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Abstract
This ethnography of the city analyzes institutional narratives of creativity,
sustainability, and social justice in Seattle, Washington. Through an in-depth examination
of the iterative processes of naming and enacting place, I argue that institutional
narratives of place in Seattle at once accentuate the politically progressive ideals of city
government and disguise exclusions in the city. In other words, Seattle city government
strives to actualize progressive objectives through narratives of place. Yet, the process of
performing place along such themes also reproduces and extends racialized and classed
inequities.
I advance this argument through a sustained engagement with narratives of
creativity, sustainability, and social justice circulating within Seattle municipal
government and implemented throughout the urban landscape. Specifically, I contend
that designing economic development plans based on the creative class template put forth
by Richard Florida (2002a) commodifies diversity, compels gentrification, and overlooks
place particularities. I then examine how presumptions of choice underpin sustainability
efforts in Seattle and, therefore, diminish the extent of programmatic impact and secure
sustainability within class, and often racialized, privilege. I draw upon scale to reveal that
while the Race and Social Justice Initiative catalyzes transformation at the individual and
micro-scales, this very transformation contributes to widespread consent for the
overarching power structure of city government at the broader scale, thus enabling
neoliberal entrepreneurialism to continue shaping the city. Throughout this ethnography,
I resist the temptation to reify the city and instead delve into the contradictions,

	
  
paradoxes, and tangled threads of three narratives of place. My analysis, therefore,
emphasizes the performative and constitutive processes of the city.
Moving beyond idealized portrayals of place requires involvement with more than
just the ‘official’ story. Thus, I mobilize a research design – comprised of participant
observation, semi-structured interviews, and archival research – that enables me to
identify and understand the confluence of processes that coalesce into institutional
narratives of place and to analyze the ramifications of these narratives. Ethnographic
research conducted in 2009 in Seattle city government, King County government, local
organizations and not-for-profits, and neighborhood contexts provides the foundation and
impetus for this research.
Ethnography offers a useful way to both gather data and consider varied aspects
of institutional narratives of place. For instance, institutional narratives convey
knowledge and assumptions of place. They also help produce knowledge and
assumptions about place. Ethnography provides an avenue for directly encountering this
relationship of producing and being produced, for sorting through contradictions, and for
complicating quick appraisals of place. Accordingly, the heterogeneity of the city
persistently comes to the fore.
Highlighting institutional narratives of sustainability, creativity, and social justice
through ethnography represents a novel way of prying open and unpacking the urban
within and beyond Seattle. The questions I raise about the messiness of governance,
inclusion and exclusion, and the meaning and performing of the city matter in Seattle and
pertain to other urban settings. Locating this ethnography within a city that enjoys esteem
in the geographic imagination as a forerunner of progressive social change sheds light on

	
  
the particularities of Seattle. This ethnography of the city also elucidates more generally
the many challenges bound up with efforts to revitalize neighborhoods, achieve
environmental, social, and economic sustainability, and create inclusive and socially just
urban spaces.

	
  

Ethnography of the City:
Creativity, Sustainability, and Social Justice in Seattle, Washington

By
Serin Day Houston
B.A. Dartmouth College, 2001
M.A. University of Washington, 2006
C.A.S. Syracuse University, 2007

DISSERTATION
Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the
degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Geography.

Syracuse University
December 2011

	
  

Copyright  2011 Serin Day Houston
All Rights Reserved

vi	
  

Table of Contents
Abstract
Title Page

i.
iv.

Copyright Notice

v.

Table of Contents

vi.

List of Figures
Acknowledgments
Introduction
Project Overview
Why Seattle?
Contributions
Overview of Dissertation
Conclusions
Chapter One – Ethnography of the City: Research Methods and Positionality
Ethnography Defined and Extended
Participant Observation
Semi-Structured Interviews
Archival Research
Researcher Positionality
Rationale for and Challenges of this Research Design
Chapter Two – Status, Economic Development, and Racism: Historical Contexts of
Contemporary Narratives
Seeking Status
Economic Development and Developing an Economic Image
Racializing the City: Racism and Segregation
Conclusions
Chapter Three – Masking Inequities, Promoting Growth: Urban Entrepreneurialism
and the Creative Class in Seattle
Entrepreneurialism and the Creative Class
The Creative Class and its Critics
Creativity in Seattle
Districts of Culture and Creativity: or, More Gentrification?
Revitalizing Retail: Commodifying Diversity in Southeast Seattle
Conclusions

viii.
ix.
1

24

54

78

vii	
  
Chapter Four – The Privileges of Choice: Sustainability in Seattle
‘Green’ and Sustainable Seattle
The Racialized and Classed Dimensions of Choice
Way to Go!
Paying for Paper or Plastic
Urban Agriculture: Focusing on Farmers’ Markets
Conclusions
Chapter Five – Consent and Transformation: Scaling the Race and Social Justice
Initiative (RSJI)
Setting the Scene for the RSJI
Defining Justice
The Business of Diversity
Policies that Mainstream
The Power of Consent
Capacity Building
Immigrant Issues
Budgeting Changes
Updating Neighborhood Plans
Broader Contexts
Conclusions

124

160

Conclusions

195

Bibliography

210

Biographical Data

245

viii	
  
List of Figures
Figure 1: Annotated Map of Seattle
Figure 2: Concentrations of People of Color in Seattle, 1980 and 2000
Figure 3: Community Reporting Areas (CRAs) for Seattle

ix	
  
Acknowledgments
Intellectual projects of a few weeks or a few years invariably draw upon the help
and expertise of many people. This dissertation is no exception. I greatly appreciate all
the assistance I have received along the way. First and foremost, I offer deep thanks to
the many people in Seattle who welcomed me into their offices, meetings, and
community spaces, shared their perspectives with me, provided access to resources and
events, and believed in the importance of this dissertation research. The archivists at the
Seattle Municipal Archives retrieved untold boxes of files on many assorted topics
throughout my months of fieldwork. I am grateful to them for their patience and
assistance as I waded through these records.
A National Science Foundation Graduate Research Fellowship funded much of
my fieldwork and my PhD. I deeply appreciate this financial support. The opinions,
findings, conclusions or recommendations expressed in this dissertation are mine and do
not necessarily reflect the views of the National Science Foundation.
I offer tremendous thanks to my committee: Jennifer Hyndman, Alison Mountz,
Jackie Orr, John Western, and Jamie Winders. You all have influenced my development
as a scholar and new professor. Thank you for the years of incisive questions, thoughtprovoking conversations, comments on papers and drafts, and useful references. I would
like to particularly thank my advisor, Jennifer Hyndman, for pushing me to sharpen my
analysis, question my own assumptions, and engage in critical examinations. Jennifer was
among the first people to encourage me to consider graduate school in geography many
years ago. It seems fitting to complete the PhD under her guidance. Many thanks as well
to Matt Cleary for graciously chairing my dissertation defense.

x	
  
In Syracuse, Chris Chapman has helped me immensely. From sorting out the
details of my fellowship when I arrived at SU to delivering forms as I completed the
PhD, Chris has been incredible. Thank you so much. I would also like to thank Emily
Billo for years of friendship, for helping me develop my ideas, and for attending to
Syracuse based details since I am far from campus.
Richard Wright has been a mentor, advocate, teacher, colleague, and friend for
well over a decade. He is a deep reservoir of ideas and advice. Thank you, Richard, for
helping me think through the many dynamics of my dissertation and for always being
available to talk shop.
I am exceptionally blessed to be a part of an extensive family and network of
friends, a constellation of phenomenal people who have offered unwavering support
throughout the PhD. In particular, many thanks to Nancy and Jon Decherd, my
cheerleading parents-in-law, who celebrated with pom-poms each milestone along the
way; to Ben Decherd for his technical prowess with maps and graphics; to my brother,
Seth Houston, who helped me clarify my ideas and frequently exclaimed, “this is so fun!”
when we discussed various theoretical perspectives; to my parents, Ned and Susan
Houston, who read and commented on many drafts, coped with my anxiety, offered their
home as a place of refuge and joy, conveyed a passionate commitment to place, and
unquestionably believed that I would achieve a PhD; and to my beloved husband, Will,
who traveled with me throughout this long journey. Will always had arms strong enough
to help carry the weight of the dissertation, patience deep enough to weather the storms of
the PhD, a curiosity expansive enough to continually talk about Seattle, and a heart big
enough to envelop me with love. Many thanks to my dear family!

xi	
  
Finally, I offer gratitude to the woods and mountains of northern New Hampshire
and Vermont for providing solace and inspiration during the dissertation writing process
and to the beauty of western Massachusetts for seeing me through to the final product.
While I am profoundly grateful for the influence and assistance of the people
mentioned above, any errors and omissions are entirely my own.

	
   1	
  
Introduction
Intrigued by the popular perception of Seattle, Washington as a place that
epitomized the progressive urbane, I set out in 2009 to explore how this rhetoric came
into being, what kinds of implications it held in every day life, and what it offered to the
interpretation of cities. I approached this project much like other past research endeavors,
with an awareness of social dynamics, an interest in the stories to be told, and a sheer
delight in learning about people and the work they do. During the course of my
fieldwork, I came to define the intellectual evolution from my undergraduate thesis to my
dissertation research as stemming from a change in scale. In the past, I focused on
individual and community identities. This time I examined urban identities. In particular,
I investigated three prominent narratives of place and the associated constitution of the
city. My research process in and analysis of Seattle coalesces here into what I call an
ethnography of the city.
Wes,1 an employee in economic development, describes Seattle as a place that,
according to many different people, “has it all.” He says,
When we go to other places, and we meet with tourism clients, or we meet with
visitors, a common refrain about Seattle has been, “Boy, Seattle, you just have it
all.” Whether they’ve been here to Seattle, or they haven’t been, there’s the
perception that it’s all here. And maybe some of that comes from Seattle’s
popularity during the 1990s. It really was the darling among cities. Coffee, grunge
rock, it was in Seattle. A lot of popular phenomena thrived here, and Seattle –
which had previously been somewhat of an unknown city, I think – … really
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This, as with all names in this dissertation, is a pseudonym.
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blossomed, and it found a spotlight. And in doing so, I think that its myriad facets
became known finally, whereas take a decade earlier, in the ‘80s, … I think
people thought, “Seattle, rain, space needle, period.” Whereas in the ‘90s “maybe
it doesn’t rain quite that much, at least it didn’t in Sleepless in Seattle. Why did
grunge rock start there? Why gourmet coffee, microbrews, all of these really
trendy cultural things happening in one place? And they’ve also got mountains to
climb, and salt water, and fresh water.” … Seattle has it all. It can really be
everything in one place (June 10th, 2009).
In this excerpt, Wes outlines many common associations with Seattle as he celebrates this
“darling” among cities. He positions the city as trendy and unique, a place that flourished
once it birthed the likes of grunge music, Sleepless in Seattle, and Starbucks. Wes
suggests that Seattle encapsulates the vibrancy of urban life and cultivates natural
resources and the environment for enjoyment and beauty. It is a place that “has it all”
whether you are a tourist, an emerging business, or a local resident.
But, what does it mean to be a city that “has it all” and can “be everything in one
place”? What are the implications of the shiny gloss of urbanity painted through portraits
that situate Seattle in the spotlight? What other perspectives cast the city in a different
shade? How does such a city manage the paradoxes embedded within urban space,
particularly when prevailing representations leave little room for contradictions? These
are the kinds of queries that motivate this study of Seattle, a city awash with popular
associations, boosterism, and aspirations.
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Project Overview
Wes is not alone in his estimation that Seattle is a place that has it all. Sebastian, a
Seattle city employee, for example, when asked about Seattle’s attributes offers the
following commentary.
“Seattle is the city of” whatever word you want to put back there is Seattle. And I
really mean that. … it’s Seattle the city of music. … it’s Seattle the city of
business. It’s Seattle, the city of. There’s so much going on here that whatever
people are identifying with or want to do, Seattle is accommodating that right
now. … It’s just the city of (June 9th, 2009).
In this dissertation, I study Seattle the city of creativity, sustainability, and social justice.2
I examine how these ideals become the organizing logic through which many policies,
programs, proposals, and plans are conceptualized and enacted. I further question how
such processes and performances feed into assumptions about place. I define the host of
associations and practices brought together under the umbrella terms of creativity,
sustainability, and social justice as institutional narratives of place. I concentrate upon
these particular narratives because when I arrived in Seattle I noticed references to
sustainability, creativity, social justice, and equity everywhere. Advertisements on the
bus, articles in the newspaper, interviews in City Hall, and menus in restaurants marked
the currency of these terms. These varied allusions and Seattle’s self-acknowledged
position as a leader in these fields, encouraged my engagement with sustainability, social
justice, and creativity. I adopted the ambitious route of considering three narratives,

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2

I define these terms in Chapters Three, Four, and Five in relation to the particular narratives of place they
each project and cultivate.

	
   4	
  
rather than just one, because they collectively detail the iterative process of naming and
claiming place and expose the heterogeneity of the city.
Throughout this dissertation, I argue that institutional narratives of place in Seattle
at once accentuate the politically progressive ideals of city government and disguise
exclusions in the city. In other words, Seattle city government strives to actualize
progressive objectives through narratives of place. Yet, the process of performing place
along such themes also reproduces and extends racialized and classed inequities.3 Such
exclusions signal the tensions between advocating for and actually implementing
substantive social change. Narratives of place also expose the power dynamics flowing
through urban spaces and speak to the residual impacts of racism, segregation, and classinequity in cities (see also Anderson 1987; 1999; Leitner 1992). In short, this
ethnography of the city analyzes institutional narratives of place and their implications,
the constitutive work of narratives, and the spatial articulations of place.
Three central questions motivate and inform my dissertation:
1) How do institutional narratives of place constitute the city?
2) What are the racialized and classed implications of institutional narratives in
Seattle?
3) What does an ethnography of the city reveal about power relations and urban
space?
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This dissertation explores many contentious and fraught concepts and lived experiences. The range of
social identities invoked, for instance, could merit pages of considered definition. Yet, I choose not to
expand upon these debates here because the critical point for me is as follows. I contend that social
constructs, such as race or gender, have material consequences and hold historical, economic, political,
emotional, and social power. Thus, I honor their presences and use these signifiers without quotes to reflect
the experiences of my interviewees and my own personal persuasions. I by no means want to suggest some
sort of static or all-encompassing metric for any of these identity categories. On the contrary, I understand
them as dynamic – and stubborn – and influenced by geography (see also Veninga 2009).
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Ethnographic fieldwork completed primarily in 20094 in Seattle city government, King
Country government, local organizations and not-for-profit organizations, and
neighborhood gatherings enables me to respond to these research questions. Data
collected through participant observation, semi-structured interviews, and archival
research draws attention to the nuances of narratives and the heterogeneity of the city.
Ethnography offers an avenue for conducting a detailed analysis of Seattle and a forum
for outlining more general insights about cities. Herbert (2000: 560) states that the
thematic foci of many ethnographies contribute to broader interpretations. Thus, this
ethnography traverses both the specificities of Seattle and the more ubiquitous challenges
of equity, sustainability, and economic viability facing cities around the world.
Conducting an ethnography of the city addresses gaps in the literature. For
instance, Lees (2003: 111) suggests that urban geography needs “more ethnographically
orientated approaches that are concerned with the everyday inner life and texture of the
city.” Along the same lines, Elwood (2004: 757) calls for more “critical ethnographic
research methods in urban geographic scholarship.” My research speaks to these holes as
I unpack and question how narratives naturalize interpretations of place. This
dissertation, therefore, participates in qualitative examinations of urban space, augments
perceptions of the discursive and material landscapes of cities, and highlights the
implications of institutional narratives within and beyond Seattle.
The Dictionary of Human Geography suggests that the term the “city is now
generally applied to large urban places” (Johnston et al. 2000: 84). Latham et al. (2009: 2,
emphasis in the original) add that a defining aspect of cities is their “human density” and
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Due to repeated scheduling issues, I held one interview in January 2010. All other interviews, and the rest
of my fieldwork, occurred in 2009.
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interdependence. Pile (1999: 19) explains that cities are sites in which people gather,
focal points for “exchanges of all different kinds” (ibid), and “a way of life, a social
drama that plays out differently for different people” (ibid). Pile (1999: 50) also claims,
“the city is an assemblage of seemingly contradictory social relationships.” Amin (2006:
1011) offers another perspective and states that cities “have become an endless inhabited
sprawl without clear boundaries and they have become sites of extraordinary circulation
and translocal connectivity, linked to processes of spatial stretching and interdependence
associated with globalization.” Given the wide range of interpretations and definitions of
the city, an ethnography of the city could adopt infinite forms in practice. I detail my
engagement as follows.
I understand and identify the city as constituted by multiple social, political,
cultural, environmental, and economic processes. It is an evolving place that holds a
variety of meanings and manifestations. The city is neither a static nor singularly-defined
entity, but rather a nexus of contradictions and assumptions (Zukin 1995; Pile 1999;
Domosh and Seager 2001; Amin and Thrift 2002; Keith 2005). Research participants
often used the word city to refer to the municipal government as a locus of power and
organizing body in Seattle and to an extent this describes the focus of my research. The
city was, however, more than a capital ‘c’ City, definable and contained. While my
ethnography of the city grapples with the City, my overall understanding of the city stems
from contradictory and constitutive institutional narratives that echo and produce the
heterogeneity of urban space.
I foreground the policies and practices generated by the municipal government
that underpin narratives of creativity, sustainability, and social justice. My ethnography
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of the city consequently reveals this spatial and institutional accent. Yet, I also travel
beyond the formal confines of city government to explore how narratives translate into
practice and underscore performances of place. My ethnography, therefore, shifts
between scales, such as that of the individual, neighborhood, and city hall, to engage with
the lived realities of working in and inhabiting the city of Seattle and to query the
narratives of place that frame and define such experiences.
Accordingly, in this ethnography, the city is at once a tangible context known as
Seattle and a place ideal promoted and actualized by a powerful set of constitutive
processes. Other scholars might undertake an ethnography of the city through an in-depth
examination of a particular street corner in a certain neighborhood. Given my interest in
institutional narratives and the governance of place, I elected to situate much of my
ethnographic research within the spaces of Seattle municipal government and to
contextualize my overall analyses through involvement with county government, not-forprofit organizations, and neighborhood residents. As a result, in this ethnography of the
city I offer a specific take on Seattle as I unpack the iterative narratives of place that
legitimize and produce an urban identity. Performativity, a theoretical lens centered upon
repetitions and the ways in which discourses produce effects, underpins my examination
of institutional narratives of place in this ethnography. The ways in which progressive
ideals wend through and beyond city government and falter in practice animate this
ethnography of the city.
The institutional narratives I examine are neither neatly contained nor entirely
separable from one another. Indeed, narratives of creativity, sustainability, and social
justice overlap. Yet, there are also specificities to each narrative that render place in
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particular ways. Through this ethnography of the city, I draw out and study how each of
these narratives of place both perform the ideals of city government and conceal the
reinscription of classed and racialized inequities.
I foreground narratives for a few key reasons. First off, narratives of place are
constitutive and inform and limit the articulation of place. Narratives are avenues through
which places attain meaning and secure space in the geographic imaginary. They convey
knowledge about, assumptions of, and ideals for places. Winders (2005: 395) explains,
“places themselves are produced through the acts of describing them and the production
of knowledge about them.” As such, narratives are crucial to the development of urban
identities in general and to the advancement of dominant thinking about how Seattle
works as a city and what it means as a city in particular. As Price (2004: xxi, emphasis in
the original) states,
Places, as well as the landscapes that allow us to grasp them, are thoroughly
narrative constructs. They would not exist as places were it not for the stories told
about and through them. Stories constitute performative, mimetic acts that conjure
places into being and sustain them as the incredibly complex, fraught constructs
that they are.
Places emerge through narratives, as Price suggests, and narratives are performative.
Butler (1995: 198) explicates, if “a word in this sense might be said to ‘do’ a thing, then it
appears that the word not only signifies a thing, but that this signification will also be an
enactment of the thing.” In other words, “saying something can be doing something”
(Parker and Sedgwick 1995: 16). Thus, within the context of institutional narratives, the
performance of narratives help constitute Seattle as a place. Moreover, the iterative
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process of repeatedly narrating the city - “the reiterative and citational practice” (Butler
1993: 2) – and calling forth Seattle according to particular ideals elucidates the
performativity (Butler 1993) of institutional narratives of place. The linkage between
performativity and narrative in the constitution of place animates and underpins much of
my analysis.
I specify my focus on institutional narratives, rather than just narratives, because I
dwell upon stories of place authored within and promoted by Seattle city government.
Within this institutional setting, I unpack narratives of creativity, sustainability, and
social justice and examine affinities with and challenges to such narratives evident within
the broader Seattle landscape. I follow Ortner (1984: 183) and understand institutions as
“at once a system of social relations, economic arrangements, political processes, cultural
categories, norms, values, ideals, emotional patterns, and so on and on.” Not only do I
conduct research in institutional settings, but also I analyze how narratives of place
become institutionalized and part of the defining apparatus of municipal government and
the city. The institutional and institutionalizing aspects of narratives shed light on the
constitution of the city and the construction of urban identities.
This approach also accents the nexus of power and knowledge production.
Foucault (1990: 98) describes “local centers of power-knowledge” in the production of
discourses about sex and acknowledges, “Relations of power-knowledge are not static
forms of distribution, they are ‘matrices of transformations’” (Foucault 1990: 99). I
translate these interpretations of power into my research context as I stress the nexus of
knowledge and power in institutional narratives of place, emphasize the implications of
narratives at different scales, and illustrate the heterogeneity of the city. Considering
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power in such a fashion helps make plain the importance of both the institutional setting
and the institutionalizing impacts of narratives of place. Institutional narratives of place
project and cultivate power-laden images of the city.
Having sketched out the central questions and foci of my dissertation, I now turn
my attention to the wider intellectual terrain through which this research unfolds. With
this in mind, I next discuss the rationale for conducting this ethnography of the city in
Seattle. The contributions of my research follow. I then outline the chapters of the
dissertation and end with a short conclusion.

Why Seattle?
Seattle is a really educated city. It’s got the highest per capita of college
graduates, Master’s degrees and Ph.D., higher education. … And it’s also a liberal
city, like a lot of the left coast … and it’s a wealthy city. It’s got a lot of money.
So, having the politics supported and the financial resources to kind of make stuff
happen, it’s like Seattle’s the perfect sort of laboratory (September 10th, 2009,
Matt, a not-for-profit employee).
Matt describes Seattle as the perfect sort of laboratory for realizing progressive political
endeavors due to the intermingling of wealth, politics, and education. Seattle marks a
fascinating laboratory for my ethnography of city as well because institutional narratives
of place are also informed by wealth, politics, and educational attainment. The unique
mix of processes in contemporary Seattle heightens the discrepancies between ideal goals
and produced exclusions, thereby contributing to a rich analysis of institutional narratives
and their implications. The sense of Seattle as a perfect laboratory for the study of urban
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change and evolution is just one reason that this city is a compelling place for my
research. The limited number of qualitative geographic studies previously executed in
Seattle indicates another because there is room to make empirical and methodological
contributions.
Seattle is often heralded as a leader amongst urban areas (Florida 2002a; Carr et
al. 2009; Stein 2009). “First of its kind” enterprises, along with economic and social
innovations, enhance this status and add to the recognition that the city enjoys and elicits.
For instance, Seattle’s Public Utility, City Light, used a variety of practices, including
conservation, carbon offsets, and renewable energy, to become and remain the “first
major electric utility in the nation to be carbon neutral” (SCPI 2009: 2). On a related
front, former mayor Greg Nickels championed the US Conference of Mayors’ Climate
Protection Agreement in 2005, a non-binding contract that committed mayors to reducing
city carbon emissions to the Kyoto Protocol levels. Thus far, 1,054 mayors and cities
have pledged to lower emissions accordingly (US Conference of Mayors 2011a). The
Seattle Central Public Library draws wide acclaim for its unusual design and pays
homage to the high levels of literacy in the city. Indeed, Hall (2011: 32) suggests that
Seattle’s Central Public Library “embodies the city’s ascendancy.”
Phrases such as “cutting edge” and “ambitious” often follow descriptions of these,
and other, activities within the city. Such associations are not insignificant because
geographic imaginations “are not simply colorful mental maps confined to the world of
ideas. Rather they are active participants in the world of action. They inform” (Cresswell
2006: 21). Aspects of geographical imaginings fold into institutional narratives and shape
performances and perceptions of cities. The desire to be known as exemplary and
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progressive gives way to particular narratives of place. Indeed, the specific triad of
creativity, sustainability, and social justice under study here might not have reached such
recognition and confluence in other cities so it is significant to locate this ethnography in
Seattle. The lauded forward-thinking and boundary-pushing noted in Seattle make it an
informative field site for examining the implications of institutional narratives of place
that center creativity, sustainability, and social justice.
In the last twenty years, Seattle has changed dramatically, in terms of population
demographics and physical development. Now, according to the Washington State
Growth Management Act, another 50,000-100,000 residents will join this city of 608,000
in the next thirty years. Indeed, the mandate to densify rather than sprawl means that the
within-city population is slated to grow by “60 percent by the year 2040” (Young 2006).
The social characteristics of the city’s residents (in terms of race, socio-economic class,
educational achievement, and age) will undoubtedly take on new form with these
influxes, which makes Seattle an instructive arena for research. The economic expansion
that will accompany population growth begs further contemplation. Carefully examining
the institutional narratives already in motion speaks to the ways in which the city will
manage and frame future growth and development.
Seattle is a relatively young city so it offers different insights into urban
development and evolution than older, more established places. Sierra comments on the
various stages of urbanity – and the associated histories – etched into city landscapes. She
notes,
When I visit East Coast cities, … it’s like being [with] an elder … I also see the
scars and the worn [pause] the worn physique, the exhaustion, in some ways, and
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the frailty, I mean, I very much see that. But you cannot miss the wisdom and the
teaching and the richness that wisdom that age brings. And that’s what East Coast
cities have, and that’s what’s attractive about those older cities. … Our potential,
that sense of potential that we have, it’s adolescence. That thinking that we know
it all? [Laughter] That’s adolescence (July 16th, 2009, city employee).
Identifying the metaphorical adolescence of Seattle and the ways in which such
perspectives inform institutional narratives sheds light on the drive for recognition and
status and the related articulations of space within the city. The relative newness of
Seattle as a city, and its current prestige in the geographic imaginary, certainly informs
how the municipal government positions and legislates the city.
Research participants were generally eager to assist with my study and this aided
my ethnographic endeavors. In fact, somewhat to my surprise, people quickly offered
their expertise and time. Moreover, the municipal archives are wide-ranging and free,
which facilitated rich textual data collection about historical attitudes and events. I found
governmental and non-governmental meetings and offices accessible and open. This
enabled extensive participant observation and interviews. I had also conducted previous
research in the region during my master’s degree and as preliminary dissertation work so
I had some pre-existing contacts and an awareness of how to navigate the city and
general environs (Houston 2006; 2009; Houston and Wright 2008). These practical
considerations made Seattle a successful site for field research.
Seattle has attracted the attention of several human geographers (such as Herbert
2006; 2007; Brown 2008; Brown and Knopp 2008; Carr, Brown, and Herbert 2009;
Veninga 2009; Rice 2010; Morrill et al 2011a; 2011b; Sparke 2011), but there is ample
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room to extend geographic analyses of the city. Locating this ethnography within a city
that holds a favorable position in the geographic imagination as a forerunner of
progressive social change elucidates the many challenges and contradictions facing cities
in their efforts to revitalize neighborhoods, achieve environmental, social, and economic
sustainability, and craft an inclusive and socially just urban space. In other words, this
ethnography offers site-specific insights and speaks to relevant questions within the wider
context of urban geography. Ethnography affords the opportunity to tack between these
foci.

Contributions
My dissertation research makes several empirical and methodological
contributions. First of all, conducting an ethnography of the city leads to fine-grained
analyses of the constitutive processes of the city. Jane Jacobs (1961: 440) delineates three
important avenues for understanding cities, including “1. To think about processes; 2. To
work inductively …; 3. To seek for ‘unaverage’ clues involving very small quantities.”
My attention to inductive reasoning, multiple performances, and the ways in which
particular moments, policies, or perspectives highlight broader tensions and
inconsistencies resonates with Jacobs’s proffered approach to cities and correspond to
ethnographic practices. I, therefore, translate and extend insights from one of the great
urban theorists of the twentieth century into a twenty-first century urban research context.
Nicholas Lemann (2011: 80) in the New Yorker comments, “It’s one thing to
create a vast metropolis. It’s another to create a society, with a distinctive order and a set
of embedded bargains regarding who gets how much of what. Twenty-first-century cities
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haven’t yet figured out that part.” Lemann suggests that cities have not yet figured out
how to negotiate and create societies. Yet, my ethnography shows that cities consistently
articulate and substantiate visions for society, but that the associated policies and plans
frequently maintain the overarching status quo rather than actualize change. The vision
for society is put forth in such a manner that it implicitly contributes to the perpetuation
of inequities and exclusions. My ethnography of the city highlights the textured nuances
of, and on the ground transformations in, contemporary urban space. Such understandings
complicate assertions, such as Lemann’s, about the productive power of cities.
Ethnography is instructive for other reasons too, not the least of which being that
it helps me tease out assumptions about urban spaces and their inhabitants. Addressing
assumptions also sheds light on the divergent expressions and professed outcomes
threading through narratives of place. This approach to studying the city departs from the
Chicago School’s focus on concentric circles model and CBD and sector theories (Park,
Burgess, and McKenzie 1967) and the more contemporary post-modern engagements
with the city contained within the LA School (Dear and Flusty 1998: Soja 2000) because
it foregrounds dynamic and imbricated processes. The city is not a static entity, but rather
a dynamic and evolving place. Untangling narratives draws attention to the extensive
contradictions evident within urban landscapes. Thus, my methodological framework and
findings mark contributions to urban geography.
The narratives of the creative, sustainable, and just city operationalize visions of
Seattle in specific ways and embody an underlying politics of space. These narratives
work to secure certain associations between Seattle and progressive politics. Forest
(1995) points out how groups seeking to lay claim to space use narratives of group
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affiliation to mark territory. His account of how West Hollywood became known as a gay
city during its cityhood campaign illustrates the relevance of embodied political action in
the making of urban space. In her study of policies of multiculturalism in the UK, Fortier
(2007: 106) argues that through policy narratives “the state seeks to engineer modes of
living together and affective relations that draw on injunctions of intimacy through which
the limits of the civil nation are drawn.” The enacted reality of living with difference and
the spatial articulations of such negotiations vex narratives of tolerance presented by the
state. In another example of the spatial and political dimensions of narratives, Valentine
(1993: 395) notes that “lesbians can feel ‘out of place’ in environments such as the
workplace or hotels, because these spaces are organized and appropriated by
heterosexuals and so express and reproduce asymmetrical sociosexual relations.” The
exclusions produced through the implicit coding of spaces as heterosexual underscore the
power relations that help solidify assumptions about place and how these interpretations
often rely upon particular spatial and sexual imaginaries (see also Sibley 1995). I attend
to the relationality between spatiality, politics, and narrative in institutional narratives of
place, and this focus contributes to political geography literatures. Narratives of place are
not innocent. They are deeply entwined with political processes and illustrate the
politicization of place.
While narratives themselves – with all their paradoxes, silences, and celebrations
– conduct significant work constituting the city, the institutional context is also
instructive. Philo and Parr (2000) acknowledge the more sustained appearance of the
term ‘institutional geography’ within academic literature since the 1980s as scholars
shifted from largely quantitative research to more behavioral and cultural work and

	
   17	
  
studied geographies in and of institutions (Philo and Parr 2000: 515; see also Martin
2000). Jessop (2001) adds that the development of institutional geographies within the
discipline reflects an acknowledgement that “institutions matter” (2001: 1213) and that
“they should be analyzed as complex emergent phenomena, whose reproduction is
incomplete, provisional, and unstable” (2001: 1230). More recently, Krueger and Gibbs
(2010: 822) have employed “an interpretive institutionalist approach” to help “explain
how an ostensibly socially progressive approach to development is couched in marketoriented institutions.”
This topical focus on the blending of progressive ideals with market-based
approaches resonates with my ethnography as I, too, address these themes, if at times
obliquely, through the lens of institutional narratives of place. In this way, I both join
current conversations unfolding in economic geography about institutions and extend in
new directions the examination of institutions both methodologically and empirically.
This is useful because, as Krueger and Gibbs (2010: 824) note, studies in geographies of
neoliberal institutionalism “lack an empirical component.” Moreover, the few existing
empirical examples frequently “render actors within institutions as subservient to
institutional goals and objectives or reduce actors to positivistic ideal-types” (Krueger
and Gibbs 2010: 824). My research complicates such appraisals. Davila (2004: 17) adds,
“institutional spaces are not only the ones that most affect … urban policies and
economic resources, but also those least likely to be the subject of ethnographic and
critical analysis.” Through ethnography, I grapple with the dynamism of the city and
offer a richly detailed account of the contradictions and instabilities encompassed within
municipal government. The institutional context and the institutionalizing work of
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narratives are both important to this study. Accordingly, my ethnography of the city helps
fill a lacuna in the economic geography literature.
Not only does the deployment and utilization of ethnography afford specific
insights, but also my focus on institutional narratives extends the literature on the role,
implications, and constitutive elements of narratives. Mumby (1987: 114) contends,
“story-telling is not a simple representing of a pre-existing reality, but is rather a
politically motivated production of a certain way of perceiving the world which
privileges certain interests over others.” In the context of institutions, narratives
materialize power relations and (implicitly and explicitly) specify goals and anxieties (see
also Mumby 1987; Del Casino et al. 2000). As a result, institutional narratives as a
constitutive force have tangible impact on the urban landscape. Sandercock (2003: 182)
explains, “In order to imagine the ultimately unrepresentable space, life and languages of
the city, to make them legible, we translate them into narratives. The way we narrate the
city becomes constitutive of urban reality, affecting the choices we make, the ways we
then might act.” In other words, “language shapes how we make sense of our worlds”
(Valentine 2007: 31). My analysis of institutional narratives augments conversations in
the literature by examining narratives in an urban context.
Engaging with institutional narratives and their implications helps sift through
reified representations and accents the evolving heterogeneity of urban space. This is
useful because, as Price (2010: 160) explains, “Stories are used to naturalize sociospatial
formations, including race; they can also be deployed in order to contest, disrupt, and
transform them.” Part of delving into narratives of place involves drawing out the
paradoxes embedded within creativity, sustainability, and social justice, thereby opening
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up space for alternative narratives of place to emerge. This focus signals another
contribution of this research.
The growing practice of policy transfers between city governments is reason
enough to pause and study how current narratives of place prompt particular associations
with the city and generate policies for export (Swyngedouw et al. 2002; Mountz and
Curran 2009; Peck 2011). After an interview with a city employee involved in
sustainability work, I recalled in my field notes, “One of the more interesting things he
mentioned is that apparently the Office of Sustainability and the Environment is working
with Blackstone Group viz the US Conference on Mayors … on creating a toolkit for
cities to create sustainability programs” (June 12th, 2009). This impulse to commodify
ideals into ubiquitous action plans that purportedly work anywhere invites inquiry into
the implications of programs that are in the midst of exportation. Moreover, the cookiecutter results from policy transfers heighten the tensions between the particularities of
place and the purported erasure of place in the age of globalization.
Mobilizing ethnography to frame this analysis of institutional narratives of place
offers novel insights both into Seattle and into critical qualitative urban geography. The
findings I draw upon in this the examination of institutional narratives afford a different
take on the urban and pull into tighter relationship the paradoxes haunting urban spaces. I
outline the attraction of glossy images of place and specify the tangible exclusions of
such allure. The entanglement of race and class courses through this analysis and
continually aligns my attention with relations of power in the articulation of the city. As
such, this dissertation offers new insight into the confluence of forces permeating urban
space and responds to Prytherch and Marston’s (2005: 98) call for urban geographers “to
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take up a more process-based understanding … of how agents embody, act upon and
produce their own flows and imaginaries, making their localities and the world in the
process.”

Overview of Dissertation
This dissertation proceeds as follows. In Chapter One, I specify the methods of
my ethnography of the city and detail my research design and positionality. In particular,
I outline how I use participant observation, semi-structured interviews, and archival
research to grapple with the assorted features of institutional narratives of place.
Ethnography as my overarching method enabled me to collect data that points to the
complexities of urban spaces and put forth an analysis of narratives as perceived agents
of progressive change and avenues for sedimenting inequities.
Once I have explicated the process of collecting and analyzing data in Chapter
One, I turn to examine historical events that preceded and inform contemporary
institutional narratives of place. I argue that past trends in status seeking, economic
development, and racism operate as resources for and inspirations of current narratives of
creativity, sustainability, and social justice. The ongoing desire for status, the persistent
intersections of economic development and economic image, and the entrenched racism
illustrate how these themes have long temporal reach and how through an iterative
process become further embedded in the Seattle landscape. Given these historical threads,
it is not surprising that efforts launched in the name of progressive politics also contribute
to racialized and classed exclusions.
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I shift my attention to the institutional narrative of the creative city in Chapter
Three and argue that the incorporation of the creative class in two of Seattle’s economic
development proposals masks place-based specificities and extends racialized and classed
inequities. This chapter translates my overarching claim about narratives representing
ideals and advancing exclusions into concrete empirical examples. As a result, the dual
impacts of promoting images of Seattle and furthering inequity become more tangible
and evident.
Chapter Four delves into the narrative of the sustainable city and highlights how
privilege truncates the full implementation of sustainability projects. Once again, the
movement from lofty ideal – such as sustainability – to actual policies and programs
contributes to specific kinds of marginalization. The sustainable city narrative pivots on
assumptions of choice, a presumption steeped in class, and often racialized, privilege.
Sifting through the entanglement of privilege and sustainability in Seattle reveals how the
progressive ideals associated with sustainability do not always bear out in practice.
I address the third institutional narrative of place in Chapter Five. Here I use
geographic scale as a lens to elucidate the simultaneously neoliberal and transformative
efforts ensconced in the narrative of the socially just city. The maintenance of urban
neoliberalism and the drive for systemic change advanced by the Race and Social Justice
Initiative (RSJI) demonstrates how this institutional narrative of place both upholds
progressive ideals and propels racialized and classed inequities. This chapter empirically
substantiates my overarching argument, while adding a claim about a scalar lens.
The three institutional narratives of place collectively comprise this ethnography
of the city and explicate how the city manages to both espouse and work towards
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politically progressive goals of social change and further entrench inequities in the city.
The related contradictions serve as reminders of the perennial questions about what is a
city and who is it for. Institutional narratives of place also make clear the constitutive
power of narratives because stories offer a sense of urban identity and a forum for
performing and promoting the city.
In this dissertation, I attend to institutional narratives of place precisely because of
the constitutive impacts of narratives and their role in the making of place. The power of
performative processes and the tension between specific and general insight on cities
guide this analysis. Thus, in my concluding chapter, I revisit central themes.

