixed-income community (Kelly
2013:174). Aiming to reverse the physical and social segregation of the housing project –
also two key criticisms of Uniacke Square - the increase in through-traffic, density, and
overall diversity, it is hoped, will transform Regent Park into a “healthy mixed
community” (Kelly 2013:177).
The City of Halifax’s embracing of condos as a potential social cure is much more
ambivalent. Seeking to increase densification on the peninsula and remake the central
North End into downtown, the City ascribes newcomers, who are described as “young
professionals who work and play downtown” (Condo Company 2013), little social role
beyond the consumption of goods and services in the city’s downtown and the
subsequent attraction of additional commercial endeavours that cater to them. Rather,
newcomers are enticed into the area simply for its “convenient” location in “a rapidly
developing area of Halifax’s downtown” that also boasts a harbour view (Condo
Company 2013). Like the “social mix” ideology espoused by the Regent Park
Redevelopment, any nods to the area’s diversity reflect a generalized “diversity
discourse” in which “class is singled out as the primary problematic form of difference”
and race is “elided” (Kelly 2013:178). As I will discuss later in the chapter, condominium
complexes, in actuality, have exacerbated social and racial divides in the North End, and
are physically and socially hemming in the residents of Uniacke Square. Though
development such as condos was vaguely described during public consultations as
“helping to revive the community,” the actual manner in which this will take place
remains unknown.
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While Kelly’s piece does not include the perspective of longtime residents, my
participants demonstrated an acute awareness of the condos and what they represent for
the area’s future. Shelly, the 24-year white resident, draws a clear distinction between
longtime North End residents and the newcomers flocking to the condos:
The faces that you know here in this neighborhood that you've known for a
while….Like, there's a certain courtesy or friendliness or even just an
acknowledgement sort of thing and lots of the new folks, they just sort of
keep to themselves and you don't see them out in the community….
Hundreds of them have been brought in, and hundreds more of them are
coming.
And for Shelly, this rapid in-flux of condo owners and businesses that cater to them over
the last five or six years is “frightening” as it both threatens the services required by
much of the low income population, and is ultimately destroying what she loves about the
area:
This doesn't feel like my neighborhood anymore. And the people who
made this neighborhood desirable are going to want to get the needle
exchanges outta here….Once we sort of reach that point where there's
more of them than there are of us they will start picking away at that stuff.
When I say “them” versus “us” I mean people who can afford to live in
those condos that are being built down here. And more and more of those
types of businesses that cater to them will move in….I just feel like there
are a lot of vultures coming in to pick the bones and do whatever it is that
they want to do here. There's not much space for the community that
already exist and existed before they decided that this was a good place to
come.
Described as “vultures” picking “the bones” of the neighbourhood after its decline, condo
owners, for Shelly, represent a potential threat to some of the “undesirable” services, such
as the methadone clinic and the needle exchange, and thus residents, in the area. The
power that affluent newcomers have over space, Zukin reminds us, is both financial and,
even more importantly, cultural (2010:4). New tastes and desires, she argues, displace
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those of longtime residents (2010:4). Indeed, condos, for Shelly, destroy the feel of the
neighbourhood she once called hers, and ultimately threaten her sense of place.
Plate 4.6: Graffiti on condominium advertisement, May Street, 2012

(Personal Photograph)

4.3.1.1 Irwin – once displaced
Irwin, an African Nova Scotian man in his early sixties, grew up in Africville, and was
displaced to the central North End around 1965. A homeowner and landlord in the area
for the past 30-odd years, and involved with the Africville Genealogy Society, Irwin has
a vested interest in the neighbourhood and has been an active voice within and for the
community. When asked if he feels condo complexes contribute to the area, his response
was clear:
Those folks are invisible. They’re invisible. They go to their condos, then
they leave to go to work, so they’re invisible people….Condos is still an
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open question for me as to the values that condos bring to a community.
It’s still an open question.
Even Lydia, one of the few longtime residents I spoke to who was excited about the
neighbourhood changes, remained skeptical of the condos:
Well I’m not sure about those. Because I don’t think I’ve ever really had
any contact with the people who live in the condominiums. So they may
be a whole new kettle of fish, actually.
For Faatir, a Sudanese-born man in his 40s who, upon arriving in Halifax was so struck
by the gentrification he saw that he began a documentary film project about the area,
longtime residents’ issue with condos lies in the divergence in attitudes towards the
neighbourhood:
I don’t think that they understand each other, because one sees an area to
live in and the other sees an area to benefit from. A lot of the middle class,
when they come to these condos, they are not there for the long-term. A lot
of them will sell them and then get houses. So it’s just a temporary stage
of their life.
For Laura, who has watched a row of townhouses spring up across the street from her, a
crucial part of these middle class attitudes is the desire to wipe out longtime residents,
such as herself:
Those people are not going to be a part of the community either. They live
there, but they get in their car underground and they drive away. They’re
not down at the café having drinks with us….It’s like they live there, they
come from the underground, because it’s close to their work and they
don’t have to drive far and pay for parking, or they walk down to the
downtown work and come back up, but they will never even order their
food from here….Tim lived across the street, and Tim was my best buddy
and he kept saying “hi” everyday and he said “hi” to everybody. But those
people who live across there, I’ve been here 13 years, and they never
speak. They get in their car and they go….They’re not community people.
They don’t get what this place is about…[For them] it’s a fancy house. It
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looks good. And it’s close to downtown. They can say they live in the city.
It’s just a glorious thing to say you live in the city. And to know that one
day, all those other people will be gone.
Laura echoes many others’ perception of condo owners as being invisible and in many
ways antithetical to what the North End is about. She watched her best buddy across the
street get replaced with unfriendly homeowners whose relationship to the neighbourhood
in her eyes is ultimately superficial. The neighbourhood, for them, is a gateway to
downtown and an opportunity to own a fancy house in an area that before long will only
contain others like themselves. As I discussed earlier, belonging is a social and affective
attachment that is “necessarily linked to the materiality” of place (Raffaeta and Duff
2013:341, emphasis in original). And the material and social elements of belonging
cannot be performed “without some affective attachment to place” (Raffaeta and Duff
2013:341). For Benson and Jackson (2012:794), Butler’s notion of performativity – “that
reiterative power of discourse to produce the phenomena that it regulates and constrains”
(1993:2) – is integral to belonging. Residents claim moral ownership of and belonging to
a neighbourhood, they argue, by “doing” place – that is, not just imagining it, but by
practicing it (Benson and Jackson 2012:794). And place itself is made and maintained
“through repeated everyday actions and interventions that work on both the
neighbourhood and the individual” (Benson and Jackson 2012:794). Although Benson
and Jackson’s work focuses on the place-making practices of the middle class in claiming
space and belonging, their analysis illuminates how claiming belonging and ownership,
as a performance embedded in material space, also requires visibility and others’
acknowledgement of that visibility. Within narratives such as Laura’s, belonging to the
North End community is indeed a performance – one that requires visibly active
community engagement.

4.3.2 Nathan – inside the condos
In an editorial for the local weekly alternative newspaper, Nathan, a late-twenties white
gay man, who refers to himself as “one of those evil gentrifiers,” urges newcomers to the
North End to get involved with the local neighbourhood, to fulfill their responsibility to
the neighbourhood’s people and history. “The difference between me and the
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stereotypical agent of gentrification,” he writes, “is that I believe I have a responsibility
as a resident of this brand new building to get out into my new neighbourhood and be a
part of it.” I met with Nathan for beers at the lesbian-owned live music venue on
Gottingen Street one late summer afternoon. Having grown up in a suburb of Halifax,
Nathan was always cautioned against going to Gottingen Street, which, he notes, during
the 80s, was “pretty rough.” As soon as he was old enough, he began frequenting the area
regularly. Being gay, “that’s where all the bars were.”
Nathan has strong praise for the development of the neighbourhood, which is partly what
drew him there: “I could get a sense even four or five years ago when I first moved down
here that things were starting to change and that it was definitely where all my friends
had lived…there’s a lot going on here.” The increasing social mix he is witnessing, he
believes, is only a good thing, as it prevents segregation along class lines. As such, he
gets upset when people accuse him, and other condo dwellers like him, of harming the
neighbourhood:
I definitely don’t think that people should be living in this neighbourhood
based solely on their income level. It should be a mixed neighbourhood –
rich, poor, everybody in between. Otherwise you’re just going to ghettoize
people into a particular place. I want to live next door to people that are
different than me so I get a bit upset when people argue that I am the cause
of all the problems here or the people in my building are.
But Nathan also admits that there are some clear socio-spatial divides within the
neighbourhood along the lines of race and class, and between newcomers and longtime
residents, and that this impacts how others perceive newcomers like him:
They [long-term residents] look at you different. “Oh, you’re not from
here”….And we definitely have a break in the community in terms of the
relationship with Uniacke Square and this end [two blocks south] of the
street, which I think is very clear-cut. It’s literally, anything past [north of]
the library is literally off limits. And Uniacke Square has its own politics
and its own culture, but there’s definitely a huge disconnect between the
business section….But that’s definitely another divide in our
neighbourhood. And it’s not just income levels and education levels, I
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think there’s definitely a racial divide somewhere along here, so it makes it
a very interesting street and that’s part of what I love.
Here, though critical of class segregation, Nathan highlights racial segregation, which is
certainly intersected by class, as something he loves about this “interesting” street. While
the neighbourhood as a whole appears no longer hived off from the city, the central North
End appears cut in half; the gentrifying southern part of Gottingen Street is socially and
spatially distinguished from the nearby public housing and the community services that
cater to its predominantly Black population. For Kern (2010:210), this spatialization of
threat and racial “otherness” illustrated by Nathan is actually inherent to the project of
gentrification. In seeking to reclaim the city for white, middle-class consumers, she
argues, processes of gentrification heighten the social and spatial sense of border between
the self and other, simultaneously casting the city as a space of both freedom and threat
(Kern 2010:210). White, middle-class identities, Kern argues, are made and maintained
through crossing boundaries into, and consuming, “other” spaces (Kern 2010:210). Such
border crossings are, for Haylett (2006:193) part of an identity-making process that
preserves their dominance and normalcy. Indeed, cosmopolitanism often plays out
through superficial middle-class contact with working-class others, who form the
“colourful backdrop” of “authentic”, urban life in gentrifying neighbourhoods (Haylett
2006:93; Zukin 2010). Threats of danger and bodies out-of-place, marked by intersecting
categories of race, class, and sexuality thus become “desirable commodities” (Kern
2010:224), with their spatial practices degraded and constrained, but nevertheless integral
to the remaking of urban identities. A lifestyle marked by “spatial segregation,” which
discourages residents from engaging with the neighbourhood surrounding the condo, or
even with residents within the condo itself, inner city condominium living, Kern (2007:
672) argues, is an identity-making practice done at a physical and social distance.
Nathan recognizes and laments this distance in his fellow condo dwellers; “always of the
thought that you should get out and meet your neighbours,” he enjoys the opportunity to
interact with those unlike him, but confesses that he doesn’t know the other people who
live on the floor of his condo. Others in his building do not seem to share his neighbourly
values: “I call them pseudo-residents; they kinda just live there and go to work. They
don’t actually, like, walk down the street….I would be interested to know how many
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people use the [local library] that live in my building.” Nathan, however, fails to
recognize his own consumption of difference and “love” of the neighbourhood’s racial
divide as part of this same displacing process. As I discussed in Chapter Two and will
explore further in the next chapter, this racial divide is a remnant of Halifax’s historically
racist treatment of African Nova Scotians - the displacement of Africville in particular.
But when discussing longtime residents’ fears over the potential acts of NIMBY (not in
my back yard) -ism on part of condominium complexes such as his, Nathan wholeheartedly agrees: “My condo board is a perfect example; they have an interest in property
value and so they don’t want anything to happen to compromise that.” This became
strikingly obvious when Nathan’s condo board assisted in preventing a downtown bar,
frequented by gays and lesbians, and whose location became under threat, from
relocating to the old Marquee building on the most southern block of Gottingen Street. A
longtime live music and performance venue, the Marquee officially closed its doors in
2008, two years before Nathan’s condominium complex was built. Nathan recounts:
“They stood in our lobby and they got everybody in our building to sign a petition saying
that we don’t want Reflections to move up here, because of noise and violence and all
other things.” Recognizing this move as incongruent with the mixed-use nature of this
portion of Gottingen Street, and as veiled homophobia, Nathan, among others, wrote a
letter to the board, protesting the decision. Mark, a mid-40s trans-identified, Aboriginal
participant, was frustrated with the fact that the dispute did not stem from who he sees to
be actual North Enders:
What got me was it didn’t have anything to do with the people in the North
End. We don’t have that kind of clout. It was the upper echelon people –
the condo people and a few small business owners that had their finger in
the pot – the condos and the little strip malls under the condos, they didn’t
want that.
In the end, the application was rejected, and it was only after fighting a similar battle –
denouncing similar objections from the condominium board that, as outlined in this
participant’s open letter in support of the re-opening, “‘the type of clientele the Marquee
is likely to attract’ are undesirable in that neighbourhood” – that the Marquee itself was
able to re-open mid-2013.
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The question of how newcomers will change the area remains a deep concern for a
number of residents. For Irwin, the 48-year resident who was born in Africville, this
question remains a top concern for him regarding gentrification:
What concerns me a little bit is people moving in from other areas, other
places. They bring their own values into the community and what they see
as important. And they become vocal, and they become activists, and they
begin to do things. And the traditional folks that have always lived there,
they aren’t a part of that.
For Micah, an African Nova Scotian man born outside of the area but who currently lives
near and works closely with central North Enders, newcomers’ interest in the
neighbourhood ought to align with the real issues facing longtime North Enders:
It's easy to be passionate about North End Halifax. It's a wonderful place,
it really is. But are you passionate about Uniacke Square? Are you
passionate about St. Pat's school and what's taking place there? Because if
you're passionate about the North End, then things like closing of schools
wouldn't be taking place.
Cat, the 10-year resident, housing co-op owner, and former community worker, however,
worries that the values espoused by up-and-coming newcomers may ultimately harm the
Black community in particular, possibly “contributing to the further criminalization of
Black youth.” For her, it is newcomers’ lack of connection to “the community” and its
interests that renders them most destructive:
If you don’t have a connection to that community and those kids, you fear
them, and then you call the cops. And then the cops love to demonize and
criminalize, especially Black youth. And so I feel like it’s around things
like that that the rifts really become clear, that it’s not just people moving
into a neighbourhood, especially the North End, which has historically
been a Black neighbourhood, and people moving in and saying ‘we love it,
it’s diverse’ but at what point do your interests start to diverge and
dominate the interests of the people that were here before you?
For Cat, the North End community, which is historically Black, is put under fire by
newcomers who, echoing the points made by Kern, though superficially drawn to its
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diversity, are at the same time threatened by it and will take action against perceived
threats in such a way that subordinates the actual interests of these “diverse” people.

4.4 Gentrification and race
A “fundamentally racial transformation” (Kirkland 2008:18), gentrification, Kirkland
argues, has garnered little research that takes up race “as a subject of direct inquiry and
serious concern” (Kirkland 2008:18; see also Lees 2001). This “huge omission”
(Kirkland 2008:19), she argues, has created a dearth in the research regarding the uneven
impact of gentrification across races and within racialized places. Citing Freeman’s
(2005:488) assertion, discussed earlier, that gentrification’s most prominent impact may
lie not exclusively in who gets displaced, but also in who moves in, Kirkland points to
fact that “being white is associated with an increased likelihood of moving into a
gentrifying area” (2008:26), while being Black, and particularly Black and poor,
decreases this likelihood considerably. And as we are seeing in the North End,
gentrification may actually intensify and reinforce racial residential segregation and bring
“greater racialized exclusion” (Kirkland 2008:26; see also Wyly and Hammel 2004).
Gentrification, Kirkland argues, thus “appears to be amplifying the historic and
contemporary system of racial residential segregation” (2008:27).
For Neil Smith, the significance of the United States’ particular manifestation of
gentrification (and I would extend this to North America as a whole) lies in how “the
twin issues of local fiscal crisis and racial conflict are so central to the gentrification
issue” (1986:62). Put forth as a means of “local salvation” (1986:62) for predominantly
Black central cities, gentrification, for Smith, produces a “contradictory connectedness of
race and class identity” (1996:157). Writing specifically about Harlem, newcomers’
aspirations for the neighbourhood, he argues, splinter along class lines; the majority of inmoving middle class professionals, he notes, were Black (1996:158). Indeed, for Lees
(2001:404), the issues surrounding race, ethnicity, and gentrification are much more
complex than racialized displace versus white gentrifier. Not only is gentrification
“spreading outwards from the inner city towards the suburbs” (Lees 2001:404), but in
some cases, as evidenced in my study with Lydia’s North End to suburbs and back to
North End migration pattern, we see a trend of Black gentrification, whereby Black

181

former residents and non-former residents alike view the area as a kind of symbol – of
Black hope, pride, and culture –and want to move “home” (Smith 1996:158-9; Taylor
2002). Indeed, Lydia and Irwin, both middle-class, both African Nova Scotian, both
remarked on their personal benefit as homeowners, despite their respective criticisms of
gentrification. Still, Smith argues, “the inescapable conclusion” (1996:182) reflected
within empirical data is that “any wholesale rehabilitation…would necessarily involve a
considerable influx of middle- and upper-class whites.”
In her 2001 reappraisal of gentrification research, Lees calls for “more detailed studies of
how race and ethnicity intersect with cleavages such as class, gender and sexuality in the
gentrification process” (2001:403). Valentine (2007:14) similarly points to a lack of
empirical work looking at intersectionality in practice, particularly in relation to the
production of everyday space. The focus on intersectionality, she argues, can be traced to
issues brought up by both critical race theorists, who rejected the notion that race, gender,
ethnicity, class, and other axes of identification operate as separate and essentialist
categories, and Black feminist theorists such as Angela Davis (1981) who challenged the
use of “women” and gender as unitary and homogenous categories (Valentine 2007:12).
Echoing Davis (1981), Valentine highlights the limitations of privileging one system of
oppression over another in that every individual belongs to multiple categories, and their
experiences are affected accordingly (2007:12). In this way, she argues, difference can be
understood as located “not in the spaces between identities but in the spaces within”
(Valentine 2007:12). Categories, such as those of race, gender, and class, cannot,
however, be tagged onto one another as concrete social relations; rather, she argues, they
alter the meaning of each other, and each particular intersection produces specific effects
(Valentine 2007:12). Indeed, race, for Hall (cited in Madden 2008:45-46) “is more like a
language more than the way in which we are biologically constituted. The meaning of
skin colour is not always the same. The meaning of skin colour floats and slides." An
intersectional approach, then, requires looking at how individuals identify and disidentity with other groups, how one category is used to differentiate another in certain
contexts, and how particular identities become salient or foregrounded at particular
moments (Valentine 2007:15). Such an analysis will uncover how particular identities are
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weighted by individuals in particular times and places, and how some identities might in
some instances unsettle or “trump” other categories (Valentine 2007:15).
Among my African Nova Scotian participants, any talk of “the community” was an
inherent reference to Black North Enders. As I demonstrated earlier, when set up against
the outside or the city as a whole, the North End was, in many Black and white longtime
residents’ eyes, a space of historic diversity. However, when speaking within the
ideological bounds of the North End, a “North Ender,” particularly for African Nova
Scotians, was often poor but was first and foremost Black. Indeed, during my interview
with Wanda, who we met earlier, and who referred to the North End as a former “Black
village,” two African Nova Scotian women with young children walked by the patio we
were sitting on and greeted her. After the passed, she exclaimed: “See, talk to them.
Those are real North Enders there. They live in the [Uniacke] Square.” Like Lydia, who
reminded me often that she was “different” from many other (poor) Black North Enders
in her curiosity and willingness to traverse the neighbourhood’s physical and symbolic
bounds, Wanda also, when faced with who she sees as “real North Enders,” disavows her
own “realness” or authenticity. At the same time, for poor white longtime residents such
as Daphne, for whom the North End is racially diverse but first and foremost “poor,”
when listing off longtime North Enders, she was sure to include Irwin, the middle-class
African Nova Scotian man down the street who owns and rents out a couple of houses in
the area and is involved in city politics. So while class often overlapped race in
determining residents’ immediate vulnerability to gentrification-induced displacement,
longtime residents’ sense of community was often co-constituted by a sometimes
contradictory connection between race and class. In some instances, a common racial
identity tied differentially-classed but racially similar North Enders into the African Nova
Scotian North End community. In others, class overlapped Blackness in determining this
“authenticity”; always Black, a North Ender was poor and rooted in place. For poor
whites, however, a North Ender was either poor, or middle-class and Black; s/he could
never be both middle class and white. Though inconsistently correlated, this uneven
mapping of race and class onto the North End community shapes residents’ perceptions
of who is most vulnerable to gentrification, and as I will explore in Chapters Five and
Six, who ought to fight against it.
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4.4.1 Condos and the “classing gaze”
Springing up predominantly in working-class neighbourhoods, and often in the place of
earlier affordable housing units, tightly securitized condo developments exacerbate intraneighbourhood boundaries, which grant the middle-class urbanite more spatial mobility,
and the working-class less. As Gidley and Rooke (2010: 95) argue, particular spaces and
places can be used discursively as a way of confining people to racial, classed, and
racially classed positions. The presence of white, bourgeois residents in working-class,
racially-marked neighbourhoods can thus operate as a “classing gaze”, which can fix
working class and poor people, and especially those also marked by race, physically and
ideologically, in place. The interweaving of class and mobility is key here: as Gidley and
Rooke (2010:109) note, middle-class neo-liberal citizenship is marked by mobility; the
immobility of the working class illustrates how they have been “literally left behind by
modernity.” I suggest that this is doubly so for poor, Black residents, whose mobility and
life opportunities are doubly constrained by local historic racial and classed struggles
which, as a result of gentrification, are presently exacerbated. And so even the bestintended actions of newcomers, such as Nathan, who are unaware of their privileged
positions as neo-liberal citizens can, albeit unintentionally, contribute to the indirect
displacement of longtime racially-marked and lower-class residents.
Indeed, the influx of condos and other high-rent housing renders some low income North
End residents, particularly those marked by race, physically and ideologically stuck in
place. A destination for higher-income, mobile newcomers, the North End remains a
space of little opportunity for those whose life chances have been stymied from growing
up poor and Black in a negatively reputed neighbourhood. As Chelsea, an early-thirties
African Nova Scotian young professional who was born and raised in the North End
reflects: “It’s different to be white and move in than to be Black and stuck there or from
there.” Shelly, the 24-year resident, similarly points to a divergence in attitudes towards
the North End:
Even talking with Natalie who is my best friend, she talks about wanting
to get out of here….I don't think many people, many Black people, have
the same feeling about this neighborhood that white people do….I think
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they want out from underneath that history and the stigma. I think there's a
stigma associated with places like Mulgrave [Park] and Uniacke [Square]
and the lack of opportunity in this neighbourhood, really for, for people of
color, for people who are poor.
Shelly highlights how the North End, though a newly trendy destination for some
physically and financially mobile white folk, remains, for many poor Blacks, an anchor
that, weighed down by history and stigma, fixes vulnerable residents in place.
For those stuck in place, the arrival of the condo complexes not only reflects an opposing
use value of the North End, it can also place even greater limitations on how they
imagine and realize their own opportunities to move up, as well as out. Gidley and Rooke
(2010:96) argue that concentrated poverty, when compounded by high rates of crime and
a poor reputation, can cast a powerful stigma over deprived areas, which creates
discrimination against residents, and structures their opportunities and perception of their
opportunities in the wider community. These wider perceptions, they argue, are passed
onto and internalized by residents themselves, whereby certain streets and neighbourhood
spaces become “narratives of abjection, serving to fix classed subjects in place” (Gidley
and Rooke 2010:98). This is especially the case in the North End, where class intersects
with race to produce an exacerbated sense of spatial and socio-historical vulnerability.
Faatir, the filmmaker whose work examines gentrification in the area, highlights the
association of affluent condos with whiteness among many African Nova Scotian
residents:
If it’s a white face in a tower, the first thing that comes to mind is “oh yes,
they want to bring all the white folks in.” Or, “they want to promote this
lifestyle that’s not actually ours,” or “they want to get rid of our culture, or
our heritage or our history”….I think there’s a very strong fear factor too
because they want to be protective of their culture….So they seem as
invaders, but it’s sad.
Here, race overlaps with class to produce particular reactions among Black residents to
the assumed-to-be white faces in the condo towers. Alongside fears of physical
displacement exist fears of social and cultural displacement, which, as I will discuss in
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the next chapter, are ultimately tied to the area’s historically racist treatment of African
Nova Scotians.
Wanda, an African Nova Scotian woman born and raised in the North End and a longtime
teacher in the area, highlights vividly the lack of perceived opportunities among Black
youth who have internalized the area’s stigmatized reputation and whose sense of
vulnerability and fear is heightened by the presence of the condos:
All these people, they know this is prime land here. Everybody wants it,
right? Right in the centre of Halifax….People are buying up this land
cheap, and they are making a fortune, so if you can imagine in 10 years
time, the richer the people move in, the less they gonna wanna associate
with [Uniacke Square]….So I can see prejudices going up….It’s a shame,
because the children in the Square live that feeling too because I remember
I was walking a little kid home one day because his mother didn’t pick
him up and he lived in the Square. “Miss Mason, ain’t you scared?” he
said. I said, “Who am I scared of, boy?” He says “you be walking through
the Cut”….But they feel that. They don’t feel scared, but they feel that
other people see them as scary. They know what people say about them
and their community….If you’re made to feel in your neighbourhood that
you’re less than, or you can’t be as successful as that other person beside
you, there is no way you can be successful. So, let’s say that those condos
down there keep spreading up this way. Well, Uniacke Square ain’t getting
any better name for itself, right? So how do you think these people here
look down on those poor people? So that will affect the children and where
they go. That will affect them big time. It’s affecting them now. They look
out and see all this they can’t afford. And they’re living in public housing.
Wanda highlights how the stream of assumedly affluent people into the condominium
complexes in particular signals a worsening social divide along the lines of race and
class. As low-income residents become increasingly aware of their own poverty vis-à-vis
newcomers, their sense of their own opportunities dwindles. This lack of opportunity,
however, is not only symbolic. For those who wish to stay in the area, public housing,
which, as discussed in Chapter Three, is increasingly unkempt and, in the minds of many,
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increasingly vulnerable as a result of the area’s gentrification, may be their only option.
For Micah, the lack of opportunity arising from these developments is both material and
symbolic:
You don’t see anybody move out of low-income housing and buy a house
up on Creighton Street. It just doesn’t happen here. They can’t afford it….
But then they have so much development going on right in their backyard
but they’re not good enough to live in any of that new development that’s
taking place.
Here, physical immobility converges with an imagined and real lack of opportunity,
creating a heightened sense of “not good enough” for an already vulnerable population.

