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Abstract 

 

Feminist Perspectives on a Latina-led Rent Strike and the Struggle for 
Homeplace in Sunset Park 

 

 

Kaitlyn Beverly Newman, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Rebecca Torres 

 
Amidst cries of “¡Inquilinos unidos, jamás será vencidos!” a small circle of 

predominately Latina tenants in Sunset Park, a neighborhood of Brooklyn, New York, 

spearheaded a multifamily direct action rent strike in three adjacent buildings against 

their negligent landlord from 2011 until early 2013. In this thesis, I highlight how key 

tenant leaders exercised agency to craft their own organizing strategy and messages based 

on their fraught and contentious relationship to nation-state citizenship. I use 

intersectional readings of interview findings and testimonials to illustrate how the rent 

strikers challenged globalizing discourses that may cast gentrification as the progenitor of 

moments of rupture like their rent strike. Rather, Sunset Park has housed for many years 

a robust, if not imperiled, “political society” that has survived within contested terrain by 

developing rules of engagement predicated upon markers of race, class, gender, and 

immigration status (Chatterjee 2004, Hum 2014). The rent strikers’ reliance on, and 

expectation of, ever-splintered subjectivities and cartographies, rather than static fixtures 

for security, reflect Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands theory (1987) and the work of Saskia 
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Sassen (1996, 2013) on the unique character of city-based speech acts and their relation 

to violence. 

Because the rent strike unfolds within the implicitly gendered domain of 

homeplace, the boon of this synthesization and strategic posturing is not new to the 

Latina tenant leaders of the rent strike who are featured. I relay media representations of a 

particularly violent attack on one of the tenant leaders by the building’s superintendent to 

argue that the rent strikers’ produce, and are produced by feminist geographic renderings 

of “paradoxical space.” Their (in)visibility within homeplace as migrant women of color 

both imperils and protects them (Rose 1993). By withholding rent and engaging in 

“public” political acts, the female tenant leaders use their in-flux positions on the 

margins, at the center and in between to authoritate an “experiential geography” of 

homeplace (McKittrick 2006). In doing so, they recall the constitutive nature of the 

global and the intimate: the conditions of their building are inextricably and forever tied 

up in transnational processes of exploitation and domination.   
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Chapter 1:  At a Crossroads: The Sunset Park Rent Strike Sparks  
 

I remember that night with no light… I decide, myself, to go sit in the basement. 
My husband told me "you crazy." I said, I want to know what's going on. Why 
[is] the light going [out] every minute?  I went down there, took a chair, you know 
one of those back for the milk that I found there, and I sat there. All of a sudden I 
see a spark. I was thinking ‘oh my god.’ I call everybody: ‘let's get out of the 
building, the building is on fire.’ That's when the rent strike started.  
Tenant leader Sara Lopez 
 

In early summer of 2012, fourteen families living at 545, 553 and 557 46th Street 

in the Sunset Park neighborhood of Brooklyn, New York made a collective decision to 

stop paying their monthly rent after being plunged into sweltering heat and eighteen 

hours of darkness with no electricity and no explanation from their landlord. Sara’s 

dream for the strike, that she especially shared with the three other Latina migrant women 

who led the charge as tenant organizers with her, was simple: to compel their notoriously 

deadbeat landlord Orazio Petito1 to ameliorate the gross living violations of the cramped 

former-tenement apartments they called home. There was a broken boiler in 553 so that 

residents were without heat and hot water and hundreds of other quality-of-life 

complaints across the three buildings. They were also desperate to prevent an electric fire 

in the basement of 553, placing a fan to cool the electric box and keeping flashlights 

scattered about apartments to facilitate reading when they found themselves plunged into 

darkness. With such a crisis at hand, their denial of rent was strength in numbers. 

This act of localized resistance by the rent strikers would soon send up signals  

through the stench of stacked garbage in the sweltering basement, also riddled with pests 

and asbestos, to the broader community. As late spring of 2012 arrived, members of 

Occupy Sunset Park (OSP), another community-based effort focused on combatting 
                                                
1 Petito was listed on then-Public Advocate Bill de Blasio’s Worst Landlord List, which has since been 
taken over and revamped by Public Advocate Letitia James.   
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systemic injustice and an early incarnation of an increasingly decentralized Occupy Wall 

Street movement, spotted a sign placed in the window by Sara and her co-organizers for a 

rent strike and inquired within. OSP offered to assist through media mobilization and 

visibility, daily awareness vigils and providing physical support in the form of cleaning 

assistance and community protection. The Sunset Park Rent Strike Solidarity Network 

was formed.  

I was a resident of Sunset Park at the time and an early witness to these rent strike 

efforts through casual participation in Occupy Sunset Park. I supported their efforts by 

attending a vigil in front of the building at 46th Street and organizing meetings while I 

continued actively recruiting online for other allies via the Sunset Park social media 

accounts. The rent strikers’ struggle resonated with me. At the time, I was reeling from 

my own reality as a young urban professional with high student loans paying high rent 

for a tiny two-bedroom apartment that persisted with a host of maintenance problems. 

The lock on the front door of my eight-apartment building was broken the entire time I 

lived there. Dirty stacks of old newspapers and cigarette butts littered the cracked 

linoleum floors. The stairs sagged precariously. One evening, I came home from work to 

my bathroom ceiling collapsed on the bathroom floor and all of my belongings covered in 

a delicate coat of white plaster powder. Another time, I woke up early on a cold March 

morning to attend Sunday church services after years away from faith. I needed to grab a 

free hot cup of tea and escape the deadly chill caused by a blown furnace the week 

before, and where else could I go? I remember wondering as I wandered through South 

Brooklyn streets, mittened hands shoved into my down coat pockets, how my roach and 

mice neighbors were faring in the frosty dawn.  
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RENT STRIKE INSPIRATION: MY RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND ROADMAP 

It took my landlord’s management company nine days to fix the furnace, but I 

never doubted that they would. I was one of the first white folks in my building and on 

my block on the edge of Sunset Park when I moved to 29th Street between 3rd and 4th 

Avenue in 2010.2 I was keenly aware that, although many of my neighbors maintained 

similar expectations about tenant rights, there was always a stark contrast in expected and 

actual outcomes. Necessarily, this also called for a difference in approach or strategy to 

making demands for recourse.  I felt intense gentrifier’s guilt (and still do) for my ability 

to command repairs from my landlords with much greater ease than longer-term residents 

living in the neighborhood.  

I left Sunset Park in August of 2013 to attend graduate school in Austin, Texas 

and remained haunted by my own complicity and the rent strikers’ tenacity in the face of 

this disparity. I became increasingly invested in dialoguing with this disparity, rather than 

avoiding it, to better understand the generative value of rent strikes generally and within 

the “contact zone” of Sunset Park specifically. I chose to analyze this particular case 

study in Sunset Park after plugging “rent strike” and its various derivatives/extensions 

into academic databases and being confronted with limited contemporary texts (my 

window was post-1985) on the subject with which to draw upon. Shockingly, I found a 

dearth of academic publications that analyze United States-based rent strikes that have 

happened in the last half-decade since the 2008 housing crash. Even more disheartening, 

I found that much of the scholarship which attends to past United States based rent strike 

ruptures, especially those from early to mid-twentieth century accounts, is exceedingly 

                                                
2 29th Street is sometimes referred to as Greenwood Heights and/or South Slope, but it falls within the 
imaginary of Sunset Park once on the ground. Many local residents of Sunset Park ridicule Greenwood 
Heights as a false discursive creation demarcating prime real estate that sits just south of Park Slope, one of 
the most affluent neighborhoods in the borough.  
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silent in bringing emergent feminist and critical race theoretical frameworks to bear on 

their contemporary representation and analysis. As such, I want to use this thesis to ask: 

how did participants of the Sunset Park rent strike negotiate their existence at the 

intersections of race, gender, spatial politics, power, difference and disenfranchisement? 

And how did these intersections impact their organizing messages and strategy? 

Sunset Park is comprised of many “life space[s]” where cultural paradigms meet, 

clash, and grapple with each other. As my simultaneous position as precarious tenant-in-

solidarity and privileged gentrifier demonstrate, Sunset Park contains highly 

asymmetrical power relations, but power relations that cannot be easily reduced to 

oppressor/oppressed binaries (Pratt 1991). To unpack the messy sociality of Sunset Park 

further, I will first briefly outline the guiding theoretical framework of intersectionality as 

it undergirds all of my work. I will also provide a brief synopsis of my chosen methods 

and methodologies.  

 Then, I turn to the first chapter, where I provide a brief history of the 

neighborhood, its fraught demographic shifts and its complicated status as a global 

immigrant community and neoindustrial haven. I evaluate how the rent strike leaders use 

discourse to situate themselves both inside and outside a (fragmented but profitable) 

(trans)nation colored by neoliberalism. I ultimately argue that such knowledge production 

falls outside the nation’s imaginary or capacity to understand but that the rent strike 

reflects an emergent urban feminist epistemology. In the second chapter, I analyze a 

particularly violent interaction that takes place between Francisca Ixtilico, one of the rent 

strike leaders, and the building’s superintendent. I draw upon literature from feminist 

geographies of homeplace to help frame critical questions about this moment of attack on 

Francisca’s body and its relationship to the politics of (in)visibility. I close this piece with 

a short meditation on the outcome of the Sunset Park rent strikes and implications for 
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future rent strikes. In the end, I propose that the Sunset Park rent strike is instructive for 

understanding how global and local scales of analysis, activism and everyday life collide 

and constitute one another.  

A GUIDING THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: INTERSECTIONAL ANALYSES OF SPACE 

Intersectionality is a crucial theoretical concept for understanding the experiences 

of the Sunset Park rent strikers and the various “interlocking forms of oppression” that 

constitute their sense of themselves and of the world around them (Combahee River 

Collective 1986). First introduced as a legal framework, intersectionality accounts for the 

relational impact of race, gender, sexuality and class as they operate in women’s lives, 

form their identities, and create the potential for structural, political, and representational 

violence (Crenshaw 1991).  

Because of its wide use between feminist and critical race scholars, 

intersectionality is hotly contested for what it is and what it is not. The ascription of an 

intersectional marginal identity was originally only applied to Black women (Crenshaw 

1991). But, theorist Jennifer Nash argues, this essentializes black women, rendering them 

as a totally disempowered monolith (2008). Nash outlines additional problématiques of 

how intersectionality can be (murkily) used in feminist scholarship, noting that 

intersectionality does not just have to be a theory of the most marginalized among us, 

excluding bodies that experience more legible privilege than oppression, but rather can 

become a tool for understanding how all identities operate. I do not abandon the original 

theory of intersectionality altogether in my work, as I do use intersectionality as a critical 

lens for relaying the compounded racialized and gendered experiences of the poor 

migrant women of color who are the focus of this piece and the sheroes of the Sunset 
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Park rent strike. However, at various points in the text, I do choose to deploy 

intersectionality as a more general theory of subject formation.  

I believe an intersectional analysis is applicable to all bodies; one’s status as 

either the oppressor or the oppressed is mutable depending on specific “spatial and 

temporal arrangements” (Valentine 2007, 18). Identifying the geographic registers of 

intersectionality is considerably apropos for analyzing a place-based struggle like a rent 

strike. In her ethnographic monograph Black Women against the Land Grab: The Fight 

for Racial Justice in Brazil, anthropologist Keisha-Khan Perry documents her experience 

living and organizing with Black women of Gamboa de Baixo in Salvador, Brazil. Perry 

describes their housing struggle in the terms of the physical and psychic: they are 

peripheral and precarious, living on land that has been historically ignored. At the same 

time, their collective claims to Bahian coastal land are threatened by state violence that 

sees their home as desirable property on which to prop up a failing tourist-based political 

economy. In theorizing their resistance to “gendered racial stratification” and 

displacement, she moves beyond an emphasis of Black women’s subjectivities to an 

examination of how they engage in social action with material and political outcomes 

connected to urban space and coastal spirituality. Case studies like Perry’s tell an 

important story not only about how identity is deployed and reshaped but also how the 

configuration of space is often contextual/constitutive of these transitions. In other words, 

bodies often simultaneously inhabit multiple positions at the margin(s) and the center(s) 

at the very same time (hooks 1984, Hill Collins 1990, Fuss 1991, Valentine 2007, 

emphasis mine). 

Perry’s monograph "calls attention to the ways in which the subaltern self attends 

to…creat[ing] workable and material and imaginary geographies" not despite difference 

but through and with (co?)existent national projects and interests (McKittrick 2006, 56). 
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In this creative process, the “margin” should not be figured as an intellectual death knell 

or a singular stopping point, but rather a highly charged and contingent orientation 

(McKittrick 2006). The margin has been especially fertile and generative ground for 

women of color to produce and play with alternative views, visions and desires for a 

different and often better world. Serving as "more than a site of deprivation” the margin 

affords an “epistemic advantage” to those that inhabit it. These subjects become invested 

and experts in the production of geographies precisely because they have been "imagined 

outside the production of space" (hooks 2000; McKittrick 2006, 54; Nash 2008).  The 

Sunset Park rent strike as it interrogated, reshaped, resisted and remade the terrain of 

these women’s building exemplify various intersectional geographies that come from, 

out, and extend beyond the margin depending on the experience of each rent striker. In 

the following section, I identify the methods I used to collect data from and among the 

small community of rent strike leaders in my pursuit to familiarize myself with these 

particularities.   