Conclusions
My ethnography of the city travels through the cubicles, offices, meeting rooms,
and hallways of the municipal and county governments and the streets, libraries, and
neighborhood spaces to engage with the textures of the city. Using ethnography to
examine centers of power5 shows how narratives and associated policies, programs, and
procedures define and limit the city. Focusing on institutional narratives and their
implications grounds this ethnography within the representational and material spatiality
of the city and underscores my understanding of the city as a heterogeneous and
contradictory space.
Seattle is no exception to the inconsistencies inherent in urban space. Indeed,
Morrill et al. (2011a: 6) assert, “The battle, so to speak, between entrepreneurship,
boosterism, and dependence on large corporations and the countervailing forces for
addressing inequality and social concerns exemplifies the ongoing story of Seattle.” My
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Although England (2002) reminds that access to elite spaces is not guaranteed.
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ethnography of the city delves into these inconsistencies and underscores the many
performances evident in urban spaces. As a result, the convergence of power relations,
racialized and classed processes, and urban development join together in this analysis of
institutional narratives of place.
Urbanization is a prominent global phenomenon and predictions indicate that
even more people will live in cities in the upcoming decades (UN 2006). Indeed, Girardet
(2000: 1) suggests, “three quarters of the human population are expected to become city
dwellers by around 2050.” Thus, critically assessing the constitution of cities and
questioning how narratives of place manifest in quotidian ways is of utmost importance.
This research strives to contribute to such globally relevant and site specific insights.
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Chapter One
Ethnography of the City: Research Methods and Positionality
Qualitative methods guided and informed this ethnography of the city. Dwyer and
Limb (2001: 1) explain that qualitative methods “are increasingly used by geographers to
explore some of the complexities of everyday life in order to gain a deeper insight into
the processes shaping our social worlds.” They add that methods, such as “interviews,
discussions or participant observation,” help with investigations of “the feelings,
understandings and knowledges of others” (Dwyer and Limb 2001: 1). My ethnography
revolves around an examination of “processes shaping our social worlds” so using
qualitative methods to gather data made sense.
A research design based on ethnography encouraged me to notice patterns and
trends unfolding at different scales, from the micro-geographies of daily life to the
broader realm of policy implementation. My engagement with the city of Seattle was,
therefore, dynamic and varied. The sections below outline how I practiced each method
and gathered data accordingly. I offer this level of detail about the data collection process
because I used inductive reasoning to glean central arguments and organize the
dissertation. Thus, the process of data collection directly impacts subsequent knowledge
production (Bondi et al. 2002; Hay 2005). Furthermore, “Being explicit about our
research practices forces us to be reflexive about them” (Lees 2003: 108) so I use this
chapter as a space to both explicate my research methods and reflexively comment upon
my positionality.
Scholarship on reflexivity and situated knowledge (Haraway 1991; Rose 1997)
interrogates the process of knowledge production. I, too, am explicit about my central
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role in this dissertation. Rather than seek out some ‘objective truth,’ my work joins others
who ask “‘which truth?’ or ‘whose truth?’ is being told” (Mohammad 2001: 113). This
focus helps draw attention to relations of power and the performative aspects of
institutional narratives of place.
This chapter proceeds as follows. I first explain ethnography, some of the
critiques leveled against this method, and my articulation of an ethnography of the city. I
next work through the specific methods of participant observation, semi-structured
interviews, and archival research, as these are the sites through which my ethnography
materialized. I then consider my own positionality and the ways in which I inform the
data collection and analysis. I close by way of commenting on the rationales for and
challenges of this research design. The overall intention with this chapter is to outline my
research methods so as to contextualize the analyses in subsequent chapters and to make
plain how these methods afford particular understandings of Seattle.

Ethnography Defined and Extended
Ethnography as a form of data collection and knowledge production has expanded
beyond its original home in anthropology, the discipline within which Bronislaw
Malinowski first defined the method in the 1920s (Marcus and Fischer 1986: 19), to
include a wide range of definitions and applications. Marcus (1998: 83), for example,
expresses, “Ethnography is predicated upon attention to the everyday, an intimate
knowledge of face-to-face communities and groups.” Marcus and Fischer (1986: 18) add,
“Ethnography is a research process in which the anthropologist closely observes, records,
and engages in the daily life of another culture … and then writes accounts of this
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culture, emphasizing descriptive detail.” Burawoy (1998: 6) picks up the theme of data
collection and states that ethnography entails “writing about the world from the
standpoint of participant observation.”
Geertz (1973: 6) emphasizes the knowledge production realized through
ethnography, which he describes as an “intellectual effort” that generates “thick
descriptions” through “establishing rapport, selecting informants, transcribing texts,
taking genealogies, mapping fields, keeping a diary, and so on.” Geertz (1973) finds
validity for ethnography in the breadth (ethnographers often study a wide range of human
activities and interactions regardless of the research questions) and depth (spending
significant time in a locality) of ethnographic research. Herbert (2000: 550, emphasis in
the original) also speaks to ethnography’s wide application and notes that ethnography
helps uncover “the processes and meanings that undergird sociospatial life.” He
continues that ethnography is both “macrological and micrological” (Herbert 2000: 554)
and that this scalar attention deepens the relevance of ethnography within geography.
Indeed, ethnography is multi-scalar because it prompts consideration of micro-spatial
processes and macro-scale forces and the interplay between different scales. Although
some interpretative variability exists within disciplines and applications, ethnography is
generally now considered both a form of data collection, which draws extensively from
participant observation, and a mode of knowledge production, which foregrounds time
spent in a research site or sites.
The incorporation of and investment in ethnography within scholarly research did
not unfold without some opposition. Hammersley (1992: 11), for instance, argues that
ethnography “suffers from a disability defect” because “it is guided by an incoherent
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conception of its own goals.” Moreover, Hammersley argues that the “rationale for
ethnography is based on a critique of quantitative, notably survey and experimental,
research” (Hammersley 1992: 11), a rationale that Hammersley finds superficial.
Hammersley (1992: 12-13, emphasis in the original) takes particular issue with the idea
that ethnography uses descriptions to generate theory because he believes that
“descriptions cannot be theories” and that “theories are about universals.” He adds that
the attention to minutiae evident in ethnographic research does not indicate “that
ethnographic research bears any necessary relationship to the production of insights”
(Hammersley 1992: 15).
This kind of critique is not unusual when it comes to ethnography. Indeed,
Herbert (2000: 551) outlines three main critiques of ethnography, which include the
following:
That it is overly subjective and hence ‘unscientific’; that it is too limited to enable
generalization and broader theory construction; and that it ignores the conditions
of its own production, and thus unquestioningly reproduces power disparities and
representational practices that deserve interrogation.
Herbert (2000: 558) responds to and disputes these critiques by noting that all research,
not only ethnography, is interpretative. He further contends that ethnography incorporates
reflexivity so there is greater attention paid to the role of the researcher and the process of
data collection. Herbert affirms that ethnography often centers upon depth in one
particular site rather than breadth across various research contexts. Yet, this does not
mean that ethnographic insights cannot be applicable to other settings. Indeed, Herbert
(2000: 560) suggests that ethnographers often focus thematically on concepts that apply
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to other places or study contexts, such as the classroom or suburb, that clearly exist in a
broader geographical landscape. In response to concerns about ethnography reproducing
particular power relations, Herbert (2000: 562) advocates for including forthrightness,
reflexivity, and modesty within ethnographic research so as to diffuse the potential for
further injustices. Overall, Herbert (2000: 550) emphasizes that ethnography “provides
unreplicable insight into the processes and meanings that sustain and motivate social
groups” and that “Ethnography explores the tissue of everyday life to reveal the processes
and meanings which undergird social action” (Herbert 2000: 551). Given such insights,
ethnography remains an important aspect of qualitative academic research.
On this note, in recent years more engagement with ethnography has emerged in
geography (e.g. Western 1997; 2007; Dowler 2001; Megoran 2006; Everts 2010;
Rogalsky 2010; Kingsbury 2011). A new extension of ethnography, coined ethnography
of the state (Mountz 2007; 2010), is an inspiration for my dissertation. Mountz (2010:
xxiii) suggests that “Ethnography of the state uncovers the operation of power at multiple
scales and centers; it appreciates the locus of power as perpetually in motion.” Mountz
uses the frame of ethnography of the state to analyze the Canadian state’s response to
human smuggling, as manifested in the arrival of four boats of smuggled Chinese
migrants to British Columbia in 1999, and to embody the state. Teasing out these
complexities “complicates the monolithic characterization of ‘the state’” (Mountz 2010:
57).
The image management surrounding debates around the detention and ultimate
deportation of the majority of the Chinese migrants illustrates the slippage between the
frantic daily realities of bureaucrats working within Canadian immigration offices and the
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external narratives presented to the media and public. According to Mountz (2010: 89),
such disparate actions indicate “the government response to the arrivals depended as
much on personality as on policy.” In a similar vein, Mountz (2007: 46) contends, “If we
are to understand the state as a dynamic, contextual set of practices, networks, and
performances propelled by engagements between human agency and public discourse,
then ‘the state’ on any given day owes as much to the observer as to the observed.”
Ethnographic data collection enables Mountz to outline such an interpretation of and
engagement with the multiple embodiments of the state.
Building on this concept of ethnography of the state, I conducted an ethnography
of the city and examined three institutional narratives of place. I developed
understandings about Seattle principally through participant observation, semi-structured
interviews, and archival research. The narratives of creativity, sustainability, and social
justice chronicled in this dissertation disrupt notions of singularity and stress the
heterogeneity of the city. Indeed, through this ethnography I grapple with the city as an
evolving entity articulated by and performed through constitutive narratives. I understand
power as circulating within and through many sites and contributing to a city rife with
contradictions and always in the process of becoming, despite narratives that might
suggest coherency.
Clifford (1986: 2, emphasis in the original) explains, “Ethnography decodes and
records, telling the grounds of collective order and diversity, inclusion and exclusion.”
Thus, in this ethnography of the city I underscore how institutional narratives accent
progressive political ideals and extend racialized and class exclusions. Moreover, through
this style of data collection, I emphasize how “processes and meanings vary across space,
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and are central to the construction and transformation of landscapes; they are both placebound and place-making” (Herbert 2000: 550). In short, this ethnography of the city
delves into how institutional narratives produce knowledge about the city, articulate and
actualize visions of place, affirm certain power relations, and etch racialized and classed
inequities into the landscape.
Highlighting the institutional context of Seattle municipal government connects
with endeavors to “study up” (Hyndman 2000). As Hyndman (2000: xvii) explains, to
study up means to “analyze and theorize the institutions, organizations, and bodies that
govern human relations rather than to study the governed themselves.” My focus on the
institutional narratives produced and instantiated by the Seattle municipal government
resonates with efforts to study up. I spent significant time in the spaces of city
government during my fieldwork; yet, I also contextualized institutional narratives and
the associated practices and polices through explorations in neighborhood settings, notfor-profit organizations, and county government. I worked across scales to grapple with
performances of Seattle as a place, as an intelligible city. While there are vital
connections between my work and ethnographies of the state, the phrase ethnography of
the city both describes my research methods and underpins my broader arguments about
institutional narratives of place, racialized and classed impacts, and the constitution of the
city.
Although there are points of overlap between my research and institutional
ethnography (IE), as coined by Dorothy Smith,6 I define my work as an ethnography of
the city because of my hesitations with some of the underlying assumptions guiding IE.
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There are many definitions of IE. I focus on literature addressing this frame from a feminist perspective.
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DeVault and McCoy (2002: 751) define IE as “the empirical investigation of linkages
among local settings of everyday life, organizations, and translocal processes of
administration and governance.” Winkelman and Halifax (2007: 132) add that IE is “a
qualitative mode of inquiry designed to discover or expose the chains of coordination and
control in a social system or in social life by analyzing social discourses mediated
through texts.” Walby (2007: 1008) elaborates and notes that IE is “a method of inquiry
that problematizes social relations at the local site of lived experience and examines how
textual sequences coordinate consciousness and ruling relations.” Emerging as a critique
of mainstream sociology – and its masculinism – and drawing on ethnomethodology,
feminism, and Marxism, IE seeks to address institutional relations within everyday
worlds and underscore how local expressions can shed light on relations that are
generalized and generalizable. Its practitioners focus on how work relations and texts
(both broadly defined) coordinate social practices within and beyond institutional
relations of ruling. It looks to ideologies as windows into how values become embedded
within discourse and as metrics for assessing the accountability of institutions.
While many of the ideas stemming from IE correspond to my research, there are a
few key reasons for positioning this dissertation within what I call ethnography of the city
rather than IE. First and foremost, I find the stated a-theoretical perspective in IE
perplexing. Smith and adherents purportedly avoid theory because “mainstream
sociology is amazingly cluttered with theory” (Smith 2005: 50), which she links with
abstraction (Smith 2005: 53) and masculinist disembodiment. I understand some of these
claims about the disembodiment of certain theories, yet plenty of approaches, including
theories of embodiment (e.g. Probyn 1996; Longhurst 1997; Nast and Pile 1998;
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McDowell 1999), are grounded and tangible. Moreover, I find theories helpful for
unpacking complex processes and tracing power relations and their attendant
implications. As Zita (1998: 208) notes,
Theories are word-tools for navigating history, directing movements, defining
enemies, predicting the future, getting specific, exploring connections, and
moving through the hard places. … Theories are community builders – some
divide and exclude, and some invite and incite.
Even though I think theory informs IE, these links are not addressed within most of the
literature.
Secondly, the emphasis on broadly defined texts within IE is both relevant to my
research – city policies and perspectives clearly circulate in and through many texts – and
reason to pause. In particular, the drive to privilege texts in IE grants them a tremendous
amount of agency. People who embody, set in motion, interpret, and challenge texts are
strikingly absent. Moreover, texts are organized hierarchically, “texts regulate other
texts” (Smith 2006: 79), and they are focused on to the exclusion of other sources of data.
While I share the political project of using texts to call into question presumed daily
norms, the sole focus on texts does not resonate with the research design I employed to
analyze institutional narratives of place.
Finally, I find discussions of IE in practice lack reflexivity. The researcher tends
to be described as the all-knowing and all-seeing interloper who makes sense of what is
written between the lines. As Smith (2006: 72, emphasis in the original) recommends,
researchers “read [texts] using procedures that read through the words and/or numbers to
an imputed actuality beyond them.” This level of presumed certainty about the ‘right’
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interpretation is surprising and unsettling to me. Needless to say, given these three
primary hesitations, I chose not to engage in IE. Instead, I build upon ethnographies of
the state to craft my ethnography of the city.
Now that I have outlined the general scope of ethnography and specified my
project of conducting an ethnography of the city, I turn to discuss the three primary
qualitative methods – participant observation, interviews, and archival research – that
constitute my ethnography.

Participant Observation
Participant observation is a core aspect of ethnography. As a method, participant
observation extends from the assumption that participating with others in various
situations is a productive way of gathering data. Scholars tend to use three types of
participant observation: observer-as-participant, participant-as-observer, and complete
participation (Kearns 2000: 110). I used the first two types in my research. In each of
these forms of participant observation, researchers negotiate insider/outsider statuses and
usually spend significant time chronicling multi-sensory perceptions of places and
people. These field notes comprise an important source of data for ethnographic research
(Emerson et al. 1995). I composed over 100 single-spaced pages of field notes. These
immediate impressions and recollections about interviews and the various settings where
I conducted research both instantly re-immerse me in the materiality of fieldwork and
nuance interpretations of my data.
In my roles as observer-as-participant and participant-as-observer (Kearns 2000:
110), I attended meetings for district councils, neighborhood associations, planning
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commissions, business associations, and city and county departments. I also participated
in inter-departmental training sessions for the Race and Social Justice Initiative. I joined
neighborhood tours and took note of new housing developments, contested projects (such
as proposed new businesses and the design of light rail stations), and the changes
wrought in the built environment (evident in the age of buildings) as well. Moreover, I
went to local conferences and lectures on sustainable cities and equitable development to
further engage with local constituents focused on these issues. In each of these settings, I
both participated in the conversations and recorded the ways in which people grappled
with Seattle’s urban outcomes. My level of explicit involvement via participant
observation varied by venue. At the conferences, for instance, I actively participated in
break out sessions, small group discussions, and visioning exercises. In contrast, at large
meetings, I often just listened and learned, speaking only to introduce myself or to share a
few thoughts with fellow attendees.
Participant observation focused on noticing and recording details. For instance,
the 62-story Seattle Municipal Tower (SMT), home of the majority of city offices,
exuded action. City employees and constituents met in coffee shops scattered throughout
the complex, chatted in the elevators, gathered in the hallways, and populated the
conference rooms. A palpable buzz of activity hummed through the SMT. The décor and
design of individual offices conveyed the central foci of departments. For example, the
Office of Neighborhoods was brightly lit and had toys, books, and a play structure as part
of the waiting area. The Office of Arts and Culture had curvy walls painted in bold colors
and adorned with a wide range of framed art. The Department of Planning and the Office
of Economic Development had locked entrances and exhibited rows of cubicles, each
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with windows and views, and dull light gray walls. When I entered the Office of
Sustainability and the Environment, no one really noticed my presence for about fifteen
minutes. These impressions contribute to my overall understanding of the city, raise
questions about how function follows form and vice versa, and indicate how departments
consciously and subconsciously materialize their visions and intentions through the built
environment and the inhabitation of space (McKenna 2010: 47).
While I noticed the diversity of people and bustle within the SMT, I was struck by
the depressed energy in the nearby King County Administration Building, the seat of
King County government. People did not converse in the elevators, there was no grand
entryway, and the offices were expansive rooms with cubicles scattered about. Visually
there seemed to be more homogeneity in all aspects of this setting. I sensed that the
economic straits of King County permeated the building and infused the place with a
gloomy attitude. In contrast, the SMT conveyed the passion of people committed to
vitalizing government and harnessing prosperity.
Seattle City Hall reflects aspects of the institutional narratives of place examined
in this dissertation. For instance, overtures to environmental sustainability are obvious in
the green roof, compost bins on all outdoor patios, and signs in every bathroom
announcing the use of rainwater to flush toilets. Investments in creativity arise in
everything from the curved red wall in the basement promoted for photo and film shoots
to rotating art exhibits in the entrance area. Moreover, two times a month local artists of
all genres perform in the main foyer of City Hall as part of the free noontime “Seattle
Presents” program (Seattle Office of Arts and Cultural Affairs 2009). In contrast to this
artistic flair stands the quiet and staid nature of the municipal archives on the third floor.
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In this area, wall-to-wall carpeting, soft lighting, small rooms, and locked doors are more
plentiful. This was the site of the historical and preserved city. Spending time on the top
floor of City Hall in the Mayor’s offices was surprisingly inviting. Telephones rang,
people conferred, and lists abounded in this area as people moved from cubicle to office
with ease. The mayor himself was visible. I had the opportunity to meet him, but the
conversation did not happen because his phone rang when I arrived so we just waved.
Despite the constant hum of activity, interviews in this setting were relaxed, reflective,
and revealing. I experienced overwhelming support for my research and people made it
clear that speaking with me was a valuable use of their time. This setting expressed the
ethos of the socially just city and the progressively engaged city. City Hall characterized
and cohered institutional narratives. It also represented a space within which I explored
and experienced the city in an embodied and personal manner.
Through participant observation, I established an enhanced knowledge of places.
The frequency of my visits, the extensive jottings about the minutiae, and the hours spent
in situ contributed to a sense of familiarity. For instance, within a few weeks of making
nearly daily trips to City Hall and Seattle’s municipal tower (the two primary buildings of
city government), I wrote in my field notes,
From Elliot Bay Books in Pioneer Square, I made my way back to City Hall,
which is oddly enough becoming a little home space for me – a place to go where
I know what bathrooms are single stall. I know where the water fountains are, and
I feel comfortable setting up my computer and working. Funny that this place that
probably feels totally intimidating to many has started to feel comfortable to me
(June 9th, 2009).
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I moved throughout the floors of City Hall and the municipal tower with relative ease and
settled into many micro-spaces to work, observe, and interview. While I found my
footing and negotiated pathways through city government, I simultaneously seemed to
become a recognizable figure within these places as well; guards at the entrances of City
Hall and the SMT would acknowledge me knowingly and comment “you here again?”
The visitor sign in sheets at certain city offices indicated that I was often the most
frequent and only visitor.
To engage with the daily flows of life in the city, I wandered streets and soaked in
local neighborhood landscapes. In particular, I spent a significant amount of time
downtown and in the area known as Southeast Seattle, an area in South Seattle described
in depth in Chapter Two (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Annotated Map of Seattle (Seattle City Clerk 2011).
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In brief, I elected to explore Southeast Seattle and conduct interviews with
residents and organizations there because the place is a concerted focus for the municipal
government. Extensive infrastructure changes, namely in the form of the new light rail
line and associated growth, and the possibilities and challenges of such development is a
notable preoccupation for many city officials. Moreover, Southeast Seattle is the most
racially and ethnically diverse area and among the poorest areas in the city. Given this
demographic context, examining how narratives of creativity, sustainability, and social
justice impact Southeast Seattle and resonate (or not) with local people was particularly
illuminating. My field notes draw attention to the marked differences between the halls of
government and this neighborhood context:
I wandered around the Othello light rail station taking pictures. The area is a very
single-family neighborhood kind of place. There are definitely a lot of gates and
bars on houses, which gives a sense of the safety issues. Sidewalks are
intermittent and everything feels a bit more worn-in. I stopped by to use this park
bathroom. It was a bit grungy, but worked well enough. Later, in the afternoon, I
found out that this park has been the site of all kinds of shootings, beatings, and
stabbings (September 30th, 2009).
Realizing that the park bathroom was rarely used for its original intended purpose made
me directly confront the confluence of poverty, racism, and actual and perceived violence
in Southeast Seattle.
More generally, spending time in Southeast Seattle heightened my senses, and
participant observation served as the conduit through which to record all the newness.
Another afternoon after walking through community centers, gardens, and neighborhoods
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in Southeast, I stopped by one of the local restaurants. My field notes from this day reveal
how participant observation both complicated and compelled my analysis.
I went to lunch in a Vietnamese restaurant right on MLK Street. It was small and
packed. I was definitely the only white person and the only one who didn’t speak
Vietnamese. Very little English floated around the room. Dancing celebrities
flitted across the TV so there was this kind of surreal atmosphere. While I was
eating, I started thinking about the ingredients in my lunch. Probably not organic
or free range or anything. To be so cheap it has to be cheap food. I felt the
clashing of my politics in that I want to support small ethnic businesses, but I also
care about my health and food quality. It’s almost like the social justice and
sustainability debates were working themselves out over my lunch! (October 8th,
2009).
The tight relationship between participant observation and my research foci continues
even now because each time I re-read my field notes I identify additional experiences and
recollections that deny any simplistic assessment. The performance of knowledge
production cycles on.
Dowler (2001: 158) suggests that “greater depth of understanding” and “the
ability to study behaviour in its natural setting” are two primary strengths of participant
observation. Although institutions, and places more generally, persistently evolve and
change, I found walking through neighborhoods and city buildings, attending meetings,
workshops, and trainings, and learning about the process of policy development deeply
informative exercises. Having the opportunity to literally be inside the spaces of
government and to absorb the characteristics of these places helps contextualize my
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understanding of institutional narratives. Spending time with people who command
different positional power within assorted institutions offered the opportunity to examine
how work processes and social relations interface in everyday contexts.
Participant observation is a hallmark of ethnographic methods. It played a crucial
role in my ethnography of the city because it facilitated noticing patterns, discerning
institutional narratives and their tacit and explicit impacts, identifying potential
interviewees, and wading into the heterogeneity of the city. Pages upon pages of
observations from watching and participating in spaces as diverse as the offices of the
SMT and City Hall, the streets of the downtown core, the bus rides to Southeast Seattle,
the neighborhood gardens, and the casual conversations and interviews accumulated over
time. Scores of minute details about Seattle shed light on the processes of place-making
and the meanings of the city. Collecting data via participant observation disrupts singular
interpretations, provides the opportunity to notice difference and to question tensions, and
offers a powerful lens for understanding and investigating the city. Although participant
observation elucidated the heterogeneity of the city, it was not the only method of data
collection for my ethnography of the city. Semi-structured interviews, which I turn to
next, provided significant depth to this research as well.

Semi-Structured Interviews
In-depth semi-structured interviews – interviews that rely upon a select number of
key questions and leave room for spontaneous developments in the conversation –
comprise a second research method in my ethnography (Anderson and Jack 1991; Rubin
and Rubin 2005). I employed a snowball sampling technique (Biernacki and Waldorf
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1981), which involves asking interviewees for ideas about other people who might be
willing to participate, to locate research participants within county and city government,
neighborhood businesses and organizations, and the broader community. In total, after
ten months of fieldwork, I conducted 53 interviews with 58 people aged 20s to 70s. Some
interviewees were born and raised Seattleites and others were relatively new to the city.
Similarly, some had made a career out of working in city or county government and
could share perspectives on different administrations whereas others found themselves
recently appointed. Many of the people employed in city and county government
positions during my fieldwork have since moved on. People’s affiliations at the time
parsed out in the following ways: 13 were a part of what I call the for-profit sector. The
majority of these people (9) were involved in some aspect of economic development; 16
were community members and/or a part of the not-for-profit sector. Of this group, the
interviewees worked in sustainability, housing, and social justice oriented organizations;
21 were City Council members and Seattle city government employees from 13
departments. Despite this range of departmental affiliations, interviewees thematically
represent interests in sustainability, the arts, economic development and neighborhoods,
and equity; and eight were employees in seven departments of King County government.
All of these respondents focus their work on equity and/or sustainability.
I interviewed a total of 33 women and 25 men. Twenty-five of the interviewees
identified as people of color. Even though I am committed to situating interviewees, I do
not share racial identities in this dissertation because of my concern about revealing
people’s personal identities. The interviews generally lasted about an hour, and I held all
but four interviews in person. Scheduling conflicts required these four interviews to be
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held on the phone. I did not record these interviews. I used a digital recorder for all other
interviews. The interview transcripts are nearly verbatim. I elected to edit out some
“ums” and “ahhs,” but maintained the fits and starts inherent in conversational speech.
Several interviewees asked to review their transcripts, to which I agreed, and
subsequently opted to bracket some of the conversation, meaning that the entire transcript
is not included in my archive. Providing people the opportunity to set the parameters for
how much of themselves they included in the project is critical, to my mind, for ethical
integrity (Weiss 1994; Dowling 2005).
I did several transcriptions myself, but with a blooming archive, interviewees who
wanted to review transcripts, and the desire to begin identifying prominent themes while
in Seattle, I felt compelled to hire a transcription service to transcribe the bulk of my
interviews. Once I completed my fieldwork, I listened to all the interview recordings to
proof the transcripts and to deepen my familiarity with major themes. Overall, the
interview transcripts comprise nearly 1,000 single-spaced pages. I coded and reviewed
the interviews thematically by hand. I followed inductive reasoning skills to highlight
evident themes and trends and to generate my analyses and arguments. I take seriously
my interview transcripts, which perhaps grants them too much authority. At the same
time, drawing upon interviews as relevant and useful data signals that I honor the stories
told, the policies described, and the visions proposed. These are all key avenues through
which narratives about the city emerge. The analysis of these institutional narratives of
place is my intellectual contribution.
Interviewees spoke in both official and unofficial capacities, so much so that
people occasionally commented, “Now I’m not speaking with my city hat on, but just as
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an individual” (July 15th, 2009, Anna, city employee). Given the fluid movement between
speaking voices and in an effort to maintain confidentiality, all the names used in this
dissertation are pseudonyms. Moreover, I share few identifying features as I believe this
information could unintentionally reveal my interviewees’ actual identities. I deeply
respect the work of the people I interviewed and the honest candor with which they spoke
so I strive to ensure that I do not compromise their positions or ability to continue in their
workplaces. This attention to confidentiality aligns with a more general statement
Kobayashi (2001) makes about the process of doing research. She notes, “social
processes such as racism and sexism are very complex, and sensitive interviewing
techniques are required to begin to probe the intentions, experiences, beliefs, yearnings
and contextual circumstances involved in the creation of raced and gendered human
beings” (Kobayashi 2001: 66). I share this sentiment about the careful balance needed
when inquiring about such powerful themes and the utter importance of maintaining trust
via confidentiality.
Mountz (2010: 89) indicates that states are made up of people and personalities.
Similarly, in my research, the city arises and materializes through people’s words and
actions. Semi-structured interviews add this attention and acknowledgement to my data
collection and analysis. Furthermore, governmental policies and decisions clearly do not
happen in an isolated vacuum. Semi-structured interviews highlight aspects of the
broader context. Finally, I could not have gathered such a significant amount of
information so quickly without interviews. In this sense, interviews were crucial to
conducting an ethnography of the city and to having more data than I can possibly
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include in one dissertation. To further round out my study, however, I also undertook
archival research, the method to which I now turn.

Archival Research
Roche (2005: 134) notes that archival research revolves around the examination
of primary sources, which can include, but is not limited to, “company records and
private papers… logbooks, minutes of meetings, as well as reports, plans, maps, and
photographs.” Roche (2005: 134-135) delineates the particular insights garnered through
archives when he writes, “As a repository of unique, single documents, created
contemporaneously with the events they discuss, the materials lodged in archival
repositories provide a particular window on the geography of earlier times.” The archives
add a textual depth to the observational and conversational aspects of my research design
and expanded my knowledge of historical developments.
My archival research centered upon reading documents at the City of Seattle
municipal archives located on the third floor of Seattle’s City Hall. At times, I traced a
particular theme, such as sustainability, through the archives and noted the diverse sites
through which this topic came to light and the various depictions of the issue catalogued
in the archives. In other instances, I searched files to learn more about a specific
organization in Seattle, such as the Community Coalition for Environmental Justice, and
to see how the group articulated platforms over time and what strategies for advocacy
were apparent in the archives. These targeted investigations shed light on the recorded
interactions between community groups and city offices and employees, which augments
interpretations of prominent institutional narratives and the work that they do. More
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generally, I read about developments in city planning, structures of governance,
community relations, and neighborhood revitalization programs (predominantly
referencing programs from the 1960s to the present) to inform my overall understanding
of contemporary Seattle and relevant historical antecedents.
Research in the archives prompted the creation of new interview questions and
shaped the direction of interviews as well. At the same time, specific legislation or local
controversies mentioned in interviews would send me back to the archives to learn more
about the larger context of and historical precedence for the bill or battle. Through this
recursive process, I found myself both following various leads and generating new ones
as I deepened my engagement with Seattle through the archives.
Given the contemporary nature of my research, however, the archives were not as
revealing as I originally anticipated. I thought that I could quickly find an overview of
contemporary issues through forays in the archives and that such a venue would be the
best place for extending my knowledge of Seattle. What I did not realize, however, was
the lag time associated with determining what gets archived, cataloguing such items, and
then offering them for public viewing. Thus, much of the discussion and debate around
social justice in the last five years, for example, had not made it into the archives by
2009. Similarly, many of the texts about sustainability are from the 1990s and early
2000s, which meant I could not gather as full a portrait as I desired. To counterbalance
this situation, I collected virtual and printed yearly departmental reports, policy
documents, press releases, and research briefs from city offices and local news sources to
supplement my personal textual archive and to fill in some gaps. I draw upon these
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assorted texts from both the municipal archive and my personal archive throughout my
dissertation.
Overall, discerning transformations in urban space, both physically and
conceptually, through the archives illustrates how ideas and places become endowed with
different meanings over time. These legacies highlight which concerns capture the city’s
attention at various moments (such as urban renewal efforts in Southeast Seattle) and
how priorities shift and change. Unpacking institutional narratives of place requires
attending to the ways in which representations of the city gain credibility and traction.
Sifting through archival files lends insight into such processes and offers ample material
for critical analysis. Accordingly, archival research marks the third method in this
ethnography of city.

Researcher Positionality
My intellectual engagement with Seattle and the Puget Sound region started in
2003 with an interest in the relatively prominent presence of mixed-race partnerships in
the area. About five percent of marriages nationally are mixed race, but over ten percent
of reported marriages in Tacoma and about nine percent of reported marriages in Seattle
are mixed race (US Bureau of Census 2000). In an effort to explore racial mixing in more
depth, for my master’s thesis I conducted research on the racial discourses and identity
performances of mixed-race households in Tacoma, WA, a blue-collar city south of
Seattle. Through this research, I developed a keen interest in personal and collective
identities and how these are mediated through, contested by, and affirmed in various
spaces of the everyday. Many interviewees in Tacoma outlined distinct contrasts between
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Seattle and Tacoma, differences that I too had noticed while living in Seattle and
conducting fieldwork in Tacoma. This piqued my interest in Seattle as a place ripe with
associations and purported attributes. Moreover, having spent significant time examining
personal identities I began to ponder identity and imagery on a broader scale, such as that
of the city. My dissertation research, therefore, builds upon this personal and intellectual
history and analyzes institutional narratives of place. If I had not had prior exposure to
Seattle and a pre-existing network of contacts, I might not have perceived the changes
afoot in the city, gained interest in the area, or been able to embark on this research.
My positionality informed both my master’s and doctoral fieldwork. Skelton
(2001: 89) states that positionality includes “things like our ‘race’ and gender…, but also
our class experiences, our levels of education, our sexuality, our age, our ableness,
whether we are a parent or not.” My identities as a well-educated, able-bodied, upper
middle-class white woman came to bear on all aspects of the research, from the way I felt
while spending time in various places (as my field notes make plain) to my success with
recruiting. Lance spoke directly to my positionality in our interview. He spontaneously
narrated why he agreed to the conversation:
You said Syracuse University. That means that you have got an Ivy League,
major league school behind you. And you are gonna go out into the world and you
are gonna do something. You are gonna make change, okay. Number two, you
have got guts. Right? You have got guts and a very light, very friendly, very
upper middle-class voice. There is guts in there. I mean you have got the audacity
to think that whatever you are doing is worth an hour of my time. That takes guts.
Most people are afraid to do that. … The world makes time for people with guts.
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That’s a little known secret. You are polite. You are friendly. Your telephone
voice transmits the message of someone with a kind heart (June 8th, 2009,
employee in the for-profit sector).
Lance’s comments echo Kobayashi’s (2001: 67) assertion that “To engage another
person,…, is to engage in a mutually constitutive exercise, by which we define one
another, albeit under conditions of inequality or, in some cases, dominance or
oppression.” In other words, Lance’s rationale for agreeing to the interview relied upon a
set of quick interpretations of me gleaned through a phone conversation. These
expectations constituted me in a particular manner. The interview itself further situated
each of us in relationship to one another, the topics at hand, and the research process.
Although Lance was the only individual to blatantly describe the impacts of my
positionality, it was always on my mind. I constantly wondered why people gave me
departmental drafts of policy proposals, contacted colleagues to broaden my network,
invited me to events, recommended places to explore, and offered their time for an
interview. When I expressed thanks, the common refrain sounded something like, “well, I
expect you to do good work. Your generation is going to make a difference so I want to
help you out.” The weight of such mandates felt both exhilarating and exhausting and
shaped my presentation of self (Goffman 1959).
I negotiated my personal biography and positionality in strategic ways throughout
the fieldwork. In interviews with people in perceived positions of power, for instance, I
catalyzed my educational affiliations and donned professional attire to legitimize my
presence in such arenas. For instance, in my field notes I wrote,
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I got kind of power-suit dressed up today for this afternoon’s interview. I totally
felt like people on the street regarded me differently because I was wearing nice
shoes and a snappy outfit (my feet totally paid for wearing the shoes though –
ouch!) (June 16th, 2009).
When attending a community meeting or joining a workshop at a community center, my
attire helped me blend in as I presented myself as a quiet and attentive listener, someone
who wanted to learn and was cognizant of limited experience in such venues.
The academic research process, from the writing of a proposal to the fits and
starts of fieldwork to the last words penned in a manuscript, is a series of performances
(see also Pratt 2000; Mountz 2007). The power relations in each research setting were
never wholly stable or clear cut. As Katz (1992: 496) recounts, ethnography “is also a
peculiar relationship – unequally initiated, situationally lopsided, spatially dislocated,
temporally isolated, extrinsic in purpose – it oozes with power.” Thinking critically about
my positionality keeps me cognizant of the dynamic power relations coursing through my
research. Clearly, from the way I was perceived to the identities I performed to the
translation of fieldwork into academic prose, my positionality mattered.