4.4.2 Mobility and the right to stay put
While I have demonstrated how the middle-class neo-liberal citizenship characteristic of
a number of newcomers is distinguished by its mobility from the often racialized working
class, I caution against a blanket positive correlation between class and mobility, given
that, as Paton (2010:152-3) points out, in contexts of neighbourhood gentrification and
regeneration, it is the ability to stay put that marks a certain privilege. Indeed, while
physical mobility can signal social mobility, and vice-versa, low-income and working
class Black North Enders’ ability to remain fixed and avoid displacement from
gentrifying neighbourhoods is becoming increasingly difficult due to a steep hike in
rental rates and a reduction, through “renovictions”, of affordable housing. This lack of
affordable housing, combined with the encroaching condo complexes, has created not
only a deeper social and racial divide between classes and a greater racial divide between
classes; it has produced a growing self-consciousness among low-income, especially
Black, residents and a greater insecurity among low-income residents surrounding their
current housing. The fear among those living in low-income housing is that the
encroaching condo complexes will have the power to eliminate their own neighbouring
public housing. So on the one hand, middle-class newcomers’ ability to choose mobility,
which manifests most clearly for longtime residents in the condominiums, physically and
psychologically immobilizes low-income racialized residents. On the other hand, this
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choice to be mobile undermines vulnerable residents’ own choice to remain fixed, either
in public housing such as Uniacke Square, or in the wider neighbourhood in general.
Indeed, Tanya, a middle-class white woman who works in the area, acknowledges the
likelihood that newcomers to the condos would avoid Uniacke Square: “I’ve heard a lot
of people say ‘I wouldn’t spend a lot of money on a condo across from public housing.’
They wouldn’t do that.” This point is not lost on Daphne, the born-and-raised North
Ender for whom the condos being built across the street has created real insecurity with
regard to her own apartment building:
They’re building $399 000 condominiums across the street from me. Who
is gonna live there?….Once you build this and the people come and look
and say [referring to her own building] “what kinda building is that over
there?! I don’t wanna live around there!”….Our building is an eyesore
completely. We got prostitutes and crack heads everywhere….They’re
probably gonna look at us like we’re nobodies and not even bother talking
to us and might come out on their balcony and point at us. “Oh, look at
those people there”….I don’t want people like that movin’ me out.
Daphne goes on to express the worry felt by others in her building:
The lady down the end of the hall, Anna, she doesn’t know where she’s
gonna go if this building sells. Her and her husband are seniors and they’re
on pensions….And there’s other people in here that are thinking the same
thing, “oh my God, where are we gonna go? If the building sells, where
are we gonna go?….And they moved in this area just because they were
close to where they used to be. They know everything around here.
Echoed by a number of low-income participants, this worry was perceived by an
overwhelming majority of participants, including Lydia, to be particularly salient for
residents of Uniacke Square, the public housing project located in the central North End.
Though she herself remains optimistic about the ongoing development, she depicts a
different scenario for Uniacke Square:
I think the group of people who are maybe a bit worried right now, and
they probably have a right to be worried right now….I think the people in
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the Uniacke Square area are worried, because I don’t think Uniacke
Square is going to stay there for very long. Not with the way the area is
changing. And I know that this area here is getting the most growth, I
know that. But you know what? It’s gonna come the other way.
The growth in her area that she is referring to is the three condominium complexes that
have sprung up over the past couple of years within three blocks of her house.
Micah, who works personally and on a day-to-day basis with a number of Uniacke
Square residents, echoes this concern:
You look around on all four sides of [Uniacke Square] and you have
condos going up faster than you can count to five; they're going up all over
the place. And realistically, can a $250,000 condo complex, you know,
where they're selling these condos for 250,000 coexist with this side, with
what people consider the ghetto? No. Right? And, so, a lot of people, a lot
of the families, especially the families of African Nova Scotian descent in
this area who are descendants of Africville, they feel they have a modern
day Africville taking place. A lot of them feel like that.
Micah highlights the insecurity among residents of Uniacke Square brought on by the
condos. For low-income racialized residents, newcomers’ mobility – their ability to
choose to move into the area – exacerbates their lack of choice, either to move elsewhere
within the neighbourhood (perhaps out of public housing), or to stay put within the
neighbourhood at all. As we will explore in more depth throughout Chapters Five and
Six, underlying this insecurity is a deeply entrenched fear, exacerbated by the unabashed
affluence symbolized by the condos, of another Africville – another mass displacement of
poor, Black residents, indeed, some of the same residents – taking place.

4.5 Conclusions
In the North End, condominium complexes symbolize a tension that lies at the heart of
what many longtime residents believe the neighbourhood to be – a tension between the
North End as a destination and the North End as roots. While many longtime workingclass and poor residents espouse a deep identification with the central North End as a
diverse, welcoming place of home and roots, the condominium complexes, and the
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faceless, anonymous strangers who inhabit them, represent a more superficial, even
transient, connection to the North End as a mere extension of downtown. Newcomers’
ability to move into the North End on the one hand illuminates for poor residents their
increasing immobility and places opportunity for social and physical mobility further
from reach. On the other hand, their presence also exacerbates vulnerable residents’ fears
of being displaced from their home neighbourhood, just as they were from Africville less
than fifty years ago. As will be discussed further in the next Chapter, for vulnerable
longtime residents, developments such as condos are a symbolic manifestation of the
City’s plan to “take back” the neighbourhood and repeat an oppressive, racist history,
pushing them out once again.
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Chapter 5 –Narratives of Revitalization vs. Narratives of
Neglect
5 Introduction
In the last chapter, I offered an ethnographic look into life in this gentrifying
neighbourhood. Hived off from the rest of the city and its population cut in half
throughout the 90s, and now attempting to be re-integrated into downtown by the City,
Chapter Four demonstrated how condominium complexes are forming the basis for many
gentrification-related fears. Implicit in fears was the historical displacement that already
impacted, and as we will see next, continues to impact, the neighbourhood – Africville.
Condominium complexes, however, represent the City’s aim to revitalize this
neighbourhood, and, through densification and rebranding, remake the area into a
desirable part of downtown. This chapter will delve further into these divergent
gentrification narratives – what I’m calling “Narratives of Revitalization” and “Narratives
of Neglect” – to get a deeper sense of how people’s perceptions of gentrification-related
changes hinge upon their relationship to and understandings of the neighbourhood’s
history. Gentrification in the North End, I argue, is partly enacted through selective
retellings of history and through the shaping of residents’ mobility, which symbolize the
right to claim and shape space. Mobile newcomers often experienced neighbourhood
change as a positive revitalization of which they were a part. Residents rooted in place
and with historical claim to the area, however, saw such “revitalization” as a repeat of an
oppressive, exclusionary history, and an erasure of the City’s responsibility for it.
Tensions among long-term residents and newcomers are thus emerging over the
mobilization of certain historical narratives to imagine new futures.

5.1 Competing histories – the Morris House
It was a sunny but cold, raw afternoon the day of the community welcome of the Morris
House at the Joseph Howe elementary school on Charles Street. The Morris House,
which, at 249 years is the oldest house in the city, was saved from demolition by the
Heritage Trust of Nova Scotia and had just completed its 4.5-kilometre journey from
Halifax’s waterfront to its new North End location across from the school. The Trust, in
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partnership with a local housing support service and the Ecology Action Centre, plans to
redevelop the house into affordable housing for young adults and at-risk youth. Also
featured on HGTV’s Massive Moves, the Morris House was welcomed with speeches
from the three partnered groups; songs from the elementary school youth; poetry from a
prominent African Nova Scotian poet and now-poet laureate of Halifax; and hip hop
performances from Centreline Studios, a recording studio in Uniacke Square, the 250unit public housing project that caters to at-risk youth in the area. As the celebration went
on, I heard murmurs in the crowd from disgruntled parents concerned about the
transitional housing’s future location across from the school. The end of the celebration,
which culminated with cake, champagne, and cheering in front of the house, as well as a
special welcome from the “Town Crier” adorned with historical garb, was joined by
Vern, an African Nova Scotian gentleman who spends his summers living in a trailer
down at the former site of Africville where he joins his brother Billie in his ongoing 43year protest over the demolition and forced displacement of Africville, the longest civil
rights protest in Canadian history (Tattrie 2010a). Vern spends his winters living on the
historically African Nova Scotian Creighton Street, near the Morris House’s new
location.
He made his way across the street just as the champagne cork was popped and the “hip
hip hooray!”s were ending. He immediately began to express his outrage that this
building was saved when Africville was not: “I think that it’s all wrong! You’re saving
this piece of shit but you tore down Africville?!” He then highlighted the tearing down of
other historic buildings in the neighbourhood, including the nearby Victoria Hall, an
historic mansion that had, for the past 128 years, provided affordable housing for senior
women: “They’re tearing down the mansion and then they bring up a piece of garbage
and set it in the community?! Now you figure that out.” He then expressed his anger
about the saving of this house against his disgust over HRM’s 2011 construction of a
replica Africville church and museum at the newly named Africville Park, which
accompanied a formal apology by then-mayor Peter Kelly, the first official apology in the
nearly five decades since the eviction:
That building out home is nothing but another slap in the Black face of
Africville. You go into there and all you see is the garbage trucks, and the
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bulldozers, tearing down your community. Is there any respect?….What
happened to our houses?….They tore them houses down and then they
build a museum centre, a heritage place. And they call it a church, well it
ain’t a church. A church is an institution with pews and an altar.
The Town Crier attempted to console Vern by acknowledging this history: “That was a
terrible injustice. It was wrong.” But for Vern, the repercussions of this injustice cannot
be bound by the shackles of history: “It’s still wrong, sir. Because this [the Morris House]
is another slap in the Blacks’ face.”
After an open invitation from Vern to “come out home [to Africville] for tea anytime,” I
left the now even icier celebration to head to a nearby coffee shop to warm up and ponder
the events that had just occurred. On my way down the street, I met Jan, a 2-year resident
of the area who I had first met during the PlaceMaking intersection redesign meetings,
discussed in Chapter Four. She had also witnessed Vern’s protest. As a response to his
statements, she remarked on the appropriateness of the elementary school as a site of the
welcome celebrations: “Kids embrace the future, they don’t care about the past. They
don’t care about the stories that went before. They’re all about a new story.”
Plate 5.1: Map of Morris House location

(Source: Map data ©Google)
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Plate 5.2: Morris House welcome party, 2013

(Personal Photograph)

The vignette above highlights the tension embedded within how the North End’s future is
currently being imagined. On the one hand, some renderings of current neighbourhood
changes, what I am referring to as “Narratives of Revitalization,” reveal a positive step
forward, away from the area’s infamous and ill-reputed past. On the other hand, critical
approaches to the process, what I am referring to as “Narratives of Neglect,” reveal a
neighbourhood continuously “under siege”, as one participant later puts it, with the City
actively seeking to once again reclaim Black space and forcibly displace Black residents.
And some – former Africville residents - doubly so. Perceptions towards development in
the North End splinter along the lines of a contentious history, the particulars of which
“depend on who you’re talking to, really” (Tanya, a middle-class white woman who
works with the Business Association). Indeed, it took John, the newcomer from British
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Columbia introduced in Chapter Four, only a short time living in the North End and
heavily involved with the neighbourhood to understand that “You’re going to have
trouble disassociating any thing about the North End from the Africville story. It’s
integral.”

5.2 Memory, history, and belonging
Inextricably tied to place, memory, Hoelscher and Alderman (2004:348) suggest, is a
process that is continually unfolding. Memory, they argue, is also a social activity; it
functions as an expression and active binding force of group identity (Hoelscher and
Alderman 2004:348). Both memory and place are woven into the fabric of everyday life
in that while personal memory makes place out of space, collective memory contributes
to people’s material and symbolic understanding of and claims to place, through shared
knowledges of buildings, streets, historical events, and other particularities of the place,
as well as their sense of belonging to that place and their fellow inhabitants (Hoelscher
and Alderman 2004:350; Keogan 2010:8). As Yi-Fu Tuan (1977:187) argues, we
strengthen our sense of self by accessing our imaginative and material past; objects
anchor time, and place, though shifting, allows us to recapture our personal history. Sites
of memory, then, can include geographical places and their physical features such as
monuments, buildings, and public displays, as well as their more symbolic attributes,
such as shared memories, historical occurrences, origin myths, and each individual’s
sense of her or his self within that place (Hoelscher and Alderman 2004:349). Tied to and
shaped by place, memory consists of an ongoing dialogue between the material and
symbolic aspects of the past and the continuously unfolding present; working to
“crystallize identity” (Keogan 2010:8), historical narratives, such as the remembering of
the displacement of Africville, can help reinforce for people a sense of rootedness within
and ownership of, their place.
Collective memory, Keogan (2010:47) argues, “emerges out of geographically bounded
political contexts that are shaped by ongoing struggles over material resources and
collective identity.” More than shared memories, collective memories, Blokland
(2009:1594) argues, are “containers of stories” against which an entire community
positions and defines itself. Collective memories reveal understandings of the present;
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stories of time past are received and interpreted through their relevance of current issues
and events (Blokland 2009:1594). Indeed, the past, as Richardson (2008:23) points out,
exists in the present in much more complex ways than dominant historical narratives
make apparent. Place, for Richardson, acts as a kaleidoscope, in that a place’s history is
formed through the interaction of “multiple coexisting yet irreconcilable ‘lenses’”, which
both expose and conceal (2008:22-3). Richardson’s notion of the kaleidoscope reminds
us that the notion of collective memory when applied too liberally can reify memory and
imply a sort of temporal unity among people’s memories of place. It also helps get at the
uneven ways history is embedded within place and circulated through popular memory in
that people’s senses of the past are continually reinvented by both themselves and larger
structures of power, to reflect new presents, and, as in the case of the North End, the
desire for new futures.
Here, Taylor’s (2010a:66) idea that peoples’ life narratives are “nested” within larger
narratives is a useful way of conceptualizing both the temporal nature of memory’s
grounding in place, and the relationship between place and collective memory. Taylor
argues that as a result of our capacity to connect events that have occurred within
different temporal contexts, our life narratives are imbued with references to history and
the historical construction of place (2010a:66). This “nesting” of one’s own life
narratives within larger, historical narratives of place works to extend not only one’s
connection to a particular place, but also, through collective narratives of group origin
myths, in a more imaginative and symbolic way, to the fellow inhabitants of that place
(Taylor 2010a:66; Ashworth and Graham 2005:42). An individual’s sense of belonging to
a place and its people is thus a process that is embedded in personal and place histories
and is continuously shaped by the ongoing changes to that place. People’s sense of
belonging to historical elements of place is, Watt (2009) reminds us, also selective.
Benson and Jackson’s (2012) work in the UK illustrates Watt’s (2009) notion of
“selective belonging” whereby the middle classes “both appropriate[d] the meaning of
place and invest[ed] in it, while also distancing themselves from the more stigmatised
aspects of the area” (2012:800). Respondents, she argues, laid claim to the area as a
middle-class place by “stressing its middle-class history” to both challenge dominant
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images of the area, and to “lay claim to how the area should be in the future” (Benson
and Jackson 2012:800).

5.3 Historical narratives of neighbourhood change
In his work examining the links between neighbourhood identity and narratives of
neighbourhood change in Britain, Cole (2013:65) argues that we need a deeper
understanding of the historical formation and development of neighbourhood attachment
in working-class areas undergoing change. There is much qualitative work, he argues,
that examines single cases of working class residents’ experiences of urban renewal and
neighbourhood change – particularly in the context of Britain. There is less, however, that
seeks to understand how and why working-class residents’ experiences and place
attachments have appeared dissimilar across differing local but similarly classed
neighbourhood contexts (Cole 2013:66). Notions of belonging and identity in workingclass neighbourhoods, he argues, may be “more contingent, complex and contradictory
than is often assumed” (Cole 2013:66). Because the specific local context and pattern of
population change over time are instrumental in shaping notions of neighbourhood
attachment, “the search”, he argues, for a “universal narrative about processes of
neighbourhood change, renewal and attachment” is problematic (Cole 2013:66).
Interweaving individual biography and local history, he found that his “more nuanced
and locally grounded approach” (Cole 2013:66) produced quite contrasting views from
residents whose local contexts differed but whose challenges as a low-income resident
with insecure employment in a developing neighbourhood remained the same. And so the
statistical parallels between neighbourhoods undergoing change may, he argues, in
actuality conceal entirely differing reactions from community residents towards similar
initiatives to “renew” or “revitalize” their neighbourhood (Cole 2013:66). The
relationship between place, identity, and class therefore ought to be intersected with a
focus on local neighbourhood history and the particulars of place.
Blokland (2009:1593) makes a similar case in her work on historical narratives among
residents in the gentrifying area of New Haven, Connecticut. Blokland’s work seeks to
illuminate the political consequences of “the discursive dominance of certain narratives
over others” (2009:1593). Historical narratives, she argues, contribute to symbolic
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meanings of place that in turn create differential access to resources among residents of
the neighbourhood. While historical narratives are often conceptualized as collective
memories that simply “sketch a past,” historical narratives are also modes of everyday
politics that have political consequences (Blokland 2009:1608).

5.3.1 Intended neglect
Plate 5.3: Graffitied building on Gottingen Street at Cunard, 2012

(Personal Photograph)

For those whose life narratives are nested within, indeed inextricable from, the historical
narrative of Africville, the recent splurge in attention towards developing the North End
is merely the City “taking back” the neighbourhood from those who were pushed there in
the first place. The consensus among many African Nova Scotian participants is that the
City purposefully neglected the area, just as they did Africville, with the conscious intent
of taking it over. This point was not lost on Jane, one of the area’s elected
representatives, who reflects:
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I guess it was kinda shocking when I spoke to people last fall, becoming
councilor, and people had no idea [what was going on]….Not really
understanding the implications….I guess it depends who you are as a
resident of this district. If you’re a long-term resident, you may very well
feel you’re under siege. If you’re a newer resident, you feel like “wow,
this is fantastic, my street is really developing and there’s all sorts of great
things happening that I really like, and we’re getting more services and
we’re getting more buildings that are bringing in more people and making
the street more vibrant.” So, it’s your starting point in some ways, of how
you experience that…it has to do with affordability, sense of place, that
people still feel like they can live there and they’re not being forced out.
Indeed, for Jane, a resident’s “starting point,” which is determined by their socioeconomic class, sense of history and rootedness in the area (and, implicit here, race), and
security and stability with regard to housing, determines whether the changes taking
place are a “fantastic” increase in services and vibrancy, or a takeover of the only place
you know as home. Shocked by residents’ lack of awareness of and hence participation in
current planning and development processes, the councilor notes that the change in the
area is going to be “very significant.” And while she believes that there is “huge potential
for positive community engagement” in shaping these changes, “people have to
participate in that process and be very clear about what they want and understand what
the process is,” which, with the lack of awareness and participation, just is not happening.
As I will demonstrate, part of the reason this is not happening is the perception among
many that the plans have already been laid. This is certainly true for Micah, longtime
African Nova Scotian resident and community worker in the area:
A lot of people feel that it's always been HRM's [Halifax Regional
Municipality’s] mandate to sort of take this area back. It's almost like it
was a missed opportunity that is presenting itself and they are not going to
let it go this time. A lot of people feel that. So a lot of people feel that
that's always been the mandate of HRM to relocate certain families and
certain areas within this area. Sort of build it back up and make this area a
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part of downtown. And I would say, based on what I'm seeing, yes, with
the condos and everything.
Symbolized most acutely by the condos, the City’s reclaiming of the area, for Micah, and
many of the people he speaks to and works with, has been a longtime plan. And this plan
began with the conscious decision to let the area deteriorate. An African Nova Scotian
woman and longtime resident speaking at a community consultation about St. Pat’s
Alexandra School (discussed further in Chapter Six) reflects this point clearly:
The City has pretty well taken everything out of this community – our
banks, our stores, our grocery stores, our schools, our senior citizens,
they’ve taken just about everything. And you have to say to yourself,
“what is their vision? What is going on here?”
For this woman, the City’s removal of the neighbourhood’s services is both intentional
and indicative of a “vision” for the area on the part of the City that is not shared among
North End residents. Laura, who was raised in the North End but left Nova Scotia
because she could not make ends meet, similarly reflects:
One thing at a time. They took the liquor store, they moved it form here to
there. And then other stores started to disappear. And then they took our
grocery store and 2 major banks. Then it was just one after another….One
at a time they just disappeared. When I left when I was 19 things were
already gone, and then when I came back everything here was serviceoriented; it was welfare offices and legal aid and there was no stores, there
was no energy, it was just really depressing….Everybody pulled back and
let it crumble.
Threaded throughout Laura’s narrative is the feeling that they – the City – actively
“pulled back” and let the area crumble. Visible in the disappearance and taking away of
particular stores and services, particularly the grocery store and banks, which were
replaced with businesses that were service-oriented, this neglect is portrayed as an
intentional act on part of the City. Reverend Barton, pastor at the local African Nova
Scotian church and 5-year resident of the area, similarly laments:
When I look back at the history of the area and I see what has happened
over time, I can understand how my congregants feel and how my
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neighbours feel about the way that the area is being taken over. First
blighted and then taken over by people who don’t understand the vibe in
the area, the feeling of community in the area, and the value that keeping
that feel brings….What we’ve been wanting to see come into our area is
housing that allows people who already live here the ability to continue to
live here. That is important. Everything that is living changes. If it doesn’t
change it’s dead….But with all of the development that we see happening
in the area, it doesn’t seem like the residents that are here are being taken
into consideration.
For Reverend Barton, the “blight” of the area was a conscious act to make way for the
“tak[ing] over” by people who not only threaten long-term residents’ ability to remain
fixed in the area, but fail to truly understand or appreciate the community vibe and the
importance of maintaining that vibe and feel. Predominant among longtime residents, this
impression was also shared by Faatir, the filmmaker working in the area, for whom:
The North End is caught in a cycle of poverty, and it’s a vicious cycle of
poverty, because is that being served as a means to justify low prices or is
it being served to justify other sorts of actions? And this is what happened
in New York as well…they allowed communities to deteriorate and that
served as a means to justify the gentrifying of the area. So, “you guys are
nothing but drugs and crimes, so we’re changing all that.”
Faatir echoes participants’ belief that the neighbourhood’s “vicious cycle of poverty” and
deliberate deterioration was a conscious effort on part of the City to promote current
gentrification.