DATA COLLECTION AND DELIBERATION: BALANCING THE “FIELD” AND A FORMER 
“HOME” 

To collect data on the rent strike and the neighborhood of Sunset Park, I utilized a 

multi-method approach: semi-structured interviews, participation and observation, and 

digital archival retrieval and analysis. When I first chose my research methods, I was 

initially inspired by John Gwaltney’s (1981) germinal work Drylongso and its use of oral 

history interviews as a method to collect the first comprehensive representation of Black 

American life through oral history interviews outside of slave narratives. Oral history’s 

contested and inevitable curatorial demands notwithstanding, I do believe their boon is in 

their longitudinal approach to allowing the holistic narratives of the most marginalized to 

stand (nearly) on their own and to constructing an archive articulations of everyday life. 
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Unfortunately, my vision for an oral history project which might honor such imaginaries 

and develop them more fully fell short due to the limited timeline of my field research, 

causing me to instead engage in much more specific and semi-structured interviews that 

went straight to the heart of participants’ activism.  

I interviewed four tenants living in 553 46th Street who helped to lead the rent 

strike and three interviews with local activists in the area who participated as solidarity 

activists through Occupy Sunset Park and the Sunset Park Rent Strike Solidarity 

Network.  My research and the story that follows focuses exclusively on the inhabitants 

of building number 553 as it housed all four of the purported rent strike leaders and it is 

the physical site of where the rent strike first began. I received feedback from study 

participants that, while the rent strike was framed and benefitted all three buildings, the 

majority of the rent strikers lived in 553.  

I have chosen to not use pseudonyms for four of my participants as they exist on 

the public media record for their efforts: Sara Lopez, Francisca Ixtilico, Dennis Flores 

and Ian Horst. I have employed pseudonyms for the other participants. The bulk of the 

interviews took place in the summer months of 2014, but data collection was ongoing 

during my tenure at the University of Texas. Question sets for the interviews were 

curated according to the stated role of the interviewee in the rent strike as it panned out 

during the years of 2012 and 2013. Indeed, it did not make sense to ask tenants of the 

buildings the same questions as solidarity activists who lived outside the buildings. Some 

of the questions overlapped regarding social movement strategy and framing (What were 

the goals or demands of the rent strike? Do you think the rent strike was successful?) 

Others diverged based on proximity to the crisis and chaos in the buildings themselves 

(How have the buildings and the neighborhood as a whole changed since you moved in? 

What were Occupy Sunset Park’s goals in supporting the rent strike?) I also asked a 
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series of questions pertaining to identity and perceptions around citizenship and 

belonging in place (If applicable, when did you migrate to the United States? What does 

“home” or “homeplace” mean to you?) The interviews were, on average, short but pithy 

and lasted between 90 and 120 minutes. Two of the interviews were recorded in pairs, 

with translation from Spanish to English taking place naturally during the course of the 

conversation. I recorded the interviews with a handheld audio recorder and my iPhone 

voice memo application as backup and manually transcribed the interviews with the 

assistance of an online dashboard.3 

I employed a snowball sample method, also called chain referral, to locate and 

recruit these interview participants. I use snowball sample as shorthand for engaging in a 

network mapping exercise to locate potential future study participants during the course 

of an interview with an already enrolled participant. Although such a tactic results in 

what may be called a “nonprobability sample,” the group of participants I assembled, 

albeit small, is anything but (colloquially) random. This method of recruitment and 

interviewing served two related purposes: first, it provided insight into the sorts of 

associations that an interviewee maintained and how they were positioned socially within 

their environment and the particular site of study. Second, the interviewee’s identification 

of potential participants with the Sunset Park context enabled access to influential 

members of an already politically vulnerable and tight-knit community (Trow 1957, 

Biernacki and Waldorf 1981, Handcock and Gile 2011). My first interview was with Ian, 

a local solidarity activist and close friend who supported the rent strike. Ian was able to 

reconnect me, and contextualize my pursuit, to another solidarity activist and longtime 

resident of Sunset Park, Elena. Elena’s deep ties with tenants at the building site I hoped 

                                                
3 https://transcribe.wreally.com/ 
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to study and her rapport with Sara Lopez, the rent strike leader featured in this case study, 

proved invaluable to identifying participants. Formally, Sara is the 46th Street Tenant 

Association President of the buildings in question and informally, the gatekeeper of the 

three buildings. She expressed fatigue and fear of exploitation by the press and other 

parties who had cycled through her home over the last three years hoping to gain a sneak 

peek into her everyday life. She was very upfront with me about why I was granted 

access to her audience, pointing out that Elena had vouched for my project and my 

character and that “this was the only reason [she] agreed to meet with me.” 

Sara’s sentiments indicate that my familiarity in the neighborhood offered me 

more cachet than others, but that data collection about the rent strike would happen on 

her terms and her timeline. Upon her invites, I was an observer at two key post-rent strike 

junctures: a private tenant association meeting attended by rent strike activists, 

representatives from Urban Homesteading Assistance Board, and political staffers from 

City Council Member Carlos Menchaca’s office in June 2014 and a living condition 

inventory taken of apartments within the buildings conducted by South Brooklyn Legal 

Services interns in July 2014. 

I also culled and documented my own impressions, recollections and recordings 

from experiences had in my various capacities as neighbor, fellow Sunset Park tenant, 

solidarity activist before I became a now-removed researcher visiting from out-of-state. 

As a participant observer from years before, my personal journal, social media updates 

and private conversations dating back to August 2010 yielded important insights as to my 

own positioning within the rent strike and contextualized how to share information 

gained through other channels (both what is represented here and what I chose not to 

disclose.) This was a useful and important exercise to speak back to masculinist 

geographic methods that wish to render the field and fieldwork as inevitably finite, 
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capable of inspiring objective analysis or existing outside of the researchers’ everyday 

reality and experience (Moss 1993, Nast 1994, McDowell 1997, Hyndman 2001). 

Instead, I dissolved the boundary lines of the field, functioning as both/neither insider and 

outsider, as both/neither participant and observer, across a continuum of place and time 

(Hyndman 2001). I unwittingly engaged in performative gestures to, at various turns, 

highlight my position as an outsider as a means to respect and gain consent from the 

community while also mining the richer and more personal data source of my own 

embodied history and nostalgia (Mohammad 2001, Kobayashi 2001). Under the 

circumstances, fieldwork became a creative and embodied process of constant 

negotiation between researcher and researched to rework and decode identity and its 

shifting meanings (Hapke and Ayyankeril 2001).  

Despite (or rather, because) of my status as a monolingual woman with 

rudimentary Spanish language proficiency, I also experienced a "dominant spatial 

ordering" specific to the Latino-majority populace of Sunset Park that could not fully 

accommodate pieces of my own identity and left me feeling like an outsider (Rose 1993, 

McKittrick 2006, Valentine 2007).  This was especially due to my lack of fluent Spanish-

language skills and my subsequent use of translators during interviews. My interview 

findings were severely curtailed by my inability to freely and spontaneously conduct 

interviews or to fully comprehend dialogue at the community meetings and encounters in 

which I participated and observed. To bring people into the fold to participate, I used 

translators during interviewers who were also rent strike activists, but I ran the risk of 

distorting the veracity of claims made by the interviewee in the presence of other 

members of the movement. It was also difficult to recruit people to speak to me knowing 

that there were intermediaries and not being able to bring my whole self to the work: we 
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both became reduced to our ability/inability to converse freely and to share stories with 

spontaneity.  

I do not believe that such flexibility in the field eradicated its messiness or made it 

devoid of my own power, however. I was also acutely aware that my of the ongoing 

potential to commit exploitation was anchored in the structural manifestations of various 

identities I could deploy with ease or benefit from—namely, my whiteness, my 

citizenship status, and my enrollment in an education of higher institution. For a time, I 

was completely paralyzed by my fear of how I was being perceived as a gentrifier (more 

than the real or felt experience of being treated like an outsider to begin with) and 

struggled with making specific requests of the people I was working with. I often found 

myself censoring many of my questions and limiting the amount of data I could collect 

based on my status as a former gentrifier.   

In light of these challenges and in effort to supplement and bolster the data 

collected during the interviews and the participant observation, I also used archival 

research to draw upon primary and secondary texts, including newspaper articles, online 

blogs, photographs, archival accounts and official municipal records from the Brooklyn 

Historical Society, the New York City Department of Finance, and the New York City 

Department of Housing Preservation and Development.  
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Chapter 2:  A Crisis of Belonging: Synthesizing Discourse in Sunset Park 

SHITTY CIRCUMSTANCES AFTER THE SUNSET PARK RENT STRIKE 

It was an exceedingly muggy day in June 2014 the morning that Sara and I made 

our way down the basement stairs of 553 46th Street, an unassuming tenement building. 

Sara, President of the 46th Street Tenant Association in the neighborhood of Sunset Park 

in the New York City borough of Brooklyn, apologized for the toxic stench of stale 

sewage that served as our guide as we carefully stepped onto the length of cracked 

concrete floor flecked with dried toilet tissue and apparent human waste. Brown sewage 

water had left a faint water line about two feet up the wall. Stepping sideways, she 

cradled her brow with her hand to ward off the offensive smell and to soothe the severe 

headache she had incurred from it, her many complaint calls to the building’s new 

receiver having been unanswered since the flood a fortnight ago that brought such shitty 

circumstances with it.  

Such overtures were not new to Sara, but I was still shocked. I had planned this 

visit with her to reflect on the challenges and (what I had assumed were) subsequent 

victories of the rent strike she had helped lead in this very building after their landlord 

Orazio Petitio was foreclosed upon by his lender Astoria Federal Savings and Loan 

Association in late 2011. Last I had heard, private equity investment firm Seryl LLC 

purchased the foreclosed mortgage in 2012, postured to topple Petito’s authority and 

asked the city to assign a receiver. This was supposed to signal a new era for the tenants 

as they resumed writing their monthly rent checks to the new receiver but instead 

conditions worsened. Reported violations skyrocketed as the receivership stripped much 

of the oversight power and sway the Department of Housing Preservation and 
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Development had to undertake repairs on their own.4 In January 2013, the city wrestled 

back some control from Seryl and enrolled the building in HPD’s Alternative 

Enforcement Program, which was designed to make amends for violations in the most 

perilous and precarious residences in the five boroughs. A year later, the residents went 

on with their lives still waiting to see what might happen from this announcement.5 The 

excrement of these unstable arrangements lingered in full force, manifesting in the heavy 

air Sara and I breathed. 

Negotiating positionality in Sunset Park   

I had approached Sara a few months prior to this basement tour about 

documenting the rent strikers and these struggles. We had agreed over the phone that I 

would prepare and print out flyers for the upcoming tenant meeting at the end of the 

month since the daughter of one of the rent strikers leaders, Sue Trelles6 had moved away 

to college and usually took care of those sorts of things. Straightforward stuff—meeting 

in an open hallway, resources for publicity and organizing—they were small potatoes for 

a student like me but could help Sara and the other tenants immensely. I felt momentarily 

and naively satisfied with my ability to provide this kind of solidarity. I felt proud of 

myself. After all, my training had taught me that staying towards the back and assisting 

with material concerns was the most “appropriate” way for me to engage with campaigns 
                                                
4 A receiver is appointed by the court to have custodial oversight of real estate property once a lender 
begins foreclosure proceedings against the borrower on a property. In the case of the building in Sunset 
Park, “once the court appoints a receiver for the buildings, HPD doesn't have the power to compel repairs 
anymore. A court-appointed receiver might be more inclined to make repairs, but the only money it would 
have to do so would come from tenants' rent [which is] hardly enough to cover the extensive work 
necessary” (Pinto 2012). 
5 Six months after enrollment in the AEP program, the three buildings still had “684 total violations 
[documented via investigated complaints to HPD] spread over 51 apartments, with an average of 13 
violations per unit” according to a June 2013 press release from the Council of the City of New York.  
6 Sue Trelles was one of the four women cited as a rent strike organizer in both the press and in interactions 
with building residents. Although I met Sue at a few different occasions, I was not able to schedule a proper 
interview with her.  
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that were not my own—short of being invited or asked to do something on the front lines 

of the fight at hand. But Sara had other ideas in mind. Taking a beat (which felt like an 

eternity), she gazed at me witheringly. Her eyebrows arched. My palms were sweaty and 

I felt silly. Or maybe stupid. I had no right to be here, in her home, asking if she “needed” 

my help. What was I doing? And why? She leaned forward slowly from her armchair, 

reaching for the cordless phone a short distance away. Taking it out of its cradle, she 

fingered it thoughtfully for a second and then held it out in my direction. “Ok, if you 

want to help, you can call 311 [the city-run helpline] about the basement...” I was 

stunned—was she testing me? Another thought popped up: “Damn, she just gave me one 

hard ask. This woman is the most brilliant organizer I’ve ever met.” I felt my chest 

tighten with anxiety as my fingers eagerly reached out towards hers. Sara continued: 

“Your English is better…they’ll come if you call.”  