Rationale for and Challenges of this Research Design
Scholars pose and address research questions in countless ways. I crafted and
mobilized this ethnography of the city because I thought it was a productive and original
approach for directly experiencing the inner-workings of the city and for speaking with
people who comprise city government. I learned about the city from the inside out, not
only as a scale of governance, a unified body of government, or a bloated bureaucracy,
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but also as a heterogeneous and evolving entity. Status reports and numerical data sets
alone, while informative for other reasons, could not have offered insight into the ways in
which the city imagines and articulates itself and the associated policies and placemaking processes. Thus, I drew upon three established qualitative methods, within the
purview of this ethnography, to wade into institutional narratives of place circulating
throughout city government. The archives provided a necessary wider historical and
temporal context to contemporary conversations. Participant observation enabled me to
witness first hand how, for instance, neighborhood planning worked and departmental
training occurred. Semi-structured interviews offered opportunities to solicit a range of
perspectives on salient issues and to prompt conversations on specific topics. Finally, I
examined the data in an inductive manner. Through careful and repeated forays into my
transcripts, field notes, other assorted field materials, and relevant scholarly literature, I
identified prominent patterns and themes. These topics and tensions motivate the analyses
in the following chapters.
This dissertation draws upon three qualitative methods, but it is specifically an
ethnography because of the focus on processes and meanings. As I mentioned in the
introduction, the scope of an ethnography of the city is tremendous. I elected to locate
within several areas of municipal and county government, not-for-profit organizations,
and neighborhood settings. While this breadth might have resulted in a lack of depth as
my attention and efforts had a wider spread, I would not have been able to identify and
understand three institutional narratives of place and the associated implications if I had
not spent time in an array of contexts, excavated texts from the archives about
multifarious themes, and interviewed people with assorted affiliations.
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Yet, while this research design produced significant volumes of information, it
was also constrained. For instance, I was only able to interview volunteers who were
willing to share their time for free. My sample is, therefore, skewed and limited by the
contours of people’s personal persuasions. Qualitative methods are also incredibly timeconsuming, both for the researcher and the participants. Interviewees had to create space
and time in their schedule to meet with me – no small task for many bureaucrats – and I
spent hours each day traveling to and from interviews, talking with people, attending
events, wandering through neighborhoods, reading in the archives, reflecting upon the
day, and recruiting interviewees. A recurring theme throughout my field notes is one of
exhaustion and continuous work. Field notes reveal a certain cresting and falling as well
as I would be exceptionally jazzed and delighted by one interview and then deflated and
frustrated when someone else did not have time or the archives did not reveal more
information or public transit did not follow schedules.
This kind of research incurs substantial financial costs as well. Ethnographic
research such as mine requires living for an extended period of time in the research site.
Thus, I moved, established a temporary home in Seattle, and then dismantled everything
several months later. Conducting so many interviews and feeling the pressures of time
meant that I also personally took on the cost of interview transcription. This, too, marked
a notable financial burden, and my field notes mention how I started thinking about
interviews in terms of how much they would cost. Near the end of my fieldwork, I felt
this financial weight in pronounced terms.
Although fieldwork presented assorted costs and burdens, the ethnographic design
was appropriate for this project. Conducting an ethnography of the city draws attention to
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the many ways in which Seattle is known and defined as a place – evident in the
institutional narratives – and the assorted avenues through which place-making unfolds
across and within scales. In other words, ethnography disrupts any assumption of the city
as a coherent and singular space. Geertz (1973: 23) writes that “Ethnographic findings are
not privileged, just particular.” Given the specific focus of my research on institutional
narratives of place, it makes sense to foreground the particulars and to mobilize a
research design comprised of qualitative methods.
Acknowledging the specific scope of my analysis connects me with other scholars
who adopt a stance of critical reflexivity and readily accept that knowledge is incomplete
and contextual (Clifford 1986; Haraway 1991; Katz 1992; Rose 1997). As Mohammad
(2001: 103) explains, “All knowledges … are embedded, situated, specific and hence
partial.” There is no way to entirely cover all topics or to fully spell out each strand and
interconnected process. This awareness helps reduce the tendency to overdraw
interpretations or to pen seemingly definitive accounts. Put differently, this attention to
partial knowledge ensures a healthy skepticism of the singular stories proffered by the
city and an awareness of the need to unsettle reified renderings of place.
Qualitative methods underpin this ethnography of the city in myriad ways. Now
that I have discussed my research methods in detail and elaborated my articulation of this
ethnography of the city, I turn to historical accounts of Seattle to provide further context
for this study and to underscore some of the legacies for the three contemporary
institutional narratives of place examined in this dissertation.
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Chapter Two
Status, Economic Development, and Racism:
Historical Contexts of Contemporary Narratives
The most prominent origin story for Seattle begins with the landing of 24 white
settlers, mostly from the US mid-west, on Alki Point in what is now West Seattle in 1851
(Lyons 2004; Thrush 2007). Yet, as Thrush (2007: 20, 22) notes, indigenous people had
settled in the Seattle area for hundreds of years. Moreover, white people, propelled by
desires of conquest and empire, had previously visited the area, by some accounts as
early as 1792. British captain George Vancouver and US captain Robert Gray are two
well-known figures in the early explorations of Washington and what later became
known as Seattle. Still, 1851 marks the Eurocentric founding date in many official
narratives of the city’s origin. The city’s name purportedly honors Seeathl, the indigenous
leader linked to the famous ‘Chief Seattle’ speech and the 1850s treaty negotiations
between Territorial Governor Isaac Stevens and the Duwamish and Suquamish tribes, and
tacitly acknowledges the development of the city on native lands (Thrush 2007: 5; Native
American 2011).7
This brief origin story elucidates that places do not emerge out of thin air. They
have genealogies and legacies so themes that are pertinent today usually hold historical
relevance. Given the recursivity between current and historical processes, efforts to tease
out the meanings of contemporary interpretations of place require a foray into the past. In
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Although the common tale of Seattle’s expansion assumes the erasure of indigenous people in the process
of urbanization (Thrush 2007), this was not the case. Indeed, vibrant tribal reservations and native
communities currently flank the city; indigenous icons dot the landscape; native people live and work
throughout Seattle; and communities have intertwined to the extent that numerous mixed-race families call
this region home. Still, persistent racism and the thirst for intense resource extraction and development
have resulted in historical accounts that celebrate the taming of the wilderness (and indigenous people as a
presumed element of the natural environment) for urban growth (Klingle 2007; Thrush 2007).
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the context of my dissertation, my engagement with historical events (which in some
cases unfolded within the last decade) helps me identify and unpack the iterative
performances of the city. I could not fully ascertain why and how certain themes gain
credibility within Seattle without some attention to historical processes. Yet, the terrain of
history is vast so I chart a course that illuminates important precursors to contemporary
institutional narratives of place. Specifically, I argue that past trends in status seeking,
economic development, and racism operate as resources for and inspirations of current
narratives of creativity, sustainability, and social justice in Seattle. The persistence of
racism, status seeking, and economic development forms the focus of this chapter
because the repetition of these themes indicates how past events solidify patterns and
then serve as resources for current narratives of place.
This chapter unfolds in the following manner. I begin with an overview of various
historical attempts to gain widespread recognition and status as a city of note. I next
examine economic development in the city and the related image of place that threads
through economic processes. I follow this discussion with an exploration of racism since
the founding of the city. I close by highlighting the links between economic development,
racism, and status and the contemporary institutional narratives investigated in the
following chapters. Taken together, this ensemble provides a thematic springboard for
subsequent examinations of narratives of place and emerges as its own particularized
narrative of Seattle’s historical geography.
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Seeking Status
By the late 1800s, Seattle had gained national prominence as “a major
commercial centre … for those trekking north for the Yukon Gold Rush in 1897” (Lyons
2004: 3).8 This recognition was not enough, however. The quest for even greater
acknowledgement as a thriving city surged through Seattle. Thus, after the discovery of
gold in Alaska, city boosters in Seattle conceived of and executed the Alaska-YukonPacific (AYP) Exposition in the summer of 1909. Local Seattle historian Michael
Herschensohn (2009: 1) explains, “As Washington’s first world’s fair, the AYP put the
state on national and international maps while creating a sense of a risk taking place that
favors innovation.”
Innovation and risk taking certainly claimed center stage in this grandiose affair.
The AYP as an event focused on excessive consumption and largesse. For instance, huge
trees were felled just to show the size of their trunks. Figures (such as a life size elephant)
made out of pecans reminded visitors of California’s bounty. Pleasure boats created just
for the event provided views of Mt. Rainier. The new buildings for the University of
Washington campus (many of which were torn down after the fair)9 signaled the erudite
and learned populace while a Model T race from New York to Seattle tied areas of
commerce and represented technological prowess. Parades and displays of indigenous
people worked to cement perceptions of Seattle’s civilized state.
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This rapid urbanization on indigenous land reflects a pattern that historian Carl Abbott has noted
throughout western US cities. Abbott suggests that from the 1840-1880s western cities “consisted of the
laying of urban foundations in newly conquered regions” (as cited in Barraclough 2011: 6). From 1890 to
the 1940s, western cities “were consolidated and complex social institutions were established, transforming
boomtowns into full-fledged cities that were not all that different from their East Coast counterparts”
(Abbott as cited in Barraclough 2011: 6).
9
The brief presence of several buildings on the UW campus suggests that the AYP fair shared many
qualities with Russian Potemkin Villages. In both of these settings, facades and temporary structures were
crucial for promoting a particular image of place (McPhee 2008).
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Millions of people traveled to Seattle to participate in this spectacle (Duncan
2009; Huberman 2009; Zajac 2009). Henry, a current Seattle city employee, offers this
brief historical account.
When gold was found in Alaska, the leaders of this city decided, “Okay, we’re
going to put on a world’s fair.” [Laughter] “We’re going to commemorate the
tenth anniversary of the gold rush.” Well, they were a couple of years late doing
that. They were off a few years, but that was a pretty bold idea, and they did it,
and the Olmsted Brothers came and laid out the plans for both the [University of
Washington] campus and as well as our park system and major boulevards, and
3.7 million people came to visit Seattle. It’s just unbelievable, unbelievable (June
25th, 2009).
Henry marvels at the scope of the AYP fair and the national attention elicited by this
event. His comments indicate admiration for the people who planned and executed the
fair, “they did it,” and speak to the dramatic physical development citywide that
happened as a result of the fair. Having the well-known landscape architects, the Olmsted
Brothers, travel to Seattle to plan the campus, fairgrounds, and city boulevards set in
motion particular ideals about urban beauty and nature. Seattle joined the league of noteworthy cities, at least in popular association, when it put on this major national and
international event. In Henry’s view, the scope and success of the AYP is “unbelievable.”
The AYP represented a tremendous achievement in 1909. It also became fodder
for later status seeking enterprises in Seattle. In particular, in 1936 a group of city
boosters began a promotion campaign to help shed “the city’s frontier image and
elevat[e] it to the status of a major metropolis” (Lee 2007: 1) through discourses of
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cosmopolitanism. The ‘Cosmopolitan Seattle’ campaign worked to purportedly celebrate
and expose the cultural, racial, and ethnic diversity of the city through stories about
immigrants and people of color in the popular press and through detailing two major
events in Seattle, the Alaska Yukon Pacific Exposition in 1909 and the International
Potlatch festivals held between 1934 and 1942 (Lee 2007: 2). The process of excavating
past events to promote a contemporary vision of place is not unusual. Yet, Lee (2007: 2)
suggests that the exoticization of the ‘Cosmopolitan Seattle’ campaign “neither brought
substantive steps toward equality ... nor challenged boundaries regulating access to power
and civic status.” In fact, Lee (2007: 2) claims that the venture ultimately served “white
elites’ pursuit of urban prestige and commercial advantage.” The allure of status has
many consequences.
Several decades later, the desire for commercial advantage and continued
recognition as a notable city attained prominence once again. Whereas in the 1930s the
campaign emphasized a cosmopolitan Seattle, in the 1990s the call was for credit as a
world-class city. Sebastian, a city employee, recounts this period: “I hated the mid-to-late
‘90s in Seattle because what we kept hearing over and over again was, ‘We need to be a
world-class city.’ There was this big chip on its shoulder from our leadership. ‘We need
to be a world-class city, world-class city’” (June 9th, 2009). One of the primary outcomes
of this drive for world-class status was the fraught decision to host the 1999 World Trade
Organization (WTO) ministerial meetings. Sebastian continues, “The leadership
definitely brought the WTO here as, ‘We are the world-class city.’ It was kind of like the
World’s Fair. ‘Come here. We are the city of the future’” (June 9th, 2009, emphasis in the
original).
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Yet, hosting the WTO ministerial meetings in an effort to prove world-class status
and to positively elevate Seattle’s image did not unfold as city officials and business
leaders intended. On the contrary, from November 29th to December 5th, 1999 Seattle
commanded international attention as members of the Seattle Police Department (SPD)
clashed with anti-globalization protesters opposing the WTO meetings. The
confrontations between the SPD and the estimated 40-60,000 protesters (Wainwright et
al. 2000; Herbert 2007) resulted in the use of tear gas and rubber bullets, widespread
arrests, vandalism, imposed curfews and no protest zones, the calling in of the National
Guard, and the declaration of a state of emergency for the city (Herbert 2007; WTO
History Project 2011). These events also prompted the resignation of Seattle Police Chief
Norm Stamper on December 6th, 1999. The ‘Battle of Seattle’ – “a major international
event” (Herbert 2007: 601) – helped spark the vibrant anti-globalization movement
because “[a]fter Seattle, free trade, globalization, and neoliberalism [we]re unmasked as
social and political projects with decisive agendas, masquerading as economic
inevitabilities” (Wainwright et al. 2000: 2; see also Burgmann 2005). The days of clashes
left Seattle as “a vivid demonstration of what not to do” (Compton et al. 2000: 16,
emphasis in the original) when thousands of protesters fill city streets.
The conflicts between the SPD and the protesters “shook public confidence in the
city’s ability to maintain order and protect the rights to speak and assemble, injured the
city and its reputation, and resulted in property damage, loss of business, civil rights
violations, and lawsuits” (Compton et al. 2000: 3) as well. Many panels and review
boards carefully assessed why and how such a debacle unfolded in Seattle (Burgess et al.
2000; Citizen’s Panel 2000a; Citizen’s Panel 2000b; Compton et al. 2000; Kelsey et al.
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2000; McCarthy et al. 2000; Seattle Police Department 2000). The planning and
organization of the meeting along with weak oversight and leadership emerged as
primary sites of critique. Compton et al. (2000: 6) explain, “the process of inviting the
WTO was haphazard and careless, and relied too heavily on non-government groups to
negotiate decisions of vital interest to the city.” Similarly, a citizen’s panel found a lack
of careful attention to possible costs, which ultimately left the city government footing a
$9 million surplus bill (Compton et al. 2000: 3). The panel also indicated that the hype
around promoting Seattle overshadowed good fiscal decision-making. They explain,
“Whether because all the effort was focused on promoting the city as the conference
location, or because officials believed that Seattle’s odds of being selected as host were
small, there is no record of any city official expressing concern or interest about the
potential costs to the city” (Citizen’s Panel 2000b: 5).
Critiques of the push for world-class city status surfaced in reports as well. For
example, according to the accountability committee:
On January 25, 1999 Mayor Paul Schell announced that the White House had
chosen Seattle to be the site of the World Trade Organization (WTO) Ministerial
Conference. Holding the conference in Seattle was portrayed as a coup that would
bring millions of dollars in revenues to local business owners. More importantly,
hosting the WTO Ministerial Conference would solidify Seattle’s reputation as a
“world class” city and place us at the hub of international trade. Unfortunately,
none of the publicly stated benefits would come to pass, as the WTO Conference
became one of the most disruptive events in Seattle’s history (Kelsey et al. 2000:
3).
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Perhaps more candidly, Moody (2003: 3) states, “What had been envisioned as yet
another showcase for Seattle as an emerging world-class city had turned into an epic
disaster. The WTO convention was all but shut down, and Seattle was being exposed to
the world as an overreaching dunce.”
Ultimately, the evaluators and panels concluded, “The city must put in place
policies, ordinances, and work plans that assure the disorders of the WTO never occur
again, and that ensure no one fears their rights will be abridged in Seattle” (Compton et
al. 2000: 16). The gravity of this statement and the attention to strategic policy
development in the wake of the WTO protests illustrates that “policy represents as much
a mirror of the past as it does a guide for the future” (Mountz 2010: 75). The WTO
protests, therefore, emerge as a powerful rupture in the quest for world-class status and
the desire to pitch Seattle as a city of significance regardless of the cost. Assumptions
about Seattle as a place retooled across scales as previous perceptions of Seattle crumbled
under the weight of martial law and violent clampdowns on free speech.
The recalibration caused by the WTO protests forced an awareness of other
salient issues within the city and prompted the creation of new institutional narratives of
place. Indeed, in the last twelve years, from the unveiling of two new city brands to the
advent of first-in-the-nation policy initiatives (such as the Race and Social Justice
Initiative that I examine in Chapter Five), Seattle has strived to become known for
something else. While the topical foci and process for attaining status have changed, the
impulse to achieve recognition remains.
The current strategies for securing status are less overt than the AYP, the
Cosmopolitan Seattle campaign, and hosting the WTO meetings, but generating
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narratives of place based on progressive politics speaks to the desire for credit as a
frontrunner in urban change. Tracing the threads of status seeking over time reveals that
the drive for recognition and prestige as a noteworthy city has a long temporal reach
within Seattle. Indeed, these historical patterns call attention to the trend of status seeking
and help make sense of contemporary iterations of such pursuits. In short, historical
antecedents contour and contextualize contemporary narratives of place. They also serve
as resources for the claims made about associations between Seattle and innovation, as
the next section demonstrates.

Economic Development and Developing an Economic Image
The notable achievements of certain companies within Seattle have produced
particular associations with place, linkages that the city at times enjoys and at times
minimizes. Historic affiliations between Seattle and certain companies and the
implications of such ties shape current institutional narratives of place. Specifically, the
narratives of creativity, sustainability, and social justice all work to pull the focus away
from singular connections between Seattle and individual companies and to draw
attention to laudable progressive ideals. At the same time, the desire to promote Seattle’s
robust economy paradoxically returns conversations to individual companies and their
achievements.
The ties between Seattle and certain corporations, such as Boeing, Microsoft,
Amazon, and Starbucks, is not surprising given the monumental economic success of
these companies. Henry, who works in the arts, speaks of these companies as he reflects
upon Seattle’s economic history. He mentions,
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As our [former] mayor says, “This is a city that launched the jet age, and where
the idea that there should be a computer on every desktop was born, and where
somebody figured out how to charge $3.00 for a cup of coffee.” [Laughter] Retail
service, I mean you look at Seattle’s role as an innovator in retail, I mean
everything from Nordstrom to Costco (June 25th, 2009, city employee).
As Henry suggests, the narrative of entrepreneurialism runs deep in Seattle. An array of
businesses in several different economic sectors have started in Seattle and secured
success nationally and internationally. According to such renderings of economic
development, this is a place that prospers.
Lance speaks to this profitable history and outlines the associated class
dimensions of the city. He explains,
Seattle is a rich town. It’s got some of the largest corporations in the world here –
some of the richest families in the world here. … Seattle can afford. I mean it – I
mean, do you see any ghettos here? Do you see any slums? I mean, you have got
to run a long time around here to find any poor, P-O-O-R, neighborhoods. Seattle
is a very wealthy town (June 8th, 2011, employee in the for-profit sector).
Lance works in economic development so he is well-attuned to the wealth distribution
and overall class status of the city. He recognizes, and in the interview veritably reveled
in, the amount of wealth in Seattle. Lance outlined his primary tip for building wealth,
stating, “it’s better to make a whole, whole, whole, whole, whole, whole, whole, whole
lot in a very, very, very, very short amount of time than to take a whole, whole, whole lot
of time to make a very, very few, like, $7 an hour.” This comment makes sense in a
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context where many people have made tremendous amounts of money in short periods of
time. In other places, such a strategy for wealth accumulation would not be possible.
While Lance implicitly links economic success in Seattle with industries that reap
significant returns, Lyons (2005) explains that many of these businesses took off largely
because of touted ties between products and place imagery. For example, in the case of
Starbucks,
Associations between the city and specialty coffee were in an important sense the
result of strategic embellishment on the part of Starbucks and its counterparts, in
that the attempt to fix a perennially global commodity such as coffee to a singular
(but multiple signifying) location required a series of carefully circumscribed
narratives of “origin” (Lyons 2005: 15).
Put differently, the status enjoyed by Seattle in the geographic imaginary offers
businesses valuable marketing opportunities. Given the close association between product
promotion and economic development more generally, it is not surprising that Seattle
created its first Chamber of Commerce in 1882 (Lee 2007: 3). This organization has been
busy promoting commerce and the city image ever since.
While the prominence of aerospace, high tech, biotech, and specialty food
companies encourage the current perception of Seattle as a booming economic
powerhouse, they also contribute to a sense of Seattle as a company town, a place subject
to the economic successes and downfalls of certain economic sectors and labor
concerns.10 For example, when Boeing went through a bust period in the late 1960s and
early 1970s, two local realtors put up a billboard stating, “Will the last person leaving
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For instance, Seattle gained national recognition ten years after the AYP event because “in February
1919 the city became the first in the nation to declare a general strike, eventually lasting five days” (Lyons
2004: 4).
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Seattle turn out the lights?” (Lyons 2004).11 This sign reflected the tight relationship –
and company town associations – between Boeing and Seattle’s general viability.
Similarly, Miranda remarks, “I think the perception is still there that big business can run
Seattle. … ‘If we lose Boeing, the whole thing will go to hell. Microsoft calls the shots’”
(September 17th, 2009, not-for-profit employee). Brian, who works for King County,
references such affiliations when he says, “I think that when you talk about Seattle, you
also can’t help but talk about certain industries like Microsoft” (September 3rd, 2009).
Even though there is economic diversification within the city, associations with Seattle
still commonly focus on individual companies or economic sectors. Concern about being
known as a company town underpins much of the desire for status and recognition in
other spheres, as illustrated by current institutional narratives of place.
Despite ongoing hesitations about having a company town identity, in 2001, after
“technology money … was flooding through Seattle, dramatically changing its urban and
suburban landscape and the expectations and values of its citizenry” (Moody 2003: 200),
the Seattle Convention and Visitors Bureau (SCVB) purposefully aligned Seattle with the
high tech world. They rolled out a new city tagline – comprised of a stylized eye, the @
symbol, and a capital L, which phonetically represented “See-at-L” – with the hope of
literally capitalizing on the groundswell of tech companies and the innovation, creativity,
and success attributed to this sector.12 See@L, just like the tech bubble, burst because it
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There is a certain sense of fortitude that accompanies Seattleites as they describe surviving the ups and
downs of the economy. Sierra, for example, explains, “We’ll have many booms and busts. [Laughter] But
we’re still here” (July 16th, 2009, city employee).
12
See@L marked the next chapter in a long history of city brands. In 1869, a pair of real-estate agents
dubbed Seattle the “Queen City of the Pacific Northwest,” thereby coining the first largely agreed upon
nickname for the city (Seattle Becomes 2011). This name stuck around for awhile, although Gateway to
Alaska, a livable city, and others briefly held favor over the subsequent 100 years. Jet City gained
prominence during the 1950s and 1960s and paid homage to the powerful presence of Boeing. The
nicknames of Jet City and Queen City were not intended necessarily to generate interest in Seattle or to
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was hard to say, and it did not translate well to other industries. Wes, who works in
economic development, outlines the challenges affiliated with See@L. He notes,
It was tied to the tech world, and the boom of the mid and late ‘90s, which really
had subsided, I think, in Seattle. Second, I’m not sure that it really ever
encapsulated the visitor experience as well as it could. It more – I think it
addressed better the business and innovation side. And then thirdly, I think just,
we just needed something that could be communicated better. It’s hard to even
say, See@L (June 10th, 2009, employee in the for-profit sector).
The limited interpretation of place afforded by this brand re-instilled fear of a lingering
company town mentality and image. Such appraisals frequently correspond to anxiety
about provincialism and help perpetuate the contradictory performances of economic
images of Seattle.
The conflicting pulls of Seattle as a company town and a city strongly associated
with the success of specific companies has shaped the economic image of the city for
many decades. This tension around an economic image feeds into and contextualizes
contemporary narratives of place and resonates with efforts to be known for other
attributes. In particular, narratives of creativity translate across economic sectors and
draw attention to themes of innovation and entrepreneurialism. This focus offers space
for highlighting the success of individual companies in terms other than company town
and provides fodder for contemporary narratives of place. As a result, Seattle’s economic
landscape achieves, at least in name, a noticeable vibrancy. Developing an economic
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
serve as city brands. Even though they highlighted particular facets of the city, local boosters did not
actively promote them. In 1981, SCVB held a contest for a new city slogan. Emerald City won, and this
brand stuck until 2001 when the dot.com boom ushered in See@L.
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image rides tandem with endeavors to secure status. These processes clearly carry class
implications. They are also shaped by racism, as the next section elucidates.

Racializing the City: Racism and Segregation
Racism has accompanied the development of Seattle since the city’s Eurocentric
founding in 1851 (Sale 1976). As Taylor (1994: 23) explains, during the nineteenth
century the Pacific Northwest was “described by land promoters and politicians as ‘the
white man’s country’.” As evidence of such claims, the 1850s treaties with native people
in the Puget Sound explicitly focused on removing native people from ancestral lands,
creating reservations near blossoming industries (since many relied upon the labor of
native people), and lumping together into tribes various groups of people who did not
necessarily view themselves as collectives (Klingle 2007: 35-36). Expulsion from
traditional lands and resettlement to reservations prompted warfare between whites and
Indians in 1855 and 1856 (Klingle 2007: 36-37). Over time, the white leaders in Seattle
“began to see Indians as the true impostors and as an unwanted presence in the city”
(Klingle 2007: 38). This led to the creation of restrictive town ordinances in 1866, which
formally contained the living spaces of native people, and increased disparities between
groups (Klingle 2007: 39).
Native people were not the only recipients of discriminatory actions in Seattle.
For example, in 1886 local mobs chased Chinese individuals, primarily former laborers
on the railroads, out of town and forced them onto boats departing from Seattle (Nelson
1977: 147-148). This action followed the passage at the federal level of the Chinese
Exclusion Act in 1882 (Ueda 1994: 169). In 1907, the federal government passed the
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Gentlemen’s Agreement with the Japanese government, thereby initiating a policy that
shrank the emigration of Japanese laborers to the US (ibid). The tides turned against
Japanese inhabitants in Seattle in a profound manner with the advent of World War II.
The resultant internment in 1942 of nearly 6,000 individuals from Seattle and over
110,000 Japanese individuals from the US west coast (Nelson et al. 2009) signified, in
the words of Nelson (1977: 149), the “largest single act of racism in American history.”
Although some Japanese residents eventually migrated back to Seattle after the war, the
community stayed relatively small until the late 1900s. Findlay (1997: 47) sums up the
situation accordingly:
Whites in the Pacific Northwest have … coerced Indians onto reservations and
away from economic opportunities; lobbied the federal government to restrict or
halt Asian-American immigration; pressured Chinese immigrants to leave,
sometimes violently; prevented Japanese immigrants from owning land; and
supported both the internment of people of Japanese descent during World War
Two and their continued exile from the region after the war.
The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)
founded its Seattle branch in 1913 (Griffey 2011) and remains one of the most prominent
civil rights groups in the city. Historically, the NAACP frequently organized around
employment issues because of rampant employment discrimination. For instance, it was
only after three years of struggle and activism, from 1939-1942, that African-Americans
secured employment opportunities at Boeing (Miner 2006). Such examples of racism in
Seattle employment prompted Nelson (1977: 172, emphasis in the original) to suggest
that “[m]inorities must sell themselves, [to] prove themselves to be permanently viable in
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the marketplace if they wish to remain in Seattle.” Nelson’s comment indicates that
people of color often find legitimacy and stability in a place when they are economically
useful – as in the case of the native reservations being set up right next to Seattle
industries – and when their labor is applied to the services of the ruling, usually white,
elite. Indeed, the acceptance of certain bodies often corresponds to economic growth and
codes space accordingly (Sibley 1995).
Residential segregation regulates spaces and carries a long history in Seattle as
well. For instance, racial covenants, restrictive agreements that limit who can own, rent,
or generally occupy a property in certain neighborhoods, truncated living options so most
people of color in Seattle concentrated in the Central and International Districts just south
of downtown. Examples of such covenants include this one from the North Seattle
neighborhoods of Ballard and Sunset Hills: “No part of said property hereby conveyed
shall ever be used or occupied by any Hebrew or by any person of the Ethiopian, Malay
or any Asiatic Race” (Segregated Seattle 2011). Another covenant from the North Seattle
neighborhood of Queen Anne states, “No person or persons of Asiatic, African or Negro
blood, lineage, or extraction shall be permitted to occupy a portion of said property”
(ibid). Even though the US Supreme Court “deemed racial restrictive covenants
unenforceable in 1948” (Silva 2009), strategies of exclusion persisted for several more
decades and further entrenched neighborhood scale concentrations of communities of
color.
In 1964, Seattle voters struck down a proposal that would have “made housing
discrimination illegal” (de Jesus 2007). The federal Fair Housing Act in 1968 eventually
forced the city to change, at least legally, its housing strategies. Still, Seattle residents in
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the 1960s actively enforced racial restrictions that were written into property deeds
throughout the city. As a result, by 1970 two census tracts in the city were more than 90
percent black. Blacks comprised the majority in only another six tracts, all of which were
located south of downtown in the Central District (Veninga 2009: 109-110). It was not
until 2006 that Washington state passed legislation to assist in the elimination of racial
restrictions in property deeds (de Jesus 2007; Segregated Seattle 2011).
I created a choropleth map to show the residues of such segregation and to
indicate changes in concentrations of people of color from 1980 to 2000 (see Figure 2).13
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Figure 2: Concentrations of People of Color in Seattle, 1980 and 2000 (Houston 2007).
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According to the 2010 US Census, the city of Seattle in aggregate has a total population of 608, 660.
Within this group, 69.5 percent of the people self-identified as white, 13.8 percent as Asian, 7.9 percent as
black or African American, 6.6 percent as Hispanic, 2.4 percent as some other race, .8 percent as American
Indian or Alaska Native, and .4 percent as Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (US Bureau of Census
2010). 5.1 percent of respondents identified as being two or more races (US Bureau of Census 2010),
which is virtually the same rate as the 2000 Census report for mixed-race individuals (Davila 2005: 2).
Seattle is a predominantly white city. As Derek says, “We like that there’s diversity in the community, and
there’s not too much” (June 12th, 2009, city employee).
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The map for 1980 shows explicit racial segregation with North Seattle being almost
entirely white. A dividing line just north of downtown marks the transition to higher
concentrations of people of color in the southern half of the city. The 2000 map shows
new concentrations of people of color on the northern edges of Seattle and a decrease of
people of color in the Central District.14 While there are some obvious changes, the
overarching picture is one of ongoing separation at the Census tract scale.
Neighborhood maps confirm the persistence of residential segregation. The
precise location of neighborhood boundaries depends a bit on perception and does not
necessarily follow Census tract designations. Thus, in 2004, the city government created
53 Community Reporting Areas (CRAs), based on Census tracts, as a way to standardize
and streamline demographic data for Seattle neighborhoods (City of Seattle 2011c) (see
Figure 3).
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I defined people of color as an aggregate group of individuals who self-identified in the Census with a
race other than white. The 1980 census included Hispanic as a race, whereas the 2000 census separated out
Hispanic as an ethnicity. In an effort to accurately reflect changing notions of who counts as a person of
color, I included Hispanics in the tally of people of color per tract in 1980, but not in 2000.
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Figure 3: Community Reporting Areas (CRAs) for Seattle (City of Seattle 2005).
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In 2000,15 the CRAs with the highest percentage of whites, 94.8 percent and 90.9
percent respectively, were Madison Park and Sunset Hill/Loyal Heights. The percentages
of blacks in these CRAs were 1.1 in Madison and 1.0 in Sunset Hill. Both of these CRAs
are north of downtown, and tellingly Sunset Hill had pronounced racial covenants until
relatively recently (Segregated Seattle 2011). In contrast, the areas with the highest
concentrations of blacks are Rainier Beach with 31.4 percent and the nearby Columbia
City with 29.2 percent. The proportion of whites in these areas is 27.4 percent in Rainier
Beach and 25.1 percent in Columbia City. These two CRAs are in the Rainier Valley,
also known as Southeast Seattle. Asians are concentrated in Beacon Hill and adjacent
South Beacon/New Holly, with 58.2 and 52 percent respectively. Whites in Beacon Hill
measure 19.6 percent and in South Beacon/New Holly 12 percent, the lowest
concentration of whites in any CRA. More generally, data for the CRAs in North Seattle
indicate that only 1-2 percent of the population identifies as black and the overwhelming
majority identifies as white (City of Seattle 2006a; see also Veninga 2009).
Segregation is not only apparent within residential patterns in the city. The
educational system also struggles with clear disparities. After years of protests, boycotts,
and other direct action, an attempt to resolve educational segregation generated the
Seattle Plan, a school integration framework, in 1977 (Clark 2005; Veninga 2009: 109;
Morrill et al. 2011b). The mandatory bussing and general attempts at integration did not
elicit widespread support so the plan was rolled back in the late 1980s (Veninga 2009).
By 1996, “the district abandoned mandatory assignments for the purpose of racial
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As of July 25th, 2011, the 2010 Census numbers for the CRAs had not been made publically available.
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desegregation altogether” (Veninga 2009: 109) and an era of controlled-choice for
schooling began. This approach included limited consideration of race in admissions.
In 2007, some white parents sued because of the plan and “the Supreme Court
ruled that Seattle schools’ limited use of race in deciding school assignments was
unconstitutional” (Morrill et al. 2011b: 136). Debates about schools and the divergent
educational expectations and experiences in South Seattle and North Seattle schools
continue apace. Miranda, who works in the equity field, reflects upon this current
situation:
I would also love to see the Seattle school district evolve so that every elementary
school, and every middle school, and every high school has similar resources. I
mean you can have your specialty areas, but it’s insane to have north end schools
so different from south end schools … and how much has to revolve around a
PTA and little soccer moms raising money for schools to get stuff where if there
aren’t any soccer moms that school doesn’t have crap. It’s just ridiculous
(September 17th, 2009, employee in the not-for-profit sector).
The differences between schools mirror many demographic trends wherein the whiter and
wealthier neighborhoods in North Seattle have more resourced schools than the poorer
and more racially diverse neighborhoods in South Seattle.16
During our interview, Sierra, who is involved in social justice efforts, mentions
the fraught history of school integration in Seattle. She then comments,
We’re a very white city. We’re a very middle class and upwardly mobile middle
class and upper class city. We’re a very educated city. We’re a very beautiful city.
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
16

Another layer in the racial geographies of schooling in Seattle is that only about 40 percent of the
children currently in the public school system identify as white (Morrill et al. 2011b: 141). In contrast, over
60 percent of the children in Seattle private schools identify as white (ibid).
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We’re a highly racialized city, no matter what people will tell you (July 16th,
2009, city employee).
Sierra emphasizes the racialization of Seattle in her description of the city. Aesthetics,
socioeconomic class status, and educational attainment also arise as important features in
her portrayal of place, but racialization is central. Her comments confirm the impacts of
whiteness and the ongoing impacts of racism.
Lance also speaks of the interweaving of race and class when he poses and
answers the question, “who are the people of color that stay here? Usually, upwardly
mobile, middle class people that speak big time Caucasian … and have relatively good
rapport interracially” (June 8th, 2009, employee in the for-profit sector). Lance’s
reference to speaking “big time Caucasian” makes it clear that whiteness frames social
power, social codes, and social relations in the city. He points to the close ties between
race and class and implies who generally succeeds in the city and who does not. The
people of color from lower socio-economic backgrounds who do not speak “Caucasian”
are omitted from such portrayals of place. The perspectives of Lance and Sierra matched
with the textual accounts of discrimination in Seattle stress the centrality of racism and
racialization throughout the city’s existence.
Sketching patterns of racism and its spatial materialization is important because
such trends contextualize contemporary situations in Seattle. In particular, the reality of
years of segregation prompted the development of the Race and Social Justice Initiative
(RSJI), analyzed in Chapter Five. In other words, the many impacts of racism provoked
and offered a rationale for the development of a city initiative with an explicit focus on
institutional racism. This marked the genesis of the related institutional narrative of place.
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Conclusions
Geneva, a city employee involved with equity work, describes Seattle in the
following manner. She suggests, “we’re the portal to Asia, but we’re also the Microsoft
capital of the world. So, it’s a creative haven. It’s gorgeous. And there are enough people
of color to make it interesting” (June 9th, 2009). This comment encapsulates the central
themes examined in this chapter. For instance, Geneva depicts Seattle as the portal to
Asia, a position that indicates some status, and as “the Microsoft capital of the world,”
another affiliation that conveys status. This portrayal both situates Seattle within a global
framework and represents the tension between economic success and being a city defined
by one company or corporation. Geneva mentions creativity, analyzed in depth in
Chapter Three, and extols the beauty of the Seattle landscape and surroundings, discussed
in reference to sustainability in Chapter Four. She closes on an ironic note as she states
that just “enough people of color” reside in Seattle to “make it interesting.” A tacit nod to
racism and racialization accompanies this assessment of the city. Geneva’s observations
indicate that city status, economic image, and racialization remain central features of
Seattle.
Racism and segregation, economic development, and status are three prominent
threads in Seattle’s history. These processes overlap and entangle. Importantly, they also
collectively serve as resources for contemporary narratives of place by lending
legitimacy, inspiration, and gravity to claims to place. The history of Seattle described
here contextualizes my ethnography of the city because it highlights legacies and residues
and pierces easy assessments of current events. Not only does this exploration of status,
economics, and racism emphasize assets called into service in performances of place, but
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also this examination sheds light on how narratives of place can both embody progressive
ideals and reinscribe exclusions. Indeed, historical precedents shape the context upon
which and through which Seattle as a place gains legibility. Past racialized and classed
inequities persist, albeit in a different form, as my analysis of institutional narratives
demonstrates.
Speaking of institutional narratives, when the city of Seattle no longer chased the
specter of world-class status after the WTO fiasco, it could focus on a new image.
Accordingly, in the next chapter, I investigate the rise of urban entrepreneurialism and
the incorporation of the creative class in economic development as Seattle positioned
itself as a creative city and brought forth a new institutional narrative of place.
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Chapter Three
Masking Inequities, Promoting Growth:
Urban Entrepreneurialism and the Creative Class in Seattle
In Seattle, we like to think we’re quirky, different, original, inventive. From
tattoos to grunge rock to coffee culture, we’re a trendsetting city. Once we
exported lumber and jet planes; now we export ideas, content, and intellectual
property. We’ve gone from a working-class port to a haven for the so-called
“creative class” (Berger 2009).
Berger’s description of Seattle as now a haven for the ‘creative class’ rather than a
working-class port indicates that economic changes and developments continue to shape
representations of and affiliations with place. His comments also insinuate that there is
status associated with exporting ideas. Indeed, the underlying message is that Seattle is an
educated and innovative city. As such, it is a haven for the ‘creative class,’ the group of
people promoted by Richard Florida (2002a) as the catalysts for transforming places into
vibrant, prosperous, and dynamic spaces.
This chapter examines how the creative class template informs two contemporary
economic development proposals in Seattle, a cultural district designation and a retail
corridor revitalization plan.17 I argue that economic development plans rooted in
assumptions of the creative class mask placed-based specificities and deepen racialized
and classed inequities. These examples illustrate how the institutional narrative of
creativity takes shape through the blanket application of economic development
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Richard Florida lists Seattle city government as a client (Florida 2011), but searches in public records
and on the web did not reveal the extent of this connection. I, therefore, do not know how much, if at all,
the two economic development plans studied in this chapter directly draw upon Florida’s
recommendations.
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approaches that have as unstated outcomes displacement and exclusion. As such, the
creative class abstraction and associated policies powerfully influence place (see also
Krueger and Buckingham 2009). My ethnography of the city probes the creative class
concept in Seattle as a way of thinking through the material consequences of urban
entrepreneurialism and elucidating how the ideals of city government dovetail with the
production of inequity.
I extend the scholarly literature of urban entrepreneurialism and its implications
by highlighting on the ground impacts of entrepreneurial strategies and querying the
translation of alluring abstractions into local policy plans, topics that are frequently
overlooked. As Wood (1998: 121-122) contends, scholars of urban entrepreneurialism do
not readily examine what transformations unfold through entrepreneurialism, and the
literature overemphasizes class inequalities at the expense of a broader inquiry into
inequity. I directly respond to such concerns through my attention to the racialized and
classed inequities encouraged by economic development informed by the creative class.
Moreover, my reliance on ethnographic data helps me draw out the fine-grain influences
of broader policy proposals.
I proceed here in the following manner. I first examine the development of urban
entrepreneurialism and situate Florida’s (2002a; 2002b; 2005; 2008) creative class within
this trajectory. I next elaborate upon Florida’s articulation of the creative class and
outline some pressing critiques of the model. A discussion of creativity in Seattle helps
set the stage for the empirical examples. Accordingly, I then explore the translation of the
creative class abstraction into the proposed City Council plans to create a cultural district
designation in Seattle. Highlighting the possible gentrification, which Lees et al. (2008:
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3) characterize as “an economic, cultural, political, social, and institutional phenomenon”
that results in “the transformation of a working-class or vacant area of the central city
into middle-class residential and/or commercial use” (Lees et al. 2008: xv), prompted by
such a proposal underscores how the promise of the creative class contributes to
inequities. As a second example, I study a proposed retail corridor revitalization plan for
Southeast Seattle and focus on the commodification of diversity underpinning this
proposition. I close by briefly revisiting core themes in the institutional narrative of the
creative city.
While this chapter critically explores the assimilation of the creative class into
economic development approaches in Seattle, I want to emphasize that I offer this
examination neither to negate the need for material improvements in neighborhoods nor
to deny the crucial roles played by various people within the urban fabric. I am, however,
critiquing the ways in which certain creative actors become incorporated into neoliberal
economic development plans that spur urban entrepreneurialism while extending
inequities and obscuring place particularities. The knowledge of place conveyed by this
approach to economic development extends from a powerful set of assumptions about
what and who carries value in a city. My analysis of the institutional narrative of
creativity and its implications, therefore, advances my overarching argument about
narratives accentuating the ideals of city government and cloaking exclusions in direct
ways. For instance, the stated intention behind policies and programs rooted in creativity
is to revitalize and enhance neighborhood infrastructure and services in Seattle. Yet, in
practice, these proposed economic plans help commodify diversity and facilitate class
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stratification. Thus, the institutional narrative of creativity reproduces the contradictions
embedded within ideals and inequities.