5.3.1.1 Africville and a neighbourhood “under seige”
For many African Nova Scotian participants, however, this intended neglect too closely
resembles the negligence and subsequent eviction of Africville, which displaced many of
its residents to the central North End. For Micah, the current gentrification of the North
End is a clear repeating of the history of Africville:
If you know your history, it’s like, “the story’s out! You’re doin’ it all over
again!” And they don’t understand why people [are angry]. But all of this

201

is old, it’s been done, and nothing good came out of it then, so of course,
nothing good is gonna come out of it now. The last time we had our homes
stolen from us, what good came from it? Nothing. And they were
promised [reparation]. And now, it’s like, “you’re forcing me out of my
home in a different strategy, however, the outcome is gonna be the same.
I’m losing my home. I’m losing family secrets, family memories, because
this is where we grew up, and we’re losing that.” And that’s what people
fear today. That’s what’s in their minds when you talk to them….When
you think about a community like Africville, which is a local tragedy, it
weighs really heavy. Those seeds were planted way back then and we’re
now just seeing what is growing….So when you talk about the changes
that’s taking place right here in North End Halifax, to a lot, especially to
former residents of Africville, or descendants, because they know the
history, because it’s been passed down to them over the years, the stories
have been told, in their eyes, what they see is a modern day Africville
taking place. They are being forced out of the home that they were forced
into, and that’s how they look at it.
For Micah, the current development in the North End is the progeny of a seed planted by
the City long ago. Reverend Barton makes a similar point, reinforcing residents’ belief
that current gentrification processes are being intentionally pushed onto African Nova
Scotian North Enders:
A lot of residents feel that they’re being picked on….That there’s no
attempt to sustain the community that’s here, there’s no attempt to come
alongside and say “ok, how can we make this a better place, keeping you
in place,” because the idea [among African NS residents] is quite simply
that “you just wanna push us out. We were a nuisance before, and you
pushed us here, and we’re a nuisance now, and so you’ll push us out and
you really don’t care where we go or how we thrive or what happens to
us”….They just feel like over the years the City, the government officials
in our city have not cared about this community and still don’t….I mean,
we still have people who experienced Africville, so they see it all over
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again. These signs, these are signs of the same things and so that loss that
you experienced then, you relive it; it becomes some kind of foreboding,
because you see that it’s going to happen again. So I think it’s very fresh
wounds for people.
Scott, the African Nova Scotian man who works in the area and who grew up in public
housing in Uniacke Square, echoes this point clearly, highlighting residents’ views that
the City’s intentional neglect of the area mirrors that which took place prior to the
eviction of Africville:
I think people thought back to Africville, and said “here is Africville
again…this is another thing they’re taking from us”….I think they also
have some skepticism about who really has their best value at heart in
terms of “ok, the City is not really worried about us, they kinda want to
edge us out, and it was just like Africville.” They didn’t have any running
water; they had to boil their water. They didn’t have any services, and they
[the City] put all these things beside it – the dump and the hospital – and
then try to say they didn’t pay taxes and all that, and basically forced them
out. And I think it’s the same thing – we’re going to take stuff little by
little until there’s nothing left and people are going to say “well why
should I live here, if there’s nothing around here?” And I think it’s
premeditated, which is sad, because I think that area could be vibrant and
it doesn’t have to be just for one community.
Within Scott’s narrative emerges an additional form of displacement – displacement
through denial of services. While low-income people risk displacement through lack of
housing, for Scott, less vulnerable longtime residents can also be pushed or coaxed out
through neighbourhood neglect and removal of services, much as they were during the
suburban flight of the mid-1900s. Vivid in Africville displacees’ minds, and inextricable
from their sense of the central North End’s origins as a first bustling, then decaying, and
now gentrifying neighbourhood, the neglect and subsequent displacement of Africville
shapes how many are experiencing current neighbourhood change. Richardson’s
(2008:22-3) notion of place as a kaleidoscope is particularly salient here; within
narratives of neglect, the historic moment of Africville operates as a primary lens through
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which some participants interpret both the present “revitalization” efforts, and the
imagined future these current efforts symbolize.

5.4 Revitalized futures
Alongside these Narratives of Neglect, however, emerges an alternative, often opposing
narrative of North End change – a collection of beliefs I refer to as Narratives of
Revitalization. Within Narratives of Revitalization gentrification emerges as a
progression – a positive step forward for the neighbourhood, and a severing from its
sordid history. Nathan, the condo owner critical of his condo board’s actions but highly
optimistic about the revitalization of the neighbourhood, lauds the diversity in both
physical structure and population that has occurred over the past number of years.
Resentful of the term “gentrification,” Nathan articulates his position as pro-development
but anti-displacement:
I don’t like the word gentrification. I don’t think it adequately represents
what’s happening in the community. I don’t know what the word is, but I
like to call it a renaissance; I believe that things are more organic….
You’ve got your people who are absolutely against development and what
that means in terms of property values and pushing out long-term
residents, but I would argue I am probably on the other side whereas I
encourage development but I also think we need to build protections in,
community protection, or legal, or something in the development itself to
protect people that have always lived here so they can continue to live
here. So you’ve got either side.
Nathan expresses the divergence in narratives or “sides” as delineated on the basis of proor anti- development. Like many others who express a Narrative of Revitalization,
Nathan does not wish to displace long-term residents. Rather, they are integral to the
“character” and “flavour” that for him makes the North End so desirable. For him, then,
current development is not gentrification, but, rather, a “renaissance.” As for criticisms of
this “renaissance” as a veiled (or not so veiled) gentrification:
I don’t think there are any problems….It’s about finding a balance….
Everything that’s built here is built on something else….Buildings are not
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meant to be permanent; they’re changing, both their purpose, and their
style, all these other things, and I think when you leave a community
stagnant because you think that’s what it should look like, it becomes
boring. So that’s why I like the fact that we’re going to have a big tall
condo building in amongst these streets because it’s going to bring in
people and it’s going to change a little bit of the fabric but I don’t think
that’s a bad thing. That’s why I don’t like the word gentrification because
it just assumes that that’s automatically bad.
For Nathan, the changing of the “stagnant” community is inherently good. Deeply
devoted to uncovering unique bits of North End history, Nathan devotes much of his
spare time researching it, not with a desire to return to or restore it, but rather, to identify
the possibilities that the continuing changes in the neigbourhood’s “fabric” pose for the
future. Greg, the urban planner who has spent nearly forty years working in affordable
housing in the area, similarly draws a clear distinction between the neighbourhood’s
despicable, “scandalous” past, and the alternative future already underway:
I think a lot of the people who are left in the North End are remnants. I
mean, in the sense that they’re the last. I mean, they’ve seen a lot, they’ve
been through a lot, they’ve watched the neighbourhood shift beyond their
control. They had no power to influence what was happening there. It
doesn’t mean that it can’t be a good neighbourhood for all the people who
are there, and it doesn’t mean that the streets can’t be better places to be.
It’s changed a lot for the better….The neighbourhood has to recover those
10 000 people that it lost….It’s certainly happening. But they’re not the
same people….They’re not happening because the neighbourhood is what
it was, they’re happening because it’s changing, because of what it’s
becoming. And it’s essential; it couldn’t stay at the bottom. It was too
close to the downtown. And this was impossible; you couldn’t live in this
place that way….It was pretty ropey. It was scandalous.
Here, Greg maps the neighbourhood’s revitalization and departure from its undesirable
state onto the mobility patterns of longtime and incoming residents. The neighbourhood’s
revitalization was both inevitable and necessary, but is hinged upon the attraction of a
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large, mobile, incoming population who is ultimately different from those who have
previously or presently occupy the area. Coupled with the area’s projected future, this
attraction is necessarily unhinged from much of the neighbourhood’s past.
Lydia was the only African Nova Scotian participant to express a Narrative of
Revitalization in her discussion of neighbourhood change. Here, and briefly discussed in
Chapter Four, she frames her decision nearly forty years ago to move back to the area, in
which she was born and raised:
Years ago, I could see the potential here. And I think that’s the main
reason why I moved back. Because I could see the potential. I’m close to
the water, I’m downtown, I like to walk. Why would anyone not want to
live here? That’s what I used to ask myself. I could give you a bunch of
reasons why they would not want to live here years ago. It was a very
downgraded area. But people came in and they changed it. They changed
it, physically, it’s more physically attractive, and we still have a mix of
people in the area.
The most celebratory of the neighbourhood’s change of all of my African Nova Scotian
participants, Lydia frames her decision to return to the area within a contrast between the
area’s sordid past and its potential future. Notable about Lydia’s case is her choice to
return in framing her perception of the area’s changes. Lydia followed the 1960s and 70s
wave of Black flight from the area discussed in Chapter Two – partly to be closer to the
South End university she attended, and partly to escape the impoverished and
downgraded area in which she was brought up. Chasing the area’s “potential,” Lydia’s
mobility up the class ladder enabled her to physically move back to the area and purchase
housing during the latter part of the century, when housing was still affordable for
modest-income earners. Nevertheless, Lydia acknowledges the importance of knowing
the area’s history, both its positive and negative elements, for both newcomers and
longtime residents:
There’s been such a big change in the area, and a lot of people younger
than a certain age aren’t aware of what the area was like before. The
positives and the negatives. And I think that’s missing….There’s still a lot
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of people in this area who don’t know the value of this area yet, because
they’ve only been introduced or have only experienced the negatives.
For Lydia, those who lack an awareness of the area’s history ultimately lack an
understanding of its true value or potential.
For Pat, however, the upper-middle class businesswoman who has spent less than three
years in the area, neighbourhood change is inevitable and ought not to reflect back on the
neighbourhood’s historical context:
Certain circumstances led to the changes and certain circumstances will
lead to it changing. Rather than everybody saying “well, so and so did this,
and so and so did that,” as if there is some sort of blame or victimization
around it. If you take out all the drama and all the meaning people put on
it, basically this community was X and then certain circumstances
happened around it, and it became X, and I think if people take
responsibility and said “yes this is the way it is now but this is not the way
that we want it to be and if we have some aspiration then let’s put it
together to create this without a victim stance.”
Adamant against longtime residents’ charges of intended neglect on the part of the City,
and a repeating of Africville, Pat sees this “blame” as “drama” and an embracing of a
victimization stance. And to take on this victim stance, she argues, is to eschew
responsibility for achieving their own personal and collective aspirations for the
neighbourhood. Neoliberal ideologies of the self are key here – generally understood as
“a troubling worldview that promotes the ‘free’ market as the best way to organize every
dimension of social life” (Oullette 2008:140), neoliberalism has eliminated the concept of
the “public good or community” and has replaced it with individual responsibility and
one’s “‘own desire’ to achieve optimum happiness and success” (Oullette 2008:141).
Emerging from an ahistorical presumption of “free will,” neoliberal ideologies of
selfhood render those individuals who “fail to thrive under neoliberal conditions…the
author of their own misfortunes” (Oullette 2008:141), regardless of context. Reflecting
neoliberal ideologies of the self as endowed “with the power to make or unmake itself”
(Illouz 2008:131), Narratives of Revitalization emerge here as an eschewing of historical

207

neglect claims in favour of a model of unrestrained individual choice and personal
responsibility.

5.5 Contentious histories
In his work on globalization and belonging, Mike Savage identifies three types of
belonging: elective, nostalgia, and dwelling. Elective belonging, which he calls the
“dominant” form of belonging, has to do with how the middle class claims moral rights
over place – a place they choose (2010:116, emphasis added). Nostalgia and dwelling,
however, are subaltern narratives of belonging, which are based on being “born and bred”
within a place, but in the case of nostalgia, less satisfied with the present and future of
that place (Savage 2010:116). Far from indifferent to place, the middle class, for Savage,
is increasingly tied to it; “highly vested in their location” (2010:132), the mobile middle
class, he argues, demonstrates a “possessive concern over place” (2010:132). Elective
belonging, he argues, “pitches choice against history” (2010:116) in that “the migrant
consumer rubs up against dwellers with historical attachments to place” (2010:116).
While I disagree with his inference that, simply “thrown into place,” historically-rooted
residents thus lack a comparable sense of place (Savage 2010:132), his work highlights
the tension among mobile and fixed residents between neighbourhood change and
history. For Zukin (2010:xi,4), gentrification and the associated search for authenticity
operates as a glossing over of neighbourhood history:
The fertile urban terrior of cultural creation is being destroyed by the
conspicuous displays of wealth and power typical of private developers
and public officials who build for the rich and hope benefits will trickle
down to the poor, by the promotions of the media who translate
neighborhood identity into a brand, and by the tastes of the new urban
middle classes who are initially attracted to this identity but ultimately
destroy it. These forces of redevelopment have smoothed over the uneven
layers of grit and glamour, swept away traces of contentious history, cast
doubt on the idea that poor people have a right to live and work here too.
Here, we see neighbourhood redevelopment operating through a rebranding of
neighbourhood identity, which requires a sweeping away, or perhaps less extreme, a
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selective retelling, of the traces of neighbourhood history. For Zukin, this reshaping of
history is ultimately tied up with the right to claim space. Indeed, for Blokland
(2009:1594) historical narratives are “processes of place-making that, once dominant in a
public discourse, affect what defines ‘the community’ and what does not.” Historical
narratives create symbolic representations that, representing a particular or dominant
voice, help to define community needs (Blokland 2009:1594). The retelling and
redefining of historical narratives is thus a crucial means by which City-supported visions
of neighbourhood change become dominant discourse and usurp any divergent vision or
concerns among longtime residents. “Against the longtimers’ sense of origins,” Zukin
(2010:4) argues, “newcomers pose their own beginnings.”
The North End Business Association, formed in 2010, has been integral in ratifying the
area’s revitalization as a concentrated endeavor and shaping the public image of this
revitalization as a much-needed break from the neighbourhood’s past. Critical of the
City’s efforts to promote high-rise densification and selective in their promotion of
commercial endeavours, their website nevertheless conveys a selective image of what the
North End is, and used to be. The following passage is located in the “history” section of
the Business Association’s website, as well as on the North End Walking Map, which
was developed months before I began fieldwork. The Association situates this present
state of “renaissance” and “cosmopolitan” diversity, against its rather grim past. Barry,
the Association’s then-Executive Director, tells me in an interview: “I’m rather proud of
it because I wrote it myself. I couldn’t find a two pager history of the North End
anywhere, so I made one.” The section begins with a glowing depiction of the North End
as a uniquely community-focused neighbourhood:
It’s not just Halifax. It’s the north end. Defined by a strong sense of
community, intrigue, and history, Halifax’s North End is for dreamers….
The north end is rooted in DIY, multiculturalism and community-minded
living. It’s a place where culture, diversity and creativity thrive. People
aren’t just welcomed; they [are] embraced.
Here, the North End’s sense of community, history, creativity, and diversity, sets it apart
from the rest of Halifax. This history is expanded throughout this section of the website:
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Halifax’s northern tip is renowned for perseverance….The north end was
once Halifax’s economic hub. At one point, Gottingen Street was busier
than Spring Garden Road. In 1917, the Halifax Explosion changed
everything. In the wake of devastation, residents suffered poverty, crime,
and segregation. After losing their homes, churches and businesses, the
north end population slowly rebuilt itself. Presently, the north end is in the
midst of a renaissance. Locals draw from the north end’s deep soul, fierce
spirit and historical diversity. The palette of saltbox houses, urban and
community gardens, independent businesses and eclectic arts scene has
become home to a wonderfully cosmopolitan mix of people, giving the
area a special vibrance and character.
Evident in this representation of history is the omission of Africville. Poverty, crime, and
segregation, along with the loss of homes, churches, and businesses, were certainly an
outcome of the 1917 Halifax Explosion. As demonstrated in Chapter Two, however, the
central North End – the area most targeted by the Business Association – experienced its
deepest decline during the latter part of the century, following the displacement of
Africville and the poor implementation of urban renewal. The present “renaissance” then
gets presented as a product of “locals’” resilience. Certainly, a number of the area’s
longtime residents have indeed withstood a multitude of hardships and have indeed
maintained hope, pride, and active engagement with the neighbourhood throughout its
decline. However, within this formulation, the City’s inconsistent actions towards the
neighbourhood, as well as the problems arising from uneven development within the
neighbourhood, get obscured. The “renaissance” is presented as equally beneficial to all.
When read against longtime residents’ narratives of the neighbourhood’s historical
change, this selective retelling of history reads as a powerful omission of the history of
Africville. The most significant loss for the longtime residents I spoke with was in
actuality the displacement of Africville, where the loss of homes, churches, and
businesses, and the subsequent poverty, crime, and segregation, was spurred not from the
explosion, but from the City’s intentional actions as part of urban renewal. As highlighted
in Chapter Two, it was the Needham area of the North End – the area between the central
North End and Africville – that was affected most by the explosion. A rocky bluff
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protected Africville from much of the explosion, while the central North End fared much
better than Needham area, with many of its present homes preceding the explosion. It was
not until the mid-to-latter part of the century that the central North End began to fall into
deep decline. The neigbourhood’s history, as presented here, condenses a wide temporal
trajectory of a broad geographic space into a unified summary of a complex, uneven
history, which obscures the racial tensions in the area and glosses over the City’s harmful
impact on the area. I do not wish, however, to present the Business Association as
intentionally or consciously seeking to erase African Nova Scotians’ subjectivities and
historical presence within the area. Rather, I read this, and other participants’ perhaps
ambivalent treatment of the history of Africville, as an attempt to depoliticize the
neighbourhood’s image and move its future away from this historical blemish, which, I
must add, was described as the City’s wrongdoing among all of my participants.
Keen on exhibiting the neighbourhood’s history, Tanya, who worked at the Business
Association, tells me about their ideas to develop an Interpretive Centre to display the
history of the North End:
We’ve been talking about developing the North End and bringing more
tourism to the North End and we thought it would be nice to have an
interpretive Center that would show people the history and the culture of
the North End and then a little walking route that people can take and say
“well this used to be this site, and this used to be that.” Even down to
Cogswell, because it’s still right there that would be a really good place for
that Interpretive Center and then go south or go north and take that
route….and that would be good, not just for tourism, but for the people
who already live here.
For Tanya, communicating the area’s history is central to attracting tourists and further
developing the area. Also thought to benefit the neighbourhood’s residents, the centre
would ideally be located on Cogswell Street, the dividing street between the North End
and downtown. Wanting to portray the best image of the neighbourhood, such a centre,
we can surmise, may selectively represent the area’s history, perhaps glossing over the
contentious historical events, such as Africville, that, although the rest of the
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neighbourhood and City may wish to forget, remains at the forefront of longtime African
Nova Scotian residents’ minds.
For many longtime residents, awareness and acknowledgement of the area’s history
certainly remains a key element of neighbourhood belonging that is missing among
newcomers. Irwin is an African Nova Scotian man in his early sixties, who grew up in
Africville and is now a homeowner and landlord in the central North End. Heavily
involved in the Africville Genealogy Society, Irwin blames a lack of historical awareness
among newer residents for what he sees to be misguided activism. Speaking particularly
about Imagine Bloomfield, a volunteer group that has for nearly a decade been working
towards a community/City-partnered development of the former Bloomfield School
further North in the North End, he comments:
I guess we could look at Bloomfield. Right? And the “Save Bloomfield”
community….Well, most of the folks that are there aren’t people who have
lived there forever. They’re new people who have moved into the
neighbourhood and there’s nothing wrong with that. But what’s missing is
that traditional voice, that historic voice. Like, I’ve talked to those folks
and they didn’t even have an idea that Bloomfield School serviced
Creighton Street and that area of the city. Because we were talking with
them about possibly putting a school on that site and they said, “Well
no….People from down there, they wouldn’t wanna come up here.” And I
said to them, I said, “Listen, they always came up here. This was their
school. Bloomfield. They left Joseph Howe school and went to
Bloomfield,” so that’s not nothing that would be new to the community.
But my point is, is that, those folks didn’t have that sense of history. And
without a sense of history, it’s not that what you’re doing isn’t good,
because it is good work. But you’re not grasping the historical part of it.
And you should never take a paternalistic view of “we know what’s best”.
I’ve been that road too – “we know what’s best for you. Even if you don’t
know yourself, we know what’s best for you, and we’ll do it for you. And
then we’ll apologize 45 years later.”
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Here, Irwin attributes the community group’s resistance to his idea, which was supported
by many other longtime residents, to restore Bloomfield as a school, to a lack of
historical knowledge about the area. Implying their actions as possibly paternalistic, he
makes reference to what was for him another act of paternalism towards the community –
the displacement of Africville, a connection that will be discussed at length in Chapter
Six.
Scott, the African Nova Scotian man who was born and raised in Uniacke Square and
whose mother and grandmother grew up in Africville, similarly describes his
involvement with the Africville Heritage Trust as tied to a need to transmit history:
Part of our mandate is to build the Interpretive Centre so that history can
be passed on. And me being a part of that process, I have stories from my
mother and grandmother orally about what it was like to live in
Africville….We have to keep passing on that information to the next
generation so they’re not lost and they’re not without a fight because they
don’t know what’s going on and they don’t know, with all these condos
popping up and all these developers trying to move in, they just assume
that everything’s hunky dory and everyone’s going to take care of them,
but it’s not the same like it was. We still have to make sure there’s a
balance – affordable housing, houses, and we have so many condos just in
the area.
Scott’s plans for the Interpretive Centre reveal a diverging goal from Tanya’s. While the
Business Association’s Centre wishes to transmit a version of history acquiescent with
their development goals, Scott’s Interpretive Centre would transmit history as an
inspiration for the next generation to fight the development, particularly condos,
encroaching on their home.
The triad of history, ownership, and struggle or “fight” emerged often within Narratives
of Neglect. For example, Mark, the two-spirited ten-year North End resident currently
living in public housing in Uniacke Square, illustrates his own disavowal of
neighbourhood ownership or belonging as stemming from a lack of historical struggle:
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I identify for the North End, not with it. And the difference is…my life,
my struggles, have been different….But my thought of the North End
itself is that it does have such a rich history, I would hate to see it taken
over. It’s funny that we’re sitting here [at the lesbian-owned pub and live
music venue on Gottingen Street] because I actually came in here and had
a fit one time over a music video by somebody. There were no people of
colour in it but it was done in the North End and what it showed was a lot
of 20-somethings, maybe a few 30-somethings. I don’t know what
financial class it came from, but I know most of them, they were mostly
poor starving students or artists, so it was a great video, I loved the video.
And the video itself didn’t say, “Oh this is what the North End looks like”.
But the ad for it that the manager had put in the window said “this is our
community” and I went “no, it’s not our hood, this is not my hood, and
how dare you do that because I’ve lived here longer than you have and I
don’t say ‘this is my hood.’” What I don’t like is people claiming it the
same as they did in the Hydrostones – all of a sudden it’s cool to be here,
so I’m going to claim it. Well, you can’t claim what you didn’t fight for.
You can’t claim what you did not own. And I have issues with that.
For Mark, ownership of the North End is ultimately bound up with historical struggle.
The threat that newcomers pose in possibly taking it over or claiming the North End
emerges within Mark’s narrative as an erasure of its “rich history.” Such an erasure is
evident in the “starving artists’” video, which, attempting to lay claim to the North End as
theirs, offers a depiction of the community as ultimately devoid of Blackness. This, for
Mark, is highly problematic in that is disavows the Black struggle that has historically
shaped the neighbourhood.
Narratives of Revitalization, however, reject this conflation of historical struggle,
historical neglect, and ownership. Pat, the upper-middle class businesswoman critical of
the “victim” stance taken by Africville displacees and descendants, describes here the
revitalization of the neighbourhood as being a natural or unavoidable process, ultimately
foreclosing any possibly of ownership:
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Development is always recognizing the present state and where you want
to go….This is why people think they’re being pushed out, is because
rents go up. They have to. Come on! We’re on a peninsula! It’s
Manhattan! It’s gonna happen. Unless you actually take responsibility and
say “hmm in the future because we’re trying to raise the population on the
peninsula, and this is an area that has been depleted, and if I look
elsewhere in the world, these are the areas that usually afterward are all
filled up,” it just happens. So you can put some measures in place.… But
it’s not their neighbourhood. Pride can only go so far. I don’t believe
we’re entitled to anything. It’s a moral entitlement but I don’t actually
believe that.…What’s missing right now is rent to own so people who are
in rental, even if they got themselves out of the poverty that they feel so
victimized about, then there’s nowhere to go.
For Pat, the neighbourhood’s proximity to downtown and location on the peninsula
render its current revitalization inevitable. While Pat believes that there ought to be
measures put in place to enable those experiencing “the poverty that they feel so
victimized about” to eventually own their own homes, she rejects the “moral” entitlement
espoused by long-term residents. Reflecting the neoliberal supplanting of notions of
“public good” and state responsibility (and the subsequent cuts to public services) with
ideologies of free will, personal choice, individual responsibility, and “good citizenship”
(Oullette 2008:141), residents’ personal choice to “take responsibility” and help “put
measures in place” to “get themselves” out of poverty, for Pat, trumps any responsibility
on part of the City to attend to historical wrongdoings or to mitigate the negative effects
of gentrification, which are exacerbated by these wrongdoings. Gentrification, presented
here as a naturally occurring phenomenon that will ultimately benefit everyone who
chooses to accept it, cannot signal a taking over of space because the neighbourhood, for
Pat, cannot be owned; there can be no moral entitlement to the area, historical or
otherwise. Rather, she argues:
There is power imbalance; that’s reality. If you say that power is money,
and he has more money, then yes, that’s power. But you can’t say, “well,
that guy doesn’t deserve his money and he’s using his money against us.”
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He has money because he earned it….The only thing we need is
collaboration.
When read against David Harvey’s claims in “The Right to the City” (2008:38), however,
the extent of this possible collaboration remains questionable:
Increasingly, we see the right to the city falling into the hands of private or
quasi-private interests….The right to the city, as it is now constituted, is
too narrowly confined, restricted in most cases to a small political and
economic elite who are in a position to shape cities more and more after
their own desires.