I crescendo to this shared moment between Sara and I at the beginning of this 

chapter as a way to understand the differential positioning of both of our bodies within 

the building space, the neighborhood of Sunset Park, and larger flows of powers that 

highlight the complicated terrain through and in which the rent strikers as subjects have 

been, and are, producing/being produced. In her utterance Sunset Park Rent strike leader, 

Sara is unequivocal in gesturing towards the intersecting systems of oppression that, at 

various junctures, impede her ability to deploy herself as the universal citizen-subject 

who can successfully engage in recourse-seeking behavior from the state. Sara might be a 

retired state employee, a resident of her building and the borough of Brooklyn for over 

forty years, an elder and a tenured organizer with vast experience negotiating with city 

officials. But, in this moment, she gestures to the inhibitions she believes to be inherent in 

her Latina migrant status (she came to the United States from Honduras in the 1970s) and 

her English language skills which preclude not only a full sense of belonging but access 



 16 

to the ways and means of a healthy and productive life. Taking it one step further, she 

also invokes language, or the ability to speak and be understood, to bring to the fore (to 

produce?) my subject position as a white cisgender gentrifying fluent English speaker to 

garner and gather resources for her own ends.  

Unpacking rent strike knowledge production  

In this chapter, I argue that Sara’s intentional conscription and utilization of my 

own subject position is but one of many ways that Sara and the other rent strike leaders 

negotiated complex identifications with power. I explore how these tenant leaders 

“embodied experiences” of both living and resisting “in place” are fraught. Because their 

access to power and the correlative quality of life within their building and the broader 

community are ambiguous and contingent due to a variety of factors, so too are their 

political objectives shaped by constant contestation and adept maneuvering (Staeheli, 

Kofman, and Peake 2004).  I posit that the disjunctures inherent in this rent strike served 

as a vehicle through which the rent strikers’ developed, articulated and continued to hone 

their own knowledge-power regime, or rent strike discourse.  

To support this claim, I will examine Sunset Park-specific sites of inquiry through 

and in which discourses of gender, gentrification, resistance, citizenship, and belonging 

circulate to better understand how the tenant leaders negotiated existing discourse, at 

various times claiming and dispensing it, to construct their own Foucaultian power-

knowledge regime. First, I provide background on Sunset Park, its neoliberal 

transformation and implications for subject formation and discourse development. I 

discuss the strategic and engineered discord that exists between the structural realities of 

gentrification that created the conditions for the rent strike and the insistence of tenant 

leaders to discursively differentiate their efforts at the same time. I then consider how the 
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rent strikers simultaneously enlist the state for administrative relief and refuse the state’s 

relevance in their organizing efforts. I argue that a certain “knowingness” by these 

activists of not having full citizenship within the nation-state proved to be generative of 

new social and political relations in addition to emergent subject formation. To this end, I 

explore how the rent strike activists and other Sunset Park residents are produced by, and 

produce political society, in Sunset Park by enlisting discourses of the biopolitical as a 

way of articulating belonging (or lack thereof.) For this reason, I consider the rent strike 

as both a speech act (discursive) and a (re)spatializing act perpetuated by the rent strikers. 

Indeed, if the “city has speech” like Saskia Sassen (1996) claims it does, than to evaluate 

the rent strike as a speech act means to situate the violent contestation of citizenship as 

not something which defies the urban finitely but rather constitutes it and remaps it.  

Discourse in the Foucaultian sense of the word(s) and in the Anzaldúan sense of the 
world(s) 

I invoke discourse in this chapter for its capacity to delimit agency, circumscribe 

self-determination and make space through power relations. Discourse signifies symbols, 

markers and practices that are used to order, frame, construct, and represent material 

realities. Discourse is historically situated and reflects the strategic convolution of 

language and knowledge for the purposes of gaining, maintaining or asserting power  and 

domination (Foucault 1980, Hall 1997, McEwan 2003, Gibson-Graham 2006, Rose 

2012). I argue that a rent strike reflects an "adapt[ation] and redirect[ion]" of "discursive 

power" by creating new terms of engagement for understanding and articulating 

resistance (McEwan 2003, 349). 

Chicana feminist Gloria Anzaldúa's mestiza consciousness denotes painfully 

powerful modes of thinking, synthesizing, interpreting to develop discourse outside of a 

“subject-object duality” (1987, 101). Especially relevant to the Sunset Park case study, 
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she argues that Latina migrants interpolate the border into their racialized bodies, 

necessitating the bridging of multiple realities, languages, and spatial arrangements for 

survival, especially for “those who make it past the checkpoints of the Border Patrol [to] 

find themselves in the midst of 150 years of racism in Chicano barrios in the Southwest 

and in big northern cities” (Anzaldúa 1987, 34). “Numerous possibilities" or knowledges 

are provoked by the acute hybridity inherent in the lives of  racialized Others who must 

operate in the liminal terrain of hegemonic white supremacist culture. According to 

Shannon Speed, this rings true for indigenous Zapatista activists in Chiapas; 

consistently engaged in a synthesization process, they at once leverage globalized 

discourses compelling to external audiences and agencies (such as using human rights 

language in partnership with nongovernmental organizations to raise global visibility) 

while also redefining the contours of human rights language to reflect local identities and 

to be applicable to their specific negotiations with the Mexican state (2008). The same 

possibilities—the simultaneous access to many worlds--can offer up critical openings for 

those like the Sunset Park rent strikers to actively seek alternative discourses, new 

insights and strategic interventions in their activism.   

SUNSET PARK AS A NEOLIBERAL CITY SPACE  

Sunset Park is a neighborhood in the southwestern quadrant of the borough of 

Brooklyn in the New York City. Situated on the shores of the Upper New York Bay and 

at the mouth of the Hudson River, Sunset Park was originally developed as a shipbuilding 

industrial hub in the late 1800s by Irish and Scandinavian (including Norwegian) 

immigrants and soon grew to became an internationally-acclaimed shipping, 

manufacturing and warehousing port. The construction of what would become Bush 
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Terminal in 1895 ushered in a booming era of unprecedented marine transportation and 

transnational trade for the neighborhood (Stern 1961, Freeman 2000, Hum 2014).  

But as global market conditions and a domestic manufacturing economy began to 

erode in the latter half of the twentieth-century, Sunset Park’s industrial heyday ended 

with a whimper. The building of the Gowanus Expressway in 1961 split the community 

in half and impeded full access for residents to the waterfront, which coincided with 

federal incentive programs that increased the outflow of white residents to the suburbs 

and compelled displaced Puerto Ricans from other parts of the city to move into the 

neighborhood. Over the last decade, a second wave of Latino migration by Mexicans, 

Central Americans and Ecuadorians has swelled the 4th, 5th, and 6th Avenue corridors 

while 8th and 9th Avenue have grown into a Chinese community stronghold.  

Such demographic shifts have turned Sunset Park into both a thriving mini-

metropolis for niche entrepreneurs and landscape rife with the residual effects of state-

sponsored neglect and deprivation—what scholar Tarry Hum describes as a “global 

immigrant neighborhood” where racialized spatial practices of uneven development and 

disenfranchisement rub elbows with “globalizing capitalism, neoliberalizing states and 

reconstituted empire” (Brenner 2013; Hum 2014). The neighborhood has become a 

hotbed of controversy as local city authorities work to “reinvigorate” the community by 

redeveloping and rehabilitating the most desirable property, particularly along the 

waterfront and next to the neighborhood’s namesake park Sunset Park, about two blocks 

from the location of the rent strike.  

In a 2012 interview with The New York Times, headline screaming of a “new era” 

for Brooklyn, Industry City Real Estate Director Bruce Federman claims that the Sunset 

Park “area’s character is shifting from outdated to industrial chic” (Kaysen). I remember 

sitting in a coffee shop in Soho, a week after that first basement tour with Sara, as the 
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barista excitedly told me that her and her boyfriend were hoping to move from Chelsea 

after “discovering” the (re)birth of “Industry City,” a massive factory-complex-once-

abandoned-now-turned-into-an-artisanal-manufacturing colony that sits along the 

Gowanus Canal a few short avenues away from the rent strikers’ residence.  

Such sentiments smack of geographer Neil Smith’s “revanchist city,” or a 

heuristic device for gentrification that Melissa Wright surmises reflects a dialectical 

relationship of value for the neighborhood and the bodies (especially gendered and raced 

bodies) within it under late capitalism. The discourse of revanchism points to the 

production of progress through rehabilitation and renovation---naming retaliatory 

violence against marginalized bodies as something else and seizing territory that was, for 

decades, relegated to marginalized bodies. It requires believing that particular bodies 

and/or the spaces they inhabit comprise negative urban value—waste—that can be taken 

and cleaned up, thusly producing value after all (Wright 2004, Smith 2005). 

Mobilizing neoliberal discourse in Sunset Park 

Since revanchist city discourse is incoherent, contingent, competing and 

temporally flexible, its logic is applicable not only to the engineers of gentrification but 

also its subjects. The rent strikers understood and articulated their struggle in terms that 

both revere and subvert revanchist logic.  

Factually, the housing crisis and correlating gentrification was a contributing 

factor to intensified conditions in the buildings for the 2011 rupture and the tenants 

understood these stakes. Newspaper coverage during the time of the rent strike and 

interviews simultaneously extoled the need for rehabilitation of the buildings, indicative 

of strategically abandoned value to be reclaimed in Sunset Park, while it also placed the 

degradation of physical space like 553 46th Street to a more immediate origin of the 2008 
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housing crisis. A June 2013 article by the Observer rails against  “the crash and its 

aftereffects” presuming them to be the cause of woe (Velsey). It cites residents who are 

“mired in the foreclosure crisis,” living in “decayed buildings” because the owner 

realized he would not able to flip the buildings quickly.” Indeed, it was relayed in several 

tenant interviews that Petito was known to pocket rent proceeds from the tenants (often in 

the form of cash without receipts) in order to purchase other buildings instead of using 

the rent for much-needed capital improvements. In this regard, landlord Orazio Petito’s 

actions exemplify how the housing crisis of 2008 affected many neighborhoods across 

the country and the New York real estate scene in particular, as he purchased the 

buildings of the rent strike at the height of the national housing crisis when housing 

prices dipped and the race by investors to accumulate properties intensified. 

Sara’s fellow rent strike organizer Celia (this is a pseudonym) was especially 

quick to speak to how these rapidly shifting market conditions, skyrocketing rent prices, 

and scarcity of space prohibited her large family from moving out of the building in 

search of more stable and sanitary conditions. 

Everything is expensive and there are hardly any apartments and it is very 
difficult. The whole apartment thing. They are very small. Here we have problems 
but we have ample room. The kitchen, the living room, it’s big. 

Celia’s twenty-five year old son Juan (also a pseudonym), sitting nearby, followed on the 

heels of her statement: 

Everywhere else is too expensive and you know I guess [my parents] got used to 
being here...if we try to find an apartment this size its literally $1800 or $2000 or 
up. Down the block, they are asking $2300 for the same size apartment...and those 
buildings were worth the least and then they actually fixed the buildings.  

At this point in the interview, Juan spoke back to the structural costs of 

gentrification by expressing satisfaction with the size of his parent’s home and 

dissatisfaction with the prices of housing elsewhere. However, he also merged his 
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critique with envious commentary that recalls a competitive revanchist twist. Even 

though the price of his friend’s building “down the block” increased prohibitively, Juan 

bitterly engaged in an assessment of its value (commenting on its marginal worthiness) 

for renovations to be less than his own abode. I read Juan’s comments in this way due to 

the often-contradictory discursive relationship to his own desire to profit from changes in 

the neighborhood. He was quick to tell me in our first meeting how he “doesn’t really 

like hanging out in Sunset Park” affirming that he “like[d] going to new coffee shops 

better, like those ones where the white folks go to in Park Slope.” For him, the coffee 

shops resembled progress but not the problem.  

Sara was also quick to discursively delink contemporary changes in the 

neighborhood point to the tenants’ exploitation, but for different reasons. Sara articulated 

an alternate timeline, noting that this was “not the first rent strike in forty years” and 

probably not the last rent strike she would lead during her life in the building. In Sara’s 

experience, her poor living conditions predated gentrification or Orazio Petito’s reign as 

landlord, and making such attributions stripped the long-held agency of the rent strikers 

and their storied legacy of neglect and resilience within the buildings to combat these 

very conditions. Even so, revanchist discourse can still apply through its attempted 

subversion. Sara’s reticence to connect the rent strike to gentrification invoked and 

renamed past degradation. Sara sought to escape the subsuming effects of gentrification 

by situating the rent strike as part of a previous and prolonged era of waste and neglect. 