Entrepreneurialism and the Creative Class
The urban entrepreneurial literature focuses largely on urban governance and
urban change (Roberts and Schein 1993; Hall and Hubbard 1996; Hubbard and Hall
1998; Jessop and Sum 2000; Pow 2002; Prytherch 2002; While et al. 2004) and
elaborates upon the work of either David Harvey (1989) or Bob Jessop (1998) and Jessop
and Sum’s (2000) interpretations of the topic. Harvey (1989: 5) suggests that the shift
“from a Fordist-Keynesian regime of capital accumulation to a regime of ‘flexible
accumulation’” in the 1970s initiated the focus on urban entrepreneurialism. According to
Harvey (1989: 7), as this style of governance gained traction, three foundational attributes
emerged, namely: 1) public/private partnerships; 2) speculative transactions in said
partnerships; and 3) the political economy of place. Harvey (1989: 8-10) contends that
there are four main pathways to realizing urban entrepreneurialism: competition;
expanded landscapes of consumption, such as those apparent in gentrified
neighborhoods; the acquisition of finance, government, media functions and information
gathering; and the redistribution of surplus. In brief, in this stream of thought, “urban
entrepreneurialism is essentially characterized by the proactive promotion of local
economic development by local government in alliance with other private sector
agencies” (Hubbard and Hall 1998: 4).
Jessop and Sum (2000: 2287) conduct a Schumpeterian analysis and suggest that
urban entrepreneurialism has a long history within capitalist societies. Like Harvey, these
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authors also note that “inter-urban competition shape[s] outcomes and generate[s]
macroeconomic consequences” (Harvey 1989: 3). Yet, Jessop and Sum state that this
competitiveness stems from “changing strategies to promote interurban competitiveness
in both the economic and extra-economic fields and entrepreneurial discourses,
narratives, and self-images” (Jessop and Sum 2000: 2287).
This claim extends Jessop’s notion that cities are not merely things through which
the logics of capital play out, as Harvey (1989: 5) asserts, but rather “meaningful units of
competition which can also pursue competitive strategies” (Jessop 1998: 81). In other
words,
Jessop’s work is less interested in the global forces of capital and its effects on
passive urban ‘things’ than in the current conditions that allow cities to have the
ability to harness the complexes of capital in specific space-times, for specific
entrepreneurial purposes, and the narratives they use to support their endeavours
(Gillen 2009: 110).
The focus on narratives and the agentic nature of discourse and of cities themselves is a
key difference between Harvey and Jessop’s articulations of urban entrepreneurialism.
Furthermore, Jessop shifts the language a bit to emphasize the entrepreneurial city rather
than the broader terms of urban entrepreneurialism and entrepreneurial urbanism. Ward
(2003: 124, emphasis in the original), building on Jessop’s work, describes the
emergence of the entrepreneurial city as the “process through which cities act as
entrepreneurs and, as importantly (or perhaps more), talk or narrate their actions in
entrepreneurial terms.”
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If cities are acting like entrepreneurs and talking in such terms, what exactly does
that mean? Hampden-Turner (2009: 3), in his text Teaching Innovation and
Entrepreneurship, describes entrepreneurs as “a motley crew of diverse newcomers,
obviously smart, but often strangers in a strange land, who surprise everyone, even
themselves, with their success.” Skoll (2006: v) adds that social entrepreneurs are “the
practical dreamers who have the talent and the skill and the vision to solve the problems,
to change the world for the better.” Business writer and entrepreneur Frank Farwell
(2011: 2) offers this definition: “entrepreneurs keep jumping off the cliffs of job security
like a bunch of intoxicated lemmings, expecting to find some new elixir in the sea
below.” Weaving together these three interpretations suggests that entrepreneurs are
visionaries, often business people, who do not necessarily follow the path of least
resistance or the one usually trod. On the contrary, they are involved in innovative
projects that sometimes rub up against the edges of current imagination. They are smart,
multi-tasking, and heterogeneous as a group. They push the boundaries.
Translating such appraisals into urban landscapes, as much of the literature on
entrepreneurial cities and urban entrepreneurialism does (Hubbard and Hall 1998),
elucidates how municipal governments adopt the stated characteristics of entrepreneurs as
innovators, mavericks, and economically successful. As part of this drive toward urban
entrepreneurialism, “Cities of superlatives” (Beauregard 2003) have become ever more
prevalent. Places jostle for top ten ratings and vociferously declare themselves the ‘first’
or the ‘most’ or the ‘leading’ on any number of indicators. Entrepreneurs cannot risk
being anywhere but at the forefront, and that mentality permeates much of city policy
development and place promotion. While these are some obvious ways that municipal
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governments incorporate the characteristics and language of entrepreneurs, Leitner et al.
(2007: 2) indicate that entrepreneurialism is also key to neoliberalism, defined as “new
forms of political-economic governance premised on the extension of market
relationships” (Larner 2000: 5), and that “Cities are at the forefront of neoliberalization”
(Leitner et al. 2007: 2). Expanding upon these suppositions, Leitner et al. (2007: 1-2)
assert that “decentralization, devolution, and attrition of political governance;
deregulation and privatization of industry, land and public services; and replacing welfare
with ‘workfarist’ social policies … normalizes the logics of individualism and
entrepreneurialism.” In other words, neoliberalism and entrepreneurialism rely on and
galvanize each other as powerful processes within the context of urban governance. A
city government that acts like a neoliberal entrepreneur espouses innovation and cuttingedge creativity and focuses on maximizing growth, building public/private partnerships,
and deriving competitive advantage.
One popular template for urban regeneration that fits squarely within urban
entrepreneurialism and neoliberalism is Richard Florida’s (2002a) promise of the creative
class, the group heralded as both the foundational element of a new class structure and
the catalysts for economic growth. Florida (2002a: 68) describes the creative class as the
following: “I define it as an economic class and argue that its economic function both
underpins and informs its members’ social, cultural and lifestyle choices. The Creative
Class consists of people who add economic value through their creativity.” The three Ts
of talent, tolerance, and technology are central components of Florida’s typology of the
creative class (Florida 2002a: 249). The creative class, which Florida separates into the
super-creative core and the creative professionals (Florida 2002a: 69), is also defined as
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generally young, college-educated professionals who are mobile, daring, and committed
to a ‘bohemian’ lifestyle.
Given the attention paid to this group of people, it is not surprising that at the
heart of Florida’s claims is the belief that places need to attract creative individuals,
rather than big businesses, to spark economic growth and stimulate the creative
knowledge economy (Florida 2002a, 2002b; Peck 2005: 740; Krueger and Buckingham
2009). The lauded entrepreneurs and innovators purportedly draw in businesses and
revitalize slumped economies and neighborhoods. Sebastian, who works in the arts field,
comments on this process.
The whole idea of economic development has changed dramatically. I mean, it
used to be 50 years ago, you had to court a business, come up with tax
abatements, and come up with all of these things how to get your business here.
Then the people kind of follow. Now it’s, “Forget that.” You can do all you want
to bring business there. If you don’t have people, it’s not going to matter. So, the
new question is how do you bring people here? There is a whole new set of
questions you have to answer. What do people want, rather than what do
businesses want? (June 9th, 2009, city employee).
According to Sebastian, future success is contingent upon enticing the right people and
the right amenities to the city. This logic directly correlates with Florida’s promise of the
creative class.
The prototypical member of the creative class is an individual willing to up and
relocate at any moment for the opportunity of a more innovative workplace. Allegiance is
to innovation, entrepreneurial energy, and newness, rather than a specific company or
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place. Geographer and critic Jamie Peck (2007: 5) describes this fictive person as
follows:
Homo creativus thrives on weak attachments and noncommittal relationships,
most often mediated through the market. These atomized actors seem to lack
families and non-market support systems, reveling instead in long hours of work
and individualistic competition. This twenty-first century version of economic
man may have a better social life, but he is still economic man.
The dismissal of social relations and social reproduction underlying Florida’s rendition of
the creative worker lays bare the masculinist assumptions underpinning his articulation of
the creative class. The creative “economic man” lives to work. The unstated
incorporation of gender stereotypes about who does what kinds of work and what work is
valued and acknowledged in the creative class template speaks to the masculine
undertones of Florida’s framework.
Paradoxically, Florida offers the same template for success to every place so it is
questionable what kinds of comparative advantage and capital influx the creative class
model can actually produce (see also Zimmerman 2008: 239; Hoyman and Faricy 2009).
After all, if many cities now boast a legion of creative workers, new urbanist
neighborhoods that evince the ideals of ‘live/work/play,’ and a tangible ‘buzz,’ what
makes any place stand out? Despite such questions, the creative class concept has
garnered the attention of city boosters and policy makers around the world, to the extent
that Zimmerman (2008: 230) calls the creative class the new chapter in the evolution of
the entrepreneurial city and evidence of a new economy, one that weds cultural capital
with human capital (Zimmerman 2008: 232).
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The Creative Class and its Critics
The movement of people is at once heralded and feared in Florida’s economic
development strategies.18 Indeed, since cities and regions around the world have eagerly
attached themselves to the vision of a cool and hip place arising at the hands of creative
folks, Florida (2005: 3) warns that the US “may well be on the verge of losing its creative
competitive edge.” He notes that a “new global competition for talent” (Florida 2005: 3)
could result in the US trailing in the global economy because creative workers are
moving to other countries.19 Florida (2005: 4) tempers his ominous and foreboding tone
with ideas for how to bolster the creation of talent in the US because “wherever talent
goes, innovation, creativity, and economic growth are sure to follow.” Florida suggests
that investing in the amenities desired by the creative class and promoting the livability of
a place is a long-awaited urban fix. Indeed, the creative class and the need to attract talent
have become “how-to manuals for anxious city leaders and opportunistic policymakers”
(Peck 2007: 1).
True believers in the power of the creative class abound and associated
development plans are evident in places as diverse as Singapore, Rotterdam, Austin, and
Toronto. Even though the infatuation with the creative class is fairly ubiquitous within
municipal governments, critics voice concerns about the unquestioned adoption of this
template for economic development and the overarching implications of this approach
(Gibson 2003; Ley 2003; Gibson and Klocker 2004; Peck 2005; 2007; Fleming 2009;
Hoyman and Faricy 2009). Florida (2005: 188-189) himself worries about the class
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Cresswell (2006: 2-3) differentiates between movement, which he defines as “abstracted mobility,” and
mobility, which he describes as “socially produced motion” and “the dynamic equivalent of location.”
19
The cultivation of fear and competition are hallmarks of neoliberalism (Peck 2007) and indicate how the
creative class feeds into such processes and policies.
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divides produced by the headlong rush for talent and recognizes that “inequality is
highest in the creative epicenters of the US economy” (Florida 2002a: xv). Yet, he
suggests that an easy solution to such disparity is to designate service industry jobs as
creative too and provide higher wages (Florida 2002a: xvi). He explains, “we must
improve the pay and more fully tap the creative talents of the legions of people who work
in hair salons and other service economy positions” (Florida 2002a: xvi-xvii). This fairly
glib response to the widening gap between the richest and the poorest and the off-hand
suggestion that a designation as creative would diminish inequality is part of what raises
critics’ ire.
Jamie Peck (2005: 751), for example, illustrates how the implementation of
creative class enterprises exacerbates processes of gentrification already in motion. He
suggests that positioning the creative class as agents of change furthers gentrification
under the guise and name of a different kind of urban project (Peck 2005: 760). Thus,
gentrification acquires a rosier portrayal as creative urban revitalization (see also Ley
2003). Peck also contends that much of Florida’s supposition of the causal links between
the creative class and economic growth are speculative at best and specious at worst. He
describes Florida’s flawed causality as the following:
Growth derives from creativity and therefore it is creatives [sic] that make
growth; growth can only occur if the creatives come, and the creatives will only
come if they get what they want; what the creatives want is tolerance and
openness, and if they find it, they will come; and if they come, growth will follow
(Peck 2005: 757).
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This reasoning is not only circular, but also it is uncoupled from the local specificities
that facilitate or truncate certain economic expansion. Put differently, Florida’s creative
class development schemes fail to recognize that places are not blank slates. There are
histories, infrastructures, and communities through which and upon which the creative
economy is imposed (Massey 1984).
The ‘one-size-fits-all’ style of Florida’s plans echo many of the general
assumptions and blanket approaches of market capitalism. Accordingly, Peck (2005: 760)
suggests that Florida’s writings coin a new term – the creative class – but ultimately slot
into existing neoliberal policies. Zimmerman (2008: 233) accurately reminds that “Far
from actually challenging orthodox urban policy packages, Florida’s creativity script
recodified and even extended the neoliberal syllabus.” Bringing to light the neoliberal
assumptions underlying the creative class thesis points to how “Both the script and the
nascent practices of urban creativity are peculiarly well suited to entrepreneurialized and
neoliberalized urban landscapes” (Peck 2005: 764).
While Peck situates his critiques within urban settings, Fleming (2009) questions
the utility of the creative class and creative economy approach for economic development
in rural North Carolina. In particular, she examines how arts-based economic
development unfolds on the ground and considers the longevity of such practices in rural
contexts. She argues that projects stemming from the creative economy style of
development accent economic growth more than social or environmental justice
objectives. Furthermore, development based on the creative class model contributes to “a
particular relationship with landscape, scarce resources for arts-based development, [and]
social isolation and fragmentation” (Fleming 2009: 61). As a result, arts-based creative
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projects can become operationalized, sometimes unintentionally, as mechanisms for
capitalist development and profit maximization and can therefore “steer the debate away
from equity” (Fleming 2009: 76).
Much like Fleming, I zero in on the implications of economic development
strategies that foreground creativity. In particular, I examine how the proposed cultural
district designation and a retail revitalization plan for Southeast Seattle help comprise the
institutional narrative of the creative city while also bolstering racialized and classed
inequities and overlooking place-based specificities. These two examples from Seattle are
symptomatic of neoliberal and entrepreneurial urbanism.

Creativity in Seattle
References to creativity, the creative class, and Richard Florida thread through my
research. For example, my field notes recount,
I spent a fair amount of time researching the city’s Office of Arts and Cultural
Affairs today. This website was SO rich – lots of documents, research briefs, etc
to download all about how creativity is a key economic engine. … This office
actually put together what they call the creative vitality index to rank and compare
cities on various measures of creativity. Incredible! (May 11th, 2009).
Another day, when I visited the South Lake Union Discovery Center, a center that
promotes the newly gentrified neighborhoods in South Lake Union, I noticed the
prominence of creativity once again.
In the main exhibit area there were little kiosks titled creativity, sustainability,
organic, or inspired. It was almost gag-producing! They also had a little metal dog
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that purportedly told the story of how the neighborhood would be for dogs (July
1st, 2009).
In this display, creativity circulates with other buzzwords, such as sustainability, to
perform place in seemingly progressive terms. The ubiquity of creativity throughout the
city made visible Geneva’s assessment that “Seattle is one of those Richard Florida
cities” (June 9th, 2009, city employee).
Seattle has certainly enjoyed an esteemed position in Florida’s work (2002a;
2002b; 2008). Florida (2002a: 7) writes, “Cities like Seattle, Austin, Toronto and Dublin
recognize the multidimensional nature of this [economic] transformation and are striving
to become broadly creative communities, not just centers of technological innovation and
high-tech industry.” More recently, Florida wrote that Seattle is one of the elite few
“means metros”, which stands for “urban areas that in recent decades have gathered a
disproportionate share of America’s most talented workers” (as cited in Talton 2009).
Also in 2009, Florida described Seattle as “a high-tech and lifestyle mecca” (as quoted in
Shellenbarger 2009). Given the praise and boosterism, it is not surprising that “Seattle
[former] Mayor Greg Nickels was a charter member of the Richard Florida Fan Club,
even bringing the charismatic professor to lecture at Town Hall” (Brewster 2007). It is
also not surprising that people like to talk about entrepreneurial activity and creativity in
the city.
The ethos of entrepreneurialism is not new to Seattle, as the discussion in Chapter
Two about the successes of various companies makes plain, but it is a powerful focal
point. Seattle Magazine, for example, describes its publication and the city accordingly:
“Seattle Magazine is the ‘owner’s manual’ for active, urban-minded people who live in
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the Seattle area and want to feel connected to their community. It is the voice of a
vibrant, trend-setting, entrepreneurial city that is rapidly changing and growing” (Seattle
Magazine 2011). The declaration of innovation arises in comparisons with local rival
Portland, Oregon as well. For example, a 2001 Seattle Times article emphasizes historical
key differences between the two urban areas by noting, “Portland was the stable,
agriculture-based family town [while] Seattle was the upstart, striving city driven by
people of dynamic vision” (Sorensen 2001). In other words, Portland is pedestrian and
staid, and Seattle is cutting-edge and entrepreneurial. It is no wonder, then, that Fast
Company named Seattle “its 2009 City of the Year – based on the city’s creativity” (Stein
2009) and that city government itself folds creativity into narratives of place.
Interviewees cite a host of reasons, from rain to individualism to entrepreneurial
spirit, for Seattle’s contemporary creativity. Lucy, who works in economic development,
explains,
I think it goes back to the conversation around creative class and
entrepreneurship. … we have a climate where there’s a high level of
entrepreneurship and innovation, whether it be in high tech. I think high tech is a
great illustration of that, manifestation of that, and I think there will continue to be
a strong presence of, you know, high technology in the region … I think it’s an
outgrowth of just an entrepreneurial spirit and having that creativity (September
3rd, 2009, city employee).
Building on the notion of an entrepreneurial spirit and deepening the connections
between creativity and entrepreneurship, Janice, who works in the arts field, comments
that Seattle “is a dynamic area.” She continues,
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I think there’s a willingness to kind of embrace new forms. Because of the
technological entrepreneurship that’s in the area, there’s kind of a nice fusion
there of a willingness to look for new forms and embrace them. Not just social
networking, which is sort of everywhere, but [pause] I don’t know, there’s like
this, there’s a startup mentality. There’s just this startup mentality. Whether that’s
your own little iPhone application or gallery that’s a restaurant, you know, I just
think that spirit is alive and well (June 11th, 2009, employee in the not-for-profit
sector).
From Janice’s perspective, a particular confluence of people, economic processes, and an
innovative streak contribute to what she deems the “creative community” in Seattle.
Sebastian, who works in the arts sector, suggests that these factors combine to
create a specifically Seattle style. He says, the city “doesn’t really buy into the whole
mainstream mentality, cookie-cutter thing. It has its own identity. It’s unique. It’s a
quirky place” (June 9th, 2009, city employee). Drawing on this notion of uniqueness in
economic realms, Sebastian continues,
The reason Seattle continues to reinvent itself is because we really invest in that
independent business. We invest in different things. It attracts creative people and
creative people. I mean government can make the way, and then get out of the
way. I think the idea of the philosophical leadership of embracing creativity,
embracing folks that think a little bit differently, and then letting them just go to
work is the best economic development we can do.
In line with Florida’s portrayal of the creative class, Sebastian offers a people-oriented
tactic for successful economic development. He couples this approach with the intrinsic
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unique qualities of Seattle to render a depiction of the city that meshes ‘think outside the
box’ people with a ‘think outside the box’ place.
Henry, another city employee in the arts, expands upon the centrality of creativity
and the arts in Seattle. He comments,
I think there’s recognition that arts and culture is one of our strengths, … over the
past 15, maybe 20 years now, we’ve made substantial investment in cultural
facilities. Looking around the landscape, McCaw Hall, Benaroya Hall, and the
EMP and Central Library and all of these kinds of facilities. So, [pause] yeah, I
think it’s [pause] I think it’s in our DNA. … the private sector also – a lot of times
government can lead, and I think private sectors followed suit and because we’re
a magnet for some of the artists and the writings of Richard Florida sort of helped
underscore that. And I think also because we’re one of the best-educated cities
and one of the most literate cities in the nation. So, story telling is really
important. And, I think because we’re a port city … historically our doors have
been open to the world. We’ve had people from other countries, other cultures
come to visit here … So I think it’s that combination of being a magnet for an
intelligent, well-educated workforce and the connection to being a magnet for
artists and for arts and culture (June 25th, 2009).
Henry touches upon several themes in this passage as he describes the commitment to the
arts and culture evident in the built landscape, the impact of Richard Florida’s
perspectives, and the embodiment of creativity within Seattleites, “it’s in our DNA.” He
also notes how Seattle attracts and produces well-educated people so there is an
assumption of embedded talent within the current pool of residents. He speaks to the
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presence of private sector investments and public/private partnerships, thereby nodding to
one tenet in Harvey’s urban entrepreneurialism and one facet of neoliberalism. He
references global connections via the port and insinuates the ethnic and cultural diversity
of the city. Importantly, Henry’s portrayal of Seattle also conveys much of the language
of Florida’s creative class template, therefore revealing how Floridian perspectives have
seeped into narratives of place. Henry says Seattleites are storytellers, but how original
are their tales?
The twin acknowledgements of existing creativity and the desire for increased
economic activity elucidate how Seattle is a fertile ground for the development of
economic proposals based on the creative class. It is already a place that people position
as different and innovative, so a policy proposition based on such themes fits right in.
Furthermore, creativity distances Seattle from the images of tear gas, martial law, and
government crackdowns on free speech that accompanied the WTO meetings and situates
the city in a much more positive light. Neoliberalism and entrepreneurialism inform city
governance so a platform that augments such objectives dovetails well with existing
structures. In other words, the enthusiastic assimilation of Florida’s creative class
template is not unusual or startling given the context of Seattle. The smooth incorporation
of this ethos demands attention, though, as the implications of the creative class are
potent. Thus, in the next two sections, I draw upon ethnographic material to analyze a
proposed cultural district designation and a retail corridor revitalization plan in Southeast
Seattle to show how that the translation of the creative class to Seattle economic
development plans produces racialized and classed inequities and effaces place-based
specificities. Put differently, the ideals of creativity simultaneously resonate with the
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image of innovation and progressiveness cultivated by the municipal government and
perform place in exclusionary ways.

Districts of Culture and Creativity: or, More Gentrification?
The tie between creativity and economic growth is unapologetically evident in
considerations of a cultural district designation, defined as “a type of geographic zoning
that offers incentives and imposes regulation intended to support and encourage the
retention of existing and the development of new places for arts and culture activities in
neighborhoods throughout Seattle” (City of Seattle 2011a). The driving premise behind
the creation of a cultural overlay district is that arts and other creative enterprises both
improve the quality of life in Seattle and bolster the city’s economic situation (ibid). Artsrelated businesses employed over 20,000 people in Seattle in 2008 (AftA 2008) and the
music industry alone generated “$1.2 billion in sales and $487 million in earnings” in
2008 (Beyers et al. 2008). In 2007, not-for-profit arts organizations produced over $26
million in local and state taxes (City of Seattle 2008a: 3). As Sebastian explains, “There’s
probably not one single thing [besides the arts] that’s contributed more to Seattle’s
healthy economy now” (June 9th, 2009, city employee). The power of the arts to improve
the economy is deemed crucial to the viability of Seattle. This is the context that
prompted the discussions of cultural overlay districts.20
In 2008, the Seattle City Council created the Cultural Overlay District Advisory
Committee (CODAC), a voluntary advisory group of business owners, artists, and
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This strategy is not unique to Seattle. For example, Lees (2006: 99) examines a development plan in
Portland, Maine, which claimed, “a formal Arts District to organize and promote these [artistic] institutions
would not only improve their economic performance and impact but also ‘create a more favorable business
climate’.”
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housing developers that worked in association with Lund Consulting, to consider various
mechanisms for preserving and expanding affordable arts and cultural spaces, while
boosting economic growth, throughout the city. This group met from July 2008 to April
2009 in order to draft recommendations for City Council on the designation of cultural
districts. CODAC also teamed up with the Capitol Hill Chamber of Commerce21 to
examine the feasibility of a cultural overlay demarcation in that neighborhood. As a
result, much of the discussion around the viability and usefulness of a cultural district
label focused on Capitol Hill,22 although some people also considered the utility of such a
designation in the Chinatown/International District. On August 4th, 2009, the City
Council passed Resolution #31155, thereby formally accepting CODAC’s final
recommendations and lending support to the eventual creation of cultural overlay districts
in Seattle (City of Seattle 2011a).
In his writings about the creative class, Florida advises seeking out and
encouraging talent to enhance the overall economic performance of the neighborhood and
city. These very same perspectives underpin much of Seattle’s cultural district
discussions. For example, in the executive summary of the CODAC report, CODAC
stated their vision:
A district model that would tie together various existing planning processes,
address the growing concerns about long term affordable space for arts and
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
21