5.5.1 Revitalization or revival-ization?
While gentrification often appears within Narratives of Revitalization as a naturally
occurring phenomenon, as demonstrated earlier in the chapter, for many longtime
residents, the changes taking place are anything but natural or inevitable; rather, they are
part and parcel of a concentrated effort to once again reclaim Black space at the expense
of the low income, racially-marked, and even among some participants, sexually-marked,
communities. As Laura expressed in Chapter Four, “Money talks. And gays, Blacks, and
Natives, walk.” Within Narratives of Neglect, future visions of the North End must
ultimately emerge from the neighbourhood’s past; rather than repeat earlier mistakes and
push out long-term groups, revitalization, for many longtime residents, would resemble
the vibrancy that characterized how the neighbourhood used to be – it would be a revival,
what we could call “revival-ization.”
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Plate 5.4: Gottingen Street circa 1957

(Source: Spacing Atlantic)

The assertion that the North End is currently experiencing a “renaissance” prompted a
strong reaction from Scott, the African Nova Scotian man who was born and raised in
Uniacke Square and whose mother and grandmother grew up in Africville. For Scott, this
assertion is a disavowal of how vibrant the area used to be, and a further example of the
pre-meditated nature of the area’s demographic change:
I don’t know if it’s a renaissance, because like I said, when I think back to
when I was growing up, I remember Gottingen Street being vibrant….I
don’t see a renaissance going on; I see some new businesses coming in
maybe because it’s cheaper rent….I definitely don’t think it’s a
renaissance; I think it’s a changing of the guard in terms of where it’s
going, with luxury apartments and stuff like that. I think people who grew
up there would be unhappy with that statement….Obviously this area
needs uplifting in terms of getting businesses back….I can understand why
[Barry] has been brought in, and the Association, but have they thought
about the history or do they care about the history of the North End

217

community or central Halifax? Again, I think it’s pre-meditated; I think
people would be upset….That [assertion] worries me, because, to me, I’d
like to see it get back to where it was, where it was vibrant, for the
community, and then people coming to shop there, so you were putting
money back into the community. But the first priority was the
community….I’m a little worried….Obviously they [the Business
Association] have a target group in mind in terms of who they want to
bring into this community, and it means the people who are there are going
to be edged out.
For Scott, the claim that the area is currently experiencing a “renaissance” is both
upsetting and worrisome because for him, its current status – businesses drawn to
“cheaper rent” – pales in comparison to the vibrancy he remembers. He agrees that the
neighbourhood ought to change, and even ought to attract business, but is concerned that
the key actors behind this so-called current “revitalization” fail to acknowledge its
history, and in doing so, ignore the concerns of the area’s longtime residents. Also raised
in the area, Laura expresses a similar frustration at the current revitalization claims:
Well it’s always going to be hard when somebody new comes in and tries
to tell you about your own community. We’re like “we know what it’s
capable of, we live here.” Even at that [affordable housing] meeting,
they’re like “and it could be a vibrant community,” and I’m like “you
don’t even know how vibrant it was. You don’t even know.” (laughs) We
had specialty stores; we had a leather store; a store that just sold leather.
Do you know how great your place has to be that has a store that just sold
leather?
Like Scott, Laura is critical of those not from the community claiming to help revitalize
or infuse vibrancy into the North End. For her, such claims disregard the area’s former
vibrancy, symbolized in this excerpt by a particular specialty shop.
Deeply wed to a sense of historical struggle and ownership, and highly suspicious of the
City’s goals for the area, many longtime residents consequently express a severe distrust
of the City or anything/anyone who represents its power, be it particular businesses,
developers, or City officials themselves. One of the project managers behind an up and
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coming co-operative grocery store in the area describes it well: “North Enders have this
bias that any and all business is sleazy and is going to shaft them.” This sense of distrust,
and consequent lack of faith, I will demonstrate, is not limited to those residents with
direct experiences with Africville; rather, it is shared among some of the area’s youth as
well.
Taylor, a 29-year-old African Nova Scotian man from Uniacke Square, speaking at a
community meeting regarding St Pat’s Alexandra School (which I will discuss in more
detail in Chapter Six), highlights a sense of distrust and lack of faith among his
generation:
I’ve been here my whole life and the progression and the decompression
of this community is disheartening….I’m still young, but I seen a lot of
people blow smoke and I’m at a point where I’m a bit befuddled….For my
generation of this community, we do care a lot. We really do care, but the
foundation of faith is not there. You know what I mean? I hope I’m not
being redundant, but the end has to be in sight before you start. Nobody
trains to not be good, nobody goes to church to not have faith, so over the
years you have to look into the fact that people don’t have confidence and
faith.
In response to Taylor, Micah, the African Nova Scotian man who lives and works in the
community, illustrates how Taylor’s sense of distrust is a result of the neighbourhood’s
historical neglect:
That goes back to this community constantly being under siege. Right?
There’s a real distrust when it’s not coming from the community. So
people question it….I mean, we have to take a look at what’s been done in
the past and how it has impacted us now. And so many times whether it
was Bloomfield School, Alexandra school down here, we’re now looking
at Joseph Howe school, with the possibility of it being closed. How much
can one community take?….This is not new to us, it’s not. Different
strategy but same game, same game.
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For Micah, the continued closing and threats of closing the area’s schools is a present-day
manifestation of the “same game” played in Africville. He goes on to show how this
sense of mistrust stymies potential action among vulnerable residents:
I can’t afford to live in my home, where I’m from. I can’t afford to no
longer live here. You know, who do I blame that on? Do I blame that on
whites? Do I blame it on the Blacks? Do I blame it on the drug dealer who
is making my area bad? Who do I blame that on? And people just get
frustrated, and that’s why they will not attend the information session to
find out what’s actually going on in their community, it’s like, “you know
what? I give up. I can’t trust anybody, not even my neighbours. I can’t
trust anybody, so why bother?”
This interweaving of historical neglect, community distrust, and present-day development
is particularly evident in the following excerpt from a community meeting in support of
saving Joseph Howe School – the central North End’s elementary school that had just
been put under review for possible closure and demolition by the Halifax Regional
School Board. Mike, an African Nova Scotian man with children in the school expressed
his frustration with the board’s treatment of the North End:
We have terrorism laws here in Canada and…to terrorize a specific group
of people is now against the law and if you look at exactly what the results
of the School Board’s actions are, they are no less than tantamount to
terrorism….Our parents are beat up by racism, beat up by classism, they’re
beat up by their schools being threatened to be closed all the time, they’re
beat up by the move of this [Morris] house [described in the opening
vignette] and the spotlight that put on the school and the children, they’re
beat up by the abuse of the traditional form of racism and classism that the
community has suffered already and they don’t have the energy, the desire,
nor the want to come and address this board pertaining to saving their
school. They would like to know when they became less than human by
being presented with this treatment again.
Pam, an African Nova Scotian woman then responded: “They might not have the will
anymore after they seen what happened with St. Pat’s [Alexandra].” Mike agreed:
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“That’s right! They got no energy to fight! They’re DONE! They been DONE!” Here we
see historical memory creating both a lack of faith and sense of desperation, where,
continuously picked on, central North End residents feel beaten down by the racism and
classism evident in the City’s treatment of their neighbourhood and thus hesitant to
mobilize to make change. In general terms, the neighbourhood’s history remains
tremendously integral to how longtime residents imagine the neighbourhood’s present
and desired future.
The sentiment espoused within Narratives of Revitalization, however, renders longtime
residents, in the eyes of some, bound to an idealized, unrealistic image of the
neigbourhood’s past. For Nathan, residents critical of the process are simply “afraid of
change”: “I’m not afraid of it [gentrification] and I think part of it is that people are afraid
of change and so they try to work against it.
Don, the middle-aged white gay man with 30 years residence in the area, makes a similar
case, citing nostalgia as contributing to a NIMBYism that slows development in the area:
One thing that hasn’t changed is this idea that Gottingen Street is going to
develop, it’s going to really start any year now, or this thing’s really going
to be the trigger. And back in 1983 it was like “oh yeah, oh yeah, it’s
going to take off now, Gottingen Street is going to be restored to its former
glory and older people start thinking of the 1930s and 40s….But it’s
difficult because we have such a powerful NIMBY side of saying, “oh, we
don’t want that here”. And the CAVE people, “Citizens Against Virtually
Everything.” Between the NIMBYs and the CAVEs, stuff is so slow. It
would be nice if we could somehow short-circuit that process.
Frustrated with the slow pace of change, Don, critical of the nostalgia and antidevelopment rhetoric among longtime residents, it seems, would opt to limit citizen
engagement as a way to “short-circuit” the public consult process.
Greg, the Ontario-born planner with more than thirty years experience developing
affordable housing in the area, but who lives just outside of it, similarly bemoans
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nostalgia as creating an anti-gentrification and anti-change rhetoric founded on an
unrealistic image of what the neighbourhood was like:
The condition is constantly moving; it’s not static…..People actually think
that you can stop a place in time and it will just stay that way….I certainly
don’t react to the white painting and gentrification in the same way that the
young ones did or the older people who are nostalgic for a totally different
vision of the neighbourhood. It was never like that. It was never like that
picture. Believe me…it’s not that this was such a great place to live; it
wasn’t. It was becoming flatter and flatter, more and more onedimensional.
For Greg, people’s resistance to gentrification is rooted in nostalgia; it is tied to the desire
to preserve a vision of the area that simply never existed. He expresses these entwining
sentiments of anti-gentrification and nostalgia as both ill-informed and contrary to the
present state of the economy:
This is about these kind of frozen moments, that…people want to just
project into the future. That’s not how it works. Not in our kind of
economy….[Anti-gentrification protest] was driven by a nostalgia – by an
idea that didn’t actually exist. And wasn’t very well informed by what was
really happening. I mean, they never did take account of the fact that more
than half of the rental stock, which represented 90% of all the stock, was
actually social and public housing for God’s sake. One of the highest
concentrations in Canada. And that’s not moving. It’ll only move if the
provincial government starts demolishing space in Uniacke Square, for
example….If people have memories long enough to go back to the
Stephenson Report and the Urban Renewal, maybe there’s still some old
farts around who could actually tell that story, but that’s 60 years ago.
Here Greg draws a clear distinction between the past and present, and overlooks just how
embedded the area’s oral history and collective memory are in the consciousness of the
“old farts” who experienced the 1960s urban renewal and their descendants. For Greg,
the revitalization of the neighbourhood through intensification could very well include
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these remaining residents if they would simply let go of this nostalgic image and imagine
themselves within the neighborhood’s changing future:
Intensification isn’t just dropping real estate bombs all over the place. You
have to plan it….It wouldn’t push people out, because some of it is going
to be modest income. Some of it is going to be lower income rental. The
thing is to protect what’s already there. Upgrade the public and social
housing. Get rid of some of that public housing. Put some other stuff in
that helps to mediate its relationship with the City. I mean, there’s lots you
can do. But explaining this to people….People aren’t getting informed and
they don’t fully understand the implications and they don’t see themselves
in that picture. They see themselves in that other picture. They don’t see
themselves in the new picture.
Here, longtime residents’ failure to imagine themselves in the burgeoning future of the
North End emerges out of their nostalgic insistence on remaining in “that other picture.”
Nostalgic memory is presented here as arising from residents’ lack of information or
understanding about the neighbourhood change, and appears an unproductive sentiment
that stymies the neighbourhood’s improvement and incorporation back into the rest of the
city. Integral to Narratives of Revitalization is the discrediting of longtime residents’
collective memories of the North End as an historically more vibrant place to live.
Regarded as anti-progress, wistfully nostalgic, and in some cases unreflective of reality
by those who favour the area’s current development, I argue that longtime residents
mobilize their collective memories – which are embedded with memories of both
vibrancy and struggle - to critically reflect and act on the present. In each case, I argue,
the mobilizing of narratives – Revitalization and Neglect – is a key strategy for laying
claim to the neighbourhood’s future.

5.5.2 Nostalgia
Nostalgia, Turner (1987:147-8) argues, was “traditionally associated with melancholy,”
which “was expressed through excessive anxiety and depression” (Turner 1987:148). In
its contemporary use, he argues, nostalgia often refers to a kind of homesickness
(1987:149), alienation from society (153), and a sense of “historical decline and loss”
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(150). Indeed, the idea of nostalgia, Savage (2010:116) argues, echoes much thinking
about the “loss of social cohesion and the decline of community”; it captures the feeling
of when a person’s place moves, both symbolically and culturally, away from the social
values of its past (Savage 2010:116). For Savage, nostalgia is also a means of creating
social boundaries and claiming ownership in that it distinguishes those who remember
from those who do not, indeed, cannot, by virtue of their newcomer status. Nostalgia is
thus a form of power among residents; it is “a useful tool to reconstruct identities after
one’s attachments to place are disrupted” (Milligan 2003:381), and helps displaced
communities reclaim their identity through the recognition and redefining of a shared past
and struggle (Milligan 2003:381). This is echoed by Maly et al. (2012:758) who argue
that nostalgia is also used to construct and maintain racial identities; nostalgia narratives
are mobilized “to defend territory, to create a sense of authenticity, and to give legitimacy
to a way of life” (Kasinitz and Hillyard 1995:161 cited in Maly et al. 2012:758).
More than a wistful longing for home, nostalgia can serve as a critique of one’s current
circumstances; nostalgia, Turner (1987) argues, foregrounds a “radical critique” of the
present (154). As Maly et al. (2012:759) explain:
Individuals compose nostalgia narratives when they feel their identities,
status, and/or attachments to a place are threatened, and these narratives
provide a means for constructing or framing identities that are positive.
Like other tools…nostalgic narratives serve as a method of group-level
identity work.
Indeed, nostalgia, like all forms of remembering, “is a communal act” (Maly et al.
2012:760). Like memory, nostalgia is not fixed; rather, it is continually and collectively
created and maintained in such a way that “reflects the concerns and anxieties of the
present” (Maly et al. 2012:760). We often see nostalgia discussed in gentrification
research as the catalyst for early or “first wave” gentrifiers’ disdain for continued or the
next “wave” of gentrification (see Brown-Saracino 2009; Savage 2010). Attention to
longtime residents’ narratives, however, reveals nostalgia as a source of neighbourhood
pride and vision, and helps longtime residents, particularly African Nova Scotians,
reclaim their collective neighbourhood identity and transform their feelings of distrust
and despair into a sense of community resilience and urge to keep on fighting. This urge
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to fight highlights what Hanson (2013:167) calls nostalgic resilience, whereby positive
constructions of the past provide hope for the future. Among longtime North Enders,
particularly African Nova Scotians, nostalgia operates as boundary work that both
reinforces their historical and thus present right to claim and shape space, and counters
the claims to space among newcomers. As Boym (2001:xvi) argues: “[n]ostalgia is not
always about the past; it can be retrospective but also prospective. Fantasies of the past
determined by needs of the present have a direct impact on realities of the future.”
Nostalgia narratives operate here as a means of articulating and perhaps reclaiming the
North End as a space of Black community. For example, Liz is an African Nova Scotian
woman who, the relative of Randy, the late internationally-acclaimed Civil Rights activist
we met in Chapter Four, grew up and currently lives outside of Halifax. Liz spent a
significant amount of time living, working, and politically organizing in the North End
throughout the 1980s and 1990s, and has a number of friends and family members
remaining in the area. Discussing the displacement of Africville residents to Mulgrave
Park and the central North End Uniacke Square, Liz believes this displacement and
subsequent re-placement “further entrenched the North End as a site of Black
community. People came together, families marrying and all these different kinds of
things, joining together in churches.” Liz goes on to describe the vibrancy of the Black
community in those days:
There was always a sense of family, of community, and I go back to the
terminology of ownership of the North End….People hung out on the
streets, a lot of your socialization may have taken place on the sidewalks,
whereas now people go inside or backyards. Often there was so much, you
could just walk up the street and that was your social gathering. You’d say,
“Ok, let’s go out” and you’d go out on the sidewalk and talk to people,
discuss issues of the day, organize, on the sidewalk….The hub of activity
at that time was on Gottingen Street.
Liz remembers the visible presence of the Black community on the streets as being key to
a sense of ownership of the North End. Like many other African Nova Scotian
participants, Liz associates the heyday of Gottingen Street with the peak of the Black
community, where social gathering, political organizing, and everyday visibility on the
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streets were commonplace. Liz juxtaposes this high moment with now, where members
of the community are either inside or in their backyards; they are not populating the
street. As was described in Chapter Two, this lack of Black faces on the street has created
for her a strong sense of fear, which is also shared among her Black friends.
Laura, the African Nova Scotian woman raised in the North End but who could not make
ends meet and so moved to Montreal in 2013, similarly espouses a sense of nostalgia
when describing her upbringing in the at that time vibrant Black community of the North
End:
Growing up here…in the [19]70s…it was magnificent. There was no
reputation because it was the coolest place to be. We had everything going
on here, just everything. The Black community was strong, and it was
afros and cars and music, and it was pretty awesome. Because I went to an
all-Black school, I went to an all-Black church, and you know, it was just
something that almost doesn’t exist anymore, to just be around your
people and it was almost pre-drug time. Sure, there were drugs, but drugs
weren’t killing people. We weren’t in jail for drugs. So it was just a really
cool time. It was just like the old Marvin Gaye records kinda feel.
For Laura, the vibrancy of Gottingen Street is inextricable from the vibrancy of the Black
community. While this time period was described by others, such as Greg the planner, as
“ropey” and “scandalous,” Laura remembers this time, which is characterized as steeped
in rich Black community, culture, education, and religion, as “magnificent”; although she
admits that there was some drug activity, at this time, she remembers, drugs were not yet
“killing people” or putting people in jail. Rather, the North End was “the coolest place to
be.”
Micah, the African Nova Scotian resident and community worker in the area, expresses a
similar sentiment:
I remember coming up here [in the 1960s] driving in my father's truck and
at Christmas time all the lamp poles were done up with nice bright lights
and honestly as a kid I felt like I was in New York….And when I think
back to this area back in, I would say the late [19]80s and early [19]90s it
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was nothing to walk all of Gottingen Street and see, especially on a
beautiful day like this and all of Gottingen Street would be packed with
people just sitting on the wall. But again now you walk up the street and
you don't see anybody, whereas years ago…you had the Sobeys, where
you could go grocery shopping, we had thriving businesses, we had New
York dress – people came from all over to shop there. My family were the
first to open up the first Black cultural bookstore in Atlantic Canada – we
had a [Black] bookstore down there.
Micah expresses a sense of nostalgia for the vibrancy of the street, which for him is tied
to both a specifically Black sense of community, via the bookstore his family created, and
to particular shops, such as the grocery store and the dress shop, which for a number of
my participants continues to symbolize the area’s previous vibrancy. These shops,
however, are not remembered by everyone the same way. Although all of the longtime
residents I spoke with articulated the area’s former vibrancy through describing these
shops, Liz, the African Nova Scotian woman who lived and worked in the North End
throughout the 1980s and 1990s but currently lives outside of Halifax, expresses a
memory of these shops – New York Dress in particular - quite distinct from longtime
residents’:
Oh my gosh yes, people came from all over to New York Dress Shop,
which was a very racist place. Oh my goodness, yes. Oh my goodness,
they met Black people at the door. And when you did go in they didn’t
take their eyes off you. It was a very very, very racist place. A lot of the
shops were, I’d say. Because I remember when the Metropolitan operated
– people forget their history – there was boycotts and what have you to get
Black people opportunities to work in those stores that they were spending
the bulk of their money in. On Gottingen Street, there weren’t Black
people working in there. Very rarely. I don’t know if New York Dress ever
hired a Black person….But I remember going to New York Dress and
everybody talked about it, a lot of Black people would never go in,
because people came from all over – the south end, downtown, and
everything, to go there. And they didn’t want Black people in there. They
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met you at the door. Oh my goodness they had somebody on you the
minute you hit the door. Oh my, it was well known.
Liz’s recollection of the blatant racism of the same Gottingen Street shops that longtime
Black residents now describe with pride, as symbols of Gottingen Street’s, and by
extension the Black community’s, vibrancy, is very telling. No longer a resident in the
area, Liz’s memory of these shops differs quite substantially from those who still reside
in the area. This conflicting recollection highlights the weaving of historical memory and
place into participants’ collective memory, which, rooted in Gottingen Street’s former
vibrancy, is mobilized by longtime residents today against perceived threats to the
neighbourhood and its community. Nostalgia narratives are thus shaped as part of a
community’s collective memory to claim identification with neighbourhood space, and in
so doing, they also form the foundation of a critique of the current issues at hand, and are
mobilized to generate pride and a sense of resilience as well as urgency within the
community.
Indeed, at a community meeting organized to help save St. Pat’s Alexandra School from
being developed, (the focus of the next chapter), Micah, the African Nova Scotian man
who has lived and worked in the area for a number of years, uses nostalgia to both
highlight the City’s blight of the area, and to generate pride and hope among residents as
a push to keep fighting:
This community has been under siege for many, many years. When are we
going to raise up above that, and start showing the talent, and the resources
that already exist for years right here in this community of North End
Halifax? And this is what this is all about for me. Showing what is
currently here. We can make things happen on our own if given the
opportunity. We always don’t need a handout or made to feel we’re not
worthy of something. We are. So are our young people, so are our seniors.
We’ve had grocery stores. Gottingen Street, I remember…it was like being
in New York!….And when you look around today, what do you see?
Empty buildings. Why is that? It’s because our community right before
our very eyes is being stripped and this has been taking place for years!
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Here, Micah juxtaposes claims of historical neglect against nostalgia as a way to
reconnect residents to the neighbourhood and generate both pride and ownership in both
what he perceives the City to have taken away, as well as a sense of confidence in the
possibilities and talent that remain. Randy, the late internationally-acclaimed Civil Rights
activist, at a different community meeting but for the same cause, also uses nostalgia to
generate a sense of pride, ownership, and determination to fight:
Many of you will remember when the Royal Bank was over here. You
remember the theatre that was up the street, you remember New York
Dress, you remember the Metropolitan store. Gottingen was thriving, it
was thriving. And it was a conscious decision to let this area disintegrate
and then the developers to come in and buy it up for nothing. So this is a
chance for the community to stop that process of gentrification. And City
council must be aware that there is no excuse for not giving this property
back to the community because they will benefit economically, socially,
politically, and even spiritually if we get this space.
Describing the gentrification or “revitalization” of the area using a Narrative of Neglect,
Randy, like Micah, drew upon residents’ nostalgia to generate a sense of ownership and
pride among “the community” – the longtime residents who have access to the memories
of these stores. As we saw earlier in the Chapter with Laura and Micah recounting the
neighbourhood’s specialty shops, here Randy too uses familiar landmarks such as the
bank, the dress shop, and the Metropolitan – landmarks that arose frequently throughout
participants’ narratives – to generate nostalgic memories among longtime residents.
Randy generated a sense of nostalgia among residents as a way of redefining the
community of longtime residents, instilling hope and conviction among these residents,
and demanding assets – the former school building – from the City in an attempt to
curtail one instance of potential gentrification. So while nostalgia emerges within
Narratives of Revitalization as resistance to change, I argue that in mobilizing a sense of
nostalgia, residents articulate a critique of neighbourhood revitalization and gentrification
that, emerging from historical struggle, also works to reestablish this struggle as part of
the historical narrative, and these residents as having a claim to the neighbourhood’s
future as an historically Black neighbourhood. Within both narratives, acts of
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remembering – be it selective on the one hand or nostalgic on the other – symbolize
participants’ visions and aspirations for the neighbourhood’s future.