In doing so, Sara affirmed the prerequisite conditions of waste and neglect that revanchist 

evangelists seek out in order to profit from. Rather than grappling with the structural 

roots of inequity that produce such intense disparity and seek to remedy them, the 

revanchist project must first displace and then coopt the value present in Sara’s 

“representation of value’s antithesis” (Wright 2004, 383).  
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In one sense, this demonstrates how the fickle and whimsical nature of global 

capital influx to Sunset Park that happened during the rent strike itself complicated the 

discursive strategies and strategic pathways that might have posed positive benefits for 

the rent strike leaders. It also recalls a larger crisis of belonging in which this particular 

community of tenants was/is viewed as disposable and invisible.  

RELEVANT MODELS OF CITIZENSHIP AND BELONGING 

There are a few different ways of understanding how resistance and “belonging” 

contribute to discourse development and movement strategy in Sunset Park. Sunset Park 

is as imbricated within transnational social networks as it is within internationalized webs 

of commerce facilitated by global capital, “many of the workers in global cities are 

women, immigrants, and people of color, whose political sense of self and identities” 

may be denationalized.  This qualifies Sunset Park as part of a global city that comprises 

a “strategic site for their economic and political operations” even as it produces some of 

their most stark vulnerabilities (Sassen 1996, 207). Linda Bosniak has also argued “the 

proliferation of transnational communities has resulted in the production of plural 

identities and solidarities among their members that are not reducible to unitary statist 

models of social belonging” (2008, 26). Fluid and flexible arrangements like these denote 

new eras of belonging that speak back to traditional and exclusionary models of 

citizenship and that challenge revanchist practices which render the most marginalized as 

obsolete or not integral to the fiber of urban life, success, and productivity.  

Contemporary literature on “informal” citizenships considers citizenship to be 

able to accommodate diverse subjectivities and pluralities that are new, unaccounted for, 

or previously excluded within the body politic. In other words, it paves a path to the 

curation of some kind of (often inchoate) citizenship. A popular distinction within this 
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school of thought is that of “formal” and “informal” citizenship. Formal citizenship is 

easily denoted by what typically springs to mind in the classical definition: voting and 

Constitutional representation. But in the face of disenfranchisement, informal citizenship 

allows for the possibility of new modes of inclusion and social relations that contribute to 

civic life through civil society. In her analysis of the political activities of African-

Americans in the post-Reconstruction American South, Elsa Barkley Brown (1997) 

located an early model of what anthropologist James Holston later called “insurgent 

citizenship” (Holston 2009, 33). Brown writes that black women actively organized 

forums and rallies as enfranchised participants within an “internal” arena even as they 

were completely barred from institutions that were part and parcel of the “white-

dominated political order” in an “external” one (Glenn 2011). Not to be mistaken as the 

insidious public/private divide, external and internal realms formed complimentary parts 

of the world(s) in which marginalized Black bodies were enabled to advocate for their 

political interests. Relatedly, citizenship discourse has expanded to attempt to locate new 

claims that have emerged from these historically produced conditions of marginalization, 

such as in labor and residence, and to incorporate them into “the calculus of right.” 

Significant for our case study, are the “social movement[s] of the urban poor for rights to 

the city” that require the creation of “new kinds of rights outside of the normative and 

institutional definitions of the state and its legal codes” (Holston and Appadurai 2003, 

195). Ultimately, this pursuit presses upon existing legal infrastructure to protect “a 

minimum standard of living which does not depend on their relative economic or market 

worth” (197). In this way, citizenship becomes about groups being able to make diverse 

claims to the state for social and physical well-being (such as in housing) that go beyond 

purely civil rights, the absolute right to property or formal recognition (the cornerstones 

of classical citizenship.) 
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The second set of contemporary literature on citizenship acknowledges new 

modes of political community and togetherness, deciphering political and epistemological 

rationalities for belonging that are meant to/do either temporarily supersede or 

completely supplant citizenship (or both.) In this scheme, the nation-state is now 

fragmented: it does not require the construction of a unified identity under the term 

‘citizen’ and it is not characterized by ongoing antagonisms and alliances between the 

nation and members of civil society. It is no longer a neutral arbiter of the sovereign or 

the benevolent steward of the individual citizen so long as the right appeals are made—

instead, emergent technologies of governmentality order, study and facilitate the 

wellbeing of large segments of the population and their bodies under the guise of 

“policy” and administration (Chatterjee 2004). This nexus between state power and the 

body, or biopolitics, is important. First, it means that the state is endowed with the “right 

to make live” through the proliferation of taxonomic projects that manage the “body” and 

thusly extend state power and encourage reliance on the state (population studies about 

health are one such examples of this.) Such projects extend modes of state care beyond 

the citizen-subject to all given bodies within a specific population at any given time. 

However, such claims to segmentation and social maintenance by the state also reify 

social hierarchies and violence: in other words, they also enable the states with the “right 

to make die” through willful negligence of those who fall outside the state’s imaginary of 

the populace (Foucault 2003). Groups that do not “belong” to the nation are thusly 

compelled to negotiate contested political terrain to survive. They must eschew using a 

rights framework to make claims and, instead, focus on seeking redress via a plurality of 

political interests and influencers. This is the reality of “democratic politics,” not the 

outlier and the actors embedded within these new social relations compose what is called 

political society (Chatterjee 2004, 41).  
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State remedies or political society for non-citizens?  

In Sunset Park, many residents fall outside a cohesive national imaginary and the 

limits of legality by their migrant and/or citizenship status. This dramatically affected the 

sort of strategic choices and discursive possibilities available to the rent strikers. During 

the rent strike, the landlord would commonly threaten eviction or to call U.S. 

Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) on rent strikers that he knew were 

undocumented and particularly vulnerable. In an interview, Celia commented on the 

difficulty in recruiting participants to the rent strike: 

There was a threat that they were going to get kicked out of the apartment. The 
landlord said he was going to call immigration…here, the majority [do not have 
papers.] Only a few have papers.   

In a press interview, another anonymous tenant corroborates this claim as he notes, “So 

many threats, so much abuse…he said he was going to evict me; he told me that he was 

going to call immigration on me (Gottesdiener 2012).  

This negatively impacted recruitment for the rent strike as well. Sunset Park is 

haunted by the question of status; whether or not they themselves escape the possibility 

of deportation through access to formal citizenship does nothing to contain the 

frightening effects of this specter. I think back to another conversation I had with Juan on 

the corner of 46th and 5th. Sara had introduced me to Juan as someone I should know. Juan 

had been on disability for the last few years and unable to work so he had spent a 

considerable amount of time in his building with his mom watching television, and the 

rent strike, unfold and a lot of time watching other people go about their day from his 

perch on the third floor. As we chatted, he pointed to a bakery on the east side of the 

street, telling me that a few weeks back when ICE raided it, people huddled indoors to 

watch the commotion from a safe distance.  He described invisibility, a ghost town. “The 

streets were empty,” he said.  
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Here, mobility in and around the neighborhood is not the only choice shaped by 

an incomplete relationship to the nation-state; so, too, are decisions about recourse-

seeking behaviors like rent strikes. It is apparently insufficient to presume, based on the 

abuses these tenants have faced, that they somehow stand to benefit from classical 

citizenship, or a “right-bearing form of membership in the territorial nation-state” 

(Holston and, Appadurai 1996, 195). The landlord’s threat invoke the risks associated 

with not being considered a citizen subject: it is implicitly understood by all that the 

likelihood of the egregious abuse continuing unchecked is high, especially because the 

racialization of the rent strikers and their migrant status means they lack what David 

Harvey calls a “sympathetic state apparatus” to support, undergird and advocate on 

behalf of their efforts (Harvey 1989, 276). Still, the rent strikers remained optimistic and 

continued to keep their options open. At certain points, the city did catalogue Petito on 

then-Public Advocate (now New York City mayor) Bill DeBlasio’s Landlord Watchlist. 

Later, the building was placed into the AEP, or the Alternative Enforcement Program, 

created by former Mayor Bloomberg to designate the “250 most distressed multiple 

dwellings citywide each year” (HPD 2015). When Carlos Menchaca, the first Mexican-

American to serve on the New York City Council, was elected at the end of 2013, the 

tenants turned their attention towards building an alliance with him, even hosting several 

meetings with his staff. Celia, in particular, lodged a grievance with his team about 

building 553’s roof, but to no avail: 

When they came to our district, we asked them why they haven't done our roof? 
...When it rains or snows, there is water on the carpet, water near the door, so 
much water that falls…when it falls and the ice melts, that was the first thing that 
they were going to fix. He said "I promise you I am going to fix it." Now more 
than a year later, nothing...When a lot of ice or snow falls, one feels fear because 
the snow might fall on top of you [if the roof collapses.]  
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At the time of this interview, a full eight months after Menchaca’s elections, 

Celia’s living room continued to flood. Menchaca’s office continued to send staff to 

ongoing organizing meetings, primarily new staffers who took lots of notes and made 

confident promises left and right at the one meeting I was in attendance for. Yet, the rent 

strikers remained wary of the widening chasm between state rhetoric for protection they 

had not yet benefitted from and state protections they could not expect to access. 

Biopolitical discourse in Sunset Park 

Celia’s fear of injury from falling ice and snow due to a lack of action from 

Menchaca’s office points to the implicit connection between state power and the 

wellbeing of her own physical body. Here, the logical extension of her fear sets up the 

state as the manager of both life and death in and of itself. I propose that the articulation 

of bodily stakes is central to biopolitical discourse. The rent strikers’ claims on this front 

were made even clearer by the language Sara shared from the first sign that they created: 

[It said] 'Please help us. We're going to get burned up in this building. Please help 
us' and then Rexy [Sue’s daughter] drew like a skeleton, a skeleton and a 
picture...Yes, that was the first sign we put up...we had it in the window. I guess 
somebody passed by and took a picture and put it on the internet and everybody 
know what was going on in 46th Street and this building. We would stay in that 
hallway all day all night writing signs, every window, Francisca's windows, Sue's 
windows...everywhere we have the signs until Occupy Sunset Park decided to 
make us a banner to drop it. 

For tenants who “transgress the strict lines of legality in struggling to live and work,” 

such as in illicit and occupied shantytown communities set up along railways (Chatterjee 

2004, 40) or who lack documentation and/or push against the legal limits and obligations 

of the landlord- tenant relationship by not paying rent (Sunset Park) governmentality can 

be a strategic blessing borne of abject necessity and a dangerous, deadly curse.  
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Juan articulates this double bind as he explains the rent strikers’ use of protest on 

the street outside their apartment. Representatives from the New York City Police 

Department arrived and demanded that they return to their apartments as they waited for 

the fire department to come investigate and repair overheated electrical systems so vitally 

needed to power fans and air conditioners. 

I mean, there was a time when we were protesting outside. The cops came and it 
was like, they called the fire department because that is when [the electricity] first 
went out. And you know, like, they didn't know what to do. They was like ‘oh 
you can't even be outside’ and things like that and I was like you know ‘we can't 
be inside the apartment when it’s hot and then you don't want us out here on the 
sidewalk...what are we supposed to do? We're not gonna stay in the apartment and 
die of heat. So, like, what do you want us to do?’ And they was  like trying to 
move us from outside and things like that…. I mean, I was just telling them you 
know, ‘it's wrong. Like, come on. We're not going to stay upstairs because it is 
hot. We're out trying to have at least some breeze and you want us to like, leave?’ 
I was just pissed off, you know, they wasn't even understanding us. Instead of 
them seeing what we were going through and taking our side. 

This moment is especially evocative of the tension between state management of 

housing, health and safety services and state enforcement of order, difference and 

oppression. Juan appeals to the police for direction and the fire department for remedy, 

while still fixing his body in the street as a pillar of opposition. Relatedly, he indicated in 

the interview that at this particular confrontation, he was asked to function as a translator 

with the police for his mother and the other rent strike leaders, due especially to his 

fluency in English and partially due to his status as a second-generation American citizen. 

I share Juan’s contributions to the struggle as a way to further elucidate, rather than 

detract from, the challenges and strategic decisions made by the Latina leaders of the rent 

strike.  

Indeed, the use of privileged mediators to interface with and deliver messages to 

state entities on behalf of a broader community is a common strategy in political society. 
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In this spirit, the 46th Street Tenant Association’s engaged in an ongoing partnership with 

South Brooklyn Legal Services. One afternoon I had the opportunity to accompany as 

Sara and three undergraduate summer legal interns dispatched from the organization went 

door to door in each of the three apartment buildings collecting data on the habitability of 

each unit that could be used as fodder for any upcoming legal battles they might face (or 

to inform the city of violations.) The students were armed with detailed checklists for 

each room of the apartment and were tasked with documenting issues pertaining to the 

quality of the housing stock on the block. It was like an apartment census: How many 

people live in this unit? How many rooms does this unit have? What concerns do you 

have about your kitchen utilities? How long has that crack in the ceiling been there? The 

questions curated by South Brooklyn Legal Services all implicitly denoted a silent 

audience to this census and a nod to biopolitics: the census is a technology of 

governmentality.  