The Chamber of Commerce in Capitol Hill describes itself as “a broadly representative group of
neighborhood stake holders [who] joined hands with the City of Seattle to create a framework for public
and private investments to revitalize Broadway and Capitol Hill” (Capitol Hill Chamber of Commerce
2011). The Chamber incorporated in 2006 and currently has over 170 members.
22
The Department of Neighborhoods describes Capitol Hill as “a densely populated urban neighborhood,
close to downtown Seattle, and a major center for the city’s LGBTQ and counterculture communities”
(City of Seattle 2011b). In the 2000 Census, 78% of the residents in Capitol Hill identified as white (City of
Seattle 2006a).
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entertainment organizations, and create a dynamic neighborhood and economic
development strategy for the city in this challenging financial time (CODAC
2009a).
The investment in the arts’ ability to stimulate economic activity and the marketing
possibilities facilitated by a district designation are clear in the executive summary.
Similarly, the suggestions provided by CODAC about the cultural overlay rely on
the hype and hope of the creative class to justify zoning changes and new economic
plans. The six recommendations include: 1) “create and designate cultural districts;” 2)
“allocate a staff position as a district cultural manager;” 3) “create a ‘brand’ for arts and
cultural space. Re-imagine existing incentives and regulations;” 4) “provide technical
assistance to ensure the most effective use of tools;” 5) “conduct outreach, and build
community awareness and support;” and 6) “identify and develop partnerships; align
goals and gather mutual support to gain success” (CODAC 2009b). In other words,
through a cultural district, the city government could cultivate new public/private
partnerships, leverage planning tools, and literally capitalize on the arts and creativity.
This designation makes plain how arts and culture become incorporated within and
mobilized by entrepreneurial economic development strategies.
Janice, who works in the arts sector, shares her perspectives on the genesis and
role of cultural overlay districts. She comments that in the 2000s,
Cultural entrepreneurship was becoming more and more difficult, that’s when
folks started talking about creating a cultural overlay district … that would be a
designated district for which there would be subsidies for cultural, designated
cultural businesses and organizations. … You preserve the opportunity for the arts
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to actually physically exist. Then if you’re a district, then you’re a neighborhood.
If you’re a neighborhood, you’re a community (June 11th, 2009, employee in the
not-for-profit sector).
For Janice, the reality of artists and art getting squeezed out of the city was intensely real
so the collaboration between the city government and other stakeholders marked a
successful way to intentionally craft an alternative scenario for artists. The potential for
an arts district to spawn a community is obvious in her comment: “if you’re a district,
then you’re a neighborhood. If you’re a neighborhood, you’re a community.” Such a
form of neighborhood development is also alluring to city government, and echoes
Florida’s template, because it enhances presumed livability. While Janice focuses on
artists and creative work, the subtext to her comments is an awareness of economic
growth and stability for both the artists themselves and the neighborhood.
People involved in various aspects of the arts talked about CODAC, handed me
information, and encouraged me to participate in conversations about the possibilities
afforded by a neighborhood arts district. Thus, with great anticipation, I found my way to
the ornate and historic Century Ballroom in Capitol Hill for the grand unveiling of
CODAC’s draft recommendations for City Council on cultural designations. The
audience was small, thirty or so, and they generally seemed to know each other well. I sat
alone at a table while people conversed and gathered pre-meeting drinks. After the
meeting, I sat outside on a nearby bench and wrote,
I just went to the CODAC final meeting. It was SUCH a disappointment! There
was a 20-minute presentation about the central points of the CODAC
recommendations (interesting, but I could find this info out online) and then a
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public comment period that was only about five minutes long. No one seemed to
have anything to say. I wonder why everyone came... the City Council
(represented at the meeting by just one member) seems generally pretty
supportive of the idea, although they acknowledged that they can’t implement all
the CODAC recommendations just now. Still, Councilmember Gadden said the
council hopes to help “the liveliest part of the city remain the liveliest part of the
city” (June 18th, 2009).
The intense build-up around this meeting matched with the lackluster and insubstantial
presentation brought to light crucial questions about the cultural district plan. Was this
partnership between CODAC and City Council just a charade? Were cultural districts
mere performances used to grease the wheels of neighborhood revitalization? The term
“lively” also stuck with me for several days; it imitated Florida’s promotion of the
creative class and the work they do.
Although the intertwining of arts and economic development offers a salve for
economic cuts in Seattle, there are worrying ramifications for such linkages. For
example, the district designation relies upon a specific image of an area so the people and
places not associated with this imagery recede into the shadows. Gibson (2003: 203)
explains, “Specific forms of value are attached to the creative component of ‘cultural’
industries – not least of which are the various forms of symbolic capital claimed and
defended by those involved in film, art, music or fashion.” Thus, what happens to the
people not deemed central to the cultural flair of a neighborhood? What lines of exclusion
and marginalization emerge as a place undergoes the necessary transformations to
become a cultural district? Similarly, the cultural district designation raises questions
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about the future of enterprises and built forms that do not promote the ‘right’ character.
Are they simply ignored, overlooked, or removed? In the end, the cultural district
designation distills the heterogeneity of residents and organizations in a neighborhood
into a marketable ingredient and masks place-based specificities, both processes that tend
to contribute to a deepening of inequities.
Waitt (2006: 181) reflects upon such issues and comments,
Folding the arts into place-marketing always runs the risk of imposing
unconvincing ideas on a city (such as ‘innovation’ or the ‘cultural precinct or
quarter’), excluding long-term residents from the refashioned and commodified
cityscapes and implementing urban policies oriented towards tourists, gentrifiers
and sea-changers rather than addressing questions of social polarization and
exclusion.
Although Waitt is critically examining place marketing in general, his apprehensions
correspond with those about cultural overlay districts. Importantly, Waitt draws attention
to the ways in which gentrification and related inequities frequently surface as a result of
arts district designations.
There is a history of artistic neighborhoods providing the foundation for
gentrification. Ley (2003: 2540) expresses, “In the four largest Canadian cities, the
presence of artists in a census tract has been one of the strongest statistical predictors of
subsequent gentrification in that tract.” As such, the cultural district designation in Seattle
emerges within an existing trend of creativity leading to displacement. Janice describes
the classic cycle:
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Artists can’t afford to have studios. Then if they come in and the real estate
market is depressed and they’re able to rent, and they hold those spaces and make
that a lively environment, then when the real estate market refreshes, they once
again have no where to go. It’s this sort of vicious circle of gentrification,
settlement, gentrification, expulsion, essentially (June 11th, 2009, employee in the
not-for-profit sector).
Despite numerous examples of this cycle of displacement, the CODAC report did not
include any reference to or concerns about the evidence of gentrification unfolding in
artistic neighborhoods.
As Ley (2003) argues, and Amiko, a city employee, concurs, gentrification and
the entrenchment of disparities are not the fault of artists. Instead, this type of urban
regeneration is the outcome of economic strategies that capitalize on creativity in ways
that often undermine artists themselves, something that the cultural district designation
holds the potential of doing. Amiko explains,
Belltown’s another good example where it’s a poor neighborhood, and then artists
move in, they fix up a lot of the stuff, all of a sudden becomes like this creative
thriving neighborhood, everyone wants to move in there. So then they move in
and then as market values increase, then the artists get ousted, and then the whole
neighborhood becomes gentrified, and then now often times it also results in less
diversity as an after effect because a lot of the people who used to be able to
afford rents there have to move out, not just the artists. So then people always
point to well, you know, so the creativity is what led to that, but that’s always
kind of, I would say not really the cause of the gentrification. It might be a
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consequence … I mean the gentrification might be a consequence, but the
creativity is not the cause of the gentrification (June 30th, 2009).
To elaborate upon Amiko’s point, creativity in and of itself does not necessarily produce
stark disparities and upend the collective success of urban residents. Creativity that has
been co-opted, however, and folded into economic strategies, as in the district
designation and creative class endeavors more generally, produces inequity and can lead
to gentrification. Such proposed changes in the urban landscape tangibly illustrate how
the plans and practices underpinning the narrative of the creative city perform and make
place in Seattle.
Gentrification and displacement are simultaneously classed and racialized
processes (Smith 1996; Wyly and Hammel 2004; Lees et al. 2008; Betancur 2011). Given
the intersections of class and race, the new middle-class residential and commercial
occupants in gentrified neighborhoods are often white and frequently displace people of
color of lower socioeconomic status. Racialization matters in other manifestations of
gentrification as well. Davila (2004: 4), for example, complicates “dominant frameworks
used to talk about gentrification and displacement, where culture and discourses of
identity are primarily seen as defiant challenges to gentrification, not as resources that
can be situationally put to its service.” She examines the multiple discourses of race
mobilized with regard to the gentrification of El Barrio in East Harlem, NY – particularly
how developers and community members engaged in racialized conversations about
improving the neighborhood – and reflects upon how these narratives map onto
neighborhood spaces. Her study challenges assumptions that neoliberal urban
development is colorblind because an alleged sensitivity to diversity in practice becomes
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incorporated into neoliberal agendas (Davila 2004: 4). Translating this assertion to
Seattle’s cultural districts, it is clear that neoliberal urban development is far from
colorblind as creative racialized people of a certain socioeconomic status are useful and
racialized people who fall outside of that purview are not.
Smith (1996) suggests that the frontier language commonly used in discussions of
gentrification naturalizes disparities. He writes, “Insofar as gentrification infects
working-class communities, displaces poor households, and converts whole
neighborhoods into bourgeois enclaves, the frontier ideology rationalizes social
differentiation and exclusion as natural, inevitable” (Smith 1996: 17). The discursive
framings of urban change articulated through gentrification exhibit racialized overtones
and lead to discrepancies on the ground. It is crucial to interrogate such situations
because “gentrification in cities is painstakingly coded to reveal potentialities and conceal
inequities” (Wilson and Mueller 2004: 292). The cultural overlay designation epitomizes
this process of highlighting potentials and masking inequities.
Despite the close ties between gentrification and the cultural overlay designation,
the term gentrification is not commonly heard in city offices in Seattle. City employees
recognize the negative connotation of the word and work to distance possible linkages
between city projects and gentrification. In response to my query about the term and its
absence in city discourse, Liz, a city employee, says,
Yeah, because no one wants to say it! [Laughs]. Because it’s a dirty word. I
believe – I was in a meeting yesterday and they said, “I’m gonna say the G word,
you know.” Like, it’s that kind of like, you know. Anyway. We call it – we talk
about displacement here. It’s not – I don’t think that’s the – it’s not the same. It’s
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not a substitute for gentrification, but I think it more narrowly addresses what the
concern is, because having a cleaner neighborhood that’s safer and has better
retail options and better transportation options, that is not a bad thing, and that’s
sometimes what gentrification means. And so I think what we’re worried about is,
you know, wholesale displacement of communities (September 3rd, 2009).
Liz’s comments demonstrate a useful specificity as she focuses on displacement. She
notes that the neighborhood changes often ushered in through gentrification are not
necessarily bad. It is the attendant displacement of current residents that generates
concern. A Southeast Seattle resident, Makela, speaks to these themes as she remarks,
“There are more different people moving in here, and I’m not opposed to people with
more discretionary income moving in because this area is poor, but I will not stand for
people being pushed out to have that happen” (October 12th, 2009).
The city government is targeting gentrification and displacement by “trying to get
ahead of and to mitigate it” (September 3rd, 2009, Liz, city employee) through business
loans and management training, more infill projects, partnerships with local non-profits,
and neighborhood block grants. A hum around equitable development has also surfaced
as the municipal government strives to manage displacement. Indeed, crafting scenarios
where residents witness material improvements in their neighborhoods, but do not feel
priced out as a result was a stated goal by several interviewees. For instance, Brian
explains, “we wanted to … make enhancements in a neighborhood that improved it as a
place to live without gentrifying it and making it an attractive place for new people to
suddenly move in, thereby displacing others” (September 3rd, 2009, county employee). If
this premise had been taken as a starting point in the cultural district designation
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discussion, the recommendations and results most likely would not have drawn so
heavily on Florida’s creative class.
Delving into CODAC and its recommendations for cultural overlay districts
highlights how the creative class achieves material form within a performance of place.
This examination also indicates how imposed neighborhood designations obscure and
ignore local place particularities and boost racialized and classed inequities through
propelling gentrification. The cultural district proposal shows how neoliberal economic
policy can take advantage of the abstraction of the creative class – and the propaganda
surrounding this concept – to articulate policies that at first blush bear the hallmark of
innovation. Upon deeper analysis, however, the absence of geographic specificities, the
narrow marketing of people and places, and the contributions to racial and class inequity
vis-à-vis gentrification emerge in sharp relief. Put differently, actualizing the institutional
narrative of creativity has direct effects on local residents and neighborhoods, as the
CODAC process reveals. Indeed, the narrative of Seattle as a creative city and a place
where the creative class congregates is not a naïve enterprise. On the contrary, CODAC
illustrates how something that sounds laudable in theory can exacerbate inequities in
practice.
The promise of the creative class seeps through other aspects of Seattle city
policy. This template also informs economic development plans unfolding in Southeast
Seattle, as my next example underscores.
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Revitalizing Retail: Commodifying Diversity in Southeast Seattle
According to Florida, tolerance is one of the place qualities (technology and talent
are the other two) that draws in the creative class and prompts economic development. As
he explains, “regional economic growth is powered by creative people, who prefer places
that are diverse, tolerant and open to new ideas” (Florida 2002a: 249). Hampden-Turner
(2009: 183) highlights the importance of tolerance as he comments on the values held by
the creative class: “These include strong individuality and meritocracy, with a preference
for the competent over the wealthy and with openness to diversity.” While Florida
primarily explores tolerance through the optic of his ‘gay index,’ he also lists the
proportion of immigrants, lifestyle options, and neighborhood heterogeneity as attractions
for the creative class (Florida 2002a). In fact, when Florida combines his gay, melting
pot, and bohemian indices, all statistically derived indices based on data from the US
Census, the US Bureau of Labor Statistics, and Statistics Canada, he produces
confirmation, in his mind, that diversity and creativity work well together to stimulate
economic growth (Florida 2002a: 262). Given this interweaving of forces, Florida’s
analysis suggests that places wishing to mobilize the creative class for economic growth
need to be diverse and tolerant as well as technologically sophisticated sites of talent. For
Florida, diversity and tolerance mean having greater shares of gays, lesbians, and people
of color as part of the population in a place.
The incorporation of diversity in the creative class template, and the implications
of such moves, is crucial to my analysis in this section. Specifically, I examine a retail
corridor revitalization proposal for Rainier Valley/Southeast Seattle to show how the
economic development plan leverages diversity while also enlivening disparities and
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washing over place specificities.23 Florida found that “the Creative Economy does little to
ameliorate the traditional divide between the white and nonwhite segments of the
population” (Florida 2002a: 263). This section illustrates how these separations get
picked up and emphasized through the strategic deployment of diversity in economic
development proposals for Southeast Seattle. To set the stage for this analysis, I first
consider how interviewees themselves outlined the importance and significance of
diversity in Seattle in general and Southeast Seattle in particular. In discussions and
representations of Southeast Seattle, diversity implicitly refers to the variety of people of
different racial and ethnic backgrounds.
When asked to name Seattle’s signature traits, Zan rhapsodizes, “I have fallen so
much in love with this city that I’ve chosen to stay and so I think that it’s true that it is
very livable” (September 25th, 2009, employee in the not-for-profit sector). Sal, employed
by the city, also speaks of “livability” in Seattle, but continues on to say, “I think some
people would say we are tolerant. A lot more tolerant than other places that they have
been and that we are inviting to other groups to come and be comfortable here”
(September 18th, 2009). Hilary, who works in economic development, also focuses on
tolerance, but she forges a link with race as well. She says, “it’s really easy in a pretty
white community to talk about that stuff. And Seattle is great about inclusiveness, as long
as you’re like them. And they’re really tolerant around race stuff” (September 23rd, 2009,
employee in the for-profit sector). Hilary’s incisive comment reveals her perception of
how whiteness permeates the city and exerts pressure (and perhaps expectation) for the
adherence to certain norms. Indeed, “Seattle is great about inclusiveness, as long as
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These geographic designations of Rainier Valley and Southeast Seattle are used fairly interchangeably. I,
therefore, follow this convention in this section.
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you’re like them.” According to Hilary, maintaining prevailing power relations and social
hierarchies is important for Seattle’s version of inclusivity. Hilary adds that it is easy to
talk about and tolerate racial difference when it is clear that such conversations and
actions do not threaten the current status quo.
Still, despite reservations, such as Hilary’s, about the depth of commitment to
racial and ethnic diversity, many interviewees named a broadly conceived diversity as an
asset in Seattle. For instance, Julian, a community leader, when asked about Seattle’s
attributes offers the following:
I think Seattle, I would say, is a very diverse and dynamic city. And I think that
there is a lot of energy here because it’s a fairly young population. And so I think
that mixture creates, I don’t think it’s a cosmopolitan city in a sense that New
York is or even Vancouver, B.C. is, you know Seattle is still sort of provincial in
a way, but yet it’s progressive to a point where, you know, at least there is [pause]
enclaves of that diversity. I think that it creates a much more dynamic and
interesting city to live in. On top of that, you have very solid economy in terms of
the high tech and all that. So it tends to be a more forward-looking sort of place
than, you know, Topeka, Kansas, I’m sure. [Laughter] I think that’s why a lot of
people who enjoy the diversity tend to move here, but it’s much more, you know,
it’s not a big city, so it’s more of a relaxed pace. Yeah, Seattle, I think, is a
culturally thriving and diverse city and that’s what makes it an interesting and
enjoyable city to live in (October 29th, 2009).
While Julian references several themes, he begins with and returns to the notion of
diversity. The racial and ethnic diversity repeatedly alluded to by Julian comprises what
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he feels is a “dynamic and interesting city.” Eliza, who works in economic development,
agrees with the importance of diversity and suggests, “people live in a city because they
like the diversity” (October 20th, 2009, employee in the not-for-profit sector).
Lucy also dwells on diversity as a benefit and draws upon a broader definition of
the term. She states,
Another thing is its [Seattle’s] diversity. Just, not just diversity in people, and
that’s clearly an important attribute, there’s also the diversity in industry sectors
and diversity in its economy.24 Again, I think that’s one of the things that has
positioned Seattle well, generally, in terms of the economic recovery, is the
diversity of our industry and our, the fact that we don’t rely on one industry to
keep us afloat (September 3rd, 2009, city employee).
Being a part of economic development work herself, it makes sense that industry
diversity is key, in Lucy’s eyes, to keeping the city buoyant in tough economic times.
Jill, a Southeast Seattle resident, chimes in on diversity as she talks about her
local neighborhood.
I love the diversity in every sense of the word. I love that it’s a developing
community. I love that the challenges are huge, just huge, both in terms of
population, newcomers and folks who have been here for 50 years, and evolving
businesses, and how you save businesses, and you’re developing a community. …
it is absolutely fascinating. It’s sitting in the middle of a social experiment
(October 1st, 2009).
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The University of Washington is the largest employer within Seattle city proper with 28,188 faculty and
staff in 2009. More generally, there are 1.93 million jobs in aerospace, information and communications
technology, health care, bio-tech, global health foundations, life sciences, tourism, international trade, and
other economic sectors in the Seattle MSA (Office of Intergovernmental Relations 2010: 2-3).
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Makela, another Southeast Seattle resident, also centers diversity in her description of the
characteristics of her neighborhood. She states,
We value the diversity out here. It’s just a joy to go out here and see people in
different clothing … we have a lot of diversity. It’s a nice looking area, we have
trees here, we have parks here … it’s not that far from downtown and it’s not that
far from Lake Washington. Place is very welcoming to immigrants (October 12th,
2009).
For both Jill and Makela, diversity typifies many different aspects of their neighborhoods
ranging from the landscape use and scenery to the immigrant communities and racial
differences.
Lila, a city employee, focuses her attention on the racial diversity of the
neighborhood and explains,
If you talk to people, white or otherwise non-white people in Southeast, you’ll ask
them like, “What do you like about living in Southeast?” And they’ll say the
diversity. That is the first thing that comes out of everybody’s mouth is diversity
(September 17th, 2009).
Sal, who works on equity issues, also implies the importance of racial and ethnic
diversity as she comments, “people always equate Southeast with diversity and that we
have the broadest community here in Southeast.” She goes on to name the internationally
diverse Southeast as “the world at your doorstep” (September 18th, 2009, city employee).
Some interviewees offer a more tempered appraisal of Rainier Valley’s
population composition. John, for instance, says that people envision “a welcoming place
for immigrants and poor people, but also a place of stable single-family neighborhoods.”
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A Southeast Seattle resident himself, he notes that such a rendering of the area focuses on
“almost a pollyannaish combination of everybody, all the diversity, and the wonderful
parts of diversity” (September 17th, 2009). To his mind, incorporating these disparate
visions within the term diversity is both misleading and improbable. He suggests that the
appeal of “everyone getting along” pushes forward a “pollyannaish” application of
neighborhood integration along racial, ethnic, and class lines.
In a similar vein, Rick, another Southeast Seattle resident, outlines some of the
challenges facing his neighborhood. He says,
You have all these different communities, and I think that’s the strength. The
problem is that they don’t always communicate well among themselves. There’s
been some tension, usually I think between white/black tension, but there’s been
some tension between some of the people of Asian heritage and AfricanAmericans (October 1st, 2009).
For Rick, the variety of people from different racial, ethnic, and class backgrounds living
in the Valley mark a strength and unique characteristic of the neighborhood. At the same
time, these differences offer challenges and tensions and draw into question the degree of
interaction between different groups.
Malcolm, a community leader in Southeast, registers his concern with the
language of diversity as he addresses the racialized and classed undertones evident in
celebrations of diversity in the Valley. In particular, he draws attention to the ways in
which diversity can be manipulated as a concept and can ironically contribute to
neighborhood homogenization. With regard to Rainier Valley, Malcolm says,
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The call for the valuing of diversity, it’s not necessarily coming from the ethnic
community. [Pause] Many people from the ethnic community are making that
move [to Southeast Seattle] for financial reasons, okay? … the people who are
calling for diversity? Middle-class whites who want to be in that atmosphere and
have their kids understand that [pause] but even then, there’s a limit to that, and
it’s right now I would say primarily just talk. … An example that I will use to
kinda speak to the diversity being somewhat of a Trojan horse … we have our
Hope IV Communities … Rainier Vista, NewHolly and High Point. Those are
three ... mixed community, but still, most of the homeowners are whites and the
most of the renters are people of color. The homeowners are the ones with the
Homeowners’ Association and dictate public safety issues in that [pause] in that
housing complex, and the renters because they can’t be part of the Homeowners’
Association don’t have the say. Now, they may tend to be the ones who take
advantage of the library and community center and that kind of thing, the services
that are there. So folks will say, “I’m moving to Rainier Vista – I mean Holly
Park – NewHolly for the diversity,” but then [pause] they’re homeowners, and
they become part of the Homeowners’ Association and then there’s the siloing
that happens … the lip service to the value of the diversity … so yes, [pause] we
want diversity and we’ll lift up diversity and we’ll value diversity, but take it to a
deeper level. Don’t just value it because it sounds good (October 21st, 2009).
Malcolm provides a perceptive analysis of how diversity gets appropriated by middle
class whites as a means of justification for moving to Southeast Seattle. He indicates the
disconnect between a stated value of diversity, and presumably inclusion, and the
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exclusion produced by the homeowners’ associations in the Hope VI new urbanist
communities,25 two of which are in Southeast Seattle. Malcolm weaves together
racialized and classed processes to analyze how the concept of diversity – if deployed in
certain ways – can naturalize inequity in decision-making and governance.
Irrespective of individual interpretations of diversity and how it is understood and
mobilized within Southeast Seattle, this area is the most racially and ethnically diverse
section of Seattle, as the maps and Census data discussed in Chapter Two elucidate (see
also City of Seattle 2006a). By way of example, in the Southeast neighborhoods of
Rainier Beach and Columbia City, the racial breakdown is almost exactly one third black,
one third Asian, and one third white (ibid). The presence of racial diversity demonstrates
that Rainier Valley already embodies one core aspect of Florida’s approach to economic
development. Thus, the statistical portrayal and widely shared perception of Southeast
Seattle as racially and ethnically diverse is a critical element of the proposed
revitalization plan that I will next examine.26 The proposed plan would not work in parts
of the city that are majority white because much of the plan pivots on the
commodification of racial and ethnic diversity. Parsing out the appropriation of diversity
within an economic plan illustrates how an institutional narrative of creativity assumes
material form in a local context, deepens inequities, and elides place-based specificities.
In 2009, the City of Seattle’s Office of Economic Development (OED) hired the
Community Land Use and Economics (CLUE) group to “identify strategies to help
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The Hope VI program is a federal housing program aimed at improving public housing to better suit the
needs of residents (US Department of Housing and Urban Development 2011).
26
Transit-oriented development (TOD), the light rail infrastructure project, and other associated
developments in the Valley certainly fold into analyses about the future of Southeast Seattle. The debates
and controversies about these neighborhood changes are extensive so I have chosen to focus entirely on the
role of diversity, a central feature in Florida’s creative class typology, in the proposed retail corridor
revitalization plan.
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strengthen and market Rainier Valley’s retail districts” (CLUE 2009: 1) and to produce
the “Retail Development Strategy for Rainier Valley – final report.” CLUE found three
primary “threats” to independent businesses in the Valley. These include: 1) a likely
oversupply of retail space along the light rail corridor; 2) a lack of control over property
ownership and commercial rents; and 3) a lack of a comprehensive marketing program
for the Southeast neighborhood commercial districts (CLUE 2009: 2).
These three findings reveal some important assumptions about the Valley. First of
all, the Southeast is positioned as a place with extensive deprivation and needs, which
neglects the many resourceful ways that people build community and thrive in the Valley
(see also Gibson-Graham 2006). Makela sums up the situation accordingly: “The
mandate seems to be that this area is messed up and is the source of a lot of problems”
(October 12th, 2009, Southeast Seattle resident). On a related note, and as a second
operating assumption, the CLUE report describes the area as a place of lack, one that is
under-performing economically. This is a situation that does not behoove city
government and its tax revenue streams. Indeed, the CLUE report (2009: 88) lists Rainier
Valley as “one of the most overlooked areas for retail development in the Seattle
metropolitan area.” Put differently, Southeast neighborhoods are presented as ripe for,
and in need of, significant neoliberal development in the form of external inputs and
mechanisms for controlling rent and property ownership. Finally, the generalized
descriptions in the CLUE report do not attend to specificities of place and therefore
overlook many of the sites upon which economic plans would unfold and the people who
would experience the transitions. In short, the CLUE report brings to light a commitment
to, and a belief in the need for, neoliberal economic development in the Valley, an
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outcome shared by Florida’s rationale for enticing in and capitalizing on the creative
class.
The extensive proposed changes outlined in the CLUE report are cushioned
within the language of diversity and an acknowledgement of the international flavor of
the Valley. The CLUE authors note that international businesses in the Valley have loyal
customer bases and that such enterprises offer “a richly authentic cultural experience”
(CLUE 2009: 88). Additionally, “The rich cultural diversity of Rainier Valley’s business
community is one of the community’s greatest – and largely untapped – assets” (CLUE
2009: 12). Describing businesses and people as resources and untapped assets, just as
Florida does with the creative class, disavows the embodied realities of people living and
working in Southeast Seattle. Moreover, rather than discussing strategies for helping
forge economic viability and possibility for people already in the Valley, one of the most
economically deprived areas of the city, the revitalization plan focuses on how to use
individuals wearing traditional garb and businesses with signs in languages other than
English as part and parcel of the economic development toolbox. Such a position renders
people and livelihoods things, items to promote or toss out depending on utility, and
flattens the multiplicity embedded within diversity. The epistemic as well as material
violence (Spivak 1988) wrought through the incorporation of the creative class model in
such instances is nothing short of intense.
The commodification of diversity for economic purposes emerges in CLUE’s
suggested marketing plans for the area as well (for a related discussion on the
intersections of community and capitalism see Joseph 2002). For example, CLUE
recommends branding campaigns with taglines such as “I slipped away to Mumbai for
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lunch today” or “Every Saturday morning, I go to Vietnam” (CLUE 2009: 38). Such
taglines reduce local restaurants to exotic stops along a global culinary tour and implicitly
rely upon assumptions of foreignness. Furthering such presumptions, CLUE advocates
passing out free “passports” to Southeast restaurants so diners can travel the world
through their eating adventures (CLUE 2009: 38). The rationale for marketing businesses
in such ways is all about dollars spent. Meaningful cultural exchange does not maximize
profit in a short time frame. In contrast, enticing interest in ‘foreign food’ holds the
potential for greater immediate economic results. After all, Southeast Seattle competes
with other neighborhoods, where immigrants and people of color also live, so economic
growth in the Valley depends on quickly capturing mobile capital. Packaging diversity in
an easily consumable way is one avenue to realize such capital accumulation. Put
differently, the CLUE report follows a Floridian line of logic about diversity as it posits
that a profit-making and readily understandable version of diversity – and all the
associated neighborhood trappings –can produce greater economic success than the lived
diversity currently evident in the Valley.
The utilization of diversity for such marketing signals that the targeted audience
and consumers are from elsewhere in the city. Indeed, CLUE (2009: 38) promotes
providing information “that explains what to expect when visiting the business or taking
part in the festival, translating the cultural experience for a broad audience.” Such
translation overtures would help “people feel comfortable, like insiders, when visiting
Rainier Valley businesses, restaurants, and events” (CLUE 2009: 38). Not only do these
suggestions feed on Orientalist stereotypes of the exotic ‘Other’ (Said 1978), but also
they point to the goal of providing avenues for external funds to flow into Southeast
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Seattle. Infusing the area with capital is not inherently a negative goal; the
recommendations for how to accomplish such a project and the ways in which local
residents are commodifed are what raise concern.
The CLUE report emphasizes the need to “preserve the community’s international
flavor” (CLUE 2009: 15), but this is largely because of the deemed growth opportunities
associated with a certain portrayal of diversity. In this vein, the report explains that
“the economic and cultural diversity of Rainier Valley’s residents would likely make it
difficult to develop a cluster of new businesses targeted to any one single market
segment” (CLUE 2009: 16) so the report does not spend significant time addressing the
diversity already present in the Valley. Instead, CLUE engages with diversity as an asset
that can bring people into the neighborhood. The report identifies ways to make
neighborhoods more known, but only to certain audiences and for particular purposes,
which substantiates certain inclusions and exclusions. Furthermore, in line with Harvey’s
depiction of urban entrepreneurialism, CLUE advocates for more public/private
partnerships and an influx of private capital to realize the Rainier Valley retail
revitalization aspirations (CLUE 2009: 13).
The exploitation of diversity for economic development commodifies people and
livelihoods. At the same time, CLUE’s report ignores many facets of place and
encourages an imposition of place development schemes rather than more organic placemaking practices. For instance, CLUE’s proposed lighting shows and electronic banners
to advertise the Valley at each light rail station struck me as inconsiderate of the local
place. After hearing about these ideas at a public unveiling of the report, I wrote in my
field notes:
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I found all the gimmicks for attracting people (lighting schemes, different kinds of
banners, etc) a bit overdone (and far from environmentally sustainable!). It also
seems like the community doesn’t really want these (October 1st, 2009).
Plans developed by non-Seattle based organizations, such as CLUE, rob decision-making
power from local residents, reducing them to passive observers in the transformation of
their own neighborhoods (see also Morrill et al. 2011b: 150-155). Such theme-park type
approaches also deny residents the opportunity to promote their neighborhoods in the
ways that they see fit. This is another example of how the complexity of the area and the
wealth of local knowledge are trumped by the expertise of outside sources.27 Moreover,
the audience demographics at the public meeting about CLUE’s retail study hinted at the
power relations vitalized through such development plans. I reflected in my field notes,
“Despite that we’re in the Valley, I am struck again by how white the gathering”
(October 1st, 2009). Malcolm’s assessments of who desires diversity and how the term
has been mobilized felt poignant during this public review of the CLUE report.
The CLUE report does not explicitly mention that cultivating intrigue and
excitement about Southeast Seattle while also advertising inexpensive housing stock
could lead to gentrification. Yet, this is an important subtext to the incorporation of
diversity within such development strategies. Furthermore, as I indicated with the cultural
overlay designation process, gentrification is another process through which racialized
and classed inequities unfold in the city. Zimmerman (2008: 241) states that in
Milwaukee, WI “Creativity-inspired redevelopments therefore worked to enforce, despite
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CLUE spent just a few days in situ and yet composed a lengthy report about how to strengthen the
economy through retail (CLUE 2009: 58+). Tellingly, the abstraction of the creative class weaves through
this report, a document that employs a similarly disembodied interpretation of diversity to outline top down
solutions.
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Florida’s rhetorical insistence to the contrary, an increasingly strict monocultural
expression in the public spaces of Milwaukee’s central area.” Zimmerman hints at the
cycles wherein creativity projects, which rely on the idea of diversity, often lead to
gentrification and homogeneity. The use of diversity within CLUE’s recommendations
suggests that such transformations towards homogeneity could also be set in motion in
Southeast Seattle.
In the CLUE report, diversity is neatly contained, commodified, and sanitized. It
emerges as a marketing tool and intriguing feature of Rainier Valley. As a result, the
actual specificities of place – such as the realities of living and working with people from
different ethnic, religious, linguistic, class, and racial backgrounds – fade from view. The
messiness of the quotidian is absent from such performances of place. The existing
community action groups, neighborhood clubs, playgrounds and parks do not factor into
the CLUE plans because revitalization focuses on improvements for the future. I focus on
the commodification of diversity and the appropriation of this celebrated community
asset to elucidate how the creative class concept translates into proposed plans via
diversity. CLUE’s ideas for how to boost the Valley’s economic situation ultimately
dismiss existing specificities of place and offer revitalization approaches that could
extend extant racialized and classed disparities. In short, the retail corridor revitalization
proposals latch on to diversity and massage it into a useful resource for economic
development in the Valley, thereby furthering entrepreneurial and neoliberal agendas in
Seattle.
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Conclusions
Richard Florida names Seattle as the fifth most creative city in the US (Florida
2002a: 251). Yet, despite such appraisals, I contend that Seattle city government and
associates are strikingly uncreative in the ways in which they incorporate and utilize the
creative class as part of economic development strategies. Indeed, plans derived from the
assumptions of the creative class template are classically neoliberal and entrepreneurial.
They seek to improve profits, make Seattle more widely known, and integrate a broad
array of actors into the process. Moreover, the translation of the ubiquitous creative class
into the Seattle context has generated proposals, such as the retail revitalization plan and
the cultural overlay district designation, that reproduce racialized and classed inequities
and overlook place specifics in the name of economic growth.
Florida promotes an economic development approach based on a particular group
of people and the assumed social relationships and habits of these people. Despite this
focus on social relations, Florida does not attend to the social implications, such as
gentrification, of his plans. Leslie, who works in the equity field, outlines the impacts of
such economic development strategies:
Racism, classisms are still so thick in the city and displacement is happening at
such a rapid pace in the South and Central District, particularly, but even
elsewhere in Southwest, and individuals are talking about the negative impacts of
gentrification as they pack up and move in … it’s a confusing place [laughs]
(October 8th, 2009, county employee).
Leslie’s comment affirms that neighborhood change is ongoing in Seattle and that such
transitions carry racial and classed overtones. As this chapter demonstrates, cities become
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seduced by the promise of the creative class and then craft economic development
proposals that carry a superficial engagement with social relations. As a result, in Seattle
gentrification continues apace and individuals perceived as racially different or artistic
emerge as useful commodities. Economic plans that purportedly value diversity, broadly
conceived, can actually constrain the lived realities of diversity in practice.
Creativity and entrepreneurialism seeped through advertisements on the bus,
interviews, the SMT and City Hall corridors and offices, promotional exhibits, meetings,
and textual materials. Taken together, these various sources coalesce into a powerful
narrative of place, one actively supported by city government and echoed around town.
Linking Seattle’s urban identity with the narrative of creativity has implications, as this
chapter as shown. The impacts become even more apparent as this narrative takes root
through repetition and becomes naturalized as wholly descriptive of Seattle as a place.
My analysis of the cultural district designation proposal and the revitalization plan
for Southeast Seattle also substantiate the overarching argument of my dissertation.
Specifically, these empirics underscore how the promise of the creative class and the
associated narrative of creativity hide the production of exclusions and embellish the
possibilities of innovation and creativity. The commitment to stated progressive politics
compels particular performances of the city.
The creativity focus within municipal government has helped fuel a re-imaging of
Seattle and vitalized the long-standing enthusiasm for innovation and entrepreneurialism.
This articulation of Seattle has wide reach. For instance, a recent article in Via, the Triple
AAA travel magazine, features Seattle “with its postindustrial businesses, thriving arts
and music scenes, and timeless views of water and snowcapped mountains, … as one of
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the country’s most dynamic cities and compelling destinations” (Hall 2011: 32).
Attention to unusual architecture, neighborhood revitalization, artistic expressions, and
culinary delights characterize Hall’s rendering of Seattle. The institutional narrative of
the creative city is certainly being heard and picked up by a range of sources. At the same
time, Seattle is rich in its complexity so the city is cast in other lights as well. By way of
example, Hall (2011: 32) comments that Seattle “has become one of the country’s
greenest – and most cosmopolitan – cities.” I turn now to explore the green and
sustainable city, a narrative that commands notable recognition and carries spatial
ramifications as well.
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Chapter Four
The Privileges of Choice: Sustainability in Seattle
Seattle is popularly known as a ‘green’ city, so much so that journalist William
Yardley (2008) wrote, “Gray and green may be the colors most associated with this
forward-focused city.” Gray represents the rainy days and cloudy skies and green
symbolizes environmentalism and the lush landscape. Increasingly interwoven with the
progressive environmental association with Seattle is the term sustainability. By way of
example, the annual Americans for the Arts (AftA) conference held in Seattle in 2009
titled their conference ‘Renewable Resources: Arts in Sustainable Communities.’ The
brochure for the convention begins,
Clear air, expansive water, and soaring mountains frame a thriving creative core
in the city of Seattle. Seattle is a leader in healthcare innovation, aerospace,
information technology, and environmental sustainability – for which the city’s
arts and culture provide creative spark (AftA 2009: 1).
This boosterish language gathers credibility from the general perception of Seattle as a
naturally beautiful and environmentally conscious city and an entrepreneurial and
creative place. The conference pamphlet draws upon prominent narratives of place to
promote the location for the arts conference and situates the arts, a proclaimed renewable
resource, within the unique Seattle context. The attention in the Americans for the Arts
conference brochure on the natural environment, sustainability, creativity, and innovation
provides a bridge between my previous chapter on the creative class and urban
entrepreneurialism and this chapter on Seattle as a city of sustainability.

125	
  
	
  
To explicate the narrative of sustainability, I focus on endeavors put forward by
Seattle’s Office of Sustainability and the Environment (OSE) and the municipal
government more generally.28 In particular, I examine the ‘way to go’ program, the bag
fee debate, and urban agriculture efforts to argue that assumptions of choice inhibit the
full implementation of sustainability projects and unwittingly produce classed and
racialized exclusions. I further contend that choice operates as a marker of privilege and
as such reflects both the current and historical (as discussed in Chapter Two) class and
racial demographics of Seattle. Bourdieu’s (1984) ideas about consumption patterns and
class differentiation and literature about urban nature (Gandy 1997; Kaika 2005; 2006;
Heynen et al. 2006) help advance my analysis of the sustainability institutional narrative.
The heterogeneity of the city comes to light as the performance of sustainability defines
and limits Seattle. Moreover, the narrative of sustainability emphasizes a politically
progressive ideal while also advancing inequities. This paradox is particularly potent
because in theory sustainability stems from making decisions that minimize harm and
maximize collective benefit. Sustainability in practice is another story, as this chapter
attests.
This chapter proceeds as follows. First, I provide an overview of the development
of sustainability initiatives within city government and the parallel solidification of a
‘green’ image in Seattle. The resultant impacts on urban identity are notable as the
linkages between sustainability and Seattle ripple through the geographic imagination.
Next, I think through the classed and racialized privileges embedded within assumptions
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Sustainability work is not the sole provenance of city government. There are numerous not-for-profit and
non-governmental groups focused on sustainability throughout Seattle. Though instructive, these
organizations are beyond the purview of this dissertation so I primarily analyze the activities unfolding
under the auspices of city government.
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of choice. Three empirical examples – the ‘way to go’ program, the bag fee debate, and
urban agriculture – follow as I illustrate how choice constrains sustainability efforts and
mirrors past privileges and inequities. I close by way of revisiting how the narrative of
sustainability both upholds ideals of city government and reproduces classed, and often
racialized, inequities.

‘Green’ and Sustainable Seattle
Architect and urban planner Charles Blessing wrote in a 1965 report, titled
Designing a Great City, “the truly great cities – the definable cities – also have an
‘image.’ What is the ‘image’ of Seattle?” (Urban Design Advisory Board 1965: 1,
emphasis in the original). While city officials have struggled with the answer to this
question of image for years, there has been a frequent and consistent focus over the past
few decades on the ‘green’ aspects of Seattle. For example, the Emerald City moniker
given to the city in 1981 pivoted on assumptions of the sparkling natural beauty and the
‘green’ mentality of Seattleites.29 Just over a decade later, in 1994, the municipal
government named the city’s comprehensive plan Toward a Sustainable Seattle. This
plan both addressed the growth mandates dictated by Washington state’s Growth
Management Plan and outlined the vision for how Seattle would grow and develop
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
29