5.6 Conclusions
Within both narratives, the neighbourhood’s present and potential future state emerge
through an understanding of what the neighbourhood was – a state to return to or escape
from. The divergence in these narratives emerges from contrasting understandings of
both the neighbourhood’s history and the ways this history ought to shape its future. For
many longtime residents, Africville is an historical moment that risks repeating, as the
City’s plans once again encroach on low income, African Nova Scotia space. For many
newcomers, or those not impacted by this history, revitalization is both natural and
desirable as it offers a positive step forward and is benefiting to all. The revitalization of
the neighbourhood, however, has included a selective retelling of history, which excludes
much of the strife longtime residents deem vital in shaping the historical memory of the
area. Nostalgia emerges here as both an articulation of residents’ anti-gentrification
struggles and a useful concept for teasing out the tensions between how longtime and
newcomer residents envision their neighbourhood. The next chapter will examine in
detail a particular case example of these narratives creating a tension over whether or not
this historically African Nova Scotian school should be turned over to the community as
a community centre, or should be sold to the developer to turn into high-rise condos.
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Chapter 6 – “This is Africville all over again”: The case of St.
Pat’s Alexandra
“Subsequent to the relocation, Africville became a kind of red alert, signaling danger to
black communities and traditions in the guise of city development projects, area
upgrading, and gentrification, ie., the ‘yuppie’ invasion of low-cost housing areas. It still
has that salience.” - Clairmont and Magill (1999:xx)
“Why all the fuss about an old school in an old neighbourhood? Well, the fuss is about
history, community neglect, insult, oppression, and violation of citizen equality.” Longtime African Nova Scotian resident
“It was a conscious decision to let the area disintegrate….Now developers are buying up
property for nothing. People are insecure because they can no longer afford to live in the
neighbourhood they grew up in. This is a chance for the community to stop that process
of gentrification.” - Randy, activist and longtime resident
“If it was up to me I'd bulldoze most of that block and rebuild. It’s prime land being
underutilized. Harbor View land in the city centre is way more valuable than being used
as a clinic or hangout for junkies and hookers.” - Scooby074, Skyscraper online
development forum

6 Introduction
In the last chapter, I argued that gentrification is partly enacted through selective
retellings of history and through the shaping of residents’ mobility, which symbolize the
right to claim and shape space. I described how participants’ perceptions of gentrification
splintered off into two narratives: Narratives of Neglect and Narratives of Revitalization.
Embedded within these narratives are divergent understandings of how neighbourhood
history ought to shape the neighbourhood’s future. Emerging from the area’s contentious
history, neighbourhood change emerges as an intentional and City-supported
gentrification in the former, and a natural, desirable, revitalization in the latter. Nostalgia
also emerged in the last Chapter as both an articulation of residents’, particularly African

231

Nova Scotian, anti-gentrification struggles, and a useful concept for teasing out the
tensions between how longtime and newcomer residents envision their neighbourhood.
This Chapter will offer the St. Patrick’s Alexandra School debacle as a case example of
how historical narratives are shaping how gentrification is perceived, enacted, and
resisted in Halifax’s North End. I will explore in more depth how African Nova Scotian
North Enders claim an “indigenous” Black identity as a claim to space that at times
overshadows indigenous Aboriginals’ narrative spatial claims.

6.1 The St. Pat’s Alexandra debacle
Plate 6.1: St. Pat's Alexandra school

(Source: Tim Krochak, The Chronicle Herald)

The St. Patrick’s Alexandra School community consultation, organized by the Halifax
Regional Municipality, took place in an overflowing room in the North Branch Library
on a hot June evening in 2013. The consultation was the first step in the City’s attempt to
amend its failure to follow proper procedure in disposing of this surplus school. Against
the wishes of the students’ parents, and the majority of local residents, the Afri-centric
School, which was located across the street from Uniacke Square, was closed by the City
in 2009. Though the building has capacity for 800 students, only 138 were enrolled in

232

2007, and this dropped to 80 in 2008. The City, however, cited declining enrollment as
only part of their decision – it was “the overwhelming presence of social problems in the
neighbourhood” (Halifax Media Co-op 2009) that led to the final decision.
Slated to be developed into condominiums, many local residents, including Denise Allen,
the Chair of the Halifax Central Education Committee, felt the closure of the school was
a sign of gentrification and was “tantamount to the end of the community” (Halifax
Media Co-op 2009). The sale of the property to a private developer in late 2011 further
entrenched this fear, as the City went against its own policy which, adopted in 2000,
called for a three-step process in the disposal of surplus schools. First, City departments
would determine whether or not they have a potential use for the school. If not, the
second step would be to offer community organizations an opportunity to make
suggestions for how to use the school, which would be judged by council on their merits.
Only if council rejected community groups’ proposals would council enter into the third
step, which would be to put the school up for sale for private development. City council,
however, bypassed this plan entirely, and in the case of St. Pat’s Alexandra, measured
community groups’ proposals against that of private developers, who ultimately won the
bid in the end.
Public outcry began the following month, with a march and rally, which was led by
Reverend Barton, who we met in Chapters Four and Five, as well as numerous
community meetings. In January 2012, the City reversed the sale, overturned the 2000
policy, and adopted a new policy, only to promptly re-sell the school to Jono
Developments for $3 million, more than a million dollars less than its assessed market
value.
The three community groups – The North End Community Health Clinic, the Mi’kmaq
Friendship Centre, and the Richard Preston Centre for Excellence – immediately sued the
City, and in February 2012 a temporary stay was put on the sale until June, when it was
ruled that the City had violated both its own policy and the City charter in selling the
property to Jono for under market price. A major victory for the North End community,
the court ruling reverted the process back to square one, where, following the original
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2000 policy, the City would now allow community groups first dibs on the property. The
three community groups, which joined together during the process, handed in their joint
proposal to transform the former school into a facility that would house a community
centre as well as community non-profits in need of more suitable space, including the
health centre and the Friendship Centre, in November 2013 and are awaiting a final
decision.
Plate 6.2: Map of St. Pat's Alexandra and surrounding area

(Source: Map data ©2014 Google)

The community consultation, held by the City at the North End library on June 2013, was
intended to provide discussion amongst the City and the community regarding the
community’s overall vision for the school, and the criteria that City council will be using
to rank the proposals. For council to sell property below market value price, two-thirds of
council has to vote in favour. Their decision to do so is determined by a qualitative
assessment of the proposals, based on four criteria: content compliance, viability,
compensation, and benefit to the municipality. Viability was highlighted by the two City
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representatives present as particularly important, and so the structure, “longevity,” and
feasibility of the proposal to maintain the property, deliver the projected outcomes of the
proposed programming, and “bring strong benefit to the municipality” were the primary
focus of the consultation.
Plate 6.3: Protest march arriving at St. Pat's Alexandra community consultation

(Personal Photograph)

After council gave the presentation, the packed and now standing-room-only crowd had
the opportunity to respond with any questions, concerns, and comments they had. One by
one, longtime residents, predominantly Mi’kmaq and African Nova Scotian, along with
various youth, including members of the Hope Blooms community garden in Uniacke
Square, and the members of the Ki’tpu Youth Program that runs out of the Mi’kmaq
Friendship Centre, rose to the mic. The Ki’tpu youth, who held a small rally and march
prior to the consultation, were the first to make their way to the front of the room. They
held homemade bristol board signs that displayed anti-condo slogans such as, “How do
condos help youth to grow?” and “It takes a community to raise a child, not a condo,”
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which were read aloud by City representatives. One of the youth explained, “I just wanna
say that I don’t want to see it go to a land developer because we already have enough
condos around here and with all the condos they’re building now, people can’t afford the
rent anyways.” Her short speech was met with much cheering and clapping from the
crowd, many of whom supported her anti-condo sentiments with, “yup, yup.” A City
representative could not help but joke, “I’m thinking anyone here that owns a condo is
not going to stand up and speak,” which was met with laughter and more clapping from
the crowd.
Plate 6.4: Signs outside St. Pat Alexandra community consultation

(Personal Photograph)

Plate 6.5: Poster inside St. Pats Alexandra community consultation

(Personal Photograph)
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6.1.1 Gentrification, schools, and Afri-centric education
Before I expand further on residents’ reactions to the St. Pat’s debacle, it is important to
discuss schools in particular, and how the provision and administration of schooling may
be part and parcel of what Neil Smith (1996:39) calls “the class remake of the central
urban landscape” (cited in Billingham et al. 2013:87). Education is an institution of great
import, which is certainly impacted by gentrification. As newcomers arrive with children
or begin families, many may refuse to even consider inner city public school as an option,
and so many enroll in private schools, non-traditional public schools, or, as is
predominantly the case in the North End, a public school in another neighborhood
(Billingham et al. 2013:88; Renzulli and Evans 2005).
As mentioned throughout this dissertation, schools have been a primary concern among
longtime North Enders. With the loss of Bloomfield School in 1988, the loss of St.
Patrick’s Alexandra School in 2011, and the ongoing battle to keep Joseph Howe
Elementary School off the chopping block, longtime North End residents, especially
those who are African Nova Scotian, remain highly concerned about the future of the
neighbourhood’s schools. The following exchange at the community meeting to save
Joseph Howe Elementary highlights this concern. Pam, longtime African Nova Scotian
resident and current board member of the Council on African Canadian Education,
expresses her frustration at what she feels is the singling out of North End schools:
Has [South End school] been put up for review?….Most of their students
are out of area students, so I don’t understand how [they] can stay and
these schools can’t. It’s an assault on the community. A lot of those
students at [South End school] should actually be here. They should be
going to Joseph Howe and don’t. 83 families in the area. 31 go to St.
Joseph’s [further north] and there’s another 52 English program students
who go elsewhere. But I assume a high percentage go to [West End
school], maybe with older brothers and sisters.
Mary, longtime resident and member of a prominent Back family in the neighbourhood
who we met in Chapter Four, is involved with the Board of Education. She responded:
“No, the majority of our students are at [South End school].” Halifax’s South End is the
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most affluent neighbourhood in Halifax and for many North End residents symbolizes the
City’s favourtism.
Faatir, the filmmaker who has been examining gentrification in the area, commented on
the symbolic violence of removing schools from a struggling neighbourhood such as the
North End: “How do you want a community to develop if you’re taking away their
educational tools?….If you take the schools, you’ve taken the heart and soul of the
community. So there’s nothing left.” Indeed, research into education has examined
schools’ effects on student achievement and racial stratification, as well as “class- and
culture- based differences in curriculum, attainment, and achievement” (Billingham
2013:30). In basic terms, “what children learn, where they attend school, and what types
of resources they have at their disposal” (Billingham et al. 2013:30) are unevenly
experienced along the lines of race and class. Schools, however, have been “largely
neglected” in discussions of gentrification.
Declining enrollments in North End schools, coupled with a growing number of students
attending school outside of the neighbourhood and a subsequent heightened vulnerability
for the schools’ continued existence, is certainly cause for concern. The continuation of
Afri-centric education in the neighbourhood is also of great importance for the
neighbourhood’s low income, Black youth. The case of Afri-centric schools is a
contentious one – for some, Afri-centric education instills within Black youth a sense of
pride and self-determination, as they learn the histories, cultures, experiences and
contributions of people of African descent; for others, however, Afri-centric education
invokes arguments of segregation, anti-multiculturalism, and racism (Chen 2010). Africentric schools reflect the fact that schooling has “largely failed in its promise to promote a
more egalitarian society” and, instead, “in content and process, contributes to the
subordination of substantial segments of the population” (Wotherspoon 2009: 33). Studies

have demonstrated that the absence of Africentricity in the classroom has led many Black
and African Canadian students to drop out of school (Dei 1996). So for African Nova
Scotian North Enders, the battle over St. Pat’s Alexandra School is also a symbolic one;
the recovering of the only Afri-centric School building from the City’s grasp, and the
transformation of that building into a community centre that caters to the unique needs of
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Black adults and youth, would instill a renewed sense of hope and promise within the
community, and, as I will discuss later in the chapter, mend some of the wounds inflicted
with the displacement of Africville.

6.2 Tensions at St. Pat’s community consultation
To return to the case of St. Pat’s Alexandra, I will now discuss residents’ reactions to the
debacle as they fall into two camps: Narratives of Neglect and Narratives of
Revitalization. Using these opposing conceptualizations of development and
gentrification that were developed in Chapter Five, I will describe how these narratives
were mobilized during the St. Pat’s Alexandra debacle, framing residents’ various
perceptions of both the community’s response to it, as well as their envisioning of the
property’s future.
Evident at the community consult among the majority of attendees was an ongoing fear
that the process, though newly commenced, would continue to work against North End
residents. This was the concern of one gentleman, a local white resident in his latetwenties, who cautioned: “I see this as a process where we’re still not giving due decision
making capability to the community.” The vague criteria that will determine council’s
qualitative assessment, while described by council as somehow “letting the community
tell [them] what’s important”, was, for this gentleman, possibly working against the
community. This discomfort was also expressed by Bob, a longstanding Mi’kmaq activist
and board member of the Mi’kmaq Friendship centre, who noted: “Quite frankly when
someone suggests ‘trust me,’ I start duckin’. There’s something about this that just does
not sit with me.” There also appeared to be a shared sense of the urgency of this matter.
As Barry, then-executive director of the North End Business Association, expresses:
Consultants are going to come along and really try to piece together what’s
going to go on that site and how the various pieces are going to fit
together. And they’re going to look at the community to tell them what
they want. And if the community doesn’t respond, what are we going to
do?….We’ve got to get input from the community, and it’s very serious
this time and I don’t know what smoke they were blowing 19 years ago
and I’m sure you’re absolutely right, but there really is an opportunity
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now, for this community to move forward, to get itself some decent
supports, to get a good community centre going, to really start doing those
key things….And if we don’t do it now, that land’s going to get sold, it’s
going to get something built on it that you guys don’t want…it won’t be
for the community.
Barry highlights the importance and urgency of getting the community’s input heard by
the City, as, he notes, “there really is an opportunity now,” despite the false promises
made in the past. Frustrated with the community’s insistence on discussing past events
and lack of active participation in the process, he tries to inspire action by highlighting
the potential negative outcomes, should this process fail, which is another unwanted
development and symbol of gentrification in the neighbourhood.
Another gentleman, a university professor in his late twenties/early thirties, whose
townhouse (which I personally remember being constructed in 2004 as it was one of the
first new developments to spring up near Gottingen Street) straddles the line between the
gentrifying southern part of Gottingen Street and the more low-income northern part,
conveys a similar sense of urgency:
I live on Cornwallis Street. Which puts me on the south side of Cornwallis,
which means I’m tellingly in district 7, not district 8, which means I’m
from the district that occasionally people listen to. And I think that
boundary is actually telling. One of the things to keep in mind is
everything to the south of me is condos that myself and most of the people
in this room can’t afford and if we put another at the site of St. Patrick’s
Alexandra we are not moving the unaffordable boundaries to one plot, we
are making everything to the south of it unaffordable as well, and we are
already going in that direction. So we’re not just talking about a single site,
we are talking about how quickly and at what speed we want to gentrify a
neighbourhood that still holds of a lot of important services and still holds
an affordable place for a lot of different people in the neighbourhood. It’s
just not about envisioning what we want this site to look like, but what we
want the North End to look like, what we want it to look like 10 years
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from now, how quickly we want changes to happen, and also what we
actually value in terms of decision making.
Taking a jab at the newly-formed election boundaries that cut part of the central North
End in half, this gentleman highlights the socio-spatial hemming in of the central North
End as an island of low income housing amongst condos and development that are
encroaching further north. Though he does not explicitly state this, implicit in his speech
is the sense that, as these condos move northward, the low-income island, which includes
the Uniacke Square housing project, could potentially be sunk. To return St. Pat’s
Alexandra back to the community and prevent it from becoming condos would stall the
pace of this development, and have a significant impact on the future of the
neighbourhood as a whole.
This imagined future, however, remains a point of contention among residents; as was
discussed in Chapter Five, the imagining of the future – of both the building and the
neighbourhood in this case– ultimately meant delving into the past. The links between
Africville, present-day gentrification, and the St. Pat’s Alexandra debacle, were
highlighted in my interview with Cat, the 10-year resident, community activist and
former community worker, who owns a housing co-op in the area:
They’re constantly trying to close the fucking schools in this
neighbourhood! My neighbour – she’s a teacher, she’s taught for years in
this neighbourhood at St Pat’s Alexandra and Joseph Howe and she’s
really involved in the school board closures and amalgamation and that
stuff that’s going on right now – and I think that stuff really ties into
gentrification and especially, a point she made recently, was around when
Africville was evicted a lot of people got moved to Uniacke Square and
they were promised a school. And that school was St. Pat’s Alexandra or
Joseph Howe and now, as they have closed St. Pat’s Alexandra, and they
are trying to close Joseph Howe [elementary school] eventually, where
does that legacy of being promised certain things fall into it?
For many African Nova Scotian North Enders, this legacy remains central to how the
future of the North End ought to be imagined. A middle-aged African Nova Scotian
resident, speaking at the St. Pat’s Alexandra community consultation, highlights the
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importance of this historical legacy of neglect in framing the next moves the City ought
to make:
30 years ago when I was at a forum very similar to this, about Africville,
and I said Africville should go back to the people, and I’ll say the same
thing about St. Pat’s Alexandra. You need to give it back to the people.
The City has pretty well taken everything out of this community….And
they’re always complaining on the media and the police about the children
in the North End. You always hear this negativity, but they don’t talk
about the good things…the positive things….We need to have our own
place….As a community we need a place that belongs to us, where we
have a voice….We shouldn’t have to even fight about this. This has been
going on for how long? And we have to beg? And keep explaining
ourselves?….I wonder, I truly do wonder, does HRM really care about the
North End?….So what I really just want to say in my closing is you took
Africville, you took our stores, you’re takin’ everything out….So it’s a sad
state of affairs, and that was something like forty years ago, I hope we’re
not continuously repeating that….Do what the people are asking, give us
St Pat’s, because you took Africville – you need to still give that back too.
(laughter and clapping)….Give St Pat’s back to the people. Let the people
bring this community back to the way historically it started out. Because
you’re pushin’ us out and we want to stay here. This is our home.
Mobilizing an historical narrative – a Narrative of Neglect – this woman connects the
taking away of Africville and the subsequent neglect of the North End to the present-day
battle over St. Pat’s Alexandra. The key perpetrator in the matter, the City is presented
here as taking away the land of Africville, as well as the services (and the positive image)
of the North End, where many people from Africville were re-located. The current
struggle for St. Pat’s Alexandra, for her, is yet another example of the City taking away
from this community. To return the property to the community would help restore the
area to the way it used to be – a time when the area felt like “home” for Black residents.
As discussed in Chapter Five, it is not the accuracy of this nostalgia that is significant,
but, rather, the mobilization of it as a vision for the area’s future. Here, historical

242

narratives of the City’s neglect of an area collectively remembered as previously thriving
are used to articulate a critique of present-day gentrification that not only calls on the
City to stop the gentrification of this particular site, but also lays historical claim to the
neighbourhood’s imagined future.