Of course, solely employing legal mediators like these had its limits for the rent 

strikers. Celia notes,  

Well. Because no one would listen to us, we went to an office over there by 
Junior's, and there they helped us. I can't remember what it is called and they 
helped us with the lawyer. But when we would go, there wasn't like, a lot of, 
enthusiasm. Then, when we would have the protest with the signs, someone from 
La Casita,7 she saw the sign and was in communication with them and then they 
came here and then they asked us if we needed any help, we said yes and they 
would help us with the protesting.  

Here, the contributions of Occupy Sunset Park are centered and extolled over that 

of a legal avenue. Various types of mediators, with differential capacities and operations, 

                                                
7 La Casita Comunal de Sunset Park (The Little Communal House of Sunset Park) opened its doors at 414 
45th St in the summer of 2012 at the height of the rent strike.  It was an early collaboration between local 
activists, who were members of Occupy Sunset Park, and Trinity Lutheran Church, a local congregation 
and early supporter of the rent strike. La Casita became a primary meeting place for OSP and the tenants of 
the rent strike to gather and strategize.  
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were strategically employed, depending on the desired outcome, as a centerpiece of 

Sunset Park political society. 

DIFFERENCE AND (UN)BELONGING: THE DEPLOYMENT OF GENDERED DISCOURSE  

I return to Sara’s request from the beginning of this paper for me to call 311 as it 

relates to this notion of contested social belonging, resistance and discourse.  Employing 

me that day as another contingent mediator for the cause, Sara was cognizant that in that 

moment I might have more access to state channels and that my role in political society, 

looked different than her own. I consider Sara’s phone call ask as just one example of the 

various ways she authoritatively dismisses and wields dominant discourse based on 

language,  gender, race, citizenship (and earlier, about gentrification) depending on how 

to “win” at political society.  

In a video taken during an occupation of local Assemblyman Felix Ortiz’s office 

after he failed to provide redress to the rent strikers, she feminized her struggle through a 

particular set of motivating factors, pleading: 

We came here to ask for help…we haven't heard from him, so I'm here 
demanding that he has to help us…until something drastic happens in the building 
and then they are going to say 'Oh I'm sorry?' No. We have sick people in the 
building, we have a lot of children in the building, we have  people that are blind 
in the building, we have people that's in a wheelchair in the  building (holmes 
2012). 

Taken at face value, her pleas are for authorities to consider the multiple 

obligations for care that the rent strikers’ encounter, and are impeded in, due to abuse in 

their housing environment. But her scolding, firm statement also teaches the listener 

about the urgency of the situation; Sara does not trust that the person who picked up the 

phone shares in the stakes at hand or even know something about them; instead, Sara 

must conceive of and then disseminate discourse which reflects the “everyday struggles 
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that working-class and poor women have to encounter” (Ali and Rieker 2008, 7).  In her 

description of the buildings, she does not rely simply on anecdotal evidence about how 

the physical structure is falling apart. Instead, she walks the listener through the human 

cost (of life and care) at hand, invoking rage and compassion interchangeably as key 

elements to her platform. Likewise, the temporal dimensions of the rent strike are 

attributed to the non-linear life cycle of a human’s development as they span decades and 

experiences, rather than aligning with the pre/post housing crash fluctuations that 

gentrification rhetoric highlights. 

The use of such gendered discourse is not necessarily because the leaders of the 

rent strike, which I focus on in this study, identified as women, although their presence is 

significant. It is also because the way in which the rent strike was articulated had very 

much to do with placemaking for the purposes of adhering to ethics and obligations of 

care, inextricably linked to gendered demands of family and home-based care. In this 

regard, women often navigate and map urban space differently, perhaps based on 

proximity to neighborhood places they might be compelled or coerced to inhabit more 

readily or frequently, especially the homeplace (Ali and Rieker 2008).  

Sara’s phone call does not teeter at either the precipice of core or binary. Rather, 

she authorizes herself through the reproduction of a feminized social station that does not 

always serve her. In this way, Sara “complicate[s] political agency” by “call[ing] into 

question the conditions for knowledge” and focusing on the “paradoxical forms of social 

agency that troubles, disrupts and expands the realm of subaltern urbanism” beyond it 

(Roy 2011, 232).   
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TOWARDS AN URBAN FEMINIST EPISTEMOLOGY: CITY-BASED STRUGGLE AS A SPEECH 
ACT 

Based on this heterotopic conflagration of social and political belonging within 

Sunset Park, whether grounded in a pursuit of citizenship or not or troubling gendered 

spatial norms or not, I am curious to see how these oft-in-between modes of belonging 

produce, and are therefore produced by, what I think of as a “uniquely” urban feminist 

epistemology, or way of understanding the world. To me, the central question is not 

whether the rent strikers are or are not, or could or could not be, citizens of some kind. 

The more pertinent issue is, in a Foucaltian sense, how there is a certain knowinginess 

(an epistemology, perhaps?) of how deeply entrenched they are in systems of hierarchy 

and domination and a willingness to be nimble as a result. The examples I have selected 

all serve to demonstrate that the rent strikers were not simply the immutable recipients of 

revanchist, biopolitic and/or gendered discourses of care. Rather, the adept way in which 

they enlist these discourse to articulate and understand their lives and their city-based 

struggle is an ongoing negotiation; it is Speed’s dialogic process all over again.  

 Because of this, I do not find it sufficient to say that this epistemology in this 

instance is derived from purely alternative scapes or ontologies of horizontal power. 

Rather, I recall Saskia Sassen’s commentary on the city and her invocation of speech to 

justify the city as a discrete analytic “borderland” with particular capabilities:   

…neither simply urban space nor simply people…it is their combination under 
specific conditions, in thick settings, confronting particular potentials and 
particular assaults that can generate speech…in becoming visible they become a 
form of speech (Sassen 1996).  

In this, “the city” functions not only as a concrete site for subject formation but how, as a 

place that is produced by existing ways of knowing, being and communicating that in 

turn (re)shape, (re)map and (re)member that very same place.  
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The inherent intimacy between a rent strike and shaping space cannot be 

understated. Rent strikes pursue a project of restructuring the immediate social and 

economic relations that govern physical places (and private property) in the short term: 

withholding rent but continuing to occupy space considered private property. Rent strikes 

like that in Sunset Park also aspire to sustain transformation of these social relations in 

the long-term by forcing building management to recast their tenants as a formidable base 

of power. In doing so, landlords are compelled to remain accountable in order to preserve 

their own investments such as capital improvements or infrastructure upgrades in the 

built environment. Relatedly, the use of a rent strike as a means of last resort embedded 

within a larger ongoing urban housing struggle points to the spatial dimensions of crisis 

of belonging, inclusive of the city, that interferes with landlord incentive to make these 

improvements prior to a rupture. A rent strike is both a symptom of the crisis of 

belonging and instantiation of the crisis-as-response in the form of new modes of 

belonging (and power-knowledge regimes) at the same time. Thus, the Sunset Park rent 

strike as engineered by the rent strikers  

…create[s] a history from which future movements can learn, they act as a 
constant check on society’s increasingly skewed distribution of wealth, and they 
demonstrate the power of united action (Corr 1999, 152).  

Sassen echoes this sentiment as she considers how “the city, and especially the street, is a 

space where the powerless can make history, in ways they cannot in rural areas. That is 

not to say that it is the only space, but it is certainly a critical one. Becoming present, 

visible, to each other can alter the character of powerlessness” (Sassen 2013, 213). I want 

to be sure to press on this point of powerlessness more. It would seem, then, that we must 

attend to the impact of marginality on contemporary urban cartographies (Ali and Rieker 

2008). City speech in the form of resistance like a rent strike is a way of gaining visibility 
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and making presence (Sassen 2013). The rent strike, then, could be considered the 

impetus for emergent urban epistemology specifically. Urbanism promotes the 

emergence of uniquely urban subjectivities. 

Of course, the notion that the city speaks through the periphery—and the ironic 

notion that, in fact, systemic violence is what also necessarily produces the city and 

subject at the periphery—cannot go unexamined. Gayatri Spivak (1999) reminds us that 

it is not that the subaltern cannot engage in a speech act, but rather that there is a lack of 

infrastructure to recognize the speech act with the level of specificity it deserves based on 

the position of its listener. I lack the tools to ever totally understand the motivations of 

the rent strikers based on existing frames of reference at my fingertips. Relatedly, in her 

work in studying the slums of Mumbai, Ananya Roy calls for us to consider the 

ambivalent relationship between urban space and urban subject or identity, particularly in 

what is lost through the construction of a so-called “popular politic” promoted by 

subaltern urbanism (Roy 2011). Here we can revisit Chatterjee, who promotes this 

view—problematically for Roy—whereby the subaltern no longer simply constitute the 

divide between the elite and the Other, but inevitably become “agent[s] of change” 

produced by marginality.  But while this marginality is important and can be easily linked 

to place it can also be considered an epistemic flattening. In this case, Sunset Park 

becomes a metonym—not for a slum necessarily—but for Hum’s (2014) “global 

immigrant neighborhood” plagued by neglect while filled to the brim with well-meaning 

noble subjects armed with identical moralities whose bodies are in constant contestation 

in the same ways at all times. Evidently, Ranajit Guha’s (1988) assertion of subalterity as 

simply a ‘demographic difference,” employing marked subordination distinct from the 

elites, becomes convoluted and unwieldy. It is overextended.  
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Instead, I find it more useful to conceive of the emergence of an urban feminist 

epistemology predicated upon independent standpoints coming from non-specific but 

ambiguous formations that have affinity in their relationship to shared spaces of “in-

betweenness” and the habitation of constant precarity (rather than some fixed notion of 

urban lack). Black feminist thought has accounted for such relations by eschewing the 

espousal of homogeneous Black woman’s standpoint (which might reflect a wide variety 

of choices) in favor of a dialogic process between Black women’s collective experience 

and group knowledge. Such group knowledge is then transferred and translated through 

“everyday thoughts and actions”, which may or may not extend into specialized modes 

that are explicitly articulated by academic intellectuals (Hill Collins 2000, 38). Black 

feminist thought is an epistemology which has emerged from a dialectic in which the 

political economic conditions which have bother “shape[d] Black women’s subordination 

and foster[ed] activism” (Hill Collins 2000, 11). Similarly, the rent strikers have 

delivered an epistemology based on an ambivalent relationship to citizenship in the city 

that has produced rampant disenfranchisement even as it has encouraged a discourse of 

popular politics  

In their discourse synthesization, the rent strikers have also engaged new spatial 

relations predicated on the urban as a global city and a non-bound space. In this, alterity 

and spatial acts like a rent strike combine to realign how we actually think and learn 

about geography. Perhaps it is low hanging fruit and or it is convenient to articulate the 

urban, which is so intimately tied to space, as a site upon which these reformulations and 

respatializations practices happen, but I am reminded here that through the incitement of 

the Sunset Park rent strike, “marginalization [remains] an experiential geography” replete 

with abundant fertile space to continually refigure liberatory visions and to use creative 

means in the perpetual fight for actual building repairs (McKittrick 2006). 
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Chapter 3:  The Violence of Visibility: Paradoxical Space and the Sunset 
Park Rent Strike 

A VIOLENT ATTACK AT HOME  

On July 19, 2012, tenant leaders Francisca Ixtilico and Sara Lopez, with local 

community activist Dennis Flores, led an assembled group of residents from the Sunset 

Park Rent Strike Solidarity Network into their Brooklyn apartment building’s basement. 

The group, part of the Sunset Park Rent Strike Solidarity Network, had gathered in a 

“People’s Inspection” to supervise the installation of a new fusebox in the basement. A 

lack of electricity had taken a severe toll on residents’ quality of life, disrupting their 

ability to engage in simple activities like doing homework and keeping cool during 

deadly summer heat waves.8 An electrical fire was imminent. In response, tenants of 553 

46th Street had collectively withheld their rent payments from their landlord for weeks. 

Tensions with the landlord were high and the rent strikers’ descent down the stairs, 

accompanied by a camera crew, culminated in another sort of explosion. Building 

superintendent Israel Espinosa (employed by well-known slumlord Orazio Petito) stood 

below and refused to let them enter. He punched and elbowed Francisca’s head, 

effectively ending the "People's Inspection” and leaving Francisca with bleeding in her 

brain (Neuhauser 2012). 

An unedited four-minute video uploaded later that day by Youtube user 

machovago was able to capture the moments right after the incident, forever 

memorializing the aftermath of the assault. The first frame of Sunset Park Rent Strike 07-

                                                
8 Illustrating this misery was one video interview by channel CBS-2 in New York, where a resident of the 
Brooklyn apartment buildings in question noted that power outages happened “on average about thirty 
times a day…every 15 minutes the power goes off.” According to tenants, a few weeks prior to the 
incident, the fire inspector had visited the building, looked at the condition of the electric box, and declared 
the building uninhabitable. Instead of working with the city to relocate the residents, he advised them to 
call the Red Cross.   
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19-2010 Tenant attack and arrests9 shows paramedics standing at the bottom of the stairs 

that lead into the building's basement, asking through the surrounding chaos and 

concerned shouts and muffles to be given access to the space in order to aid an injured 

woman who apparently lies beyond (but who falls outside) of the video's frame. 