In 1981, the Seattle Convention and Visitors Bureau held a contest to determine a new brand for the city.
Several people submitted Emerald City as an idea, but an entrant from California, Sarah Sterling-Franklin,
ultimately won the contest and gained fame as the founder of the new brand (Seattle Becomes 2011). The
Emerald City elicited some ridicule given the Wizard of Oz connotations. Still, the Emerald City won out
as an appropriate brand because it celebrates the stunning natural beauty in the area and the city’s ‘green’
perspectives. Apparently, the Emerald City brand did not generate loyal followers right away. Indeed, as
Wes recalls,
The Emerald City brand creation, … at the time that was launched, it was also panned locally.
People didn’t like it, and we forget that because in the years subsequent to that there’s – dry
cleaners have named themselves Emerald City Dry Cleaners, and it really has been indoctrinated
into the city, and people have actually come to like it. In fact, now it’s hard to get rid of (June 10th,
2009, employee in the for-profit sector).
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sustainably during a 20-year time frame. The comprehensive plan detailed four core
values as guides for Seattle’s development: “community, environmental stewardship,
economic opportunity and security, and social equity” (City of Seattle 1995: vi). These
values mirror contemporary renderings of “the three e’s that we talk about in
sustainability, the economy, environment, and equity” (July 2nd, 2009, Jill, city
employee).
Both the 1994 comprehensive plan for Seattle and the related Environmental
Action Agenda “define a sustainable city as one that ‘thrives without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their needs’” (as quoted in Nicholas 1994: 1). This
phrasing borrows quite directly from the United Nations World Commission on
Environment and Development report (1987: 16), titled Our Common Future and also
known as the Brundtland report, which defines sustainable development as the following:
“Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it meets the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs.”30 These examples elucidate how sustainability has become affiliated with a
longer temporal trajectory and how the stated inspirations for (and recipients of) current
efforts are broadly conceived ‘future generations.’
The long-term view within sustainability indicates a different type of engagement
for city government with the temporal. Raco, Henderson and Bowlby (2008) suggest that
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Sustainable development has come under fire from many different perspectives. For example, Lele
(1991: 607) contends that sustainable development offers “an incomplete perception of the problems of
poverty and environmental degradation, and confusion about the role of economic growth and about the
concepts of sustainability and participation.” Others, such as Liu (2003: 472), note that the translation of
sustainable development plans, such as ones for tourism, work better in theory than in practice. The marketbased approaches in sustainable development and the reliance on techno-fixes also draw criticism
(Robinson 2004: 369). Robinson (2004: 369) outlines other prominent critiques of sustainable
development, which include that the concept “is vague, attracts hypocrites and fosters delusions.”
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the emergence of sustainability within urban development strategies shifted the terrain
and scope of urban planning. They explain that attention to sustainability resulted in,
The “future,” therefore, becom[ing] less of a vague alibi for short-term
programmes and instead tak[ing] on the features of a definable object, which
should be integrated into planning frameworks at all stages of their development
and design. It becomes something tangible to be controlled, ordered, and worked
towards, with active citizens expected to consider their own actions in the context
of how they might impact on the “future” (Raco et al 2008: 2655).
This focus on the future and on the environmental health of the planet offers a rationale
for sustainability efforts within city government. Vague entities, the ‘future’ and the
‘world’, exist as the benefactors of actions taken now. Extending this logic indicates that
choices made in the present day can either enable or harm future generations and the
planet. Thus, the scalar and temporal premises of current sustainability efforts legitimize
the importance of choice. Yet, as I demonstrate in this chapter, choice carries classed and
racialized implications. Indeed, assumptions of choice inhibit the full implementation of
Seattle’s sustainability goals and extend exclusions.
In the contemporary Seattle context, a wide range of perceptions of sustainability
co-exist. For example, Alex, who works in the sustainability field, suggests that in Seattle
sustainability “is definitely a cultural thing” (September 21st, 2009). I perceive Alex to
mean that sustainability has become woven into the dominant belief structure of city
government and further linked into Seattle’s identity as a place. Put differently, the ethos
of sustainability has extensive reach in Seattle and informs the way the city government
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operates. On the other end of the spectrum, Emi, also in the sustainability field, states that
the word evokes a “lofty nebulous definition.” She continues,
Some of us when we say sustainable, it’s kind of like everything under the sun.
Some of our more technical people are kind of like down to the nitty gritty. It’s
like, okay, what are your performance measurements? What are your greenhouse
gas emissions, etc, etc? (October 1st, 2009).
Miranda, who works on equity issues, finds the phrase sustainable Seattle and the
multiplicity of assumed meanings woefully opaque. She fumes,
What are the [sustainability] values that you’re saying Seattle represents? Is it
pluralism? Is it smart density? Is it infill? Is it trying to keep things as they were
in 1972? What does sustainable mean? What does the word mean? Does that
mean affordable healthcare? Does that mean supporting the resources for lowincome folks? What does that mean? I get so tired of hearing things about
sustainable Seattle without any definition (September 17th, 2009, not-for-profit
employee).
In a somewhat related vein, Melanie mentions that the term sustainability is
“problematic” in governmental work because often her colleagues use the phrase “in
terms of environmental or ecological sustainability and there are too few moments
thinking about economic and social sustainability” (December 4th, 2009, city employee).
Xavier explains the implications of the meteoric rise in the term sustainability: “I
think sustainability has now officially crossed into buzzword territory and everybody
wants sustainable this and sustainable that. … I think it’s now become kind of an empty
vessel. It means whatever people want it to mean” (September 21st, 2009, not-for-profit
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employee; see also Davidson 2010). Patty, another employee in the not-for-profit
sustainability sector, concurs, as she notes, “the term has become overused and is less
meaningful than it used to be because it’s in the eye of the beholder.” Patty’s comment
resonates with related discussions in academic literature that “The idea of nature is
inherently ambiguous” (Gandy 1997: 636).
Within this range of interpretations and deployments, the term sustainability has
traveled widely in Seattle municipal government since its emergence in formal city
documents in 1994. For instance, former mayor Paul Schell created the Office of
Sustainability and the Environment (OSE) in 2000 (City of Seattle 2001: 5). At that time,
Schell asked the OSE to develop ways for the city government to reduce its
environmental impact, generate awareness about the city government’s triple bottom line
sustainability approach, and partner with community and regional organizations to extend
the reach of sustainability projects (ibid). Schell stated, “I want Seattle to be the
‘greenest’ city government in the world – the most water-efficient, the most energyefficient, the least polluting, in short, the most ‘sustainable’” (City of Seattle 2001: 1).
Schell also noted that “sustainability is good business” (City of Seattle 2001: 3) and that
“it’s a major component of our competitive advantage as a city” (ibid). In short, “our best
economic development strategy is to build an environmentally sustainable city” (City of
Seattle 2001: 1). The meshing of economic development and sustainability is front and
center in the early articulations of the OSE and Seattle’s role in sustainability efforts.
At the same time, Schell’s descriptions of the OSE and its purpose also reflect the
continued drive for status and recognition. This time it was not world-class status in the
form of attracting the WTO. Instead, Schell yearned for global recognition as a leader in
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‘green,’ a designation that reflects both environmental stewardship and economic growth.
In many ways, the push to associate Seattle with sustainability and ‘green’ has worked.
As Saha (2008: 21) comments, “Communities in the Pacific Northwest, including
Portland, OR and Seattle and Olympia in WA, have been seen as innovators in pursuing
sustainability initiatives.” There is less overt discussion now about gaining recognition as
a ‘green’ leader because of a tacit acknowledgement that Seattle is widely considered on
the forefront of sustainability work.
Currently, the OSE oversees Seattle’s climate protection programs, the urban
reforestation endeavors, the urban agricultural policies and activities, and green facilities
management decisions, all programs with long time horizons. Other city departments
focus on fast tracking permits for green building (Department of Planning and
Development), city-wide composting and recycling (Seattle Public Utilities), and the
pedestrian master plan (Department of Transportation). Although the leaders of
sustainability ambitions in a variety of departments have shifted over the last 17 years,
the concerted effort to promote and execute sustainable practices has been consistent.
Bound up with the sustainable and ‘green’ perceptions of Seattle is a broader
sense of nature in the city. In 1903 and 1908 the Olmsted Brothers created master plans
for the city’s parks (Friends 2009; Olmsted 2011). The proposed ‘emerald necklace’ of
parks and green spaces (only partially realized) called for the inclusion of green and open
spaces and purposely interwove settled and natural areas within the city. This projected
fusion challenged some of the dominant narratives in circulation about civilization
existing within Seattle proper and nature residing in the Cascade or Olympic Mountains.
The inclusion of substantive parks within the city also called into question who could
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occupy such spaces. More pointedly, the question of whether these were outdoor spaces
for wealthy people to engage in healthy leisure pursuits or shared spaces where squatters
could set up shop dominated public debate (Klingle 2006; 2007). Concerns about the use
of green spaces and the role of parks remain relevant today (Carr et al. 2009).
Olmsted’s plans also contributed to the pressure to control, modify, and shape
natural environments to create more industrial areas and to purportedly improve the
health of residents. Klingle (2006; 2007) outlines the massive physical transformations,
including moved and dredged rivers, regraded hills, infilled waterfront, created lakes and
dams, that happened in Seattle from 1898 to 1931. He asserts that such actions resulted in
a radically transformed physical environment and a convoluted, and at times conflicting,
sense of place. Klingle (2006: 199) explains, “city workers erased Seattle’s mounts to
make new real estate, remove unwanted residents, and cleanse neighborhoods.” The
flattening of the hills, the filling of the swamps to make the harbor, and the displacement
of lower-income and African American, Native American, and Asian communities
characterized this time.
The physical reconfiguration of the city not only created new imagery and
assumptions about Seattle, but also spatially cemented segregation patterns that persist in
broad form (see also Veninga 2009: 126). For instance, North Seattle and the hillier, less
altered landscapes are still predominantly wealthier and racially white, as shown in
Chapter Two. In contrast, the infill areas and flatter places in central and South Seattle
are home to a wider mix of people and have higher proportions of people of color and
people living in poverty (City of Seattle 2011c). The early 1900s was an era of modifying
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the natural landscape to best serve certain Seattle residents. Incorporating nature into
urban space diminished the sense of wildness associated with the natural environment.
Nature has emerged as a coveted resource in Seattle’s urban landscape for
different reasons now (Lyons 2004; see also Heynen and Robbins 2005; Heynen et al.
2006). Lyons (2004: 43) writes, “this commonplace sense of Seattle as an entry point to,
or on the doorstep of, ‘the great outdoors’ is actually underpinned by a notion of nature as
‘urban appendage’.” Derek, a city employee in the sustainability field, underscores the
importance of proximity to nature as a crucial attribute of Seattle. In response to a
question regarding what Seattleites like about Seattle, Derek explains,
We like the place because it’s got a mild climate. It has a mild climate that is not
too hot and it’s not too cold. Kind of like Goldilocks, just right. We rarely get hot;
we rarely get cold. We get spoiled by that. … We like the fact that there are trees
here even though we’re trying to get more. We’re trying to get more, but there are
plenty.31 I mean, there are more than most cities that I have been to. We like the
fact that there’s lots of water. There’s lots of water. So you can see water. I think
it’s a visually appealing place to live. As human beings, we do a lot of living
through our eyes and through our ears, so we can hear the birds, we can hear the
trees and we can see the water. We can see the mountains. We know the
mountains are there. Many people like to be here because there’s access to all the
natural things. You can be in this incredible place in an hour-and-a-half. In an
hour. In an hour, you can be in the middle of really deep woods all by yourself. …
We like that we are a “green” community (June 12th, 2009).
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Derek is referring to the urban forest and urban canopy projects currently underway in Seattle.
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The natural environment is an amenity for city residents, a place of refuge and escape and
a stimulation of the senses. According to Derek, nature is something within and beyond
the city. It is the “metaphysical nature, the unknown, the essence of something beyond
comprehension yet invoked for the justification of worldly belief. This is the nature that
is called upon to guide us” (Gandy 1997: 636). The guiding aspects of this interpretation
of nature resonate with calls in sustainability to consider the planet and future
generations.
Nature, though, can be invoked to signify everything from the advent of
modernity (Kaika 2006) to another commodity (Heynen et al. 2006) so incorporating
nature into performances of urban identity can be paradoxical. David Prytherch (2002),
for instance, describes the role of natural imagery and the absence of the built
environment in promotional images used for the marketing of Tucson, AZ. He outlines
the contradictions inherent in framing a city in terms of ‘nature’ (Prytherch 2002: 773)
and names such activities as evidence of eco-entrepreneurialism. He points to the irony of
advertising a city in terms of the landscapes that urban sprawl subsumes and renders
blatantly not wild (Prytherch 2002: 776).
Seattle’s current place brand of Metronatural, developed by Seattle’s Convention
and Visitors Bureau (SCVB), mobilizes nature as a commodified and integral part of
Seattle’s urbanity. SCVB defines Metronatural as the following:
adj. 1: Having the characteristics of a world-class metropolis within wild,
beautiful natural surroundings. 2: A blending of clear skies and expansive water
with a fast-paced city life. n. 1: One who respects the environment and lives a
balanced lifestyle of urban and natural experiences 2: Seattle (SCVB 2011).
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This brand grounds the imagery of Seattle as ‘green’ in terms of environmental
consciousness and ‘green’ in terms of the natural environment. It also puts front and
center the fusion of urban and nature in the Seattle context.
Seattleites voiced concern after the launch of Metronatural primarily because of
the similarities to the word metrosexual and the British Columbia brand of SuperNatural.
Sheila, who works in economic development, adds that the “biggest problem with it
[Metronatural] is that everybody’s made fun of it. Nobody’s taking it seriously”
(September 25th, 2009, employee in the for-profit sector). At the same time, regardless of
local perspectives, Wes, who is well acquainted with city branding efforts, emphasizes
that Metronatural works well in the international marketplace because it effectively
encapsulates the urban and the natural elements of Seattle. “City branding needs to
synthesize various characteristics and to transform them into a unique and irreplaceable
identity” (Zhang and Zhao 2009: 246). According to Wes, that is just what has happened
with Metronatural. He opines,
Regardless of how you feel about the word Metronatural, it logically and
strategically works well as a building block for us. Regardless of how you feel
about Metronatural, it’s kind of true. Seattle is. It is both and you do have access
to both, and there aren’t a lot of other cities that grant you that. It’s also something
that visitors want. They’re intrigued by it, they want it, and they want to be in it,
doing it. They all want to go on float-plane rides, but they also want to go to the
theater (June 10th, 2009, employee in the for-profit sector).
This concerted focus on the natural environment as a crucial – and unique – facet of
Seattle as an urban place helps explain why sustainability holds such sway in the city.
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Moreover, the incorporation of nature into an urban brand shows the “marketization of
nature” (Heynen et al. 2006: 4) and the production of cities through the production of
nature (Kaika 2006).
Karvonen (2010: 197) suggests that Metronatural “is a recognition that the city is
not separate from its natural surroundings but connected to it [sic].” Furthermore,
Karvonen (2010) claims that the incorporation of the natural within the urban contributes
to Seattle’s engagement with sustainability. He states, “the city is frequently cited as a
leader in sustainable urban development and this is due in large part to its unique
relationship with its natural surroundings” (Karvonen 2010: 153). Matt, a not-for-profit
employee in the sustainability field, furthers the notion of Seattle’s uniqueness because of
its physical location when he explains, “the landscape is really a part of the city in the
way that it’s not necessarily a place that’s like Chicago or the East Coast. You sort of see
the trees, see the mountains, you see the water” (September 10th, 2009). Matt’s comment
not only misrepresents Chicago and East Coast cities and their proximity to water and
natural landscapes, but also it highlights the prominent association between Seattle and
the broader natural environment. The views of the snow-capped mountains, sweeping
moss-drenched forests, and cerulean ocean expanses certainly celebrate the natural
beauty of the area and become useful resources for prevailing perspectives on
sustainability and assumptions about being ‘green.’
The development of sustainability projects within the OSE, and city government
more generally, has contributed to and been informed by the articulation of the ‘green’
image and the concerted integration of nature into associations with Seattle. As a result,
the institutional narrative of sustainability gains strength and coherency when it
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incorporates such affiliations with place. Furthermore, as the following empirical
examples illustrate, making the most environmentally responsible choices for the future
generations and the world reverberate through the ‘way to go’ program and the bag fee
debate. The consumption of nature and urbanization of nature arise within farmers’
markets and urban agriculture. Collectively, these examples lay bare the assumption of
choice underscoring sustainability efforts and the classed and often racialized
ramifications of such manifestations of privilege.

The Racialized and Classed Dimensions of Choice
I focus on choice to illuminate privilege within Seattle’s sustainability activities
because choice, and a related emphasis on behavior change, is critical to many current
sustainability ambitions. Xavier directs attention to the important framing work organized
by the language of choice. He explains,
We have to communicate that [sustainability] in terms that Americans can
understand which is flexibility, choice, opportunity … so you don’t say “well,
okay, we need to take more density,” which I’ve heard used by people frequently
as “take more density.” Sounds like “take your medicine,” “eat your spinach”
(September 21st, 2009, not-for-profit employee).
Xavier articulates how the idea of choice often makes sustainability goals more palatable
and possible. Choice grants individuals a sense of having control and options. Through
careful research and thoughtful assessment, individuals can choose to support greater
density, for example. This approach sounds less draconian and directive. The idea of
choice also corresponds to the future beneficiaries of current work. Individuals can
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choose to provide the context for success and happiness for future generations or can
choose to destroy the planet now. Yet, not all people have access to the kinds of choices
and opportunities that Xavier hints at. In other words, the terms flexibility, choice, and
opportunity convey the trappings of privilege and help embed privilege within
sustainability endeavors.
Attending to choice and privilege compels an engagement with socioeconomic
class because people with more economic resources often have more choices. Pierre
Bourdieu (1984) offers an extensive analysis of the links between social classes,
aesthetics, and taste in his text, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste.
He considers the intertwining of social, cultural, symbolic and economic capital in every
day practices and illustrates how certain lifestyle and consumer choices contribute to
class ascension and class socialization. These processes also coalesce into what Bourdieu
calls habitus, “the internalized form of class condition and of the conditionings it entails”
(Bourdieu 1984: 101), which “provides an insight into the embodied and pre-reflexive,
albeit always sociospatially contextualized, nature of practice” (Holt 2008: 228). The
attention to embodied dispositions is a hallmark of Bourdieu’s articulation of class
distinctions. He unsettles assumptions that class differences are natural, instead
elucidating how they are naturalized (Bourdieu 1984: 466), and offers a genealogy of
taste and how it “classifies the classifier” (Bourdieu 1984: 6). He also asserts that “The
science of taste and of cultural consumption … unite[s] apparently incommensurable
‘choices’” (Bourdieu 1984: 6). In other words, consumption practices help constitute
status. Indeed, as Bourdieu (1984: 7) describes, cultural consumption is “predisposed,
consciously and deliberately or not, to fulfil [sic] a social function of legitimating social
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differences.” Bourdieu details these processes of class specification because he
recognizes that “Social divisions become principles of division, organizing the image of
the social world” (Bourdieu 1984: 471) and therefore demand scrutiny.
Bourdieu’s conceptualization of taste, aesthetics, and choice help me tease out
privilege and choice in Seattle’s sustainability endeavors. In identifying the classed – and
associated racialized – dimensions of the three empirical examples, I illustrate how
assumptions of choice contribute to limited program implementation and a deepening of
social differentiation. In such instances, the vision of equity, community, economic
stability, and environmental stewardship, as articulated in 1994 in Sustainable Seattle,
falls to the wayside and privilege, especially the privilege to make choices to benefit the
planet and future generations, attains center stage.
Literature about privilege often incorporates attention to racialization, particularly
whiteness. For example, Housel (2009: 132) suggests, “Privilege, defined here as a
special benefit granted to individuals and groups associated with their whiteness, is
integral to the conceptualization of whiteness.” Reitman (2006: 268) states, “The ability
to create and maintain public and private white space has been one of the most powerful
expressions of white privilege over the past century in the United States.” Pulido (2000:
13) also foregrounds white privilege, which she defines as “an attempt to name a social
system that works to the benefit of whites. White privilege, together with overt and
institutionalized racism, reveals how racism shapes places.” Pulido is clear that white
privilege and white racism are not necessarily intentional or uniform. They thrive,
however, “in highly racialized societies that espouse racial equality, but in which whites
will not tolerate either being inconvenienced in order to achieve racial equality … or
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denied the full benefits of their whiteness” (Pulido 2000: 15). Winders (2003: 45) points
out that whiteness is neither a singular nor stable category and claims, “When elements of
class and region are incorporated into such analyses, differences within whiteness
become as visible as difference between whiteness and other racialized categories.”
Attending to the many representations of whiteness cracks assumptions about a
monolithic category and elucidates the intersection of axes of difference (see also Shaw
2006).
The specific US social movements that birthed sustainability coalitions elucidate
racialized and classed privileges as well (see also Finney 2009). For example, Patty
describes the development of the environmental movement. The privilege of choice is
very present in this history. She states,
I think you have to go back in part to the origins of the environmental movement
and how that has evolved and become institutionalized. It has a lot to do with
leadership. It has a lot to do with money. It has a lot to do with people who had
the relative luxury of being able to choose to be activists around issues that, if you
will, were more of the head than of the heart (October 14th, 2009, not-for-profit
employee).
In many ways, Patty describes how an affluent, liberal whiteness (Alkon and McCullen
2010) became connected to environmental and then sustainability movements.
In a similar vein, Beth, who works on equitable development, speaks to the
racialized and classed aspects of the early environmental movement. She comments,
I think historically, environmentalists were considered upper/middle class people
who could afford to be environmentalists. They were, and in poorer communities
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or people of color felt like that environmentalists would come and tell them how
bad they were because they weren’t doing the right things. And would tell you
you’d have to buy a refrigerator that costs $100.00 more, and how could I buy a
refrigerator when I don’t even have enough to buy what I want … the
environmental movement was a pretty white movement (October 22nd, 2009,
employee in the for-profit sector).
Being an environmentalist was a choice, a decision made, according to Beth, by mostly
upper and middle class white people. The assumption of options and disposable income
to make better decisions for the planet and future generations permeates the inception of
the environmental movement. Brian explains that these trends are not just historical.
Indeed, he comments, “If you were to look at the people who are talking about
sustainability and the people who may be in the sustainability field or the new urbanist
conversations, they’re all white” (September 3rd, 2009, county employee). Emi sums up
the situation by saying, “a lot of times the environmental movement or the green
movement is sort of detached from underrepresented communities” (October 1st, 2009,
county employee).
Daniel also delves into the mix of racial and class milieus that shape
environmental work and associated sustainability efforts. He states,
I think you have one group who has a completely different orientation with the
world: white people. And I think when you take initiatives that tap into the
environment, folks of color and white people have completely different
orientations to how we interact with the world and how the world is interacting
with us. So, although I don’t want to say that environmental impacts are a white
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thing, if a little kid would come up here and say, “I don’t give a damn about the
environment, that’s for white people,” once you get past the sort of slapstick
response, slapstick, or knee-slap laughter about that you come down there’s a
reason why that child may have that lens and they may not even be aware of that.
And so what that [example is] is a half-way attempt to kind of contextualize
movements throughout society and how different groups move differently and
navigate the world differently. It just makes sense to me. And it connects to the
same historical realities that are facing today’s society, that certain initiatives get
more traction. And why certain movements and initiatives, particularly
environmental movements, may get more political visibility, so on and so forth
(October 10th, 2009, employee in the not-for-profit sector).
Daniel’s comments revolve around a perspective that white people and people of color
“navigate the world differently” and that social movements started by certain groups of
people convey these varied perspectives. He also indicates that particular movements
have a tighter grip in political circles because of historical legacies. Moreover, Daniel
intimates that a key factor in the visibility of the environmental movement is the
preponderance of white people affiliated with such work. This assessment signals an
important point of analysis because “Places take on particular identities (racial and other)
that reflect and reproduce the dynamics of their participants” (Reitman 2006: 271).
Taken together, the comments from Patty, Beth, Emi, and Daniel indicate the
assorted racialized and class associations involved in the development of the
environmental movement. Sustainability work is now frequently positioned as and
presumed to be an outgrowth of the environmental movement so it too carries the
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assumption of certain racial and class privileges. This history, matched with the scalar
focus on the planet and the temporal emphasis on the future, cements assumptions of
choice within sustainability.
Interviewees are not alone in their assessment of particular racial and class
histories underpinning current environmental and sustainability activities and
organizations (Pavel 2009). For instance, Stanton (2002: 11-12) surveyed over 60 US
environmental organizations and found that people of color (disaggregated by group) had
four percent or less representation on boards of directors and six percent or less
representation on staffs. These numbers are lower than the representation of people of
color in the work force and in society more generally (Stanton 2002: 9, 12).32
Freudenberg and Steinsapir (1991) suggest that there are different racial
demographics in national environmental organizations and local grassroots ones. They
contend that local groups organize around a particular issue, such as exposure to a
specific environmental toxin, and thus bring together a wider coalition. As they explain,
“Unlike the national environmental organizations, which are predominantly white and
middle class, local environmental groups draw their members from a broad cross-section
of class and occupational categories” (Freudenberg and Steinsapir 1991: 235). The
environmental justice movement more generally encompasses a broader demographic
and more directly confronts racism as well (Agyeman et al. 2003; Pavel 2009).
Returning to the Seattle sustainability context, the city’s racial demographics and
histories of racialized and classed segregation, as discussed in Chapter Two, fuel a nexus
of race and class relations that refract through performances of sustainability.
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This survey focused exclusively on the representation of people of color and did not consider the
impacts of class, educational attainment, gender, or other axes of identity that might influence the numbers.
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Accordingly, I argue that assumptions of choice truncate the full actualization of
sustainability projects and thus limit the broad vision of sustainability. The institutional
narrative of Seattle as a sustainable city conveys more than environmental
progressiveness, the inclusion of nature, possibilities for economic growth, and status as a
leader of sustainability. It also contributes to classed and racialized inequities. I flesh out
this argument in the discussions below. With regards to my overarching argument, the
sustainability work of the OSE, and city government more generally, indicate how this
institutional narrative of place simultaneously encapsulates ideals and overshadows
exclusions.

Way to Go!
Choice is fundamental to the ‘way to go’ program, one of the most prominent
activities of the Seattle Climate Action Network (CAN) of the OSE. The ‘way to go’
program asks families with two cars to reduce auto trips by giving up one car for six
weeks and relying more on public transit, walking, biking, and carpooling. The goal of
‘way to go’ is to have families,
Track the choices they make and the miles of driving they reduce by using one
less car. Participants walked more, rode their bikes, used the bus and better
planned the car trips they did make. As a result they reduced air pollution, traffic
congestion, and stress, and saved money (City of Seattle 2001: 6).
The power of individual choices and actions underpin this program and its attempts to
reduce carbon emission.
Sarah, a city employee in the sustainability field, describes the project:
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We have a “way to go” program where people try getting around without their
second car for a while. And one of the things we really heard from them was that
they’re getting to know their neighbors more. Because as opposed to like getting
in their car and driving away, they’re walking by their neighbors on the way to the
bus stop or on the way to the neighborhood store and feeling more of a sense of
community and connection as a result (July 2nd, 2009).
This is an effort to reduce carbon emissions via individual choices and as such
contributes to what Jennifer Rice (2010: 929) terms “a new type of carbon-relevant
citizen” in Seattle. Indeed, Rice (2010: 932) contends that through these kinds of
programs “climate has come to be the target of urban governance in Seattle” and,
therefore, frames “the specific and contingent relationship between the state and carbon
that is embedded in territorial practices of local governments” (Rice 2010: 931). This
kind of program focuses on the regulation of carbon, an act that represents a “shift in the
way that more-than-human nature has been conceived, controlled, distributed, managed
and produced” (Heynen and Robbins 2005: 6). Heynen and Robbins (2005: 6) assert that
the regulation of the natural environment is accelerating “the ongoing commodification
of natural things.” Such an engagement with the natural world resonates with the broad
scale focus on the planet and future generations, but it does little to challenge the
“environmentally destructive tendencies of capitalism” (Heynen and Robbins 2005: 6).
Sustainability becomes more visible and tangible through attention to carbon
emissions, so much of the work in Seattle centers emissions levels. Seattle gains national
attention and prominence for cutting greenhouse emissions (City of Seattle 2006b; Rice
2010), and this association between Seattle and progressive environmental policies
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contributes to a particular kind of urban status as well. Yet, emissions reduction programs
predicated on individual choices, such as ‘way to go,’ presume that families own at least
two cars and live in neighborhoods with particular characteristics, such as adequate street
lighting, general public safety, availability of goods in the neighborhood, and bus
schedules and routes that align with job obligations.33
These kinds of living situations are not universally available to all Seattleites. For
instance, Makela, a resident in Southeast Seattle, explains that in her neighborhood
“people are too busy keeping a roof over their head and food on the table. … there is not
a lot of discretionary money and there is not a lot of discretionary time” (October 12th,
2009). Beth carries on with these themes and reflects,
When people have enough money to live off of, they then have time to think
about this other stuff. But when you don’t, and all you can think of is how am I
going to make sure I have a roof over my kids heads, how am I going to make
sure we have food on the table, you don’t have time to think about anything
different (October 22nd, 2009, employee in the for-profit sector).
Having multiple vehicles and the time to consider options for transportation emerge as
class markers and class distinctions in such instances. Thus, in the language of Bourdieu
(1984), such practices help constitute status and secure class privileges.
Rick, another Southeast Seattle resident, also describes the class and associated
racial dimensions of sustainability efforts. He comments,
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Bus schedules and routes often do not correspond with the work patterns of many working class people.
In Southeast Seattle, for instance, the construction of the light rail line caused the elimination of several bus
routes. This is problematic because the light rail currently travels from the airport to downtown. Many
people in Southeast Seattle work in other areas and cannot now count on public transit to get to work
(Cohen 2009; Lloyd 2011).
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A lot of the poor people just focus on what they know day-to-day, and so
traditionally, they’ve viewed sustainability as something that’s maybe more of a
white thing that doesn’t quite impact them. Their issues are more bread and
butter, do I have a job, a bus pass, this kind of thing (October 1st, 2009).
In other words, there are few opportunities to make choices about carbon emissions or to
consider other ways to live out the vision of the Climate Action Network. Class privilege
and the freedom to choose between a car or public transit are not choices for everyone to
make equally.
By crafting a program that centers certain choices, the ‘way to go’ effort ends up
tending to focus on a particular class demographic. As a result, city funding for such
projects illustrate how decisions can be made that are, according to city employee
Melanie, “in the long term compatible with social justice, but in the short term are not
necessarily compatible with social justice” (December 4th, 2009). Drawing out Melanie’s
assertion a bit more, projects such as ‘way to go’ are not ultimately sustainable because
of the exclusivity embodied in the assumptions of choice. Funding to initiate
sustainability programs in communities of color and working class communities is less
available when programs based on choices remain a priority. Teasing out the work of
privilege in such settings and throughout the decision making process is necessary
because such attention might reduce this type of programmatic outgrowth and make it
possible to implement equitable sustainability programs.
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Paying for Paper or Plastic
While the ‘way to go’ program generated overwhelming support, Seattle residents
have not as positively received other sustainability measures. For instance, the 2009
proposed $.20 bag fee (ultimately defeated by the voters) was a controversial issue and
showed that many people do not want to pay more for shopping experiences. Joanna, an
employee in a for-profit Southeast Seattle business, for example, emphatically opposed
the 2009 proposed $.20 per bag fee and voiced frustration with the existing ban on
Styrofoam. She explains,
Honestly, some of the city laws, … they just don’t work. For example, the ban on
Styrofoam. Well, if you’re going to ban Styrofoam, then you’ve got to think of an
alternative – like a cost – like [pause] a way to get – a way to help business
owners save money because the alternatives to Styrofoam are quite expensive. …
before you implement this, what about having – can the city, I don’t know, have
some buying power where they buy alternatives and then sell it back to the
business owners? Because otherwise it’s like – okay, this is how much the fine
costs … and this is the alternative products. I’m going to go with the fine. … It’s
great to be a “green” city, but you also have to be practical, too. And you have to
have practical alternatives before you can try to push people to be “green.” … I
think it was an ill-conceived law, too – or bill. I don’t think that to basically have
to pay $0.25 or $0.20 for a bag – what that really means is that people would go
shopping less … the City Council is all white – all kind of like, I feel, very liberal.
Council voted six to one [in favor of the bag fee] (October 9th, 2009).
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From Joanna’s perspective, the ban on Styrofoam and the bag fee directly hurt small
businesses, the backbone of Southeast Seattle’s local economy. She feels that these
initiatives are evidence of the city trying to be ‘green’ without thinking through the
implications and without helping businesses make the change to alternative products.
Joanna points to the perceived liberalness of the City Council and its racial demographics
and insinuates that these features factor into proposed policies. The City Council voted in
support of the bag fee, but that is not what voters ultimately chose.
The economics of sustainability surfaced as a topic of debate as proponents of the
bag fee spoke of environmental concerns while small business owners voiced the
negative economic impacts. This tension highlights the different temporal landscapes and
scalar perspectives framing people’s responses to the debate. Small business owners
worry about financial impacts now and bag fee proponents worry about the planet and
livelihoods of future generations. The City Council proposed a market-based approach to
encourage (some might say foist) environmentally conscious behavior amongst Seattle
residents. Yet, what the bag fee proposal failed to consider is how choice and privilege
frame this ‘solution’ to environmental issues.
The seemingly progressive politics incorporated into the bag fee pivot on notions
of consumer choice (people electing to pay more for a bag) and, therefore, indicate how
class privilege seeps through another sustainability policy proposal. Voices in favor of
the bag fee hint at privilege as well. For example, Val offers the following passing
comment on the bag fee, situated here as a proxy for sustainability endeavors in the city.
She notes, “In the work I’ve been doing, I’ve realized that we do have a pretty good
understanding, relatively, of sustainability and climate change and social duty. That being
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said, stuff like the bag fee still aren’t passing” (September 9th, 2009, county employee).
Val’s casual comment holds some incredulity about the voters choosing not to support a
bag fee. She states that a “pretty good understanding” of sustainability and social duty is
evident within the city, but then the lack of passage of a bag fee dampens this assessment
of Seattleites. Consumers chose not to support such legislation, which could be
interpreted as a lack of support for sustainability initiatives.
On this topic, a recent New York Times article suggests, “America’s ecoconsciousness, it turns out, is fickle. As recession gripped the country, the consumer’s
love affair with green products, from recycled toilet paper to organic foods to hybrid cars,
faded like a bad infatuation” (Clifford and Martin 2011: B4). This assessment of market
trends for ‘green’ products affirms the ties between individual choices and sustainability
work. Just as Seattle voters did not choose a bag fee (ostensibly an environmentally
conscious and progressive tax), US consumers more generally are purportedly choosing
not to shell out the funds for ‘green’ products. The intrinsic privilege associated with
such purchasing decisions has become more visible during the economic downtown.
Indeed, in this climate, the consumption of ‘green’ marks class habitus more starkly.
When unpacking the bag fee debate, a fairly mundane policy debate emerges as
another setting through which to identify and examine choice in Seattle’s sustainability
aspirations. The presumed class privilege underlying the bag fee indicates how consumer
choices and tastes (and class reproduction more generally) become intricately involved
with legislation. Moreover, the racialization of this debate, with a predominantly white
City Council promoting this fee, reveals that cultural consumption practices and choices
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carry class and racial dimensions. This is one more example of how seemingly
progressive ideals of city government are more complicated in practice.
The bag fee is not the only site through which sustainability measures link up with
patterns and processes of consumption in Seattle. Indeed, urban agriculture offers another
productive site through which to examine the impacts of choice.

Urban Agriculture: Focusing on Farmers’ Markets
Current mayor Mike McGinn declared 2010 the year of urban agriculture in
Seattle to help “promote urban agriculture efforts and increase community access to
locally grown food” (City of Seattle 2011d). The designation as a year of urban
agriculture accompanied a set of policy recommendations and code changes. These
included:
Add and/or clarify the definitions of key agricultural terms; expand opportunities
for community gardens and urban farms in all zones; allow rooftop greenhouses
dedicated to food production a 15 foot exception to height limits; add farmers’
markets to the definition of a “multipurpose retail sales” use; increase the number
of domestic fowl allowed on a lot from three to eight; and, allow existing urban
horse farms greater than ten acres to operate as a permitted use in single-family
zones (ibid).
These code changes expanded upon the 2008 City Council Resolution #31019, which
was passed in support of urban agriculture. Resolution #31019 focused on “establishing
goals, creating a policy framework, and identifying planning, analysis and actions for the
purpose of strengthening Seattle’s food system sustainability and security” (City of
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Seattle 2008b: 1). This resolution grew out of the goal in Seattle’s comprehensive plan to
alleviate poverty, an aspiration clearly tied to food security (ibid).
The efforts to promote local agriculture have multiple purposes. As the
Department of Planning and Development (2011) explains, “Small-scale urban
agriculture can help create livable, walkable and sustainable communities, and implement
city goals of sustainability and economic development.” Put differently, urban agriculture
can simultaneously fulfill economic development objectives, planning directives, and
sustainability ambitions. The intentional inclusion of farming and all the earthy and
biological attributes of such endeavors diminish the false divide between the rural and
urban. Urban agriculture also indicates the growing trend around the urbanization of
nature (Kaika 2006) and the process of intentionally incorporating natural resources
within the city.
The interweaving of economic growth, planning practices, and sustainability takes
shape in myriad forms through urban agriculture in Seattle. Within this wide ambit, I
focus on farmers’ markets because of their prevalence in Seattle and the evidence of
choice. Consumption makes visible class tastes and expectations (Bourdieu 1984) so the
act of purchasing produce and other goods at a farmers’ market can signify more than just
an economic transaction. Longhurst and Savage (1996: 278) build on Bourdieu and state
that “people were not passive consumers … but were actively engaged in consumer
practices; that such forms of activism could be seen as related to class strategies and
habituses.” I echo these assertions in my analysis of farmers’ markets. I understand
market goers as intentional consumers, ones whose practices reveal class distinctions.
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While there are currently 19 farmers’ markets in Seattle (Ho 2010), concerns are
rising about the viability of so many markets. Many farmers are increasingly doubtful
(Ho 2010) about the economic viability of farmers’ markets because the markets take
time away from actually growing produce. This situation arises for farmers even though
demand is high for markets.34 For example, the University District farmers’ market, the
older and largest market in Seattle, reaped “$2.2 million in sales in 2007” (Communities
Count 2008: 105). The Ballard farmers’ market, also in North Seattle, had annual sales
the same year of $1.75 million. The third largest market in the city, in West Seattle,
reported “$1.1 million in sales in 2007” (ibid). Needless to say, farmers’ markets in
Seattle produce significant economic activity.
The economic prospects of farmers’ markets has led the Seattle Office of
Economic Development to target market creation as a part of “neighborhood
improvement …, [because] communities want a farmers’ market to help draw shoppers
and spruce up a business district” (Ho 2010). Markets provide access to locally produced
food, but the cost of produce at the markets means that a particular classed group of
shoppers are the most regular consumers. The sociality and community building that
often accompany farmers’ markets can lead to further class separations as a result. Holt
(2008: 228), relying on Bourdieu, states “the social is one key form of capital that serves
to (re)produce socio-economic differentiation and intergenerational (dis)advantage.”
Even though most Seattle farmers’ markets accept WIC, senior food stamps, and
electronic benefit transfers (EBT), the majority of shoppers do not use these forms of
payment so the possibility for socio-economic differentiation is ripe.
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Nationwide people still flock to farmers’ markets even though the purchasing of green products has
fallen off (Clifford and Martin 2011: B4).

154	
  
	
  
The choice to shop at farmers’ markets for ostensibly fresher, more organic, and
more natural food is one that often carries a higher price tag. The subsidies of industrial
agriculture artificially make food found in grocery stores or fast food restaurants cheaper
than local produce. This informs many consumer decisions and contributes to the
reproduction of class differentiation and formation. Val notes,
With local organic food, a lot of times that costs significantly more than it does to
go get a cheeseburger at McDonalds. I mean when you look at caloric intake and
the price of calories, then there’s this huge disparity between healthy and
unhealthy food. When you are on a really restricted budget, it’s really easy to
choose high-caloric intake food that in the long-run is going to really harm your
health, but in the short-run is going to make you full and allow you to drive your
car another mile or buy your child a birthday present or whatever (September 9th,
2009, county employee).
The privilege afforded through affluence carries daily ramifications, as Val eloquently
delineates. Situating this comment and the broader assessments of farmers’ markets
within Seattle’s sustainability work on urban agriculture suggests that such projects
inadvertently reinscribe lines of separation. Indeed, the reliance on individual consumer
choices and the assumption that if a market is nearby people will elect to shop there
makes plain the presence and assumptions of privilege.
Alkon and McCullen (2010) extend the analysis of privilege and farmers’ market
through the lens of racialization. They examine the whiteness of northern California
farmers’ markets and “found that many managers, vendors and customers hold notions of
what farmers and community members should be that both reflect and inform an affluent,
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liberal habitus of whiteness” (Alkon and McCullen 2010: 1). Through their ethnographic
research, Alkon and McCullen (2010: 2) discern that whiteness manifests in both the
preponderance of white people at the markets and in the “white cultural practices” that
shape the spaces. This uniformity rests upon and coheres privilege in that market goers
can count on being surrounded by like-minded fellow shoppers (see McIntosh 1988), can
tout and celebrate their economic advantages with diminished guilt because they are the
majority, and can engage in the performance of community with similar others. As
affluence can produce particular forms of isolation, farmers’ markets, with live music,
people of all generations, bountiful harvests, and sumptuous baked goods, positively
disrupt such experiences. Alkon and McCullen also outline the imaginaries about who
grows food and about the “ethically motivated” (Alkon and McCullen 2010: 3)
community of consumers. Boundaries drawn through these imaginaries and associated
practices suggest that whiteness “may prevent alternative food movements, despite their
growing popularity, from contributing to a just sustainability that can transform existing
social, material and ecological relations” (Alkon and McCullen 2010: 2). Indeed, all of
these factors together materialize lines of inclusion for some and exclusion for others.
Thinking through the implicit racialization of farmers’ markets in Seattle is useful
because of the demographic sorting of the city and because as Matt, a not-for-profit
employee, enthusiastically asserts, “you can grow food here, so you have a really strong
food movement” (September 10th, 2009). In other words, urban agriculture is becoming
more and more entrenched within Seattle’s landscape. Given the reach and extent of
urban agriculture within Seattle and the intentions of inclusion, it is crucial to sift through
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assumptions of choice within initiatives and to bring into focus the ways in which
privilege impinges upon access and racial and class equity (see also Finney 2009).