6.2.1 Mobilizing historical narratives – “Africville all over again”
For Kirkland (2008), writing about resistance to gentrification in the Chicago community
of West Town, the unifying of collective histories based on racial and ethnic background
presented a particularly “unifying advantage” (24) to residents. Indeed, she argues, it was
“the concentration of colonialism and diaspora with local histories and relationships that
spawn[ed]…resistance and fuel[led] its intensities” (2008:24). Herzfeld (2010) makes a
similar argument regarding his work with the Pom Mahakan community in Bangkok,
Thailand who, “seemingly obsessed with history,” used historical claims to “force
recognition from the municipal authorities” (Herzfeld 2010:262) in their fight against
eviction. “A strategic focus on history,” he argues, “gave the residents the cultural capital
they needed to carry their cause into the public arena” (Herzfeld 2010:263). History, for
Herzfeld, has the power to drastically shape the present; “interpretations of history
spatially reinforce current ideologies” (2010:259).
In the case of St. Pat’s Alexandra, longtime residents, many African Nova Scotian, called
on the City to return the property to the community as a way to reverse the oppressive
history. As one member of the Ki’tpu youth explains:
I would like to say that this area in all of Halifax has one of the richest
cultural backgrounds and you will not find that information on the street.
And I feel like this is a great opportunity to have a place for everyone to
go to find out who helped shape Halifax. If HRM wants to recognize the
strength and integrity of the people that live here, first it needs to
acknowledge what it’s done in the past, it needs to acknowledge the things
that it’s doing wrong now, and take the chance to really say “ok we’ve
made some mistakes; we can offer a chance to show the integrity of the
people who showed up to say that there was a mistake….When I heard this
happen, when the whole proposal thing came out, I was personally hurt. I
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felt that the City was once again…doing the same thing, repeating the
same mistakes.
Acknowledging the pervasiveness of this belief in the room that night, one of the City
representatives then interrupted: “I’m hearing you, and I hope the community does see
this as a starting point and an opportunity, so continue.” The sense that the mistakes of
Africville are being made again is also highlighted by Reverend Barton, pastor at the
local Black church, which is the primary neighbourhood institution for the African Nova
Scotian community, who is also the public face behind the community’s St. Pat’s
Alexandra battle:
There were a lot of lessons in Africville that the City claimed to have
learned…and so now they’re just turning around and doing these things
again. Part of the apology was, “we’re sorry that we did to you and we
thought we were doing for you, but we did not do with you.” And so you
talk about it, and you don’t even make the connection that you’re doing
the same thing again. And so it is incumbent upon me to remind you that
you are doing the same thing again to the same people! So it’s interesting
that those lessons have not been learned.
Here, Reverend Barton points to the present-day repeating of Africville as both an
oversight on part of the City, as “they don’t even make the connection that [they] are
doing the same thing again to the same people,” and an act of paternalism, where the
City, believing they were “doing for” the community, actually “did to” them, rather than
“with,” which is the option they currently have open to them today, with St. Pat’s
Alexandra. She goes on to emphasize the symbolic value of this tentative victory for the
community:
And I think that that was one of the reasons why the community was so
elated over the court victory that we got, because it’s like “wow,
somebody heard us, somebody heard us, and even if it’s just for a moment,
you know. We were heard and we exerted our power and we were able to
get an outcome.” So how it will end up in the end, who knows, but at least
for the time, the community felt like, “ok, we can come together, we can
mobilize, we can be heard.”
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Here we get a sense, not only of how the St. Pat’s Alexandra debacle is perceived as a
repeating of Africville, but the symbolic power of that first court victory. The feeling of
being heard, even “just for a moment,” countered the long history of feeling ignored and
being done “to” and “for,” rather than “with.” This sense of paternalism – of being done
“for” and “to” and not “with” – in the case of both Africville and St. Pat’s Alexandra was
also highlighted in my interview with Scott, the African Nova Scotian man who grew up
in Uniacke Square and who now works in the area. When discussing the St. Pat’s
Alexandra, he reflected:
I think back to Africville, and you had people who were able to come in
and talk and say “this is going to be better for you” and really, you don’t
want a déjà vu of Africville happening again….This is another thing
they’re taking from us.

6.2.2 Opposing narratives – Narratives of Revitalization
At the community consultation, longtime African Nova Scotian residents’ historical
claims were, however, juxtaposed against an alternative narrative – one that, still
supportive of the property being a community space, offered an opposing viewpoint on
the development of the property, particularly regarding potential collaboration with
developers and/or the City. These tensions are evident in the following exchange between
a newer, middle-aged female resident of the area, and some voices from the crowd.
Approximately half way through the community feedback portion of the consultation,
after hearing plea after plea from longtime residents – many African Nova Scotian, many
Aboriginal – to return the property to the community and undo the mistakes of the past,
the woman took to the mic and proclaimed: “I live on Gottingen St. I’m a condo owner,
and I also love this community.” Met with murmuring and groaning from the crowd, she
went on, “And I think Gottingen Street is the best street in the city.” Upon receiving some
hesitant clapping from the crowd, she continued,
Community to me is defined by the people not by the building. So to my
understanding of the St. Pat’s building, it’s gonna take millions and
millions and millions of dollars to get that up to standard. So no one is
questioning the abilities of the non-profits who have been here for 100

245

years to run their non-profits. It’s in times of austerity that we know how
creative we have to be with our money and it is a real issue, and to my
understanding there’s also potentially poisonous hazard materials in there
as well.
This statement was met with a number of resounding “No!”s from the crowd. She went
on, “Asbestos? Buildings in the 70s usually have it,” which prompted a response from
one African Nova Scotian elder: “No. When the school was getting ready to close, they
did those studies and there’s no asbestos in any of the buildings.” She persisted, “Ok, so
I’m still under the impression that it’s millions of dollars to bring it up to standard,”
which prompted a number of “no”s, as well as an irritated “So what?!” from the crowd.
Getting irritated herself, she continued,
So my point is – I respected everyone else talking – and my point is a
community should determine what happens to that land, and what’s best
for the community. Could they make a condition of sale? Could they as a
community say to the City to make a condition of sale to these developers?
You have to partner with Sobeys [grocery chain].
This statement prompted laughter among the crowd who remembered the many promises
made by Sobeys to re-open during the nearly three decades since they closed their former
Gottingen Street location, which was recalled by a number participants to be unkempt,
dirty, and racist. Either unaware or unconcerned with this history, the woman went on:
Why not?! The property is worth potentially $50 000 000! Say we get
Sobeys down there and we want recreational space for our kids, and we
want a certain percentage of that land to be community-controlled, and
whatever that is. And can we as a community demand that of the City?
That’s a direct question. As a condition of the sale the person must provide
20% space for the community?
This last statement sparked a passionate response from one attendee: “So it goes back to a
developer!? No! We’ve been there!” One of the City representatives replied: “I’m not
sure I can give you a specific example. I think that would be very tricky to try to get
specific uses into a property. I’m not sure that we can actually make that happen. I’m not
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sure I’m the best person to answer it.” To this, another crowd member exclaimed, “It
seems like colonialism to me!”
Emerging within Narratives of Revitalization, as discussed in Chapter Five, is a
sometimes ambivalent attitude towards the neighbourhood’s history as something to, for
the most part, move beyond. In the case of St. Pat’s Alexandra these narratives emerged
in some residents’ perceptions, such as the woman quoted above, of the future of the
property and role it ought to play in the community. Also emerging from these narratives
is an opposing notion of how the history of Africville ought to figure into this discussion.
As Pat, the upper-middle class businesswoman who has spent less than three years in the
area, the “story of Africville” has little to do with the case of St. Pat’s Alexandra:
The story of Africville in my own personal value system is, it was wrong
to move a community that didn’t want to be moved. It was wrong to
assume that other people knew better than the people themselves….Is that
what is happening now? What’s being taken away from them? The school
closed down for a certain reason. At that point in time if they felt that that
was their school, they could have fought for it.
Though it was wrong of the City to act on behalf of residents and forcibly displace the
residents of Africville, the closing of the school and subsequent battles over the property
are separate matters. For Pat, the school was not taken away; rather, it closed “for a
certain reason.” Either unaware or unconcerned with the fact that the community did in
fact struggle to keep the school open at that time, community claims to the property, she
feels, could have been made then. She goes on to talk more about the St. Pat’s Alexandra
debacle in relation to the term gentrification:
Gentrification is another loaded word….Again, it’s under a category of
blame rather than recognizing that circumstance that has led to people
coming into the neighbourhood. It’s not new or old. People come and go in
neighbourhoods all the time, why is this one so unique?….I want to talk
more about the school situation down there [St. Pat’s Alexandra]. They
made the developer the bad guy. I’m like “are you kidding me? Do you
know anything about this developer?” In essence this victim mentality led
them to this big huge drama that in my opinion really didn’t necessarily
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need to happen. People think that the only thing to get anything is to fight
for it.
For Pat, there is a sense of blame embedded within the idea of gentrification, where
individuals, such as the developer, are held accountable for what she sees as a seemingly
natural process of people coming and going as a result of “circumstance.” This same
sense of blame, she feels, is also manifesting in the St. Pat’s Alexandra debacle, where,
blaming the developer, the community took on a “victim mentality” and felt the need to
fight. Historical claims to space appear here, for Pat, as a “huge drama” that is both
unnecessary and wrongly directed.
Don, the middle-aged white gay man with 30 years residence in the area, who, discussed
in Chapter Five, cited nostalgia as contributing to a NIMBYism that slows development
in the area, also has an opposing opinion towards the future of the property:
The building has to get smashed down and a high density building put in
its place. That’s the place where I’m starting from….What I would love to
see there would be smash the thing out, dig a big hole where it was, and
put in a fifteen- story building, and maybe that’s where our low income
housing is going to go, and have a layer of storefront commercial, a couple
layers of office space, maybe five floors of office space, maybe five floors
of….the [Mi’kmaq] Friendship Centre and the Heath Centre, and then ten
stories of residential. That’s my dream for that space. And oh my God, for
people to say they want to move in there, it’s an old building, it’s
inappropriate, it’s Bloomfield Centre, it’s Bloomfield Centre all over
again. People say “I wanna move in there, it’s so pretty, it’s so historic”
and it needs $50 000 a year in maintenance. You know? And more than
that in heating.
Echoing the woman who owns a Gottingen Street condo discussed above, Don feels that,
although the community groups ought to have space in the building, the saving of the
building itself is completely unrealistic, due to maintenance, repairs, and heating costs. A
self-described “Richard Florida disciple,” his dream is to forget about its historic value
and put a high-density high-rise in its place. And as he describes next, the City would
have a key role in this redevelopment:
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I would love for the City to buy it and for the City to put in a big multi-use
space for them…there’s a lot of really good community stuff that could go
into the St. Pat’s space. And I don’t know if you can require a developer to
do that. I know theoretically you can, but I don’t know if it works for the
developer to say, “ok, developer, you have to have community space, and
you have to have low-income housing here.” I don’t think you can do that,
I think only the City can do that.
Again, highly supportive of the “really good community stuff” such as low-income
housing that could go into the space, his answer to the debacle is not to return the
property to the community, but to relinquish it to the City, who could put in a community
space for them. Ideally, echoing Pat, a community/developer partnership or collaboration
would be ideal; unlike Pat, however, Don admits the difficulty in guaranteeing the
developer’s co-operation.

6.3 Problematizing “community”
Emerging from the struggle to keep the St. Pat’s Alexandra property for the community is
a debate over how exactly to define “the community.” Understanding the complexities
within and between identity and community is for Lees (2001) central to gentrification
research. The challenge, she argues, for researchers of gentrification, is “to determine the
complex relationship between the myriad aspects of personal identity and the constitution
of a gentrified place” (2001:396). In this way, we must look at the tensions within and
between the overlapping categories of class, gender, sexuality, and ethnicity, in the
making and experiencing of gentrified space, particularly as such tensions are framed by
local specificity (Lees 2001:395).
For Bauman, the word “community” contains sensory and emotional properties, and
evokes a feeling that is pleasurable – it is a safe, “‘warm’…cosy and comfortable place”
(2001:1). Community, though positive and desired, is, however, for Bauman, a “paradise
lost or a paradise still hoped to be found” (Bauman 2001:3). Utterly nostalgic and
something of the imagination, community, for Bauman, appears not imagined in
Anderson’s (1991) sense, but imaginary; the “harsh reality” (Bauman 2001:3) of our
anti-community present renders our situation one of endless pretending to have
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community, and endless dreaming of the perfect community – a dream that prevails
despite the costs (such as loss of autonomy and freedom) that such belonging would
entail.
The current lack of community, he notes, can be attributed to a lack of permanence, and a
lack of familiarity with, connection to and thus responsibility for, one’s place and fellow
inhabitants (Bauman 2001:46). “Gone,” he argues, “are the friendly corner grocery
shops,” “the friendly local bank,” “the friendly postman,” and “the certainty that ‘we will
meet again’” (Bauman 2001:46-7). “In,” he argues, “are the department stores and highstreet chain shops” (Bauman 2001:47), which “reduces to zero the chances of meeting the
same salesperson twice” (Bauman 2001). For Bauman, community is necessarily rooted
in place, and constituted by the everyday face-to-face interactions within their
neighbourhood that connect people to one another. The replacement of local, familiar
shops and houses with impermanent and impersonal chain stores and condominium
complexes through gentrification (though he does not use this term), for Bauman,
transforms neighbourhoods in such a way that threatens people’s sense of place and
destroys community. But what Bauman misses, I argue, is the potential for such
transformation to cultivate new senses of belonging and forms of community to which
conflict is integral.
Similar to Bauman, anthropologist Vered Amit emphasizes the “emotive impact of
community, the capacity for empathy and affinity” (2002:18). However, Amit’s interest
lies in the “dynamic interaction” between the concept and the actual social relations and
practices through which it is realized (2002:18). Here, the work of anthropologist Gerald
Creed is helpful in linking community as an imaginative idea(l) and as a grounded field
of relationships. For Creed, community is a “field of dense overlapping relationships,
many of which are conflicted and contentious” (2004:57). For Creed, conflict is not
antithetical to community, but is rather, a “constitutive element of community
commitment and sentiment” (2004:57). Creed critiques scholars such as Bauman who use
the term precisely for its “romantic connotation” and as such render it either currently
“lost” or in “crisis” (2004:57). Rather, for Creed, what is needed is a rethinking of the
concept in such a way that incorporates conflict into its very definition. Quoting Edwards
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and Strathern (2000:151), he argues, “community is as much a forum of gossip
and…stigmas as it is about communication and respect” (Creed 2004:58). This “divisive
side,” however, is often missing in much academic commentary on community (Creed
2004:58).
At the same time, John Gray (2002) critiques notions of community that are solely
imaginative and disembedded from place. For Gray, community is a form of placemaking; “the resultant sense of place,” he argues, is an “essential part of how people
experience community” (Gray 2002:40). Gray insists that the sense, or feeling, of
community is inextricably intertwined with place-making processes, whether the sense of
belonging is based on shared culture, interests, or location (2002:40). Gray’s notion of
community is especially useful for thinking about community in the gentrifying North
End in general, and the struggle over St. Pat’s Alexandra in particular. While
gentrification processes threaten the material and demographic makeup of
neighbourhoods and in so doing threaten senses of community, they also offer new
possibilities for senses of community and collective struggle to emerge.
In order to understand how “community” – both as an imaginative ideal and a spatial
practice grounded in local specificity – operates in the struggle over St. Pat’s Alexandra,
we must first return to Africville, the memory of which founds the notion of community
shared among African Nova Scotian North Enders today. Though for Clairmont and
Magill (1999) the Africville example highlights the failures of the liberal-welfare rhetoric
of the time, it also highlights some interesting connections between community and
place. A combination of spatial confinement and social closure, ghettos, for Bauman “are
places from which their insiders cannot get out” (2001:116-7) and as such mean a denial
of freedom. The “sedimentation of a double rejection” (Bauman 2001:119), racialized
ghettos in particular operate as “dumping grounds” (2001:120) for those individuals and
groups unwanted and not needed by society. The case of Africville, however,
demonstrates that it was the breaking up of the community’s segregation and the
integration of residents into the wider white, and more racist, population that created
more social and economic problems. Unlike Bauman, I argue that the segregation of a
community into a space, in the case of Africville, created a strong sense of community
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and rootedness in place that, even with hardship, overrode any desire to be a part of the
wider public, even if it meant access to better services. Though the area was undoubtedly
a “dumping ground” for unwanted facilities, ethnographic attention to the grounded faceto-face relationships between residents (see Clairmont and Magill:1999) illuminates
spatial segregation in this context as fostering senses of community belonging and group
identity that were rooted in history and place.
Speaking about Africville in particular, Jennifer Nelson argues that segregated
arrangements “often function positively to maintain stability and survival in
communities” (2008:31). Indeed, Africville still generates “warm memories and
purposive identity for its relocated people and their children and is still a rallying symbol
in the black subculture” (Nelson 2008:x). Relocatees and their offspring continue to
grieve the loss of community identity and spirit that emerged within the segregated space
(Nelson 2008:xx). Not simply a memory frozen in history, Africville, Nelson argues,
continues to grow and evolve; at one time a place, Africville is now “a spirit, an icon, a
metaphor, a home” (Nelson 2008:120).
So while contemporary identity making practices, which are embedded with both socalled global influence as well as more localized claims of ‘authenticity’, are
incompatible with community as those such as Bauman conceive it, this collective
memory binds people, both imaginatively and materially, to place, and in many ways, to
each other. And while the in-flux of middle-class residences and residents can transform
neighbourhoods in ways that threaten community, in contexts of gentrification, collective
struggle can cultivate moments of community, which actually emerge through tension
and conflict, not despite it. The day-to-day relationships of these various groups of North
Enders may be fleeting, insignificant, collective support towards a common interest and
struggle against a common issue can, following both Creed and Gray, be understood as
providing moments of community, even while infused with conflict. While tensions and
conflict emerge from differing envisionings of the neighbourhood and what the outcomes
of such struggles should entail, such conflict must be understood as not threatening of,
but integral to and constitutive of community, particularly in such spaces of ongoing
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transformation. Particular mobilizations for collective interests can cultivate distinct
moments of conflict that are not antithetical to, but are rather, constitutive of community.
For Shelly, the early 40s 24-year white, queer resident, the St. Pat’s Alexandra debacle
has highlighted both the disjuncture within the neighbourhood’s “community,” and the
need to more succinctly define it:
I can't say that up until this St. Pat's effort that I've seen effort to define our
community. We called ourselves “the community” for a long time, but I
think that it's just these past couple of years with this thing that's
something that we're really starting to create what that feels like and not
just a word. I mean, we've got the oldest indigenous Black population in
Canada, there's us white folks, there's all these organizations that support
people that are less fortunate than us for whatever reason, the gay
community, the arts community….I think the St. Pat's issue, for all of the
talk about community, and we do for the most part get along, but I think
that there is still a history in this city that perpetuates feelings of a lack of
trust. It's all good until we have to come to the table and sit down together.
And when we sit down we realize that there's stuff that just hasn't been
resolved. So this St. Pat's issue has really forced members of every
element of this community to sit down at the table together, and it's not
been pretty sometimes because that lack of trust on behalf of the Black
community is really painfully obvious….They do not trust anybody who is
not Black, as it relates to making decisions about the community. They're
suspicious….We sat around the table and I was one of the only white faces
sitting there.
For Shelly, the St. Pat’s Alexandra debacle has brought about the first effort to define the
“community” of the North End, which, for her, includes the “indigenous Black
population”, “white folks”, the “less fortunate”, the gay community, and the arts
community. The process, which has not always been “pretty,” has dredged up a lot of
unresolved historical mistrust and suspicion on part of the Black community that have
had to be worked through. With their sense of community rooted in memories of
Africville, and, as discussed in Chapter Two, their North End population continually cut
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off socio-spatially from the rest of the city, African Nova Scotian North Enders have
maintained, at least throughout the beginnings of the St. Pat’s Alexandra struggle, a
racially-bound notion of what their community is. Seeing the debacle as a repeat of the
displacement of Africville, the Black community remains highly suspicious of non-Black
participants in the cause, such as Shelly, despite their well-meaning motivations. Micah,
the African Nova Scotian resident and community worker within the area, expresses this
skepticism of ideas that do not come from within the Black community but will
ultimately impact it:
There’s a real distrust when it’s not coming from the [Black]
community….I think the proposal has to reflect everybody in the
community, but you also have to understand that some [referring to
African Nova Scotians] have a greater interest for those reasons. There’s
been personal experiences that you’re talking about. And that’s where that
comes from.
For Micah, “the community” is African Nova Scotian. And because the African Nova
Scotian community was most personally impacted by this debacle, and the perceived to
be interrelated neighbourhood struggles that have preceded it, they have the greatest
interest in the matter and ultimately, the greatest say in the proposal-making process.
Indeed, the St. Pat’s struggle also highlighted who is not being considered part of the
community and being given due consideration in the decision making process. As this
woman, a mid-thirties North End resident, expresses at the community consultation:
I think it’s really important in what you are all saying, I don’t think the
community doesn’t want to be involved, I think obviously people do care
and they just need to be given that opportunity, but I do think it’s also
important that that process be inclusive of everyone in the community too. I
mean, there’s lots of different groups that have a perspective.
This notion was shared by few others who suggested that the North End community
include more of the “wider community” in the process, and be less closed off from wellmeaning but non-resident “come from aways.” These suggestions were met with cautious
support and quiet skepticism among African Nova Scotians. Central to African Nova
Scotians’ mobilization of historical Narratives of Neglect against the threats of the City
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and developers was the need to maintain and protect historical ownership of this former
Afri-centric school by in some cases excluding the claims or inclusion of other groups of
residents.