Troubling the violence of visibility in paradoxical space 

In this chapter, I consider how this moment of violence against Francisca and its 

representation reflect the fraught politics of visibility that are produced within and by a 

rent strike’s spatial scale of homeplace. By doing this, I provoke a conversation about 

how the rent strikers’ vulnerability to violence at the hands of more-powerful actors 

increased as they sought to legitimate their claims to a functional and autonomous 

homeplace through publicization of seemingly private spaces. Because of this, the 

building they call their home becomes at once a multi-scalar site of meaningful haven and 

a site of negative and violent political contestation; it is “a locus of power and identity”: 

both the object, subject and arbiter of dispute (Massey 1992, Blunt and Dowling 2006, 

Short 2006, Brickell 2011). Their home can also be considered a “distinct locale," 

something locatable and finite and within which the rent strikers’ “bodies emerge as more 

and less visible” though undoubtedly along raced and gendered lines (Hyndman and 

Mountz 2006, 457, emphasis mine).  

For this chapter, I rely on feminist geographer Gillian Rose’s theoretical 

framework of a paradoxical space, one in which/by which the identities of its inhabitants 

are troubled by something "more complex than the subject's notion of the feminine 

assumes” (1993, 239). The notion of a paradoxical space is one in which 

acknowledgement of  "radical difference" is a feminist antidote to masculinist 

                                                
9 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xSI_wRJTd8U 
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constructions of space as ever and always oppressive and confining to bodies that are 

Othered. Instead, intimate, quotidian and ambiguous spaces like bathrooms, kitchens, 

bedrooms and, in this instance, basements compose dynamic and unfixed geographies. 

The language of confinement within transparent space, what Rose describes as the 

"language of bumping against invisible barriers, of dead ends, of being jostled and 

bruised by sharp appraising glances [or by the fists of an aggressive superintendent, as 

this case entails], may be the language of a body being defined by powerful others who 

control the view” (Rose 1993, 252). But it is not the only language, linearly and 

unidirectionally deployed, through which this building in Sunset Park speaks, comes to 

be or is transfixed (McKittrick 2006). The language of resistance by, and resilience of, 

the rent strikers is just as critical to an understanding of how they experience homeplace 

as a dynamic geography.  

Using feminist and critical race geographies of home to read the attack 

Feminist geographies of home have long had success in troubling stultifying 

renditions of home by “demand[ing] that we rethink our traditional notions of home as 

the site of reproduction only, and that we allow for more flexible and creative uses of the 

home by women” instead (Domosh 1998, 278). In this vein, home not only retains 

potential for politicization but has also been characterized by some feminist geographers 

as a site of political economy in which the transformation of capitalist relations can be 

made possible. Nothing speaks more directly to this potentiality than a rent strike, which 

in part speaks back to existing norms of comportment and transaction that occurs 

between tenants who must pay a rent to their landlord for shelter.  

Relatedly, feminist geographies of home have consistently demonstrated how the 

home is not exempt from hierarchy, domination and colonial relations, too, that are 
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enacted inside the house (McClintock 1995).  In such an acknowledgement, the ‘house as 

haven’ philosophy, in which the home was figured as a magical place for respite and 

protection, no longer carries significant theoretical or real weight. Instead, feminist 

geographers acknowledge that such experiences of home must also be constituted by the 

antithesis: harrowing conflict and competition, exploitation and contradiction (Blunt and 

Dowling 2006, Schröder 2006).  

At their most extreme, feminist geographies of home and critical geographies of 

race, especially, have not shied away from thinking about the home as a site of social 

death and destruction by the state. In fact, contemporary literature on urbicide suggests 

that the physical destruction and degradation of buildings like the one that rent strikers 

inhabit is often a characteristic of modern terrorist warfare. I surmise that a slow sort of 

death, a more insidious and degrading one, is also characteristic of the violence of city 

and state-sponsored gentrification. In this view, homeplace is seen to, at times, operate 

outside “state of exception” that exists outside of what is typically understood to be 

existing political logic (Agamben 2000). Such a state renders its inhabitants as non-

subjects, precluding their bodies from being eligible to pursue legibility meaningfully in 

the first place in a refusal of their humanity. In her groundbreaking essay Everybody’s 

Got A Little Light Under The Sun, Simone Browne (2012) elucidates the particular 

dilemma for legibility of particular bodies that reflects the experience of the rent strikers 

in her discussion of black luminosity and its “certain technologies instituted through 

slavery to track blackness as property” by the nation-state (544). To Browne, the historic 

illumination of black bodies so that they may be seen by the state produces a sort of 

“unvisibility;” this “unvisibility” casts black bodies as something other-than-human.  

Bolstered by the proliferation of filth, infestations, mold, cracked floors and broken 

appliances due to landlord neglect, the alarming and abysmal living conditions of rent 
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strikers’ homeplaces due to landlord neglect strike a chord with this “social death” 

(Patterson 1985). During the Sunset Park rent strike, it was noted in a media interview by 

Sara Lopez that “not even animals live like this. We live worse than pigs” voicing her 

disgust and offense at such degradation (Morales 2012, 1). 

Of particular relevance to the Sunset Park case study here is Annanya 

Bhattacharjee’s (2013) evaluation of her unpacking the meaning of home (synonymous 

with homeplace for the purposes of our study) as it functions specifically for immigrant 

women of South Asian diaspora who are domestic violence survivors. She challenges 

Western feminist conceptions of the separation between public and private spatial 

arrangements, dismissing Catharine MacKinnon's germinal text Toward a Feminist 

Theory of State (1989) and declaring that nation-state apparatus already defines bounds 

that will never accommodate or admit immigrant bodies, precluding the extension of 

“private” struggles into the public for the purpose of transformation (or protection and 

accountability in the case of domestic violence). Bhattacharjee bolsters her argument by 

highlighting identities of domestic workers, both in reality and the national imaginary, as 

overwhelmingly immigrants and/or women of color. Drawing up renditions of homeplace 

as a site of economic subordination for women of color, she references the anomalous 

position they already inhabit as paid reproductive laborers in the market, thus unveiling 

the already-public nature of homeplace.  

Postcolonial geographies of home like Bhattacharjee’s further press on the 

variable violences associated with legibility (used here interchangeably with some 

nascent acknowledgement, recognition or visibility—our key word in this case study), 

but have been able to seemingly reconcile a more terminal thesis with the potential for 

women’s resistance and life. While one can interpret Espinosa’s blatant and cruel 

reprimand of Francisca’s actions as illustrating the persistent and normative domination 
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of women of color’s bodies within homeplaces that are not considered their own, there is 

also something to be said for Francisca’s ability to be perceived as a viable (living!) 

threat to social order within and among the building itself, recalling the “violent potential 

of transgressing the norms of sociospatial behavior (that is, for being ‘out of place’)” 

within home spaces (Domosh 1998, Boyer 1996, Ki Namaste 1996). 

How existing rent strike scholarship deals with gendered difference (or not) 

Rent strike scholar Mandy Jackson positions her 2006 study of the notorious 

‘Jesse Gray’ 1960s Harlem-based rent strike for better living conditions (contained within 

homeplace) within larger trends of New York City Housing Authority abuse and 

discrimination to blur the lines between the public and the private and to take up 

questions of race and racism. Jackson10 opens her piece with the picture of a tenant 

displaying the deceased body of a rodent to media before court proceedings for 

nonpayment of rent. The rat had been found in the crumbling building on 117th Street that 

he shared with the sixteen other families involved in the action. Jackson aligns her 

representational efforts with that of her historical interlocutor by thrusting such a 

grotesque image to the fore as a way of shocking her audience, and getting them to 

consider the inevitable and temporally transcendent relationship between spectacle and 

struggle. While the moment indeed garnered shock, awe, and a massive public relations 

flurry by the Mayor’s office at the time in the form of the 1964 “Million Dollar War on 

                                                
10 Jackson also uses the moment of the rat spectacle to make an academic intervention. She considers how 
and why this rat, and those rats that followed in New York City Mayor Wagner’s 1964 “Million Dollar War 
on Rats” campaign is perhaps the only enduring memory of this rent strike seared into archival records, and 
by association, our inchoate if ever-present collective consciousness. She argues that “…the rent strike is 
recorded and remembered as strictly a battle against the slumlords [and] it is intellectually amputated from 
its role in the larger social movement for housing access and civil rights. The academic isolation of the rent 
strike narrative frames the movement as a fight against rats and broken radiators, rather than exposing its 
significance as an explosion of discontent from a population that had been summarily and officially denied 
the freedom to live in a safe, clean home.” 
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Rats” campaign, the tenants in this case ultimately paid a high price for the spectacle as it 

reified their subordination. The rat was quickly taken up as a racist heuristic device to 

symbolize the inhabitants of the tenement buildings themselves and to justify further 

marginalization. The rate also became a flashpoint for city officials to mobilize the public 

against slumlords while simultaneously instituting racialized policy measures of that era 

which systematically denied access to the same Black rent-striking families on 117th 

Street. The multiple and contradictory uses of the rat to represent the Jesse Gray housing 

complex and its inhabitants’ struggle recalls Rose’s paradoxical space.  

I start with Jackson’s rent strike study as a way to disrupt normative notions of 

rent strikes that often elide or simplify sociopolitical processes of hierarchy and 

domination due to its proximity to homeplace. Jackson’s work, and my own, pays special 

attention to the interplay between race, gender, and difference in rent strikes and 

demonstrates the potential to move scholarship on rent strikes towards critically engaging 

these perspectives more generally. While my priority is to use the Sunset Park rent strike 

as a case study to unpack how gendered spatial relations like these constitute rent strikes 

and vice versa, a good starting point would be to understand what I call rent strike 

scholarship (which overlaps at points with research on tenant activism) has or has not 

dealt explicitly with race and gender in the past.  

In many ways, the role of women, especially women of color, in creating space 

through rent strike activism (such as the planning, execution and circulation of rent strike 

practices) is discursively obscured. First, marginally raced and gendered bodies seem to 

fall outside the prevailing logic of who usually undertakes the task of strategically 

selecting a rent strike to gain political ground. Second, analyses of rent strikes seem to 

inadequately trouble and reconsider rent strikes in their unique proximity to homeplace, a 
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space that for too long has been considered the private sphere of subordinate, 

depoliticized gendered/raced bodies.  

In what I read as a particularly masculinist move, rent strikes are often portrayed 

as an accessible tool within social movement repertoire for economically oppressed 

people to take in part because of their likeness to the well-hewed strategy of labor strikes, 

something “they already knew well from the sphere of capital-labor conflict...they 

collectively withheld their rents from their landlords just as they frequently withheld their 

labor from their employers”11(Lawson 1984, 237). Here, rent strikes are figured as an 

inevitable fixture of class conflict, one in which an undifferentiated homogeneous 

working poor are well-poised and ready to strike (figuratively, literally) based on some 

sense of collective consciousness that can achieve certain strategic means within the 

private sector beyond their own fragmented and subsumed personal interests (Lipsky 

1970). Such a characterization has sustained for several decades: indeed, Anders (1999) 

purports that “organizing tenants against a common landlord heightens solidarity among 

tenants and increases income loss for the landlord” (151). The political economy of rent 

strikes plays a role here, as landlords incur burdensome deficits due to mass nonpayment 

of rent and are motivated to entertain the possibility of negotiation under duress. 

Likewise, for rent strikers, taking action through rent striking distributes the risk of 

eviction evenly across the collective and can facilitate mutual aid in the event that the 

rent strikers are forced to leave their home.  

Men have often been understood to be at the helm of this sort of class conflict, 

while women have gotten short shrift in adequate representations of their leadership. 

                                                
11 The “they” here recalls Jewish tenants who are purported to have organized the first mass rent strike in 
New York City in 1904 after a general rent increase of 20-30% was proposed, but is retained to gesture 
towards ‘the poor’ more largely. 
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Often, women are depicted as merely figures of support at best and objects for sexual 

pleasure at worst. In Harry Brill’s classic 1971 text, Why Organizers Fail: The Story of A 

Rent Strike, he drafts a detailed ethnographic account of a Black militant led-rent strike at 

Roger Points Project in New York City. His first mention of female participants comes 

halfway through the text, where he describes the various “entanglements” that tenant 

organizer Jerry finds himself in, and which inhibited his effective leadership, noting that, 

Jerry had regular and frequent contact with these strikers…being mothers with 
considerable time and energy invested in their children, scouting for male 
companionship was difficult. Also, the physical isolation of Rogers Point from 
any kind of social facilities further inhibited their opportunities for meeting  
men. Resisting affairs under circumstances that posed these temptations would 
require an unusual degree of self-restraint from almost any man.  