Conclusions
Develop Seattle, and the Northwest, as a model for sustainable living and
commerce. … There are many exciting possibilities for Seattle, as the “Emerald
City of the Northwest” to leverage existing resources and competencies and
develop new ways to create economic opportunity and social equity based on
sustainability (EKOS International 2000: 12).
The vision outlined in 2000 by EKOS International, a sustainability consulting firm, of
Seattle as a model of sustainability remains a powerful performance of place. It feeds into
and fuels popular associations between Seattle and sustainability. Malcolm describes the
extensive reach of sustainability in Seattle and says, “It’s hard not to talk about
sustainability in Seattle, environmentally, economically, you know, it’s always the speak”
(October 21st, 2009, community leader). Emi concurs, “It’s like if you’re not on the green
train, you’re missing out” (October 1st, 2009, county employee) while Kathy adds,
“We’ve sold the green lifestyle” (October 23rd, 2009, employee in the for-profit sector).
This concerted focus has led to many program developments and the widespread
investment in Seattle’s sustainability. Sustainability has become normalized and
naturalized, a benchmark upon which to measure other activities.35 Moreover, the adage
‘think globally, act locally,’ which expands the temporal and scalar context, has become a
well-worn adage of sustainability.
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By way of example, the not-for-profit Sustainable Seattle has developed a wide range of regional
sustainability metrics (b-sustainable.org) upon which to assess the well-being and viability of natural, built,
social, and personal environments and to instigate positive change (see Holden 2006).
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Yet, through examining the ‘way to go’ program, the debate about the bag fee,
and urban agriculture, this chapter has shown how assumptions of choice constrain
sustainability work within Seattle and contribute to the reproduction of classed and
racialized privileges. Bourdieu illustrates how consumption, taste, and lifestyle mesh
together to produce and represent class differentiation. He questions everyday habits and
illuminates the broader implications of such choices (see also Dowling 2003). His work,
along with other literature about urban nature, privilege, and racialization, informs this
analysis of the choice evident in Seattle’s sustainability efforts.
Making visible the exclusions wrought by privilege and choice is important
because, as Sibley (1995: xiv) reminds, “the fact that exclusions take place routinely,
without most people noticing, … is a particularly important aspect of the problem.”
Indeed, taking note of the unexamined assumptions guiding contemporary policy and
program development and implementation is crucial for upsetting such processes.
Currently, performances of sustainability in Seattle contribute to an institutional narrative
that sustains inequity inasmuch as it counters environmental impacts. Relying on
sustainability policies, programs, and initiatives that revolve around choice does not seem
to be an effective way to extend the scope and reach of sustainability within diverse
communities. Furthermore, the long-term focus on the future and the broad scale
attention to the planet extends certain class associations and curtails widespread
involvement in sustainability activities.
If the municipal government in Seattle wants to actualize the sustainability vision
set forth in 1994, programs and initiatives have to be retooled with equity and inclusion
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in mind because environmental issues and economic development are already front and
center. Saha (2008: 18) speaks to these themes and write,
Despite a consensus in the literature that equity, economy and environment need
to be simultaneously addressed in any effort towards sustainable development, the
equity aspect has been neglected in empirical research of what communities are
doing to promote local sustainability.
Along the same lines, Patty expresses, “For the long-term viability and effectiveness of
the environmental community, it has to figure out how to connect and work in a
meaningful way with communities of color” (October 14th, 2009, not-for-profit
employee). Attending to classed and racialized inequities reproduced by assumptions of
choice can help create “just sustainabilities” (Agyeman and Evans 2003).
Seattle the sustainable city is a commanding institutional narrative of place, one
commonly associated with the city and one that deploys a labile interpretation of nature.
The sustainability programs generated by city government that perform this urban
identity are diverse in form, but all incorporate assumptions of choice. The choices of
what to eat, what bag to use when shopping, what transportation to take, and how to
consume all carry and confirm class privileges. These privileges stem from the social
movement which spawned sustainability and the overarching temporal and scalar foci on
the planet and future generations. This backdrop contributes to the racialization of
sustainability as well. Collectively, the fulcrum of choice inhibits the full articulation of
sustainability goals. The institutional narrative of sustainability, therefore, both exudes
the ideals of city government and tacitly advances racialized and classed exclusions.
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While equity concerns are underrepresented in Seattle’s sustainability work,36
equity and inclusion are the targeted focus in other aspects of city government. Indeed,
the Race and Social Justice Initiative (RSJI) emerged in response to noted – and longstanding – inequities within municipal government and the city more broadly.
Accordingly, I turn to the RSJI and the narrative of a just and equitable city in Chapter
Five.
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The primary exception to this situation surfaces in green building efforts, which are becoming prominent
within Seattle and King County more generally. Raquel, a county employee in sustainability, describes the
focus on green affordable housing. She explains,
I think it was in ’08. I had a conversation with someone from the exec’s office, who got tapped
and is now in DC with Ron [Sims]. [Laughs] At the time, she was participating in this joint
recommendation committee … and she brought up the issue of green and sustainable housing. She
wanted to make sure that the not-for-profits were providing green and sustainable housing for the
affordable housing for lower-income populations because she said it shouldn’t only be the rich
people that are getting the most energy efficient products and materials installed in their home … .
It should also be reflected in the people that we serve (October 9th, 2009).
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Chapter Five
Consent and Transformation:
Scaling the Race and Social Justice Initiative (RSJI)
The Race and Social Justice Initiative (RSJI), a city government led initiative that
targets institutional racism and race-based disparities through new policies, practices, and
procedures, emerged in 2002 (Seattle Office for Civil Rights 2008: 3). In the context of
the RSJI, institutional racism means:
When organizational programs or policies work to the benefit of white people and
to the detriment of people of color, usually unintentionally or inadvertently. To
challenge institutional racism, we have to look beyond individual acts of prejudice
to the systemic biases that are built into our institutions (Race and Social Justice
Initiative 2011).
The RSJI strives to dismantle institutional racism through addressing root causes of
inequity in five primary areas: workforce equity; purchasing and contracts equity; greater
immigration and refugee services; enhanced outreach and public engagement; and
capacity building within all city departments (Seattle Office for Civil Rights 2008: 8).37
While many municipalities throughout the US have held dialogues about race and racism
(Walsh 2006), according to the RSJI, Seattle is the first municipal government to tackle
the systemic reproduction of inequity through institutional settings (Seattle Office for
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Describing how departments attend to these objectives, Marta explains,
The Department of Executive Administration is responsible for contracting equity, making sure
that the city’s contracts are distributed equitably amongst all people that should have access to that
in the city. We have the Personnel Department … making sure that within the city, city employees
have equal access to opportunity, training, hiring, promotions, all that. Then we have immigrant
and refugee access and inclusion, that’s the Department of Labor and their role is to make sure that
people have access not only to language interpretation and translation, but also we went from
having various sporadic access to now … based on demographics, we picked seven groups that all
departments have to have documents translated (June 8th, 2009, city employee).
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Civil Rights 2008).38
The RSJI owes its creation to former mayor Greg Nickels, who won his office in
2001 at a time when the aftermath of the World Trade Organization (WTO) protests
continued to influence city events. Voters ousted then mayor Paul Schell, and ushered in
Greg Nickels, putatively because of Schell’s lack of leadership during the WTO debacle
and his ill-advised attachment to world-class status. A King County council member at
the time, Greg Nickels campaigned on a platform of inclusion and articulated his support
for the local leadership style, known as ‘The Seattle Way,’ “in which officials seek
solutions by listening to all points of view and working to achieve an accord” (Verhovek
2001). On January 1st, 2002 Nickels became the 51st mayor of Seattle. He served two
terms and then lost in the 2009 primary.
Once elected, Nickels quickly re-asserted the power of City Hall, rather than City
Council, and began to take bold and decisive action (Onstot 2009). The pendulum of
weak mayor/strong City Council and strong mayor/weak City Council swung quite
decisively to strong mayor and weak council once Nickels assumed office. Making
decisions and moving forward with plans underpinned Nickels’ tenure as mayor, evident
in the revitalization projects in Northgate (Northgate Chamber News 2005), the
completion of light rail lines (Brunner 2009), the founding of the US Conference of
Mayors’ Climate Protection Agreement (US Conference of Mayors 2011b), and the
passage of an ordinance and executive order that recognized same-sex marriages for city
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The Global Sullivan Principles of Social Responsibility, a set of guidelines devised in 1999 by Reverend
Leon Sullivan and then UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, illustrate attempts to address inequities in the
corporate world (Leon H. Sullivan Foundation 2011). The Global Sullivan Principles revolve around social
justice and human rights concerns and aim to help “achieve greater tolerance and better understanding
among peoples, and advance the culture of peace” (ibid) within the corporate sector. These codes of
conduct grew out of the earlier work of Reverend Sullivan and his anti-apartheid efforts in South Africa.
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employees and married couples who move to Seattle (George 2004). As Lila, a city
employee, explains, “the mayor wants to get stuff done” (September 17th, 2009). Seattle
consultant Joe Quintana describes Nickels’ first term in office as the following: “He did a
lot in turning this city around when its knees had buckled from the repeated blows of the
WTO, the dot-com bust, and Boeing’s departure from the region”39 (as quoted in Onstot
2009: 4). At the same time, critics called Nickels a Chicago-style bully (Onstot 2009: 1),
a mayor who relied on cultivating fear, provoking hostility, leveraging muscle and big
money, maintaining a hard stance on issues, and firing many employees (particularly
department heads) when he became mayor (Onstot 2009: 1-5).
Regardless of such appraisals, the mandate handed down from City Council, also
mentioned in Chapter Two, that Seattle modify its policies and procedures so the
“disorders of the WTO never occur again” (Compton et al. 2000: 16) called for a critical
revamping of municipal government.40 Nickels took this charge seriously, as critics and
supporters attest. One prominent avenue through which he pursued institutional change
was the creation of the Race and Social Justice Initiative (RSJI). The assumption was that
a more equitable and just city would not devolve into a site of martial law and a declared
state of emergency. Moreover, Nickels noticed while campaigning that the majority of
Seattle’s white voters felt well-served by the city whereas voters of color felt poorly
served (Seattle Office for Civil Rights 2008: 1). In 2002, he therefore set out to
ameliorate voters’ experiential divides while also retooling processes of government and
making the city more equitable. The RSJI marked the avenue through which to enact
such change. Since the RSJI also spoke to the acknowledged need to have Seattle regain
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Boeing headquarters moved to Chicago in 2001 (Onstot 2009: 4).
Matt Sparke (2011: 62) contends that “the material linkages with real-world struggles for global justice”
during the WTO protests also contributed to perceptions of justice within Seattle.

40
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its footing as a city, there were several implicit and explicit motivations for nurturing the
narrative of an equitable and just city, the third and final institutional narrative of place
examined in this ethnography of the city.
Given the multiple objectives for the RSJI, I argue that an attention to scale
reveals how the RSJI simultaneously compels transformation and reinscribes neoliberal
agendas.41 Specifically, at the micro-scale of everyday practices within municipal
government, processes and mindsets have changed. Yet, at the wider, institutional scale
of city government, the RSJI does not challenge the status quo of neoliberalism. In other
words, the RSJI deftly satisfies calls, voiced after the WTO protests and from other
quadrants in the city, for justice and social change and furthers the neoliberal
entrepreneurial urbanism of the city bureaucracy. Indeed, the RSJI intertwines economic
processes, the quest for status, and the desire to mitigate racism into a powerful
institutional narrative of place that generates widespread support and exacts
transformation at small scales. The performances of an equitable and just city illustrate
how narratives of place both embody progressive values and hide the perpetuation of
inequities. This final institutional narrative of place, therefore, adds more layers of
analysis to the overarching argument of this ethnography of the city.
This chapter unfolds in the following manner. I first contextualize this initiative
through a discussion of events in Seattle that prefaced the genesis of the RSJI. I then
review literature about social justice definitions, corporate diversity, gender
mainstreaming, and hegemony to situate this discussion within other relevant analyses.
Four empirical examples – capacity building, immigrant issues, budgeting changes, and
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See Smith and Winders 2008 for a related discussion on the politics of place-making within the context
of neoliberal globalization.
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neighborhood plan updates – show how the RSJI manifests at different scales and the
tension between transformation and consent. I then examine how the RSJI has moved
into City Council and been shaped by a new mayoral team. I close by reflecting upon the
scalar dimensions of the RSJI and the many performances tied to the institutional
narrative of equity and social justice.

Setting the Scene for the RSJI
In the early 1990s, the Urban Enterprise Center (UEC), a historically black
economic development group affiliated with the Seattle Chamber of Commerce,
instigated an ‘It’s Time to Talk’ plenary series as a way to think through and reframe race
relations in the city. The UEC quickly partnered with other organizations to lend stability
and longevity to the series. George, one of the founders of the program, explained it as
follows.
We thought that it was important for us to get to know each other, not only in the
downtown community, but also in the urban communities and the university
communities. So, we would bring in major speakers, people that had interesting
information and concept about race relations [past presenters have included
people such as Wilma Mankiller, Bill Bradley, Lani Guinier, Edward Olmos, and
Anna Deavere Smith]. And then they would give their presentations, then we
would have a question that we would give the listening audience. And then at
their tables they would discuss issues that were race related … it made everyone
begin to know each other just a little bit better (May 26th, 2009).
The ‘It’s Time to Talk’ series continues to be successful, with participants coming from
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many organizational and institutional backgrounds. Now, however, the series has moved
away from just helping people talk about and through race and racism to articulating
action plans for instigating change.
In the late 1990s and early 2000s, in the Seattle Office of Civil Rights, then head
Germaine Covington conceived of CityTalks!, forums for talking about race within city
government. Marta, who works on equity issues, explains that CityTalks! revolved
around the idea that “to talk about race, you need to learn how to have a dialogue” (June
8th, 2009, city employee). Initially, a hand selected group of people from positions of
power throughout city government met to further craft and conceptualize the talks. The
conversations then extended to include participants from all levels of government. Marta
describes the evolution over time of the monthly CityTalks!.
We talked about race and how you perceive race and that was just the first
session, and then we would get together and discuss current issues in the city that
were either in the news or that we heard in our communities. And based on that,
we created questions for city employees to discuss later. But, always the first
question always was what is race, what is racism. Then we built on top of that,
and we did this for five years every month (June 8th, 2009, city employee).
Participants in CityTalks! started to feel that they wanted more actions and plans rather
than just conversations – “people were starting to get very unhappy with just talking”
(Marta) – around the same time that Greg Nickels noticed the experiential divides
between people of color and white people in the city. Thus, the RSJI offered both
direction and new energy for extending the dialogues about race into policy and
procedural realms.
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Despite this history of purposeful conversations about race, it has taken time for
city employees to become comfortable talking about racism and inequity as Dave, who
also works on equity issues, reveals.
I mean this is not something that people were familiar with, or let alone
comfortable with talking about and dealing with. When you deal with race issues
they are – tend to be very passionate, very emotional topics, and so [pause] – for
Seattle that was very difficult to get people comfortable with that and on board
and so that took a few years to kind of get going (October 14th, 2009, city
employee).
As a result, the initial years of the RSJI included trainings about racism, privilege, and the
art of active listening. The intention behind the trainings was to educate, to help people
overcome fears about broaching sensitive topics, and to get people “on board,” as Dave
notes. The focus on expanding people’s abilities to meaningfully engage with race and
racism individually and institutionally continues apace in the RSJI.

Defining Justice
The meaning of justice varies widely across disciplinary fields and practices.
David Harvey (2009: 15), for instance, defines social justice as “something contingent
upon the social processes operating in society as a whole” and as a principle that “applies
to the division of benefits and the allocation of burdens arising out of the process of
undertaking joint labour” (Harvey 2009: 97). Iris Marion Young (1990: 3) suggests,
“social justice requires explicitly acknowledging and attending to those group differences
in order to undermine oppression.” Paul Hawken (2007: 12) writes that social justice is
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“the implementation and realization of human rights as defined by the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights ratified by the General Assembly of the United Nations in
1948.” Hawken extends this definition and adds “the right to a productive, safe, and clean
environment; the right to security from political tyranny; and the right to live and express
one’s own culture” (ibid) as other important aspects of social justice.
Howard McGary (1999: 198), paraphrasing John Rawls, extends the idea of social
justice and notes, “it is not enough that the basic structure of society be just, it must be
perceived as such by members of the society.” This assertion references the relationality
between individuals, groups, and institutions with regard to the enactment and perception
of social justice. This interpretation of justice resonates with the RSJI and the institutional
narrative of the just city because Seattle city government is trying to alter the structures
of governance to alleviate disparities and secure an acknowledged urban identity of
justice.
Although social justice is not explicitly defined in the RSJI, its meaning implicitly
revolves around concerns with institutional racism. The initiative focuses on institutional
racism and race-based disparities because “race has shaped our institutions and public
policies in the United States in ways that prevent us from achieving equity” (Seattle
Office for Civil Rights 2008: 3). Accordingly, the RSJI seeks to confront root and
systemic causes of disparities rather than symptomatic expressions. The notion of justice,
therefore, intertwines with concerns about racism.

The Business of Diversity
Apprehensions about racism and diversity have spawned a booming industry in the
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corporate world. Anand and Winters (2006: 356) state, “Diversity is one of the most
popular business topics of the last two decades” and that diversity training as an industry
equaled eight billion dollars in 2003 (ibid). Wilkins (2004: 1556) concurs, stating, “In the
last fifteen years, there has been an explosion in corporate diversity initiatives.” He
continues that the growing purchasing power of minority consumers means that
corporations are heavily invested in capturing the interest and loyalty of a diverse group
(Wilkins 2004: 1556). Many of the rationales for enhancing diversity both within
corporations and within the consumer base draw upon market-based logics. In such
models, the “only task is to convince corporate America that diversity is indeed good for
business” (Wilkins 2004: 1591). Thomas (1990: 108) goes so far as to say that “women
and minorities no longer need a boarding pass, they need an upgrade” and that increasing
diversity throughout the corporate hierarchy is “no longer simply a question of common
decency, it is a question of business survival” (ibid).42
In the Seattle context, diversity and inclusion programs might not explicitly be
about business survival, but they are about doing things differently. For instance, when
asked about funding for the RSJI, Marta explains, “This is part of how we do business, so
it’s a matter of reprioritizing your resources” (June 8th, 2009, city employee). Moreover,
“part of not being business as usual is going to be paying attention to racial impacts and
class impacts” (July 16th, 2009, Sierra, city employee). The language and ideals of
corporate diversity endeavors trickle through Seattle city government now as diversity
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Canadian multiculturalism policies certainly resonate with diversity programs and platforms in the US.
Katharyne Mitchell (1993: 282), for instance, notes how discourses of multiculturalism helped propel the
influx of transnational capital into Vancouver because “our multicultural nature gives us an edge in selling
to that world.” This is a vibrant field of study, however, so it surpasses the scope of this chapter. Suffice it
to say, similar capitalist impulses underpin Canadian multiculturalism and US diversity programs.
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becomes positioned as part of the business model (Thomas 1990).
Corporate diversity trainings have assumed various forms over the past thirty years.
Anand and Winters (2008: 356) explain,
The emphasis of this training has evolved from compliance-oriented content (mid1960s to early 1980s) to improving working relationships (mid-1980s to mid1990s) to a more recent focus on accepting and leveraging all dimensions of
diversity based on the belief that enhanced business performance will result.
Throughout all of these phases, the goal of maintaining and boosting profits has travelled
parallel to legal requirements and social justice perspectives.
Municipal governments, like many other institutions, are becoming more and more
corporate in form, as explications on neoliberalism and entrepreneurialism elucidate
(Harvey 1989; Jessop and Sum 2000; Larner 2000; Hackworth 2007). The literature
about corporate diversity initiatives, therefore, offers useful insight into the explicit focus
on the profitability of diversity and the multiple objectives embedded in diversity
initiatives. Indeed, even though Seattle’s Race and Social Justice Initiative is the first of
its kind within city governments, it shares many of the outlooks and ideals of current
corporate diversity programs, such as education to change perspectives and behaviors,
inclusion and competency as crucial facets of a globalized marketplace, and the
integration of diversity and inclusion principles throughout an organization (Anand and
Winters 2008: 359-368). While the market-based rationale of diversity is accepted within
corporations, that is not the overt language within city government. The RSJI bears out
this pattern because at the broad scale the RSJI upholds neoliberal ideals and mirrors
corporate diversity programs. Yet, the public emphasis in the RSJI on micro-scale
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changes leading to institutional reform generally masks the premise of diversity as good
business and highlights social justice ideals instead. My empirical examples flesh out this
scalar variance.

Policies that Mainstream
While the formal development of diversity and inclusion initiatives within
government is fairly new, there is a literature about attempts to address gender inequities,
known as gender mainstreaming (GM), through policy. Hankivsky (2007: 111) explains
that “GM assumes that women and men are differentially affected by policies; its overall
aim is to integrate such knowledge and concomitant analyses into all dimensions of
policy decision making.” Walby (2005: 321) adds, “gender mainstreaming is a process to
promote gender equality.” As people recognized persistent gender inequities evident in
spaces as diverse as the workplace, the political structure, and the educational system,
gender mainstreaming and the related focus on gender issues emerged within policy
realms as a method for ameliorating such inequalities. Incorporating gender purportedly
“ensure[s] not only gender equity but also accountable, effective, and efficient policies”
(Hankivsky 2007: 115). This practice is widespread throughout policy circles now and
attributes its inception to the UN International Conference on Women held in Beijing
China in 1995.
Although incorporating a gender analysis in policy is important and laudable,
critics of this mainstreaming have noted that a fairly superficial understanding of gender
tends to accompany the policy developments (Walby 2005; Hankivsky 2007). Indeed, the
practical approach to gender mainstreaming was additive, in the sense of ‘add gender and
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stir.’ As a result, many of the ‘solutions’ zeroed in on fixing obvious problems rather than
addressing the more complex and interlocking systemic causes for inequalities. Along the
same lines, policy makers do not tend to consider “the relationship of gender
mainstreaming with other complex inequalities, especially those associated with ethnicity
and class, but also disability, faith, sexual orientation, and age” (Walby 2005: 322). The
RSJI differs from these additive approaches since it attempts to tackle and reformulate
institutional structures and processes through avenues such as changing budget
procedures and allocations, conducting employee training on white privilege, and altering
neighborhood planning practices. Still, it is helpful to engage with gender mainstreaming
as a policy counterpoint. Moreover, thinking through the ways in which inequities are
articulated and addressed within government circles indicates the importance of a scalar
analysis. As I argue in this chapter, the intents and objectives of the RSJI vary by scale.

The Power of Consent
The existence of the RSJI in the Seattle municipal government stems in large part
from the support of former mayor Nickels. As Dave expresses, “when you have the
mayor behind you on something, it goes. It goes not only throughout the city, but it goes
out – you know, of the region to the country. I mean it’s – it was – just having his
leadership and support really made things happen” (October 14th, 2009, city employee).
The importance of having the figurehead leader at the top of the hierarchy call for
substantive change within the institution cannot be underestimated. Nickels compelled
action and training throughout city government. At the same time, he garnered a lot of
support from people who applauded his bold moves. This consent to his power enabled
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him to orchestrate other enterprises that were more explicitly entrepreneurial. Gramsci’s
ideas of consent and hegemony clarify this process.
Barrett (2000: 238, emphasis in the original) states, “Hegemony is best
understood as the organization of consent – the processes through which subordinated
forms of consciousness are constructed without recourse to violence or coercion.”
Gramsci suggests that coercion might lead to acquiescence, but the consent afforded to
dominant groups in power is central to the perpetuation of power and reproduction of
social stratification. Indeed, the “consent given by the great masses of the population to
the general direction imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental group” (Hoare
and Smith 1971: 12) is crucial to the formation of hegemony. Mouffe (1979) explicates
that in an effort to create a non-reductionist conception of ideology Gramsci developed
hegemony. In fact, Mouffe contends that anti-reductionist conceptions gain intelligibility
through hegemony (1979: 172). In Mouffe’s eyes, Gramsci offers a way forward out of
the Marxist entrapment of ideology through the idea and practice of hegemony.
Jones (2006) draws upon the idea of consent to delineate differences between
hegemony and domination. The dominant group, in order to achieve and maintain power,
“must make large parts of its subalterns’ worldview its own” (Jones 2006: 45). In other
words, the hegemonic group cannot just put up a façade of engagement with or concern
about issues relevant to a broader populace. On the contrary, it must actually consider
different perspectives to consolidate power. This not only changes the dominant group,
but also adds to the supple nature of hegemony. Within institutional settings, Jones
(2006: 48) asserts that leadership must “grant subordinate people a good degree of legalpolitical autonomy through granting them various rights and through allowing them to
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vote, to regularly change their government and to stand for election themselves.” This
process furthers the perspective that people willingly uphold institutional structures,
powers, and processes.
These last points from Jones are the most significant when translating the concept
of hegemony into the Seattle context of the RSJI because they illustrate how the power
elite – in this case, executive leadership in a municipal government – can put forth an
initiative that comes from a place of genuine concern about inequities and also
contributes to neoliberalism. Nickels listened to the subaltern worldviews, as Jones
describes it, and set in motion the RSJI. This act elicited widespread support from a
diverse constituency and produced acceptance of current power dynamics and the
overarching economic agendas of government. Paradoxically, part of consenting to
mayoral power and government hierarchies because of the possibility for transformation
embodied in the RSJI means also consenting to the inequities and injustices of
neoliberalism.
The organization of government augments hegemonic formations. For example,
Marta explains the structure of Seattle’s government:
Governments are very hierarchical … to manage a system this big, you actually
need to have a hierarchy … we haven’t been able to figure a different system to
manage this many people without endangering somebody’s life (June 8th, 2009,
city employee).
The hierarchy of the government enabled then Mayor Nickels to push forward an
initiative aimed at eliminating institutional racism, thereby responding to calls for change
in government, eliciting support and agreement from diverse constituents, and sustaining
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entrepreneurial urbanism. Meshing a scalar analysis of the divergent objectives and
outcomes of the RSJI with the theory of hegemony sheds light on how an initiative with
seemingly disparate purposes can extend through municipal government. Speaking of
scalar variation, consent, and transformation, I now turn to four empirical examples to
analyze how the RSJI emerges in practice and performs the institutional narrative of the
socially just city.

Capacity Building
RSJI capacity building events have happened throughout city government on a
routine basis since 2005 (Seattle Office for Civil Rights 2008: 9). As a result, by mid2009 over 10,000 city employees had undergone at least the basic RSJI training, which
includes a one hour orientation, an eight hour training centered on the PBS series, Race:
Power of an Illusion, an eight-hour anti-racism curriculum, and a four-hour follow-up
skills training. Employees unable to commit 21 hours to the RSJI capacity building
activities completed the orientation, the eight-hour training on the PBS series, and a
follow-up debrief session (ibid). In short, even the people who are not interested in
attending events are required to learn a bit about the negative impacts of institutional
racism and the benefits reaped from remaking government processes with equity in mind.
Capacity building exercises reveal how the RSJI informs and transforms actions and
perceptions at the micro-scale. They also intimate how micro-scale changes might lead to
better broad-scale productivity and success. Put differently, micro-scale shifts contribute
to better business overall, as corporate diversity programs attest.
Since the RSJI extends across the entire city government, there was a clear need
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for organizational structure. Therefore, in addition to the employees focused on the RSJI
within the Office of Civil Rights, departmental change teams and a government-wide
core team orchestrate many of the specific tasks. Change team and core team members
are volunteers who serve for two-year terms. The core team members have had extensive
anti-racism, group facilitation, and white privilege training so they operate as in-house
consultants for change team members and departments more generally. Core team
members meet monthly to plan capacity building exercises and to share notes about the
developments throughout city government. The department based change teams each
have their own meeting schedules and their individualized approaches to raising
consciousness about institutional racism and changing practices within their department.
Sierra, who works on equity issues, describes the decentralization of the RSJI
through change teams as “kind of a franchise operation” (July 16th, 2009, city employee).
She adds, “there’s some parameters around” the ways departments take up the five
central objectives of the RSJI, “but there’s a lot of flexibility inside. As a result, all
departments are not in the same place.” Some departments have crafted extensive
workshops and exercises for fundamentally revamping how they do business. Other
departments lack such enthusiasm. This unevenness is to be expected in such a large
institution. The notion of the RSJI working like a franchise also indicates how corporate
and neoliberal practices thread through the initiative.
The Department of Planning and Development (DPD) “has one of the most active
capacity building programs in the city” (July 16th, 2009, Sierra, city employee). To get a
sense of how this department enacts capacity building within the RSJI, I attended one of
their DPD Talks! events (modeled on the Citytalks! program). Past DPD Talks! sessions
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have focused on the power of words, white privilege, and dominant interpretations of
culture. The one I participated in explored environmental justice concerns as evidenced
by the links between the built environment, public policy, and environmental health. The
format of the event included an introduction given by a member of the RSJI core team
about equity, neighborhood planning, and the meaning of environmental justice, a
screening of the film Place Matters, and small group discussions based on the film. The
event lasted about 1.5 hours, and about 20 people from DPD voluntarily attended.
In my field notes, the accessible and clear language used to emphasize the
importance of an equity approach in DPD work particularly struck me. I recounted,
With the RSJI, the city wants to think about public policies that have racial
inequality written into their structure. This will help make it clearer how to effect
change … She [the core team trainer] talked about RSJI being part of the societal
shift in consciousness about what levels of inequality are “acceptable.” She
positioned this work within much broader forces … Having a long-term vision
and knowing that change won’t necessarily happen right away is part and parcel
of RSJI work. Also, we need to address histories of inequality and our own
complicity in the situation (June 18th, 2009).
My field notes reflect how the core team facilitator helped disrupt the naturalized process
of leaving equity by the wayside and situated RSJI work within a longer temporal and
wider spatial field. While the DPD Talks! professional development event focused on
educating and compelling city staff to attend to equity in their daily work, the core team
facilitator also recognized broader trends. In other words, she traversed scales as she
sought to make individual work relevant within a bigger scope. Moreover, getting
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individuals committed to the RSJI contributes to ‘buy-in’ with the initiative, an outcome
that is paradoxically useful both for implementing micro-scale changes and maintaining
existing hegemonic power relations.
I attended an anti-racism professional development training on interracial work
groups held for core and change team members as well. The workshop reviewed common
dynamics within interracial teams that reproduce inequities, the triggers that can silence
or marginalize participants, and the challenges and possibilities that can emerge for
interracial teams. The level of discourse in the training completely surprised me. Indeed,
in my field notes I wrote, “I am struck by how rare and important these conversations and
trainings are – it is seemingly incredible that the city government is trying to deal with
these issues very directly” (July 21st, 2009). At the same time, I also commented, “I
found myself thinking about how we try to talk about doing things differently and
working according to different norms and yet we are still contained within the structures
of the city bureaucracy. So, it’s still a professional development training, in a room, with
none of the experiential or alternative modes of being present” (July 21st, 2009). This
tension echoes the divergent pulls of the initiative and the relevance of a scalar analysis.
In this professional development exercise, people registered new insight and different
patterns of daily work because of the RSJI. Yet, the overarching structure of government
remained largely the same.
Although it seems that city government as a whole is slow to change, Sierra
outlines the goals of the various capacity building exercises and states,
We were [just] talking about individual people, like white people, changing and
enriching their identity to include an anti-racist perspective. That changes how
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they are in the world, right? Well, we are kind of doing the same thing on an
institutional level (July 16th, 2009, city employee).
Sierra makes an explicit link between the work of the RSJI and the institutional identity
shifts that such efforts can produce. Her comments indicate the constitutive work of
institutional narratives. Through the RSJI, city employees are learning anti-racist
perspectives. For Sierra, this education will lead to an inculcation of a different mindset
for city government. Such a chain of events constitutes the city in new ways.
The current capacity building exercises seem to be fairly successful as a general
practice for altering individual norms because as Adi, another city employee, explains,
“Ten years ago with white city government officials you mention race and the walls
would have gone down. Now, you say race, and they wait for the next word” (June 11th,
2009). These kinds of shifts are not insignificant. Indeed, at the small scale, interviewees
cite the adoption of an anti-racist perspective and the changes in worldviews provided by
capacity building and professional development exercises. At this scale, changes are
happening within municipal government. Simultaneously, the enthusiasm surrounding
these transformations and the concrete evidence that city government is outwardly
addressing institutional racism tends to soften critiques of the lack of change in other
aspects of municipal government. As a result, tacit consent for ongoing neoliberal
entrepreneurialism accompanies support for social justice.

Immigrant Issues
Micro-scale transformations unfold within the immigrant services wing of the
RSJI as well. For instance, in January 2007, the enhanced immigrant services objective of
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the RSJI achieved recognition due to the results of the “Immigrant and Refugee
Community Engagement Project.” This report states that linguistic and cultural barriers
often lead to slow adjustments for immigrants and refugees, but that these communities
would like to see “greater outside investment in their community assets” (City of Seattle
2007a: 2) and “more interaction with city officials” (ibid). The stated findings suggest
that community groups perceive a tangible benefit from close partnership with the city.
An action plan for better serving and addressing Seattle’s immigrant and refugee
communities subsequently arose. Soon after, the Translation and Interpretation Policy
took effect, which grants people access to translators, language-appropriate help lines,
and the translation of many city documents into first and second tier language groups.
These language groups are denoted by the seven languages spoken by the majority of
Seattle residents and then languages spoken by more than 2000 Seattle residents (City of
Seattle 2007b: 3). The first tier languages are Spanish, Vietnamese, Cantonese, Mandarin,
Somali, Tagalog, and Korean. The second tier languages are Cambodian, Amharic,
Oromo, Tigrinya, Laotian, Thai, and Russian.
Nickels attended to questions of language in other ways as well, as Marta
describes. “We had a Citizen Service Bureau, and he [then Mayor Nickels] decided to
change the name to Customer Service Bureau, so people didn’t feel that [only if] they are
citizens, they are the only ones that have access” (June 8th, 2009, Marta, city employee).
Providing numerous ways for Seattle residents of all linguistic backgrounds to access
information, register concerns, forge connections, and voice ideas influences individual
experiences and makes plain the relevance of the RSJI at daily and micro-scales. At the
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same time, the change to a customer service bureau insinuates the corporatization of
government and holds neoliberal overtones.

Budgeting Changes
In addition to prompting change in the experience of government at the scale of
the individual, the RSJI has instigated shifts in some governmental practices, such as in
the budget and policy proposal systems, which link fine- and broad-scale processes. In
2008, Nickels asked a group of people to craft a procedure that could produce greater
equity within the budget. Dave, who works on equity issues, explains, “we need[ed] to
somehow gauge what we’re asking for, what we’re requesting or what we’re doing in
terms of financing for the city and in terms of budget and policy” (October 14th, 2009,
city employee). In response, the team created a budget filter, a set of two questions that
must be answered for each line item so city bureaucrats have to consider how financial
decisions further or alleviate race-based disparities and institutional racism. Working
collaboratively to devise a filter that would both “have enough meat in it to make it
worthwhile” (July 20th, 2009, Whitney, city employee) and be manageable, “we also
figured that if we made it a series of 20 questions and made people feel like they were
having to do a dissertation in order to get through it, that people would resent it”
(Whitney), the team crafted “a pretty simple, … two-question filter” (Whitney) that
requires more than yes or no answers.
The two sets of questions in the filter are as follows: “1. How does this action
accomplish the Mayor’s Race and Social Justice Initiative? How did you determine the
reasoning for your response? 2. Please identify any unintended consequences from this
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proposal” (City of Seattle 2008c: 1). The primary staff for the RSJI then developed a
toolkit to help people understand how to use and respond to the budget filter. The filter
was used in the 2008 and 2009 budget rounds. As Whitney, who focuses her efforts on
equity issues, says, “so now what happens is as departments ask for more money than the
base budget or as they’re trying to cut the budget, for all the adds or the cuts they have to
ask – answer those questions, the budget filter” (July 20th, 2009, city employee).
Dave explains how the filter expanded in scope after its creation. For example, he
describes the process of applying the same budget filter questions to the mayoral briefing
memos. He comments,
We were trying to think of other places where we could institutionalize this, and
another place we found was there are briefing memos for the mayor when people
come to talk to him about policy changes … the mayor has a senior staff and he
has an executive staff, and each of these groups has a memo format that you have
to bring for briefings. So, naturally, it’s already in existence. That’s something
that we then incorporated this budget issue filter onto (October 14th, 2009, city
employee).
Along with the budget filter, which prompts more considered appraisals for cuts
and spending at the outset, the city government is exploring resource allocation. Whitney
states,
Taking all of our capital investments, for instance, and putting them on the map
and understanding how that lays out geographically, and really trying to make
sure there is either equity in how we’re making the decisions or we understand
why we’re making the decisions the way we’re making the decisions (July 20th,
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2009, city employee).
Attending to the allocation of resources and the funding of different projects at the outset
helps prevent inequities from mindlessly continuing. Furthermore, the budget filter and
the mapping of resource allocation rely upon individual scale participation (department
liaisons have to fill out the budget filter for each line item and request), but implement
change at a wider scale. Indeed, creating mechanisms for interrogating resource
allocation inspires greater consideration of the patterns of inequity reproduced throughout
city budgeting. This awareness can bring about shifts at even larger scales so altering
micro-scale processes within city government can provoke broader changes.
Much like capacity building and the immigrant issues, the participation at the
individual level in social justice and equity work is important because of the actual
outcomes and because of the collective support it affords the mayor. Providing leadership
and directly confronting racial inequities broadened Nickels’ appeal within a diverse
group of Seattleites. Accordingly, advocates for social justice often implicitly consented
to Nickels’ power and tolerated other neoliberal enterprises with the urban landscape.