6.3.1 Aboriginal narratives and “indigenous Blacks”
Race and ethnicity, Kirkland argues, “rather than presenting a unifying advantage, can
sometimes present an added challenge for original residents of neighbourhoods facing
gentrification” (2008:24). This was certainly the case in the Chicago community of West
Town, where, she argues, “racism and ethnic intolerance put people of color and white
ethnics at odds with one another, preventing an effective convergence around the struggle
against displacement or for housing affordability” (Kirkland 2008:24). Madden (2008:48)
extends this argument to the notion of citizenship and the nation:
Citizenship, identity, place and belonging are contested ideas within a
nation. The meaning of who belongs and how they belong is never fixed,
but continuously negotiated among citizens, and…between the state and
its citizens. Racial identification…though sometimes useful in historic
moments as a transformative or organizing tool, fails to dislodge the racial
order that marginalizes, disembodies and dispossesses many of those seen
as "other." It also risks being implicated in the marginalization,
dispossession and erasure of others through (re-) creating a discourse of
exclusion and a hierarchal belonging to and within the state.
In the case of St. Pat’s Alexandra, the three community groups who submitted a joint
proposal for the property – the North End Community Health Centre, the Richard Preston
Centre for Excellence (headed by Rev. Barton of the Baptist church), and the Mi’kmaq
Friendship Centre – each represented different groups within the “community” – a large
population of low-income Blacks and whites, African Nova Scotian youth and adults, and
the Aboriginal community, respectively. However, as evidenced in the previous section,
efforts at collaborating have not been without conflict; historic tensions between the
African Nova Scotian and Aboriginal communities combined with an historical legacy of
distrust on part of the African Nova Scotian community created fissures in the uniting of
these groups into one “community” voice.
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Part of the African Nova Scotian community’s historical claim to the property, and to the
central North End, is their claim of “indigenous” Blackness. This notion was shared
among Black and white residents and came up a number of times in both interviews and
public events, such as the community consultation, in statements such as: “We've got the
oldest indigenous Black population in Canada” (Shelly, early 40s white, queer 24-year
resident); “The indigenous Black community…makes up a larger part of our
neighbourhood” (early-thirties white resident); and “We are Canada's largest indigenous
Black community” (Micah, African Nova Scotian resident and community worker).
In her published thesis, “Indigenizing Africans/Disappearing Indians,” Madden (2008)
argues that this claim of indigenous Blackness is a “colonizing project” (49) that
“accomplishes the same erasure of Indigenous or Aboriginal Nations' primary claim to
this land as does Euro-Canadians' refusal to acknowledge their…origins in foreign lands”
(42). The lives of Black and Mi'kmaq people in Nova Scotia, she argues, have run “a
parallel course” in that “both groups were subjected to unequal treatment and racial
violence,” and both groups were forced into reserves or reserve-like communities outside
mainstream society that “lacked the means and opportunities to support themselves and
their families” (Madden 2008:92). But the groups differed in how they were assigned
land; Blacks were granted individual plots and title, and, just like their white
counterparts, were “settlers and occupiers of Mi’kmaq territories” (Madden 2008:93).
The land promised and granted to them belonged to the Mi’kmaq and was located on
“un-ceded, stolen and occupied territories” (i.e. Madden 2008:93). And so just as “Black”
communities such as Africville conceal Mikmaki, she argues, “so too does ‘indigenous
blackness’ cover the truly indigenous Mi'Kmaq nations and other First Nations in parts
where ‘indigenous blackness’ purportedly exists” (Madden 2008:42). At the heart of
claims to indigeneity by African Nova Scotians, who are descendants of African slaves,
United Empire Loyalists and refugees of the War of 1812, she argues, “is a sense of
exclusion from the nation and the absence of their stories from the national story”
(Madden 2008:1). Indigenous Blackness, then, “asserts itself and demands equal place
with "indigenous whiteness" (Madden 2008:42), but to the erasure of the indigenous
Mi’Kmaq people who have actual ownership of the space. And attempts to unite African
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Nova Scotian and Mi’kmaq struggles have, she argues, seen the former overshadow the
latter.
Discussing the razing of Africville, Nelson (cited in Razack 2002:214) writes:
Consideration of this or any other urban development must recognize its
prior occupancy and revisit the colonial past to retell some of the histories
of initial dispossession of the land involved….The issue is not only one of
initial invasion, but of ongoing dislocation and exclusion.
Expanding this, Madden (2008:34) asks, “Can we imagine a vibrant Mi'kmaq nation
unsettled by the presence of settlers and violently dispossessed of their lands?….What
erasures occur when black dispossession is understood as an original dispossession?” The
story of Africville, she argues, thus cannot be told or fully understood outside the context
of this dispossession of Indigenous Mi’kmaq peoples. To do so, she argues, would be to
erase the “very existence’ of the Mi'kmaq within the territory and nation (Madden
2008:34). George Elliot Clarke summarizes Madden’s claim: “In effect, ex-Africville
residents are crying over lost land that was never truly theirs to lose” (2008:400). African
Nova Scotians’ claims of “indigenous Blackness” that foreground their historical
Narratives of Neglect and give further meaning and context to the displacement of
Africville, rub up against another collection of narratives that, claiming a real or
authentic indigeneity, lay a deeper claim to some of the same spaces claimed by
indigenous Blacks. These narratives nevertheless remain secondary in both the wider
public’s and the central neighbourhood’s understandings of the historical ownership of
North End, including Africville, space.
The absence of indigenous Mi’kmaq perspectives in wider conversations about
gentrification in the North End was apparent for Mac, the recently-retired university
professor who moved to the North End in 2011 with his wife Sharon. Reflecting on the
documentary directed and produced by my filmmaker participant Faatir, which looked at
gentrification in the North End and screened at an annual Black film festival, Mack
comments on the absence of Mi’kmaq or Aboriginal narrative within the wider narrative
of gentrification in the area:
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There was very little, if any, mention of the Native population. Something
we remarked among ourselves, that is, with [Kathy] and [John],
afterwards. I was seated near an individual who by appearance, I don’t
know, but by appearance seemed to be a Native individual, who had his
hand in the air on several occasions and was never responded to and I
would very much have liked to have heard his comments. I don’t know
what they would have been, but perhaps they might have raised issues of
personal significance as well as ones that related to the native or
Aboriginal community.
Quite indicative of Mack’s comment, evident throughout the St. Pats community
consultation was the attempt among the Aboriginal community to lay claim to the St.
Pat’s Alexandra property by inserting an Aboriginal narrative – via the presence and
significance of the Mi’kmaq Friendship Centre – into the historical Narrative of Neglect.
Throughout the course of the evening, prior to speaking, residents would demonstrate
claim or ownership of the neighbourhood by making reference to both their length of
residence in the North End, as well as their familial history in the area. Reverend Barton,
speaking on behalf of the Baptist Church, and others, would often state the church’s 181
years in the North End as testament to its longstanding presence, importance, and
resilience. An Aboriginal woman who works at the Friendship Centre sought to counter
this narrative, beginning her speech with, “I work here at the Friendship Centre. My
congregation’s been around for 8 or 9 thousand years,” which provoked laughter and
cheering from the crowd, and an “Amen!” from the Reverend. She went on:
I want to ask you what a life is worth? I’ve only been here about 40 years,
and we have a sweat lodge over at the Military Base. That’s our church.
And so far I’ve had four people come up to me and tell me that they
wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for the sweat lodge. So how much is a life
worth? I have a friend of mine, he said “when I called you, I just finished
breaking the rope once. This was the last phone call I was gonna make.”
He said “do you guys have sweats?” I said “yes we do”. He’s been alive
over 3 years now.” So how much is a life worth?”
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Reflecting on the continued struggles faced by the more than 5000 Haligonians who selfidentify as Aboriginal, and the many more who temporarily pass through, this woman
underscores the pivotal role played by the Friendship Centre in enriching, as well as
saving, many Aboriginal people’s lives. In response to Reverend Barton’s historical
claims of the space, she, continuing with Christian terms such as “congregation” and
“church”, inserts an Aboriginal Narrative into the wider narrative of Historical Neglect
that paints the central North End – where the church, Health Centre, and Friendship
Centre are all located – as an historically African Nova Scotian space.
Throughout the evening an equal amount of African Nova Scotians and Aboriginals took
to the mic, the latter group stressing the significance the Friendship Centre has had in
their lives. A middle-aged Aboriginal man who works at the nearby Dockyards and
travelled in from outside of Halifax to attend the community consult, remains involved
with the Friendship Centre, to which he claims he owes his life:
What brings me here today would be support with the Friendship Centre.
At the lowest point in my life, I found the Friendship Centre. And they
helped me. I got a trade, I work down at the Halifax Shipyard now as an
iron worker, and I’ve been down there for 12 years, and without the people
at the Friendship Centre, I wouldn’t be here. There’s a lot of Aboriginals
that are coming into the city, so we gotta do something to help them along
so that we’re putting them in good paying jobs, not putting them in
prisons.
The importance of the Friendship Centre was also emphasized by an Ojibwa woman who
is a former military member but currently works at the Friendship Centre. Here, she
highlights the Centre’s significance for Aboriginal people, particularly in the military,
who find culture, community, and a sense of roots in the space:
All Aboriginal people who come in the military, they know that the
Friendship Centre is the place that they can go to when they’re away from
their community….As an Ojibwa woman coming here to Halifax 20-some
odd years ago, the Friendship Centre was the first place that I came to
because I knew I could connect with other Aboriginal People. I was the
Aboriginal Advisor and when young Aboriginal men and women came to
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Halifax, we told them the first place that you can go to reconnect with your
roots is to the Friendship Centre….So I hope that the HRM takes into
consideration not only the people that live and work in this area, but the
Aboriginal people who come here from across the country. The Friendship
Centre is the first place that they go to when they need to reconnect with
their roots.
Evident in her plea to the City is to acknowledge in their decision-making process the
Aboriginal community, who have a differing yet nevertheless deep sense of rootedness in
the area than those who “live and work” there.

6.4 Claiming identity, claiming space
In “’Indigenous Blacks’: An Irreconciable Identity?” North End-born author George
Elliot Clarke argues that that his indigenous Black Nova Scotian identity is in no way
meant to disrespect “the real Indigenous people, the Mi’kmaq” (2008:39) “Nor,” he
writes, “was I out to erase their claim to original presence, to an absolute indigeneity”
(2008:39). What he was trying to do, rather, was identify the local particularity of a
distinctly Nova Scotian Black identity:
I…want to demarcate this small, forgotten band of African (more or less)
Americans from other, newer Black Canadians because we were, in fact,
different, despite our allegiance to the rhetoric of pan-Africanism (399).
He goes on, “our difference was native. Unlike the newer African Canadians, we [African
Nova Scotians] could not look back only one generation to some other native land where
we were either the majority or could wield significant power” (2008:399)
Rebutting Madden’s claims, Clarke argues that many Africadians (his term for African
Canadians) are in fact Métis; that is, “mixed with First Nations peoples, eminently – but
not only – the Mi’kmaq” (2008:401). This truth – of Black and Mi’kmaq “métissage” –
he argues, “complicates Madden’s too-easy and too-pat division between the two
communities” (2008:401). “Whether anyone likes it or not”, he explains, “‘The Red and
the Black’ is not just a title by French writer Stendhal; it is a potential alliance and,
sporadically, an actual amalgamation” (2008:403). And no African-Canadian community,
he argues, will truly thrive until Indigenous people and their struggles for justice are
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championed as their own (2008:404). For Clarke, indigenous Blacks may be just as
Mi’kmaq as they are Black; this common bloodline must serve as a basis for collective
struggle, identity, and action.

6.5 Redefining “community”
Within participants’ discussions of the struggle over St. Pat’s Alexandra, alongside
comments describing the divisiveness within the struggle emerged sentiments of hope,
that this struggle offered new and unique opportunities for community and collaboration
among the various groups within the North End. As Bob, the longstanding Mi’kmaq
activist and board member of the Mi’kmaq Friendship Centre, reflects at the community
consultation:
It seems to me that the fundamental question everybody needs to face here
today is “what is a community?” A community is people coming together
in their own interest to protect the land and the people and the buildings
they live in and what have you. We’re here tonight not to build a building,
not to build a house, but we’re here today to build a community and to
protect that community and see that it’s not destroyed and come under
attack as it has.
Community, for Bob, is “fundamental” to the struggle over St. Pat’s Alexandra, and
manifests in people’s collective struggles to protect the land, people, and buildings that
constitute it. Struggles such as St. Pat’s emerge within Bob’s narrative as a potential
community-building exercise – a uniting of diverse people with common interest against
the perceived attack it is currently experiencing. Shelly, the white resident of 24 years
involved in the struggle over St. Pat’s Alexandra, makes a similar point regarding how
working through certain histories has offered new moments of “connection” and
“alliance”:
There is still a history that needs to be sort of worked through and dealt
with because there's a lack of trust and there's some resentment and even
within the Black community. So it's happening; it's finally happening that
people are coming together, but it's not going to happen without having to
get through some of that history….Really this St. Pat's thing was the first
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time that everyone had a chance to come together. It's the first time that the
Black community was really being asked….I think regardless of what
happens there has been connections and alliances made, there has been
dialogue, there has been things that have finally been said and to the right
people….And I'm really happy….I think that's helped us identify what we
really needed in this community and I think it's put on the table how
people are really feeling….It's given us an opportunity to find a way to
right some of the wrongs in this history we have in the communities here
in the North End….I think this [St. Pat’s] may have started the whole
thing, where we get a chance to develop some new relationships.
This potential to develop new relationships and strengthen, as well as diversify,
community ties that is emerging out of the St. Pat’s struggle and hopefully the future
community centre at the site, she feels, may be one positive outcome of current and
future development in the area:
If there is going to be a saving grace in all of this development that's going
to happen, it is going to be the St. Pat's property and all the resources and
services and programs that come out of there. And I think it's going to be
that space and all of this working together that I think is going to help us
be able to hang on to what's left of the North End.
This dual sense of urgency and hope was echoed by Harold, a middle-aged, low-income,
gay man and 10-year resident of the neighbourhood, for whom the St. Pat’s Alexandra
decision will ultimately impact the future of all the communities who lay claim to the
North End, including the queer community:
I think we’re at the tipping point. I think we’re at the point that we really,
really have to decide….I hope that [referring to gay communities in
Toronto and Montreal getting pushed out] doesn’t happen to us, and that’s
why it’s such a crucial time for the North End. The St Pat’s Alexandra
decision, the process, how the City responds to their proposal, and if the
City wants to be a facilitator, to bring them in contact with an ethical
developer. That’s going to have huge ramifications.
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An urgent, historically-significant and game changing battle, the struggle over St. Pat’s
Alexandra offers for many a hope for the future of community building, collaboration,
and historical reparation.

6.6 Conclusions
The most prominent and publicized struggle to emerge from the gentrification of the
North End, the St. Pat’s Alexandra debacle, for many, confirmed their beliefs regarding
the City’s plan to take back the North End and further displace Black residents and
culture. The debacle highlighted how historical narratives - Narratives of Neglect – are
being mobilized against perceived erasure from the neighbourhood. While Narratives of
Revitalization emerge here as embracing a sometimes ambivalent attitude towards the
neighbourhood’s history, Narratives of Neglect prioritize history as the primary guide for
the area’s future. This chapter explored the St. Patrick’s Alexandra School debacle as a
case example of how historical narratives are shaping how gentrification is perceived,
enacted and resisted in Halifax’s North End. This case also illuminated the struggles over
community that lie at the heart of historical narratives. Here, the claiming of an
indigenous Black identity among African Nova Scotian North Enders on the one hand
eclipsed indigenous Aboriginals’ narrative spatial claims. At the same time, however, if
we understand community as emerging through conflict, this joining of community
groups offered a community building exercise that, unprecedented in the area, is
anticipated to cultivate new collaborations and manifestations of “community.”

263

Chapter 7 – Conclusions: Contested Narratives
7 Moving forward
Throughout this thesis I have attempted to demonstrate the salience of residents’
historical narratives of neighbourhood change in shaping their perceptions and
experiences of neighbourhood revitalization – or gentrification. Understandings of
present-day urban change in Halifax’s central North End hinge upon memories of the
past – in this case, the mid-to-late 1960s displacement of Africville residents to the area.
My ethnographic findings illustrate how nearly six decades of neighbourhood via Cityled urban renewal and revitalization schemes combine with city-, national-, and globalscale socio-economic forces, as well as various isolated neighbourhood events, to
produce a particular context for enabling gentrification. These six decades of manifold
forces of change coalesce into a collective memory that, threaded through with the
memory of Africville, operates as a lens for perceiving this contemporary gentrification –
what many feel is “another Africville.”
“So, now what?” you may ask. Indeed, we cannot nor ought not try to prevent
neighbourhood change, might it dredge up painful memories of a neighbourhood’s past.
And the history that frames and shapes this change cannot be changed or rewritten.
However, understanding residents’ perceptions, I argue, is important in offering a
productive and inclusive way forward. I began Chapter Five with a vignette of the Morris
House move. During the community welcome celebration, Vern, a gentleman who
resided nearby, came to the event in protest, expressing his outrage that this building was
saved when Africville was not. Vern was born in Africville and displaced, along with his
family, to the central North End during the late 1960s. For Vern, the Morris House move,
along with the closing of long-established buildings such as the nearby Victoria Hall, was
simply “another slap in the Blacks’ face.” I mentioned this event during my interview
with Liz, the African Nova Scotian woman who lived, worked, and politically organized
in the area throughout the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. Her response does not attempt to
demonize the heritage conservation and environmental sustainability-focused groups that
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worked to save the house. Nor does her response suggest Vern simply “get over it.”
Rather, she highlights the power of acknowledgement:
I would have acknowledged his pain, I definitely would have
acknowledged his pain, but I would have at the same time searched for
some hope for what was happening today. Because I don’t think we can
deny the pain or the similarities or the analogies or all of that, but we
could say, “no, we didn’t mean that.” Does it mean we don’t move the
house? No. But we acknowledge their pain, we acknowledge what has
taken place, and you recognize [it]….In acknowledging we can start a
fresh new outlook or record in terms of how we work with communities.
Indeed, for many longterm residents, the continuing fear surrounding the past is rested
upon a concern about the future, particularly in terms of their family’s opportunities in
their home neighbourhood and city:
I think for the future. My children, and my niece and all those people who
are basically coming up, it’s really about them and having opportunities for
them to be successful and opportunities for them to live in the city if they
choose to, and opportunities for them to be a part of the community that
they have some history with, and that’s what I worry about. It scares me.
Scott, the African Nova Scotian man who grew up in Uniacke Square and whose mother
and grandmother were born and raised in Africville, situates his unease that present-day
gentrification repeats the eviction of Africville within a concern for his children’s and
niece’s future. As discussed in Chapter Five, this fear is entwined with concerns about the
transmission of oral history and collective memory surrounding Africville and the lessons
that were claimed to have been learned. Yet how are we to expect municipal and
provincial governments to attend to these concerns?

7.1 Seeing like a community
The notion of place-based public policy has emerged in recent years, offering a more
nuanced perspective on both rural and urban issues. Place-based policy, Bradford argues,
“targets specific neighbourhoods or communities for integrated interventions that respond
to location-specific challenges, and engage fully the ideas and resources of residents”
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(2005:8). Such an approach, he notes, bridges two often-opposing perspectives. While an
urban perspective is “preoccupied with physical infrastructure and the powers and
resources available to municipalities,” he argues, a community perspective “focuses on
social infrastructure, such as civic participation and inclusion networks” (Bradford
2005:3). A place-based perspective, he notes, seizes the importance of both, calling for
their integration in all cities, regardless of size or location (Bradford 2005:3). For this to
happen, however, governments at all levels must coordinate their policies as well as tailor
their programs to the particular spatial contexts of places. The dominant, what Bradford
(2005) calls “urban” perspective, James Scott (1998) argues, remains largely uninformed
by a deep knowledge of the diversity and particularity of place; the current and potential
impact of public policies on various residents and their neighbourhoods go on
underexplored and underacknowledged within such policy. Such aspatial policies,
Bradford (2005:9) have major consequences for the cohesion of a community, “either
nurturing the sense of belonging to a shared space, or contributing to division.”
In Seeing Like a State, Scott (1998) challenges governments to infuse the traditional
rational and prescriptive “seeing like a state” perspective with the insights gleaned from
“seeing like a community,” which “validates ‘the very mundane, but still expert,
understanding of and practical reasoning about local conditions derived from lived
experience’” (Yanow 2003:236 cited in Bradford 2005:5). Seeing like a community
requires a new approach to government decision-making, which taps “forms of
knowledge that are generally unacknowledged in public policy making” (Wainwright,
1994:81 cited in Bradford 2005:5). One such form can be broadly defined as “local
knowledge,” which encapsulates the interrelated notions of “tacit knowledge” and
“experiential knowledge” (Bradford 2005:5). While “tacit knowledge” emerges from and
circulates through face-to-face, geographically-proximate interactions, “experiential
knowledge” is based on familiarity with the local circumstances structuring people’s
choices and encompasses people’s assets, needs and capacities (Stren and Polèse 2000).
Local knowledge, in short, means “listening to people, and mapping their interactions in
places”; increasingly recognized as an effective aspect of policy making, local knowledge
can serve as a bridge between experts, citizens, and community-based organizations
(Fischer 2000; Conway 2004).
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Local knowledge has three interconnected characteristics as it relates to contemporary
urban policy-making; firstly, knowledge of communities, which, often described in
narrative form, arises from and is based on the residents themselves through their
familiarity with and “situated understandings” of the on-the-ground conditions in their
neighbourhood (Bradford 2005:5; Yanow 2003: 236). Secondly, knowledge about
communities encompasses local statistical data that tracks city or neighbourhood-level
trends in labour markets, population health, poverty concentrations, knowledge resources,
and services availability (Bradford 2005:5). Thirdly, knowledge for changing
communities includes “theoretical models that articulate plausible links between reform
strategies and outcomes” (Bradford 2005:5). Such models are founded on more general
understandings of the factors that have produced success or failure in various places, and
work to guide community-based practitioners and policy makers in setting priorities
(Bradford 2005:5). Here, policy development emerges as “a two-way translation process”
that involves applying formal research to practical contexts on the one hand, and
articulating local insights into formal knowledge on the other (Leviten-Reid 2004:8).
“When the “facts” relevant to policy making are seen as constituted by the particular
contexts and experiences, rather than as external objective truths,” Bradford (2005:6)
argues, “governments cannot generate meaningful policy knowledge on their own,
detached from the problems at hand or distant from the people living with them.” An
emergent body of urban and community research thus now demonstrates the importance
of place in policy-making (Bradford 2002, 2005; Dreier, Mollenkopf and Swanstrom
2001).