Brill casts this rent strike organizer as the innocent recipient, and engineer of, affection 

by female rent striking mothers who are hell-bent on combatting the scarcity of suitable 

male mates. As such, these women are seen in traditionally feminized roles of mother and 

potential sex partner only.   

To address these sorts of intramovement oppressions and erasures, Lawson and 

Barton (1980) drafted “Sex Roles in Movement Building: A Case Study of the Tenant 

Movement in New York City.” While a bit too quick to distance their work from a proper 

criticism of the more base “crass male chauvinists” described by Brill, they engaged in a 

qualitative study to underscore the commonly held belief that women are, in fact, more 

likely to participate in New York City tenant activism in meaningful ways, but are less 

likely to hold formal leadership roles.12 This is especially true in building organizations, 

or tenant organizations linked to one building, wherein they found that 54.2% of building 

organizations had majority women participants and only 23.4% had majority men 
                                                
12 In the 1975-1976 survey, they found that women outnumbered men among the tenant movement 
grassroots: 63.4% of neighborhood organizations reported that women were the majority of their members 
as opposed to 3.2%. 
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participants. Importantly, they also found that the type and position of women’s 

representation was mediated by income and race. By their indicators, Black, Hispanic and 

mixed-race tenants had higher representation in lower-income community organizations 

than White tenants, based in part on structural racism within the market and housing 

supply. They also found that, although Black low-income organizations were more likely 

to have a higher proportion of leaders who were women than organizations led by other 

racial groups, their numbers were still congruent with general distribution patterns of 

gender disparity in leadership overall. 

They also draw upon the work of Marxist feminists Dalla Costa and Selma James 

(1975) on reproductive labor13 to argue a grand thesis about why (all?) women get 

involved in rent strikes: 

The home is regarded as primarily the sphere of women rather than of the man. 
Consequently, when a rent increase or deterioration in services impinges on the 
home,  it is usually the woman’s task to deal with it since it lies within her 
sphere…Building organization mobilization is commonly based on a network of 
social ties within a building which women, whether employed outside of the 
home or not, are much more  likely to form. The homemaker activities of women 
in their building and  neighborhood—doing the laundry, neighboring, watching 
over children, shopping for food—all foster the creation of community ties; men, 
on the other hand, often lack them. 
 

                                                
13 Central to this analysis is the historical configuration of the homeplace for women as a site of 
reproductive labor. Reproductive labor, or housework, is engineered to not only create value in and of itself 
for a family unit, but to enable external surplus value—to basically feed and clothe workers on the backs of 
women. In Marxist feminist analyses of reproductive labor, housework is inherently coded as women’s 
work and benefits not only male partners and children under patriarchy, but also that of “the boss…behind 
that of the husband” (James and Dalla Costa 1975). Homeplace is understood to be a workplace and 
therefore site of struggle against capitalist market relations. This view was popularized in the early 1970’s 
during the Wages for Housework campaign, an international campaign led in large part by a devoted 
collective of autonomous Marxist feminists. In her 1975 essay “Wages Against Housework,” Silvia 
Federici focuses on the fight for remuneration for housework. Federici declares, access to money is capital, 
or the “power to command labor.” As such, re-appropriating past and present women’s labor with a wage 
“undermine[s] capital’s power to extract labor from us”.  
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In this utterance, they retreat from their own thesis that gendered relations to 

space and space-based activism can be differentiated based on experience of race, 

preferring to cast “women” as a monolith. They also they take for granted an essentialist 

understanding of how the home operates for women, figuring the home as that old and 

tired gendered spatial arrangement (the private) within which women and their networks 

are contained and isolated from that other space “out there” (the public.) They speak 

emphatically about how men do not have the same sorts of community ties, marking 

community as the provincialized domain of female bodies more apt to negotiate it and in 

fact lauding the material recognition of this divide as advantageous to the success of any 

strong tenant movement.  

In their study of women organizing at the Chicago-based Wentworth Gardens 

public housing development, Stall and Feldman14 (2004) also replicate the private/public 

divide in housing scholarship by lauding the affordances of being both seen and unseen 

by the state and its intermediaries through a “woman-centered model” that takes place in 

the private sphere and is characterized by small collectivities working in concert. This is 

different, they say, from a “community organizing model” that seeks to “engage in the 

public sphere battles between those who have power and those who need to win power” 

(Kindle Location 5160). To them, the private sphere is synonymous with struggles 

contained within homeplace and the public sphere is only broached when external 

institutions threaten homeplace’s existence from the outside (for example, tenants 

resisting the construction of a stadium that would threaten demolition of their housing 

development research site.) They describe the latter as the more “transgressive.” The 
                                                

14 Stall and Feldman also emphasize the geographic value of the development site itself, marking 
the “buildings and grounds” as being “central to the residents’ community activism (Stall Kindle Locations 
397-399). They term this sort of the resistance “space appropriation,” exemplified by the rent strikers 
working together to preserve, redefine, collectivize and transform their physical surroundings (Stall Kindle 
Location 417). I do see this as a useful way to think about how rent strike activism makes space.  
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Sunset Park rent strike pushes back against this dichotomy by reflecting the risks incurred 

when visibility in public sphere encroaches on so-called private spaces.  

HOMEPLACE AS A LIBERATORY SPACE FOR THE RENT STRIKERS? 

Heightened visibility of rent strikers’ homespace might have reinscribed 

subordination in certain ways, but their gendered authority to speak about and within 

homespace, especially to the media, also controlled and constructed a “view" by which 

they were able to contingently escape the oppressive silence surrounding their struggles 

for recognition and recourse. Importantly, here difference and marginalization made 

manifest in space become potent catalysts for transformative, albeit muddled, political 

clout. The significance of this becomes especially clear in consideration of the tenant 

leader subjectivities as predominantly migrant women of color who already have a 

contested relationship to homeplace as both a site of refuge and repression. Francisca, 

the protagonist here, is a former community organizer who originally hails from Mexico. 

Her co-organizers that comprised the other informal leadership of the Sunset Park strike 

are also middle-aged to elderly migrant Latinas: Sara Lopez (a retired public employee 

who had migrated to the United States from Honduras decades before), Sue Trelles (who 

had relocated her family from Ecuador), and Celia Martinez (this is a pseudonym for one 

of the rent strike leaders who migrated with her parents from El Salvador in her young 

adulthood years.) 

In her 1990 essay “Homeplace (a Site of Resistance)” bell hooks considers the 

unique stakes, and gains, non-white women stand to face in homespaces and places. She 

casts homeplace as the rare space in which Black men and women (and other women of 

color) may commune and reproduce their daily lives without intervention from white 

capitalist supremacy. She speaks of the significance of homeplace for her mother: a safe 
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and inviting place to reclaim scarce time and energy for her own children's care after 

being compelled to take care of white children all day instead. hooks posits a construction 

of "homeplace" for Black women specifically as an act of resistance to, and reprieve 

from, the unceasing, coercive gaze of white supremacy, arguing that there is political 

value in Black women's resistance to white supremacy via the meaning a homeplace 

makes and the experience it engenders. The subversion of patriarchal gender roles that 

relegate women to the homeplace is not the emphasis here. Rather, black women (and I 

extend her argument to include other women of color struggling against white 

supremacy’s grasp) engage in a politics for themselves, their children and their partner 

through homemaking. The quotidian tasks of housework are essential ingredients to this 

monumental task of physical and spiritual survival.  

The rent strike leaders expressed frustration at the barriers they had in creating 

homeplace for their own families as a result of the landlord’s exploitation. When asked 

what home or homeplace evoked for her, Francisca stated: 

…because I pay so much rent, since I pay $1600 in rent, [home] means that I have 
all my services that he has the obligation of providing hot water, electricity, we 
have maintenance of the house and all the rest. 

Sara echoed her sentiments and added to them, indicating that the landlord’s denial of the 

basic utilities required to engage in social reproduction prevent her house from being a 

true home-as-haven: 

For me, this is my house. It is important to live decently with everything, all the 
accommodations, that the landlord has to give...a heater, hot water, all the things 
that imply home. This is my home, outside of here, I don't have a home...for me, it 
is very important to maintain the house in order to make it home.   
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Contributing to (in)visibility while combatting (in)visibility: internal rent strike 
representations   

I would like to return to the video that was presented at the beginning of this 

chapter bringing what has been learned from critical geographies of gender and race to 

bear on the various representations it contains, and the work it does to establish claims to 

home for rent strikers like the ones articulated above. Is it, in fact, a generative artifact for 

the rent strikers that assists them in their pursuit for stable, safe and sanitary homespaces? 

Or is it more complicated, as both product and producer of  paradoxical space? The video 

incites paradoxical space through its capture of the aftermath of the assault and its 

publication on a popular social media website, demonstrating the centrality of media 

(especially social and citizen media) and social legibility to the rent strikers’ place-based 

struggle. At the same time, it underlines the attendant risks that exceed this exact capture 

which rent strike organizers like Francisca incurred in their homeplace during their 

particular struggle, even though viewers are presented with only the specter of Francisca's 

injuries and its cost (but not her embodied materiality.) 

Although the video unmasks and gestures towards violence in Francisca’s 

homespace against her person, viewers never actually experience the brunt of the blows 

as they fell upon her body. Instead, the video footage cuts to Dennis being questioned by 

a member of the New York City Police Department for his role during the scuffle that led 

to injury. Dennis notes, grabbing his neck with his hands for effect, that while  

we were filming what was, there was a contractor fixing this fusebox…he tried to 
hit me with the door and he started grabbing the elderly woman and pushing 
her…he put his hands on her.  

He continues to detail his own involvement in the video:  

…well, I took him off of the lady so I had to put my hands on him to take him off 
of her...He hit me, he swung at me, he hit me at the back of my head.  
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Sara stands nearby while Dennis gives his testimony noting she was a witness and 

proclaims “[the superintendent] grabbed her, he pushed her, then he hit her."  

The conversation with the cops ends abruptly and ambiguously, as the camera 

silently pans to a seemingly unconscious Francisca who is being carried out and up the 

stairs from the basement. She is strapped to a stretcher made from a chair, her head 

lolling with her eyes rolled back as she is carried to the ambulance. That is the last 

viewers will see of her in the video before the last few frames in this amateur film play. 

There is total verbal uproar as a women's disembodied voice shout "they're arresting 

Dennis.” The police, it seems, have decided to cuff him away from the gaze of the 

camera in the very basement spot where the incident took place. The video closes with 

the superintendent being quickly escorted in handcuffs to a waiting police car and loud, 

visceral protest from bystanders against the arrest of Dennis after his defensive actions. 

Onlookers shout “Shame, Shame, Shame” and plead for him to be let go, but to no avail.  

Francisca is simultaneously seen (for a second) and invisible in the rent strikers’ 

collective campaign for visibility. The live footage of the contractor in the basement, 

which Dennis alludes to in his conversation with the police and which we have to assume 

might have captured the fight, is not this footage and has, to my knowledge, yet to be 

released or shared across platforms. Instead, the arrest of Dennis, a male activist who 

does not live in the building and is known to be a prominent political activist against 

police brutality, becomes the centerpiece. This echoes the complicated gendered terrain 

of not only rent strikes generally but also the lack of women’s representation in scholarly 

and activist production. Viewers of the video and participants in the People’s Inspection 

are left seemingly more outraged at his detainment by police than they are by the assault 

on Francisca. Anger flairs towards the superintendent as he is called a ‘scumbag’ but the 

cries of “Shame” are aimed toward the police, state actors who fall squarely outside the 
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home (or at least this is what is so often believed.) The emphasis at the end of the video is 

on the arrest of male activist Dennis Flores and his interaction with these state actors, 

rather than on Francisco’s injuries.  

Of course it is incredibly important and fortuitous that Dennis was there to 

intervene in the superintendent’s abusive tirade. The coverage also produced 

unprecedented visibility for the rent strike. For Juan, the increased coverage stemmed 

from more general heightened publicity that Occupy Sunset Park (of which Dennis was a 

major player) sparked, 

They'[d] send inspectors here and nothing [would] ever change. It was like, we 
started doing the protests with Occupy Sunset Park and then, we noticed that 
things started changing. We started getting known, they started paying more 
attention to us. Then the news people came, the reporters, they started coming and 
you know we started getting things done, you know. Like, they started fixing the 
light. Like after that, maybe like three weeks or a month after we started 
protesting, they started fixing most of the other things and that's when they, they 
was like, ok we gonna appoint receivers. 

Two weeks after the attack, during a gallery opening of photos tenants took to document 

the conditions of their building, tenant Alex Betance underlined the critical nature of this 

visibility in an interview: “we have to show that everything here is not rosy…this makes 

me feel like I’m being heard” (Morales 2012). 

The significance of Dennis’ efforts and the success of gaining visibility for the 

rent strike cannot be understated. Beyond these developments, however, we see the 

liberatory limits of representing this intervention in a way that does not reify the same 

invisibility that Francisca was fighting against the day she was attacked. This analysis is 

not meant to condemn or construct the rent strikers and their allies as impossible subjects 

who should eschew legibility in their organizing altogether to prevent such inadvertent 

obfuscations. Rather, it is an effort to decode the complex web of mitigating factors that 
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produce what I interpreted earlier as a parallel double bind, or what it means to inhabit 

paradoxical space.  

RETURNING THE FOCUS TO FRANCISCA 

After Francisca was able to leave the hospital, she carried the burden of the attack 

with her everywhere she went and could not escape the close proximity of her attacker 

who slept just one floor before her very own home:  

I felt threatened. And afraid because I didn't know what he was going to do. 
Because I never offended him or told anything to him that would make him attack 
me...I was left traumatized and with lots of nightmares at night.  

While Dennis was held in custody at the precinct (the police more upset with his 

interference than Espinosa’s provocation,) Francisca’s attacker was initially let off with 

only a desk appearance ticket. It was over a month later, in August 2012, that a judge 

charged Israel Espinosa with felony assault charges and removed Israel Espinosa from his 

post as building superintendent, requiring him to leave the building with an NYPD escort 

(Occupy Sunset Park 2012, Cate 2012). Dennis’ charges would not be dropped until 

much later year in the year after months of public advocacy.  

 When I first heard about the attack a few short hours after it occurred, I perceived 

Espinosa’s attack to be retaliatory. A week before the People’s Inspection, Francisca gave 

a rousing speech on the stairs of the apartment building during one of the daily vigils in 

which she asserted that 

…the rent is so high that it leaves us with nothing, even without the ability to 
think. Because there are times where we have nothing to eat day-to-day, because 
we are  poor and we struggle to work day to day. And us Latinos are the ones who 
use the most racism within ourselves. They don’t pay us any attention. Just one 
little man called Super [the superintendent], we cannot do anything to him. Why? 
Because we are the cowards that allow ourselves to be stepped on by any type. 
We need to wake up from the dream that we have and the cowardice. Like the 
saying goes... ‘el valiente vive hasta que el cobarde quiere’ (machovago 2012). 
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Here, in the last line of Francisca’s rousing stairwell speech, I have left her closing 

statement untranslated for the full effect of her words. This colloquialism means that the 

harmdoer or oppressor (in this instance, her attacker Israel Espinosa) will persevere and 

continue his degradation until the ‘coward’ changes and begins to defend herself. The 

juxtaposition of “They don’t pay us any attention” next to “Just one little man called 

Super” is particularly striking and eerily prescient.  

 Francisca’s speech and her participation in the People’s Inspection press upon the 

public-private divide, refusing to let it stand as a tool for maintaining a coercive and 

sexist social order. When interpolated into the everyday behaviors of people, the same 

rationale that empowers the public/private dichotomy to frame recourse-seeking behavior 

of women as “transgressive” is wielded to construct and commit institutional regulation, 

physical retaliation and violent invisibility. Paradoxically, Espinosa’s attack, which 

emerged from his intent to erect a literal obstacle, a physical screen, that would prevent 

Francisca and others from being seen living in such neglect actually thrust their legibility 

(though not necessarily on their own terms) to the fore at a level they probably could not 

have engineered otherwise. I surmise that the superintendent’s rage-filled reaction to the 

“People’s Inspection” illustrates the costs of challenging the construction of the public 

sphere—of unmasking it as false—by demanding to be seen and made legible in what is 

usually deemed the private sphere. 
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Chapter 4:  “Strong Like ‘Rent’”… Strikes?: Scale of Success 

kitchenette building 
We are things of dry hours and the involuntary plan, 

Grayed in, and gray. “Dream” makes a giddy sound, not strong 
Like “rent,” “feeding a wife,” “satisfying a man.” 

 
But could a dream send up through onion fumes 

Its white and violet, fight with fried potatoes 
And yesterday’s garbage ripening in the hall, 

Flutter, or sing an aria down these rooms 
 

Even if we were willing to let it in, 
Had time to warm it, keep it very clean, 

Anticipate a message, let it begin? 
 

We wonder. But not well! not for a minute! 
Since Number Five is out of the bathroom now, 
We think of lukewarm water, hope to get in it. 

Gwendolyn Brooks, 1945 
 

REACHING NEW HEIGHTS: SCALING WALLS AND EVERYDAY GEOGRAPHIES 

While writing this thesis, I conducted a daily meditation on the free verse of 

Gwendolyn Brooks’ kitchenette building as a way to re-center myself. It was easy during 

this research and writing process to veer off course towards moments of despair and 

heartache. There were times that I metaphorically (and actually) gagged as I confronted 

the disgusting physical conditions the rent strikers were forced to inhabit within the 

buildings themselves. The narratives of the rent strikers are poignant, shocking, anger-

inducing and absolutely frightful. Their narratives are also instructive, inspirational and 

awe-inspiring. Drawn towards Brooks’ (1945) juxtaposition of giddy (read: unrealized, 

frivolous, small and sacred) “dream[s]” and strong [read: realistic, predictable, big, 

consuming]  “rent” I began to consider what implications such renderings have for the 

Sunset Park rent strike. Are they applicable? Brooks wonders if the things that revile and 
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exalt (the garbage and the aria) could not only coexist but “fight…in the hall.” She is 

cautiously optimistic alongside her readers that maybe they could, actually, before she 

thrusts us back into the reality of the oft-futile pursuit for a suitable, although not 

particularly luxurious, shower. In this regard, I believe that Brooks precisely renders how 

our collective desire (and that of the Sunset Park rent strikers) to ascend above and 

beyond the often cold and cruel material realities of the urban could be mitigated, delayed 

or even squashed altogether. 

Brooks’ sentiments are useful to summarize my work in this thesis to demonstrate 

how the insidious omnipotence of the quotidian and seemingly mundane was both 

productive for the impetus and evolution of the Sunset Park rent strike. Brooks’ focus on 

the affective dynamics of intimate apartment spaces, so/too often only seen as the domain 

of women, is an exciting one that predates, by sixty years, the work of feminist 

geographers who also attend to everyday urban geographies (Dyck 2005). After all, there 

has to be something significant about these geographies if we cannot or do not ever 

eclipse or escape them and if they comprise the terrain of the rent striker’ struggles. On 

the other hand, Brooks’ dream is wearied and worn and seems to hearken from 

somewhere removed, somewhere faraway. It comes to knock on the kitchenette building 

door and, if it is let in, is summarily subsumed by the building’s oppressive spaces, 

replete with pressing requirements like paying rent.  

The dream could not be constituted by (come from the same place as) the act of 

paying rent or making home. Here, Brooks’ simultaneously theorizes the centrality of 

dreams and the bifurcation of local/“dry” and global/“giddy” as distinct types (scale) of 

experience within apartment life (Dyck 2005). Scale has often been rendered as a 

hierarchical arrangement increasing in magnitude from small to large over time and 
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space: for our purposes, from domestic and urban to national or global and even more 

grand (Marston, Jones and Woodward 2005). 

 Materially, then, it makes good sense that Brooks might elevate the 

global/“giddy” scale in status when facing the exacting oppressiveness of the mundane. 

At the same time, the Sunset Park rent strikers’ struggle to face the unknown by 

remaining in their home and working to change it, rather than taking flight beyond it as if 

in a dream-state, is noteworthy and evocative. I believe this reflects the rent strikers’ 

resistance to when “activities [especially by women] tend to slip into the shadows of 

dominant models” of living, “literature” and poetry. Instead, the Sunset Park rent strike, 

and my scholarship on it, speaks back to the bifurcation of local and global scale and, in 

doing so, participates in a broader debate about the meaning and significance of scale as a 

methodological unit of analysis to study space-based activism. 

Questions for future research: the global intimate as connective tissue  

Feminist geographies in particular, levy an applicable interrogation about scales 

by claiming that the global, the local (intimate), the body and other scales constitute one 

another. Taken together, such scaled spaces function as colorful fractals, “like a 

kaleidoscope,” through and in which it is possible to view a multiplicity of overlaps and 

elisions (Hyndman and Mountz 2006, 448). Concretely, this means that global processes, 

such as capitalism and globalization are not confined to the macro but instead interface 

with, and at times, efface the local or the intimate.  Conversely, spaces deemed private, 

provincial, domestic or intimate are not confined to the macro and also reflect global 

processes  (Nagar, Lawson, McDowell and Hanson 2002). 

In Chapter 2, I approximate how and why the rent strikers’ synthesized and 

deployed different discourses, from pro-gentrification to the biopolitical, based on their 
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view of the integrality (or lack thereof, depending on the day) of the nation-state. To 

arrive at this point, I first had to position a neoliberal scheme that transcends borders and 

depends on global flows of capital within the rent strikers’ neighborhood and vice versa. 

Although Chapter 3 focuses squarely on the politics of homespace, it too, locates and 

approximates the impact of a general (often male, often white) public as it unveils the 

variable treatment of women of color within homeplace settings and situates these stakes 

within and around a global context of gendered extraction of reproductive labor and state 

surveillance.  

Within a global intimate framework, the state impacts “the body [and I extend this 

to all bodies, whether neighborly, communal or building-oriented) in the most intimate 

and far-reaching of ways” (Hyndman and Mountz 2006, 452).  It follows, then, that 

bodies are imbricated in different ways within the kaleidoscope’s patterned, glassy, 

colorful, and therefore uneven gaze. It requires that such representations of place and 

space account, viscerally, for these bodies in nuanced ways that do not replicate “over-

simplified binaries of gender and race” (Jacobs 2009, 44). The Sunset Park rent strike, 

and others like it, can serve in the future as a important (and rarely documented) case 

study on how race, gender, class and other markers produced hybridized and often 

contradictory notions of social belonging and spatial relations. How do these often 

contradictory notions of social belonging inform, sustain and shape what struggle looks 

like within globally-intimate home-based degradation and dispossession? 

Returning to the “kaleidoscope” has helped me demonstrate how the globally-

intimate Sunset Park contains within its very structure the multiplicity of social, 

economic and political systems that produce the rent strikers’ world(s). Likewise, 

addressing the Sunset Park rent strike in light of the global intimate spurs important 

questions for future research about how success of rent strikes can or should be 
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evaluated. What do more nuanced and intersectional reads of identity and subjectivity 

across borders (physical or metaphysical) within rent strike participants indicate about 

rent strike strategy, receptivity (by those watching on the airwaves or from down the 

block) and viability? How do rent strike participants conceive of scale? Should rent 

strikes be evaluated by their discursive potentialities even if their material outcomes 

disappoint? What does rent strike success mean when all is said and done? 

WINS AND LOSSES IN SUNSET PARK (AND BEYOND) 

A year ago, I sat on the couch with Celia in the living room of her own apartment 

building waiting for her arroz con pollo to finish cooking on the stove. It had been an 

exhausting interview and I was determined to wrap it up before the meal was ready. To 

close out for the night, I asked her if she thought, all things considered, that the rent strike 

had been “successful.” It was a purposely naïve question. I knew that, though there were 

still issues in the building, she had resumed dutifully writing her monthly rent check to 

the receiver. She was silent for a moment and seemed to ponder the implications of her 

answer before gently saying: 

Sí. Because they gave us a boiler. A new boiler. And the problem with the lights, 
they fixed. And they were fixing three apartments—it wasn't ours, but they were 
fixing others, so we were at least seeing something. 

Suspended silence followed her answer. I thought about what to say next. My retience 

was not a reaction to her level of gratitude—can it even be fairly called that in the face of 

such extreme exploitation? Rather, her comment impressed upon me that Celia evaluates 

the success of the rent strike beyond the scale of her own person, family, or particular 

apartment. For Celia, the success of the rent strike should be assessed for its impact on 

the collectivity of neighbors she is a part of. After all, a major rallying cry of the rent 

strike was “¡Inquilinos unidos, jamás será vencidos!” (The tenants united, will never be 
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defeated.) It is this ability of the Sunset Park rent strikers to sustain momentum by 

celebrating small victories or moments of change that I most admire. There is something 

instructive, albeit bittersweet, about having to constantly endure this emotional 

recalibration.  

Unfortunately, not much else has changed in the way of redress for Celia or her 

neighbors since that dinner nearly fourteen months ago. In fact, the situation has 

progressed in an even more negative fashion under the auspices of the building’s 

receiver, now listed as Bart Schwarz in official city records. A revived Landlord 

Watchlist under the jurisdiction of recently appointed Public Advocate Letitia James still 

has 553 46th Street on it—this time, it’s denoted as one of “Brooklyn’s Worst 

Buildings.”15 At the end of 2014, over 340 housing violations were logged by the city, 

compared to the 183 that had been filed by the end of 2012 and the height of the rent 

strike for the building. In late 2014, the original group of rent strikers reinvigorated their 

efforts and launched another rent strike. A photo album published in February 2015 to the 

El Grito de Sunset Park Facebook page highlights the central message that the Latina rent 

strikers of 46th Street do not want any of their new gentrifying neighbors to forget: 

“Speculators: Our Children’s Future Is Not For Sale.” I have not been able to confirm, at 

the time of this thesis completion, if rent payments have resumed but activism in the face 

of gentrification perseveres.  

                                                
15 www.landlordwatchlist.com 
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