7.1.1 Historical understandings of neighbourhood change
Gentrification, Walks and August (2008:2595) argue, “presents a policy problem
regarding how to maintain low-income communities in the inner city.” Yet, until
recently, little research has been concerned with either how public action can limit the
spread of gentrification or the impact of gentrification on urban policy and of urban
policy on gentrification (Lees 2003:571). Existing literature illuminates the role of nonmarket/affordable housing in preventing displacement and other negative effects of
gentrification (Shaw 2005 cited in Walks and August 2008:2595). The past decade of
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gentrification research has begun to seriously consider the relationship between more
recent governmental policy and third-wave gentrification (for example, Amin et al. 2000;
Hackworth and Smith 2001; Lees 2000; Smith 2002 for US and British examples, and
Quastel 2009; Quastel, Moos and Lynch 2012; Smith 2002; and Walks and August 2008
for Canadian examples). Post-recession shifts in housing finance and low-income
housing assistance, and an overall “mov[e] in policy terms towards a neoliberal agenda”
(Lees 2003:571) in North America has been shown to initiate and bolster gentrification.
Attempts among cities, such as Halifax, to attract the “creative class” and encourage
“social mix” have also been shown to initiate and exacerbate gentrification processes
through private development (Bridge, Butler and Lees 2012; Evans 2009; Walks and
August 2008).
Indeed, Walks and August (2008:2596) note that “many of the contradictions of the neoliberal state are felt at the local scale”, which produces both tensions and opportunities
for innovation in local modes of urban governance, “a space where planners might
negotiate progressive reforms.” Gentrification is a complex process that differs in each
neighbourhood context and there is thus nothing inevitable about it (Walks and August
2008:2596). Shaw’s (2005) research, for example, demonstrates that neighbourhoods that
have successfully thwarted many negative effects of gentrification have displayed at least
two of the following attributes: security of tenure, either in the form of subsidized
housing or undesirable high-density market-rate apartments; a housing stock not overly
desirable amongst newcomers and thus not conducive to gentrification; an embedded
local community willing and able to mobilize political capital against redevelopment;
and, progressive local government that will intervene in favour of low-income
communities. Policy interventions that encourage an increase in low-cost affordable
private housing, if implemented at an early stage, Shaw (2009) argues, are of utmost
importance in reducing wholesale gentrification of the neighbourhood and avoiding
displacement.
An embedded community, however, can also thwart gentrification; Shaw (2005:177-9),
for example, highlights the level of local political capital and general culture of resistance
as among the key factors that can hamper gentrification. Walks and August (2008:2610)
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also argue that community embeddedness can reduce the spread of gentrification, but in
another way – one that “involves not so much the political but the social capital contained
within the emerging presence of institutionally complete ethnic communities” –
communities that put down roots and exhibited below-average rates of turnover
(2008:2610). “It is important,” Walks and August (2008:2618) argue, “to ensure that
resources and democratic spaces are provided to facilitate a measure of political capital
and control on behalf of ethnic communities over planning decisions based in their
neighbourhoods.” This will allow them to work with governments to create local policies
that will adhere to their own best interests in the neighbourhood. This contention has
much salience in Halifax’s North End, where struggles over African Nova Scotian
spaces, such as the potential community centre to be housed in the former St. Pat’s
Alexandra school, have occupied the forefront of the struggle against gentrification.
Alongside concerns surrounding affordable housing and low-income displacement, the
maintenance of African Nova Scotian history, culture, and community in the midst of
dramatic social and economic neighbourhood transformation has characterized many
longtime residents’ fears of a gentrification-induced repeat of Africville.
A full framework of an adequate place-based policy geared towards reducing the negative
effects of gentrification is beyond the scope of this thesis. However, what I have tried to
demonstrate is the salience of residents’ collective histories and historical narratives of
neighbourhood change in our ability to fully grasp the meanings, experiences, and effects
of gentrification for longtime residents. As highlighted in the quote from Liz above, an
understanding of these narratives can provide a stepping-stone for inclusive community
building that acknowledges these collective histories not as preventing change but as
conduits for dialogue that will enable collaborative and inclusive change, which fosters a
sense of place and belonging. Such change, however, must come from the ground up and
provide space for public participation among all groups of people – especially those
skeptical of the City’s interests as a result of historical wrongdoings. The sheer diversity
of longtime and newcomer residents’ narratives of change undermines the possibility of
either presenting a one-dimensional “community” view of change, or of developing a
generalizeable, cohesive response to such change. Rather, as we see in the case of St.
Pat’s Alexandra, for example, even at one single site, there are multiple histories at play

269

and various collaborations between communities to be negotiated and reworked in the
struggle for inclusive, community-driven development.

7.2 Contributions
My work has responded to a gap within the gentrification literature regarding the use of
grounded, ethnographic research methods and data to understand the intersections of
class, race, sexuality, and place in small-city gentrifying neighbourhoods. My
methodological framework incorporates statistical data, maps, historical data, and
photographic evidence into a traditional anthropological and ethnographic approach,
which allows for a more nuanced explanation of how local historical context shapes
gentrification processes and outcomes, as well as how longtime residents experience
gentrification in their neighbourhoods. Until recently, the bulk of gentrification literature
has tended to narrow its focus to incoming gentrifiers, that is, the middle or upper classes,
and has excluded the experiences and perceptions of original, often working-class and
racialized, residents (Freeman 2006:2; Paton 2010:143; Rose 2004:281; Slater 2006).
And a large part of literature that has included residents' experiences has deliberately and
solely focused on those residents who have been displaced (Freeman 2006:6). Certainly,
displacement is a pervasive and immensely justifiable fear within gentrifying
neighbourhoods; the influx of middle-class residents who possess significantly greater
economic, political, and social resources, can, and has, pushed out many long-time
residents of predominantly working-class communities (Walks & Maaranen 2008:298).
Virtually “synonymous” with inflating housing costs, gentrification limits residents'
options for affordable housing, forcing many to search elsewhere (Freeman 2006:162;
Slater 2006). An exclusive focus on the displaced, however, forges a narrow conception
of gentrification solely as displacement – a notion that further obscures residents'
experiences, and limits possible insights on the myriad effects of gentrification at the
neighbourhood scale (Freeman 2006:162).
The preceding analysis also highlights the salience of historical specificity and residents’
historical narratives of place in grasping contemporary urban change, in this case, at the
neighbourhood scale. In this thesis I tackle the co-constituted and sometimes overlapping
concepts of class, race, sexuality, and place within the context of Halifax’s gentrifying
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North End. An analysis of historical narratives bolstered this analysis, as I explored the
distinctly classed and racialized historicity of the North End. In other words, I explored
longtime residents’ present-day experiences of gentrification through an (albeit broad)
historical analysis of the racial and classed constitution of the neighbourhood over the
past century. In doing so, I also explored how longtime and newcomer residents laid
claim to the neighbourhood through particular mobilizations of the neighbourhood’s
narrative history. More than sketches of a past, collective memories, Blokland
(2009:1608) argues, are “forms of everyday politics…that help to define who is and who
is not part of ‘the community.’” The privileging or “discursive dominance” of some
narratives over others, she argues, has material consequences (2009:1593); indeed, in the
case of the North End, the collective memory of Africville, though absent from some
present-day representations of the neighbourhood, still operates as a rallying call to a
deeply-rooted African Nova Scotian community to mobilize against developments
deemed threatening to the community. Yet, Blokland (2009:1608) contends, urban
researchers have not yet adequately considered the political consequences of collective
memories and histories in processes of placemaking in general and neighbourhood
revitalization in particular.
My study also responds to the work of Kirkland (2008) and Paton (2010), who point to
gaps in our understandings of how race and class, respectively, impact residents’
experiences of gentrification. Indeed, while gentrification is, understood in its simplest
form, middle-class, often white revitalization of working-class, often racialized, space,
the literature has been overwhelmingly silent on the identification of the working-class
(Paton 2010; Slater, 2006), particularly the racialized working class. For all its emphasis
on displacement, many class-based accounts of gentrification, Paton (2010:137) argues,
have rendered place-based attachment “a middle-class concession,” overlooking working
class attachments to place and expressions of placemaking. Slater (2006) has also
criticized much of the early- and mid- 2000s research as being less critical and sugarcoated, in some cases celebrating the perceived merits of gentrification while eliding its
serious impacts on working class and racialized residents. Both he and Paton argue that
considerations of the working-class have too often been confined to discussions of
middle-class perceptions of neighbourhood “others,” which ignores the uneven impacts
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of the process and misses an important opportunity to examine working class attachment
and belonging to place. “It is evident,” Paton (2013:97) argues, “that contemporary
working-class place attachment may be more socially and materially meaningful than is
currently accounted for…in contemporary class literature.” She goes on,
The key differential, then, between working and middle-class attachment
is not the strength of place-based social identity but the degree of control
that they had. Working-class residents have less control over their ability
to stay firmly fixed in their neighbourhood and, therefore, less choice.
For this reason, if not more, it is imperative to focus a research agenda on
this area (Paton 2013:97).
Particularly so, given the neoliberalization of housing, which grants the working-class
and poor even less choice (Paton 2013:97).
This thesis also heeds Bell and Jayne’s (2009:683) call for urban researchers to direct
their attentions towards small cities – a strain of urban research that, they argue, has “for
too long been ignored”. Because urban research has, they argue, been “patchy and
overwhelmingly dominated by studies of selected big cities,” it has “obscured as much as
it has illuminated” (Bell and Jayne 2009:683) in conceptualizing the changing nature of
urban life. Small cities “conflict with a particular mindset about urbanity” (Bell and Jayne
2009:684), and so we must attempt to understand “smallness” as both prompting
particular interactions with both larger cities and smaller towns, as well as “particular
ways of acting, self-images, structures of feeling, senses of place, aspirations and so on”
(Bell and Jayne 2009:690). In the case of Halifax, as in the Maritimes more generally,
these particular senses of place and structures of feeling comprise a close relationship
with local history and a close emotional proximity to the past. Such proximity to history
was also described by Hanson (2013:18) to describe the small Maritime city of
Miramichi, where, even during daily interactions such as asking for directions, “historical
references always come into play.” This threading of historical knowledge throughout
daily Miramachi, and moreover, Maritime life, she goes on, was also a way for people “to
contextualize current economic events” (Hanson 2013:18). And often embedded in these
historical discussions was a sense of nostalgia, the “many different foci” of which “were
often connected to ideas of identity, community, livelihood, and resilience,” and an
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overall sense of place. Such close proximity to history among African Nova Scotian
North Enders is indicative of a Maritime and perhaps small-city inclination towards the
past – a “structure of feeling” (Williams 1977) that could characterize small city
experiences of neighbourhood change more broadly.
Lastly, my aim was, through exploring residents’ subjective experiences of
neighbourhood change, highlight the complicated, sometimes contradictory ways that
people engage with nodes of power and governance. I demonstrate that working class
African Nova Scotian North Enders’ sense of disempowerment vis-à-vis the City
resulting from the eviction of Africville manifests in a present-day sense of exclusion –
both physical and imaginative – from the rest of the city. Certainly, the City’s goals and
its ability to achieve said goals are far from straight forward and consistent; but
gentrification in the North End emerges for many longtime residents as a continuation of
the City’s concentrated efforts to exercise power through erasure – of particular groups of
residents, of particular histories – that impact materially on their lives. This is extremely
important as it shapes whether or not residents feel excluded from participating in
neighbourhood issues relevant to them, and influences how multiple generations of adults
and youth perceive their own place and sense of belonging within their home
neighbourhood and city.

7.3 Limitations
This study has a number of limitations. Firstly, this study was limited by its focus on a
single context; certainly, a comparative analysis of multiple sites – multiple small cities,
or between small and large cities or small cities and small towns, for example – would
provide a benchmark and perhaps counterpoint for my present analysis and findings. A
comparative analysis of two racially- and ethnically- distinct sites would also provide
opportunity for fruitful analysis of how class, race, and collective memory overlap in
producing particular experiences of gentrification. How do historical narratives of
neighbourhood change differ between predominantly white/working-class/poor and
African Nova Scotian/working-class/poor deindustrialized neighbourhoods?
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Secondly, the study was limited by range of age; the focus of many longtime residents’
gentrification-related concerns, children and young adults were absent from the study.
The brief encounter with Taylor, the 29-year-old African Nova Scotian man who spoke at
the community meeting regarding St. Pat’s Alexandra, highlights the precarious situation
for the area’s youth who lack access to the nostalgic memory of “the good ol’ days” of
Africville:
I’m still young, but I seen a lot of people blow smoke and I’m at a point
where I’m a bit befuddled….For my generation of this community, we do
care a lot. We really do care, but the foundation of faith is not there….the
end has to be in sight before you start….Over the years you have to look
into the fact that people don’t have confidence and faith.
As also described by Wanda, the African Nova Scotian woman who taught elementary
school in the area, the situation faced by the area’s youth and young adults is a difficult
one. Aware of and thwarted by the stigma attached to the area’s public housing, which,
many residents note, is becoming an “island in a sea of condos,” many youth face a lack
of imagined and real opportunities:
The richer the people move in, the less they gonna wanna associate with
[Uniacke Square]….So I can see prejudices going up….They don’t feel
scared, but they feel that other people see them as scary. They know what
people say about them and their community….If you’re made to feel in
your neighbourhood that you’re less than, or you can’t be as successful as
that other person beside you, there is no way you can be
successful….They look out and see all this they can’t afford. And they’ve
living in public housing.
As low-income residents become increasingly aware of their own poverty vis-à-vis
newcomers, their sense of their own opportunities dwindles. And, as Scott, the man who
grew up and works in the area, noted, it is his mother’s and grandmother’s experiences in
Africville that have bolstered his concern for passing down this important history: “Part
of our mandate is to build the Interpretive Centre so that history can be passed on….We
have to keep passing on that information to the next generation so they’re not lost and
they’re not without a fight.” Lacking access to both the good and the bad parts of their
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community’s history, the area’s youth, especially up and coming youth, are in danger of
being “lost” and lacking the foundation for the “fight” that would grant them purpose and
belonging in the rapidly changing neighbourhood.

7.4 Future directions
From these limitations emerge a number of directions this work could take; firstly, more
needs to be known about the particularity of small-city contexts of gentrification. Not
only could small city examples highlight unique local manifestations of global economic
and social forces, but such examples may highlight small-scale instances of
neighbourhood change that do not result in neighbourhood-scale gentrification, which
could signal potential opportunities for place-based housing policy and community
engagement on a larger scale.
A second direction emerges from the age limitations of the study and could examine the
impacts of gentrification on the area’s youth. Such work could delve deeper into how
access to collective memory forges hope and thus a stronger will to work towards it. Lack
of access, on the one hand, may limit the perceived opportunities among youth for
fighting against negative change. On the other hand, Shelly, who was deeply involved
with the struggle over St. Pat’s Alexandra, points to an opportunity among youth move
beyond the shackles of the past and imagine new futures:
I think there are some younger folks who are getting involved who aren't
as connected to that history that, say, as some of the older members of the
Black community are. Because I can really notice a difference between the
older folks and those folks who are younger within the Black community.
So, working with some of the older members of that St. Pat's thing, they
weren't budging, and were very quick to remind everyone of what had
happened. You can just feel and see the lack of trust. But among the
younger generation it's softer it's not as important. It's important, but it's
not as important. It's not the first thing you have to get over or….They
didn't live the experience so it can't have the same meaning for them. It
wasn't their mother or father who had their homes taken away. It was their
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grandfather or my great grandfather. It’s removed enough that there is not
so much animosity and resentment and lack of trust.
Here we see an opportunity among the area’s youth to create possibly a new historical
narrative of neighbourhood change, arising out of the forging of new relationships and
heightened senses of trust.
A third direction is policy-oriented and could build from this study to develop a placebased policy for combatting the negative effects of gentrification in North End Halifax
and beyond. Kennedy and Leonard (2001:28) argue that policy responses to gentrification
“should be constructed in the context of ‘equitable development’ and go on to lay out a
variety of strategies for mitigating the negative effects of gentrification. While these
strategies “are firmly based within the neighborhood, since that is the level at which
gentrification plays itself out most directly” (Kennedy and Leonard 2001:28), cities and
regions, they argue, “have a large stake in ensuring regional job/housing balance, in
promoting sustainable economic growth, and in reducing the adverse effects of
gentrification for their constituencies.” To this end, they lay out a number of strategies
for ensuring equitable development by “optimizing the benefits of neighbourhood change
while minimizing or eliminating the downsides” (Kennedy and Leonard 2001:v). These
strategies include: “increasing regional, city and community understanding of the
dynamics of gentrification, and conducting analyses that can anticipate pressures”;
developing a unified vision and plan for jobs, housing, and economic needs and
opportunities for residents and neighbourhood stability; “gaining control of public and
private property assets that can be taken out of the market and used to provide affordable
housing and office space for neighborhood residents and service providers”; and
“creating forums to resolve conflicts and to re-knit the community” (Kennedy and
Leonard 2001:29).
The “unified vision and plan” for the neighbourhood and its residents would engage
factors such as ensuring residential participation; implementing and protecting rental
housing; enabling homeownership and below-market financing among renters; promoting
neighbourhood economic development through preserving and attracting particular types
of commercial and retail services; ensuring an adequate provision of social services and
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community amenities for promoting public safety, education, recreation, entertainment,
development, and elements of community character that are in line with the needs and
desires of the community; ensuring commercial amenities complement the character of
and existing commercial activity in the neighbourhood; putting in place a transition
strategy that enables the original residents and businesses to remain in place and capture
the benefits of development;· and, lastly, providing a forum for original and new
residents to unite “with a common vision of the [neighbourhood’s] future” (Kennedy and
Leonard 2001:32). This dissertation provides the groundwork for developing such
strategies, in the central North End and beyond. This qualitative look into residents’ fears,
concerns, hopes, desires, and perceptions of neighbourhood change and gentrification has
demonstrated that when it comes to neighbourhood change, both history and place
matter; an equitable, inclusive way forward requires us to interrogate the historical
dynamics of place and calls our attention to the intricate and complicated concepts of
community and belonging. Future work along these lines could integrate the notion of
historical narratives into an inclusive, equitable, and community-driven, policy of
neighbourhood development that attends to the potential negative impacts of
gentrification in particular local contexts.
In North End Halifax, the struggle continues to maintain both a sense of place and a sense
of hope that residents’ best interests will be acknowledged, as ongoing change threatens
an already-historically-oppressed community’s place, both physically and symbolically,
at the neighbourhood table. The struggle over St. Pat’s Alexandra continues on, as the
City staff recommendation to regional council has, citing financial concerns, suggested to
reject the community groups’ proposal and sell the property at market rate (Bundale
2014). The community groups’ proposal was described as a local municipal councilor as
“a model” that will provide a “counterweight to gentrification”, and as a symbol of hope
for those still seeking reparation from Africville (Bundale 2014). The pastor at the
Cornwallis Street Baptist Church who represents one of the non-profit groups is quoted
as saying:
It [St. Pat’s Alexandra] is symbolic of hope in that it was built almost as a balm
to put on the wounds of Africville….When people were relocated from
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Africville they had a school there that they felt was theirs, so when this was built
it felt like our school and it sort of stands as an icon of the community.
The opportunity to transform this space into a vital community hub geared towards the
parts of the community who need it most would take great steps towards both righting the
wrongs of Africville and curbing the displacement, both social and physical, brought on
by gentrification. Yet, as the local pastor says, “all hope is not lost.” Council can indeed
reject the recommendation. This decision still lies in the hands of City Council, who have
the opportunity, not to stall an entire gentrification process, but to buffer it. To even
assuage some of the pain gentrification has caused and help author a new narrative – not
of neglect, nor revitalization, but of collaboration. A narrative characterized not by
hemming in, segregating, and forgetting, but of collaborating, including, and
remembering.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Interview Materials
Letter of Consent to Participate in Study:
“For Better or Worse? Community, Development, and Gentrification in Halifax’s North
End”
My name is Kelly Baker and I am a PhD candidate in the Department of Anthropology of
the University of Western Ontario. You are being invited to participate in a research
study looking at how recent commercial and residential development is impacting
residents of Halifax’s North End. The purpose of this letter is to provide you with the
information you require to make an informed decision on participating in this research.
The purpose of this research is to investigate residents’ (aged 18-80) experiences of
living in and belonging to the area. Your participation may help me further my project
and research. I am in no way connected to any government agency.
To participate in this study, I will ask you to spend some time with me talking about your
experience personal history and experiences of living in Halifax’s North End. With your
permission, I would like to audio record the interview to ensure clarity of my handwritten notes. If you prefer, however, the interview will not be recorded. Although an
estimate of the time commitment required is 1-2 hours, the interviews will take as much
or as little time as you are comfortable with, and will take place at a mutually agreeable
location.
There are no known risks in this project. Participation in this study is entirely voluntary.
You may decline to answer any of my questions and you may choose to refrain from
addressing any topics with which you are uncomfortable.
Your confidentiality will be respected at all times. Notes and recordings of any
discussions will be stored in a secure location and will only be accessible by the
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researcher. No information that discloses your identity will be released or published;
rather, a pseudonym will be used.
You do not waive any legal rights by giving full consent on this form. If you have any
questions about this study, please contact myself (Kelly Baker) at: ------------- or ------------, or my supervisor, Dr. Douglass St. Christian, at ------------- or -------------. If you have
any questions about the conduct of this study or your rights as a research participant you
may contact: Office of Research Ethics, The University of Western Ontario, -----------Your signature indicates that you have read and understand the above information, and
remain interested in participating in the study.
Name: _____________________________________ Date:_______________________

Questions for longtime residents:
Demographic:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Where were you born?
Where did you go to school?
Tell me about your family: Were your parents born there too?
Siblings?
Did you go to any post-secondary schools? Where? What did you study?
How long did you do that?
Do you have any children? How old?
Where were they born?
Where do/did they go to school?
Where do they live now?

Living in North End
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Where have you lived throughout the North End?
How many of your extended family members grew up in, and currently reside in,
the North End?
What kind of reputation did the area have growing up? Do you feel that its
reputation has been justified? How has its reputation changed?
How would you describe the North End community growing up?
How would you describe the North End community now?
What do you like most about the North End?
Do you socialize more with longtime residents or newer residents?
What local issues or groups have you been involved in?
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Evaluating Changes in the North End
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Have your experiences of living in the North End changed over your
lifetime/since you moved in? How?
What changes in particular have you witnessed? When have these particular
changes on your street, for example, taken place?
How do you feel about these changes?
How do others you know feel about these changes?
What is the best change you’ve seen?
Worst?
Tell me how the North End used to be. Gottingen st in particular, Agricola in
particular, Uniacke Square
What was one of your favourite places to socialize in the north end that is no
longer there?
Where is your favourite place to socialize now?
Do you notice a lot of other new residents moving in?
Do you feel they have helped the neighbourhood?
Have they been active members of the community?
Is it easy to make friends with newcomers?
Are there any new businesses that you enjoy?
Any that you would never go to?
What do you feel new developments offer to the area?
Have many of your neighbours moved out of this neighbourhood over the past
few years?
If so, where did they move? why?
So, you’re moving away this spring?
What businesses do you think the North End could use?
What are your biggest concerns about the future of the North End?
Is there a time in history when you feel the North End was at its best?

Feelings about Local Issues:
•

How do you feel about:
-Fred Running for mayor?
-The backyard chicken debate?
-The St. Pats Alexandra School decision?
-The debates surrounding highrise condominium complexes along Agricola,
Gottingen, and now in the Hydrostones?

Interview questionnaire for newcomers
Demographic:
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Where were you born?
Where did you go to school?
Were your parents born there too?
Do you have any siblings? Where do they live now?
Did you go to any post-secondary schools? Where? What did you study?
What have you done for a living?
How long have you done that?
Do you have any children? How old?
Where were they born?
Where do/did they go to school?

Moving to North End
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

How long have you lived in the North End?
What brought you to the area?
What kind of reputation did the area have? Does it match its reputation? Why or
why not?
Do you have any relatives that grew up in, and currently reside in, the North End?
Did you feel welcomed to the North End?
How would you describe the local community?
What do you like most about the North End?
Where do your closest friends live?
Do you socialize more with longtime residents or newer residents?
Is it easy to make friends with people who have lived here a long time?
Are you involved in any local civic groups or volunteer organizations?
Neighbourhood politics?
If so, what issues have you been specifically involved in?
Evaluating Changes in the North End
Do you notice a lot of other new residents moving in?
Do you feel they have helped the neighbourhood?
Have your experiences of living in the North End changed since you moved in?
How?
What changes in particular have you witnessed? In the neighbourhood? On your
street?
How do you feel about these changes?
What is the best change you’ve seen? The worst?
What do you feel new developments offer to the area?
What do you feel are the current weaknesses of the area? What could be done to
fix them? How would you like to see the neighbourhood be improved?
Are you aware of the many news articles and editorials about gentrification in the
area? How do you feel about them?
Have you heard others in the neighbourhood talking about gentrification?
All in all, what does the North End mean to you? Do you feel a sense of identity
within it?
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•
•

How long do you think you’ll stay here?
Do you feel like the North End is currently the best it’s ever been?

Feelings about Local Issues:
•

How do you feel about:
-Fred Running for mayor?
-The backyard chicken debate?
-The St. Pats Alexandra School decision?
-The debates surrounding highrise condominium complexes along Agricola,
Gottingen, and now in the Hydrostones?
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