Updating Neighborhood Plans
The neighborhood plan update process reveals the multi-scalar implications of the
RSJI as well. On the one hand, the city engaged with a more diverse set of residents to
discuss neighborhood planning in micro-scale settings. Simultaneously, the city
cultivated trust and tacit consent by inspiring buy-in from a broader group of Seattleites.
Although the individual city employees who engaged in neighborhood planning
conveyed genuine concern for and investment in systemic change and greater equity, the
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efforts of such work at larger scales often become co-opted into useful items on a
neoliberal agenda. Once again, the expression of the RSJI matters by scale.
Seattle gained recognition for its participatory neighborhood planning process in
the 1990s (Diers 2004; Sirianni 2007). At that time, over 30,000 people in 24
neighborhoods collectively produced 38 neighborhood plans. These plans were originally
conceived of in a 20-year time frame, but by 2008 concerns had emerged about the
relevance of the plans given demographic shifts and evident changes in the built
environment. Thus, the city government chose three neighborhoods in Southeast Seattle
in which significant transitions had unfolded for neighborhood plan updates in 2009.43
This time around, though, the city charted a new planning process, one that took
principles of the RSJI to heart because “Without a critical understanding of the
community differences and the changing meanings of community, planners risk
reinforcing the existing hierarchy and exclusion” (Hou and Kinoshita 2007: 302). Roger,
who focuses his attention on neighborhood issues, adds the following rationale for the
change of course:
We might not have done as good a job as we could have last time, even though we
certainly worked at it. There’s been a really specific focus [now] on making sure
voices are heard. And not just the traditional ones, which are often white, are
often homeowners, and that’s a challenge because those are people that we don’t
connect with and takes a special level of outreach (June 10th, 2009, city
employee).
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The city conducted more neighborhood plan updates throughout the summer of 2010. I do not discuss
these plans here because my fieldwork happened in 2009 and thus focused on events occurring at that time.
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A primary purpose with the updates, therefore, was to gather ideas and perspectives from
people who, according to Roger, “have been literally underrepresented or have linguistic,
specifically linguistic, barriers to representation. … It’s also reaching out to the disabled
and elderly. Reaching out to the African-American community, which has not
proportionately participated in the past” (June 10th, 2009, city employee).
The three neighborhoods chosen for plan updates were North Beacon Hill,
Othello (also frequently known as Martin Luther King Jr. @ Holly Street), and North
Rainier Valley, areas in Southeast Seattle with high levels of racial and ethnic diversity
and places where new light rail stations opened in July 2009.44 The neighborhood plans
are all part of Seattle’s Comprehensive Plan “which describes how Seattle would like to
grow over the next 20 years in ways that improve its neighborhoods while meeting the
city’s commitments under the State’s Growth Management Act” (City of Seattle Draft
Neighborhood 2009: 1). The Department of Planning and Development (DPD) and the
Department of Neighborhoods (DoN) still held the “regular community meetings with a
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Parallel to these three plan updates, the Seattle Planning Commission (SPC) and Seattle Department of
Planning and Development worked on status reports for 24 additional neighborhoods. The goal of the status
reports was to solicit a range of perspectives from residents, through both virtual and actual meetings, on
the current state of their neighborhoods. In total, over 5,000 people participated in these discussions (SPC
2009: 5). The status reports were then used to shape “decisions about whether or how to update
neighborhood plans” and to delineate “emerging priorities” (City of Seattle 2009a: 1). I attended one of the
meetings about the status reports with high hopes for learning more about the planning process in different
fields of city government. As my field notes relay, that was not quite my experience:
This was supposed to be a big gathering, but only about 50-60 people were there and of those
people I would guess that at least 20 were somehow involved with putting on or sponsoring the
event. … It seemed like a mostly white crowd (few visible people of color) and mostly men. …
The advertisement for the meeting was a little misleading as it seemed like the event was going to
be about the various planning groups sharing what has happened and visioning where to go and
soliciting some input on future plans. Instead, the city and other planning arms offered very little
information and were mostly trying to gather information from residents about what they
like/dislike in their neighborhoods. We watched a schmaltzy powerpoint presentation (it didn’t
seem very genuine) and then divided into break out groups to talk about these themes. The lenses
of inclusiveness and sustainability were mentioned as key elements of the planning process.
Belonging and stewardship were other key words used in the powerpoint. Interestingly enough,
none of these terms and concepts came up during our break out session (June 22nd, 2009).
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broader, more traditionally attending population” (June 10th, 2009, Roger, city
employee), but they focused the majority of their time and staff resources on more
grassroots type community outreach and engagement.45 As Adi states, the “effectiveness
[of planning] isn’t as big if it doesn’t come from grassroots” and “community is where
the power of sustainability can reside” (June 11th, 2009, city employee).
For the new approach, DPD and DoN modified the “trusted advocate” model
designed by the Annie E. Casey Foundation and created what they called the “planning
outreach liasons” (POLs). POLs, in 2009 a group of 13 individuals, worked as bilingual,
bicultural bridges between communities and city government and facilitated the
neighborhood plan update outreach and engagement process in the three neighborhoods.
Neither neighborhood residents nor city staff hired the POLs. Instead, the hiring process
was subcontracted out so as to try to hire people who could competently do the
facilitation (as described by Deepesh, city employee, June 11th, 2009). The municipal
government also frequently provided daycare and culturally relevant meals for attendees
so as to relieve potential burdens.
In addition to having POLs lead the conversations and set the tone for meetings,
DPD and DoN recognized the value and importance of having meetings in familiar
places. Roger elaborates,
In order to have meaningful contributions, we are going to the communities in
their groups, in their organizations where they meet, rather than asking them to
come to us because, partly, that’s a difficult task. Also, it’s an intimidating one.
And this has certainly proven to be the case. [People are] much more
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See Cybriwsky et al 1986 for an examination of another style of inclusive planning.
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forthcoming, much more engaged, much more involved when we’re the minority
in their majority community rather than the other way around. … And of course,
it’s much more comfortable where you’re conducting a meeting in their language
as opposed to in English. So, there isn’t this awkward gap. We’re brought in to
answer questions as necessary, but it’s their meeting run often by the POLs
themselves (June 10th, 2009, city employee).
I wanted to attend some of these gatherings, but city employees emphasized how my
presence might disrupt the trust fostered amongst the gathered group and how I would not
be able to understand much given the language differences.
I finally secured a last-minute invitation to one of the Filipino/a planning
meetings. Ultimately, even though English was the primary language of the meeting, I
felt like I would negatively disrupt the group so I did not join the meeting even though I
hovered at the door. In my field notes, I recounted my experience.
The Filipino Community Center is really fancy and nice. It is a HUGE, new,
yellow building with all kinds of facilities. The entrance area sports a big flat
screen TV that blares in Tagalog. The traffic was horrific driving to Southeast so I
arrived at the Center a few minutes late. I hovered outside the closed meeting
door for awhile to see if there would be a break when I could enter the room.
From my vantage point at the door, I could see about 25 people sitting around
tables. Maps of Southeast Seattle plastered the walls and building blocks (I think
the different colors and sizes represented different kinds of possible future
developments) lay scattered about on the tables. I really wanted to witness the
process, to listen to city officials introduce the planning procedures, and to hear
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what residents said they wanted for their neighborhoods, but it did not feel like I
could casually slip in. There were only a few white people there, and it felt like I
would totally intrude if I arrived late (even if by moments) and silently observed
(June 25th, 2009).
My hesitation about entering the meeting late and my concern about disrupting
established relations of trust prompted me to consider the ease with which I moved
through City Hall and the SMT and the ways in which my own identities assumed
different meaning in the neighborhood setting of the Filipino Community Center. Briefly
observing the meeting in action at the Center also grounded what I heard in interviews
about the city government engaging in neighborhood planning through a new avenue.
During the course of the plan updates, the POLs collectively held 80 workshops
about the plans and over 1,650 people attended these gatherings. Additionally, POLs did
substantial outreach to and held informal meetings with over 2,700 residents to educate
people about the planning process and neighborhood plan specifics (Clark et al. 2010:
30). The actual financial cost of the POL approach was lower than the neighborhood
planning strategy used in the 1990s, although the extensive face time for city employees
at all the meetings was higher. Overall, the POL approach to participatory planning
seemingly helped cultivate connection to and investment in neighborhoods, communities,
and the city.
Most people, city employees and community members alike, describe the POL
model as a success because varied voices (in terms of racial, ethnic, socio-economic, and
other axes of difference) and perspectives were shared and gathered. Of particular note,
“some participants engaged in a democratic process for the first time in their lives” (Clark
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et al. 2010: 30), a participatory act that some city employees name as a significant
accomplishment. The process substantiated the stated claim that city government wanted
to hear from a diverse set of people. As a result, the plan update process bears out
Sandercock’s (2003: 212) hope for “planning as a social project in which difference can
flourish – difference in all of its multiplicity.” The city created space to hear about the
ideas, concerns, and wishes of a wide-ranging set of Seattle residents and committed to
incorporating these thoughts into the neighborhood plans. At the micro-scale, residents
could voice ideas and at the meso-scale the process of planning unfolded in new ways.
The RSJI and associated tenets of this initiative was a prominent driver for this shift in
approach.
Rather than send out a postcard or email announcing a meeting at city hall, city
employees traveled into community centers, living rooms, places of worship, and schools
to learn from residents what they wanted and envisioned for their neighborhoods. This
signaled an awareness of the implicit racialization and class-based assumptions
embedded in the usual models deployed to gather community perspectives. The process
of conducting outreach and engagement through the POLs offered an avenue for the city
government to get to know groups that have been on the fringe of past decision-making
processes. The process accompanying the plan updates enabled the city government to
know, manage, and make legible a wider set of the population as a result (see also Scott
1998). Once again, at the scale of the individual, the new planning practices upheld the
ideal of inclusion and offered a voice and a stake in the process. Many residents felt a
new sense of connection and investment in city government. Yet, this trust can lead to
tacit consent for other projects that do not exhibit such a commitment to justice and
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equity. As a result, at broader scales, the neoliberal impulses of city government remain
uncontested.

Broader Contexts
The RSJI gained further traction within a wider Seattle context with the passage
in City Council of Resolution 31164 on November 30th, 2009. Council member Bruce
Harrell introduced this resolution, which centrally affirms “the city’s race and social
justice work” (City of Seattle 2009b: 1) and calls for,
City Departments to use available tools to assist in the elimination of racial and
social disparities across key indicators of success, including health, education,
criminal justice, the environment, employment and the economy; and to promote
equity within the city workplace and in the delivery of city services (ibid).
The resolution passed unanimously and helped legitimize the relevance of the RSJI
throughout Seattle governing bodies. Importantly, the resolution notes that “Racial
discrimination and institutional racism continue to create barriers to success for people of
color in the City of Seattle” (City of Seattle 2009b: 2) and that persistently addressing
and working to dismantle unequal structures of power is critical for the future
achievements of the city and its residents. Passing this resolution just before Greg
Nickels’ tenure ended as mayor was lauded as a tremendous accomplishment because it
further institutionalized – and validated – the initiative both within the municipal
government and the City Council. Like corporate diversity programs, the RSJI is now
securely housed throughout city institutions.46
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The Equity and Social Justice Initiative (ESJI) in King County, an initiative that “seeks to create a place of
opportunity, fairness, equity and social justice where all people thrive” (Nelson et al 2009: 1), indicates the larger
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The advent of a shift in mayoral leadership in January 2010 has impacted the RSJI
at multiple scales. New mayor Mike McGinn, a first time city politician, has maintained
the RSJI, but some staff positions have been lost and some resources reallocated. Most
notably, the RSJI now works more explicitly on race-based disparities within the
community rather than maintaining a primary focus on altering processes of city
government in an effort to internally eliminate institutional racism. The goals of the RSJI
always included eventually moving into the broader community; yet, the initial plan was
to do such labor after reforming governmental entities.
In 2010, city employees through the RSJI homed in on standardizing the use of
the racial equity analysis toolkit47 and the assorted filters throughout city government in
an effort to bring all departments to similar levels of training and application (City of
Seattle 2010: 1). Furthermore, an “Executive Order strengthened the City’s commitment
to racial equity in contracting – since the Initiative began, the City has increased its
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
scale commitment to equity within the Seattle region. The ESJI zeros in on upstream causes, the contexts that
produce inequity, and strives to intervene there. While the city’s RSJI focuses explicitly on racial disparities and
institutional racism, the county’s ESJI considers equity across several axes of difference. Miles, a county
employee, explains, “Our focus is on community, … communities of color, low-income communities, and
communities that are less proficient in English” (October 19th, 2009). Both the RSJI and the ESJI organize
around systemic change and community activism models. The differences lie in the focus on racism rather than
broad scale equity and the decisions of when to engage the community (Nelson et al. 2009: 4).
Despite many overlaps, the two initiatives run parallel tracks more than collaborate. Sophie states,
“I feel like there is not a lot of coordination between the city on equity and social justice and King County”
(October 9th, 2009, county employee). She continues by explaining the different origins for the initiatives
and how that informs current situations:
I saw that the county people and the city people didn’t trust one another. Therefore, it was hard for
them to find a lot of common ground. … They have two different perspectives only because the
county’s came out of the health department. So they’re looking at health kinds of things. So they
have a health model around equity and social justice, whereas the city’s it came out of the race
initiatives. They’ve done a lot of things with regard to race and people of color. So, it’s two
different things (October 9th, 2009).
47
One of the first tasks of the RSJI core team back in 2002 was to design and develop a Racial Equity
Impact Analysis. Akin to an environmental impact or assessment report, the race equity impact analysis
offers a methodical line-by-line process for evaluating the impacts of practices and policies on different
racialized groups (City of Seattle 2008c: 2). The equity impact analysis framework has become widely used
by both heads of city departments and city employees as people craft new policies, procedures, and
practices.
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purchasing dollars to women and minority-owned businesses from $11 million to $34
million” (ibid).
In terms of community outreach, the new Race and Social Justice Community
Roundtable forges links between city officials and representatives from twenty-five
organizations and public institutions, such as the Arab American Community Coalition,
the Pride Foundation, and the Seattle Indian Health Board. All of the groups involved in
the Roundtable actively participate in eliminating racial inequity within their
organizations so the city is collaborating with them. The collective is currently engaged
in “working on a statewide legislative agenda and on eliminating racial disproportionality
in school discipline” (Seattle Office for Civil Rights 2011: 1). Such activities are all part
of the shift in focus from internal capacity building and policy development to partnering
with the larger community to address racial disparities at a wider scale. The city
government gains more press and recognition for these community partnerships because
they are much more in the public view.
To be clear, some community partnerships emerged during Nickels’ tenure. Lila,
who works on equity efforts, mentions the initial stages of taking the RSJI out into the
community after years of using the initiative to create internal change.
The beauty about taking it out into the community now is to say to agencies that
have been doing this work far longer than the city has done it, “Now we can
partner with you because we understand that there’s a race and social justice
issue. We understand institutionalized racism. We understand how poverty links
with disproportionality in schools and blah, blah, blah.” And so it’s working with
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these outside agencies in order to like take it out citywide. And it gives us some
leverage with community groups (September 17th, 2009, city employee).
While the attention at the broader scale of the community is to collaboratively change
worldviews, the community work also reaps much more external recognition. The city
government, vis-à-vis programs and partnerships, surfaces as an educated entity
committed to eliminating institutional racism. As Lila states, “We understand
institutionalized racism,” and this helps Seattle’s image and its bottom line (Thomas
1990). The broader awareness of institutional racism within municipal government is
undoubtedly true. Yet, the classic neoliberal practices of public/private partnerships and
the scaling back of government responsibilities also lurk in the shadows of such
community engagements.

Conclusions
When we talk about a city interested in [pause] undoing institutional racism,
what’s the likelihood of that? Okay, so yes, noble? Very noble, but then there’s
that institutional reality (October 21st, 2009, Malcolm, community leader).
Malcolm’s comment indicates that the institutional reality of city government constrains
the possibilities of undoing institutional racism. His thoughts speak to an underlying
impact of scale as well. At the individual and micro-scales, the RSJI is more than noble.
It is changing processes and perspectives. Shifting to a wider scale, however, the RSJI
emerges as another resource for the neoliberal municipal government. Malcolm’s
reference to the importance of working to eliminate institutional racism points to the twin
outcomes of transformation and consent evident in the RSJI.
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Jason Hackworth (2007: 201) suggests that neoliberalism continues to dominate
urban spaces because “its powerful institutions and individual proponents organized
enough people and interests to believe that there is no alternative” and because much of
neoliberal urbanism “is couched in the language of individual rights” (Hackworth 2007:
194). I submit that neoliberalism continues in Seattle municipal government not only
because of the language of rights or the belief in no alternative, but also in part because of
the consent for current governance elicited by the RSJI (see also Hoare and Smith 1971).
Pierre Clavel (2010: 4-5) contends that progressive municipal governments share
certain qualities, namely a social base, a different vision of the city, administrative
innovation, participatory reforms, and longevity. Nickels’ chapter as mayor correlates
with several of these criteria. Yet, at the same time, extensive economic growth and
development in the built environment marked his tenure as mayor as well. Nickels
catalyzed entrepreneurial urbanism while also confronting systemic inequities. As
Malcolm notes, “then there’s that institutional reality.”
The implementation of the RSJI has changed processes within government,
evident in the budget, policy proposals, neighborhood plan updates, and professional
development arenas, and these shifts changed some race relations at micro-scales.
Moreover, since people in power so often overlook justice and equity, even small scale
acts of change within Seattle municipal government elicit positive responses and consent.
Thus, seemingly diametrically opposed objectives – hegemonic neoliberalism and social
justice – can co-exist within the multi-scalar enactment of the RSJI. The institutional
narrative of the just and equitable city assumes an array of iterations and produces
assorted performances as a result.
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An ethnographic approach to the RSJI illustrates that in Seattle diversity is good
for economic development, good for securing prevailing power relations, and good for
altering worldviews and patterns. Indeed, the implications of the institutional narrative of
social justice vary by scale. Accordingly, as an articulation of and enactment of place, the
narrative of equity and justice both highlights ideals of city government and cloaks the
racialized and classed exclusions perpetuated by neoliberal entrepreneurialism.
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Conclusions
In this ethnography of the city, I argue that institutional narratives of
sustainability, social justice, and creativity accentuate politically progressive ideals and
disguise racialized and classed exclusions in Seattle, Washington. Building on the work
of Peck (2005; 2007) and others (Gibson and Klocker 2004; Fleming 2009; Hoyman and
Faricy 2009), I contend that economic development plans based on the creative class
template put forth by Richard Florida (2002a) commodify diversity, compel
gentrification, and overlook place particularities. I demonstrate how presumptions of
choice underpin sustainability efforts in Seattle, secure such endeavors within class, and
often racialized, privilege, and, therefore, diminish the extent of programmatic impact. I
draw upon scale to reveal that the Race and Social Justice Initiative both catalyzes
transformation at the individual and micro-scales and contributes to widespread consent
for the overarching power structure of city government at the broader scale, thereby
enabling neoliberal entrepreneurialism to continue shaping the city.
Although my analysis dwells upon contemporary examples, I historicize
institutional narratives of place by illustrating how status seeking, economic development
and economic images, and racism stretch across time. These themes serve as resources
for the creation and justification of contemporary narratives of place and help
contextualize the narratives. The temporal linkages between how Seattle is known
through past events and what it might become as a reaction to these events emphasizes
the significance of a historical perspective. Moreover, this approach informs my claim
that institutional narratives inspired by progressive politics can obfuscate, and frequently
perpetuate, racialized and classed inequities.
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Ethnography provides a useful way to both gather data and consider assorted
aspects of institutional narratives. As a method of data collection, ethnography prompted
me to assemble and analyze a wide range of material from participant observation, semistructured interviews, and archival research. I amassed an extensive and sundry archive
of field notes, interview transcripts, and printed texts from all facets of the city. Keith
(2005: 21) “argue[s] for an extended engagement with both the temporal and the spatial
simultaneously in urban scholarship. The landscapes of the city (of powerful and
powerless) may be read, but they may also be lived, smelt, heard and haunted.”
Collecting ethnographic data enabled me to engage with the city in a multi-sensory
fashion and to generate insights accordingly. Cresswell (2006: 183), when writing about
the mobility of Chinese immigrants, states, “categories came alive.” Similarly, through
ethnographic fieldwork, institutional narratives of place, fraught with contradictions and
implications, came alive for me. The emotionality of social justice, the commitment to
creativity, and the vision of a sustainable future, for instance, all animated my
ethnography of the city.
There are clear resonances between my work and ethnographies of the state. I
translate the core concepts of ‘ethnography of the state’ as outlined by Mountz (2010)
into a new empirical context and scale. Whereas Mountz grounds her ethnography in the
Canadian state’s responses to human smuggling, I examine the practices and processes of
city government wrapped up within institutional narratives. Mountz seeks to embody the
state through her ethnography while I seek to embody the city government through my
ethnography. Mountz specifies a focus on migration while I wrestle with the meaning and
making of the city. Indeed, through ethnography I grapple with the city as performative
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and constituted by institutional narratives. Utilizing central ideas and tenets from
ethnography of the state within a new context and scale illustrates how my ethnography
of the city deepens the literature.
Status and opportunity accrue to a place that publically mandates the reduction of
greenhouse gas emissions, advocates for increasing the presence of artists, and commits
to dismantling institutional racism. Indeed, Seattle as a leader in sustainability is a
frequently mentioned accolade, one that brings prestige and responsibility. To wit,
Saporta (2011) recently wrote that “Former Seattle Mayor Greg Nickels…was a national
leader among mayors on sustainability” and that Atlanta, Georgia’s endeavors to become
more sustainable mean that it “will be competing against cities like Seattle, and that will
be tough.” Race and social justice continue to be core priorities in Seattle municipal
government as evidenced by Mayor Mike McGinn’s stated values of “Effective, Open
Government; Race and Social Justice; Safety and Health; Shared Prosperity; and
Sustainability” (Office of the Mayor 2011). The dedication to racial and social justice as
the means through which “We’ll build a Seattle that is fair, equitable and inclusive” (ibid)
echoes through the halls of municipal government, furthering the process of transforming
institutions and becoming institutionalized as a mission. An ardent investment in the
creative city parallels assumptions about the benefits associated with such a designation.
Seattle’s public statements around sustainability, social justice, and creativity elicit
support and inform personal and urban identities. Who would not want to live in a place
with such a progressive agenda? The city, as a result, becomes a generative context for
aspirations and a reflection of the collective ambitions of residents.
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Yet, even though sustainability, social justice, and creativity suggest progressive
ideals, my analysis ultimately questions the capaciousness of these terms. In particular, I
elucidate how the assumptions surrounding goals of social justice, creativity, and
sustainability shift attention away from the racialized and classed implications of efforts
undertaken in the name of these ideals. The vagueness of the terms can reduce them to
catch-all phrases, ones that can be co-opted to achieve certain ends. Specifically, my
research shows that narratives of place premised upon sustainability, creativity, and
social justice can be put to work for social change and for neoliberal entrepreneurialism
and the reproduction of classed and racialized privilege. Such patterns are especially
important to study given the impulse to export policy plans between cities. The ubiquity
of inequity could become standardized underneath the banner of progressive politics as a
result. This is not an idle point. Indeed, such a conclusion disabuses common
assumptions about progressive politics and questions the processes by which places
assume meaning and legitimacy through political ideals.
One key theoretical avenue through which I untangle institutional narratives and
the making of place is performativity. Butler (1993: 2) explains that performativity “must
be understood not as a singular or deliberate ‘act’, but, rather, as the reiterative and
citational practice by which discourse produces the effects that it names.” Houston and
Pulido (2002: 403) add that performativity is “a dialectical set of practices, which are
enacted in specific historical and geographical contexts, and which expose the dynamics
of power and exploitation while at the same time producing and rehearsing strategies for
social and personal transformation.” Within my ethnography of the city, performativity
highlighted the iterative and citational practices undergirding and framing institutional
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narratives of place. The more sustainability, social justice, and creativity circulate as
descriptions of place, generate policies, and become folded into urban identities, the more
these concepts hold currency and value. The repetition of narratives lends legitimacy to
assumptions about Seattle connected to these progressive ideals. Social justice,
sustainability, and creativity are not the sole factors in place-making in Seattle, but they
are dominant narratives that inform the built and imagined urban landscape. These
institutional narratives embody a recursive forum through which the city of Seattle
achieves significance and legibility.
Performativity informs my research process as well. Fieldwork comprised a
tableau of research performances as I interfaced with a wide range of places and people
(Pratt 2000; Kobayashi 2001). The way I presented myself, both explicitly and implicitly,
varied by context as I sought to facilitate rapport as much as possible. Moreover,
exchanges between myself and research participants engendered performances as we
collectively produced knowledge about each other and Seattle. In such encounters, the
notion that saying something is doing something assumed significance.
Houston and Pulido’s (2002) interpretation of performativity emphasizes how
performative practices can simultaneously evince transformation and produce exclusions.
This tension underpins my analyses as I examine both the transformative and exclusive
deployments of progressive politics made plain by institutional narratives. Within the
Race and Social Justice Initiative, for instance, the iterative performances of equity and
justice, such as those evident in professional development events about whiteness and
revised neighborhood planning processes, confirm assessments that the city government
is changing. The ongoing commitment to justice in such venues and at specific scales
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indicates how consent to broader scale hegemonic power structures co-exist alongside
personal transformation.
When examining class habitus and privilege in sustainability programs, I consider
the performances of class status revealed through voluntary participation in the way to go
program or shopping at farmers’ markets. Making decisions in the name of future
generations and for the benefit of the planet demonstrates the breadth of possible
performances undertaken in the name of sustainability. Indeed, iterative performances of
choice elucidate assumptions about sustainability enacted through practices and policies.
Invoking performativity in the analysis of sustainability and social justice highlights how
institutional narratives perform certain ideals and are comprised of sets of performances.
These examples show the many layers of performativity at work in the making of place.
Seattle’s entrepreneurial urbanism centers upon boosting competitive advantage
through creativity and innovation. Accordingly, the logics of capital thread through the
political agenda and inform the constitutive work of the creative city as an institutional
narrative that performs place. Jessop (1998) considers the conditions that enable cities to
harness capital and produce narratives. My dissertation further enlivens this perspective
through analyzing the institutional narrative of the creative city. In particular, I join other
scholars who register concern with the creative class and extend these discussions by
examining how the ideals and assumptions of Florida’s creative class template seep
through two different economic development plans in Seattle. Through this investigation,
I illuminate how the narrative of the creative city gets articulated, deployed, and
celebrated in specific venues. Using performativity to show how narratives help produce
what they name offers a new take on the creative class and lends suspicion to how social
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values are mobilized for economic gain. Furthermore, I offer geographic specificity to
critiques of the creative class and indicate how this formulation for urban development
overlooks the particularities of place. Throughout my dissertation, the theoretical insights
of performativity work in tandem with theories of privilege, hegemony, and economic
development as I scrutinize institutional narratives of place in this ethnography of the
city.
My research further indicates that institutional narratives of social justice,
sustainability, and creativity are propelled by performances and are performative
themselves. Indeed, narratives help produce the effects that they name (such as a city
known for certain ideals) (Butler 1993: 2). The enactment of policies under the auspices
of these terms, the everyday habits and conversations related to these ideas, and the
evident repetition of these ideals in the place and image-making of the city show the
performativity of these three institutional narratives. Through the performativity of
institutional narratives, the city of Seattle becomes ontologically visible in concert with
the ideals of sustainability, social justice, and creativity. Therefore, the associations of
place encouraged and included within individual narratives, and within institutional
narratives as a collective, reveal the constitutive processes that comprise the city.
Accordingly, perceptions of Seattle as innovative, green, and forward-thinking emerge
both within and beyond the confines of the city. Although such associations portray core
elements of Seattle – essences perhaps – performativity points to the heterogeneity of the
city and affirms that Seattle is always in the making. Seattle as a place becomes known
through certain performances of place; yet, these renderings cannot capture the entirety of
the city.
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Narratives convey knowledge and assumptions of place. They also help produce
knowledge and assumptions about place through the nexus of power and knowledge.
Valentine (2007: 28) explains, narratives “describe ourselves to ourselves and others.”
They are the forums through which places attain meaning and secure space in the
geographic imaginary. As such, institutional narratives both encompass a set of
performances and are performative.
Simply critiquing policies and practices in Seattle and framing the articulation of
progressive politics in institutional narratives as a thin veneer for neoliberalism would
have been easy. Indeed, the economic statistics and growth mandates for Seattle show
that this city, like many others, is one characterized by neoliberal imperatives. In an effort
to further my analysis of the city, however, I step away from top down interpretations of
cities and unpack the performativity of the city at a variety of scales. I certainly met the
neoliberal city, as my dissertation makes plain, in the pressures to increase revenues,
gentrify neighborhoods, and generate public/private partnerships. Yet, through
ethnography I also encountered people and groups genuinely working for social change
in the fields of social justice and sustainability. Racism, classism, sexism, and ableism,
among other hierarchies of power, present tremendous barriers to systemic change and
plague the collective success of such aspirations. Still, people commit to actualizing
ideals. Thus, while I register concern with the ramifications of practices and policies
currently folded into institutional narratives of sustainability, social justice, and
creativity, I also caution against the easy dismissal of cities as only and always neoliberal.
Through the testimonies and practices of urban actors, I conduct a close reading
methodologically of the city. Nearly 1,000 pages of interview transcripts comprised of
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nearly 300,000 words, over 100 pages of field notes, and hundreds of hours logged
during my fieldwork offer a level of specificity and sensitivity to urban processes. Sifting
through these myriad sources provides insight into prominent institutional narratives and
forms the architecture for this ethnography of the city. I trace the patterns and trends
underpinning institutional narratives, stories of place that perform and constitute the city
through particular practices and institutionalize progressive politics within Seattle. The
tensions and contradictions of the city emerge quite forcefully as a result in this
examination. My in-depth engagement with urban processes counters quick and singular
appraisals of the dynamic site known as the city. Analyzing three institutional narratives
sheds light on the multiple ways in which narratives mitigate, inform, and become
implicated within policies and practices. While narratives of progressive politics in
Seattle currently contribute to racialized and classed exclusions, this does not always
have to be the case. Part of my goal with making visible the implications of narratives is
to help change the ways in which ideals translate into practice. The current outcomes for
institutional narratives are not the only possible ones.
This analysis of institutional narratives of sustainability, social justice, and
creativity troubles the neat binary between civil society and the city government. Indeed,
many city staff members worked as community organizers before assuming positions
under Greg Nickels’ mayoral leadership. The number of times that Paulo Freire’s (1970)
Pedagogy of the Oppressed emerged in interviews and conversations points to the
relevance of personal biographies. In other words, this ethnography of the city reveals
that the binary delineation between civil society and the city or the city and the state are
false distinctions. In practice, the lines between these categories are blurry at best. For
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instance, city government assumes shape, meaning, and purpose through its employees.
The dreams and ambitions of these individuals inform the work of government.
Moreover, people employed by city government are also active participants in their
neighborhoods so the links between city employee and resident are tangible and relevant.
The complicity, therefore, is also widespread.
The city government travels into homes, schools, community centers, and other
gathering spaces to solicit input and advice from a wide range of residents so city
government has spatial reach. The power dynamics are not clear cut or obviously divided
in such situations. Issues of social justice, sustainability, and creativity matter as
individual concerns for people working within city government; they matter for the image
of Seattle affirmed through institutional narratives; and they matter in the broader ambit
of the city as Seattleites frequently use such terms to characterize their place. Basso
(1996: 7) speaks to such processes as he writes, “what people make of their places is
closely connected to what they make of themselves as members of society and
inhabitants of the earth, and while the two activities may be separable in principle, they
are deeply joined in practice.” The ongoing significance of social justice, sustainability,
and creativity indicates the persistent potency of these themes. The multi-scalar
involvement with such concepts belies and complicates narrow demarcations between
civil society and the city.
Highlighting sustainability, creativity, and social justice through ethnography
represents a novel way of prying open and unpacking the urban because I do not locate
my analysis within broad generalized strokes. I conduct a fine-grained study of urban
processes, thereby grounding stratospheric theoretical musings of the city (e.g. Harvey
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1989; Amin and Thrift 2002). From Jessop (1998) to Florida (2002a), indices of
creativity and economic statistics for a metropolitan area become the foundations upon
which to produce knowledge about the city. I complement such interpretations through an
ethnographic approach. I use inductive reasoning to animate what happens within a city
at scales and sites that are frequently overlooked in the urban literature. The city is not
taken as a given entity or simply a conglomeration of building and peoples in a dense
space. Instead, I position the city as a dynamic site and an evolving place, one that gains
meaning and conveys meaning through institutional narratives. Meshing these
methodological and empirical foci with performativity extends the literature because my
ethnography offers a venue for analyzing the city as a heterogeneous, constitutive, and
multiply performed place. Moreover, attending to the performativity of institutional
narratives draws out the ways in which narratives correspond to and conflict with each
other and ultimately shape the city. Therefore, through this ethnography I look anew at
cities, both Seattle and more generally, and query how politically progressive ideals
contribute to the making of spatial and social worlds.
Through ethnography and the study of institutional narratives, I add to urban
geography’s understandings of the constitution of the city. My analysis of the translation
of progressive politics into narratives of place and the racialized and classed implications
connects with ongoing discussions about the politics of place. I produce knowledge about
Seattle as an individual city, a place in which racialized and classed inequities are
advanced through narratives that revolve around progressive politics, and about cities
more generally. For instance, I query manifestations of social justice, sustainability, and
creativity, which are all expressed concerns in contemporary cities. Thus, the questions I
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raise about governance, inclusion and exclusion, and the performativity of the city pertain
to the broader study of the urban.
I also contribute to economic geography by departing from the common style of
data collection and knowledge production evident in institutional geographies. In
particular, the union of my theoretical lenses, methodological approach, and empirical
data augment the literature because I ground my institutional analyses in ethnographic
data that encompasses, but is not limited to, economic processes. I also frame and
interpret institutions as vibrant entities. Thinking through the institutional context of
narratives and the institutionalizing work of narratives throughout the city adds empirical
and theoretical richness as I extend scholarship on institutional geographies.
By 2025, it is estimated that “a figure in excess of 5 billion worldwide” (Keith
2005: 1) will live in cities. In light of this rapid urbanization, Fainstein (2010) details
steps for creating a just city. These include: “All new housing development should
provide units for households with incomes below the median” (Fainstein 2010: 172) and
“Economic development programs should give priority to the interests of employees”
(Fainstein 2010: 173). She describes a just city in terms of fairness (Fainstein 2010: 5)
and despairs the greater familiarity with expressions of injustice rather than justice
(Fainstein 2010: 3). I, too, envision a shifted urban landscape where justice is more
customary than injustice. Yet, Fainstein offers a blanket approach for achieving just
cities.
My dissertation illustrates that blanket approaches often overlook place
particularities and reinscribe racialized and classed separations. Thus, while Fainstein
offers claims about universal justice and the ability to transform cities accordingly, I
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submit that these kinds of models, although often well-intentioned, rarely produce the
intended outcomes. Therefore, I think engaging with the city as performative and
constitutive, as a subject of sorts, offers a more place-attuned avenue for enacting social
change. We need a vocabulary that will fully represent the heterogeneity of the city and
the many aspirations encapsulated therein. David Korten (2006: 20) explains that the
“human species is entering a period of dramatic and potentially devastating change as the
result of forces of our own creation that are now largely beyond our control.” He
emphasizes that stories are critical avenues through which understanding about “the
traumatic time at hand” (ibid) arise and that “Perhaps the most difficult and yet essential
aspect of this work is to change our stories” (ibid).
Within the context of Seattle, changing the stories of justice, sustainability, and
creativity could lead to a greater match between ideals and policies. Such shifts could
produce different ways of performing and “practicing” place (Massey 2005: 154).
Ethnography of the city, which grapples with racialized and classed exclusions, dominant
ways of thinking, processes for naming and claiming place, and the power relations
coursing through urban space, provides as avenue through which to analyze current
narratives and spark alternative ways forward. Moreover, emphasizing the performativity
of narratives offers room for conceptualizing change. A critical examination of narratives
and their role in the making of place opens up the prospect for different kinds of
narratives to come to the fore, gain traction, and define and create the city in new ways.
In addition to recognizing the limitations of contemporary renderings of
progressive politics and developing different language for narratives of place, I suggest
that for Seattle to become a just city it has to address prevailing logics of capital. The
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current pressure to persistently achieve economic growth contradicts the implementation
of social justice and sustainability goals. Without a regard for the limits to growth and the
implications of extensive development, the city will not be able to fully enact
sustainability and social justice aspirations. Put differently, the city government’s
investment in the current frame of neoliberalism truncates the opportunities for extensive
social justice and widespread sustainability to flourish throughout Seattle. A revamping
of economic processes and an acknowledgement of resource limits, however, would
create space for a deeper realization of these ideals. While such a dramatic change in
economic philosophies seems unlikely in the near future and perhaps revolutionary in
scope, the Occupy Wall Street protests in the fall of 2011 serve as potent reminders of the
growing discontent with free market capitalism. These protests also affirm the importance
of struggling against neoliberalism in the name of equity and justice.
If Seattle re-imagined its economic structure and purpose, this change would echo
global efforts to shift from industrial growth societies to life-sustaining societies, or, put
differently, to participate in the ‘Great Turning’ (Macy and Brown 1998: 17). Korten
(2006: 21) explains, “future generations may look back on this as a time of profound
transition and speak of it as the time of the Great Turning. If we fail, our time may
instead be known simply as the tragic time of the Great Unraveling.” Hawken (2007: 26)
describes the array of activities unfolding as part of the ‘Great Turning’ as the largest
unnamed social movement in history and as “a new form of community and a new form
of story.” Institutional narratives are part and parcel of this “new form of story” as they
hold the possibilities of crafting and performing “more hopeful urban worlds” (Wolch
2007: 381).
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Although the often unintentional reproduction of racialized and classed inequities
through institutional narratives of place in Seattle delivered a harsh blow to my idealism,
I remain firmly committed to a vision of a world of balance where the stark disparities
between people are lessened and the level of consumption of natural resources and the
production of waste does not surpass the ability to mitigate such impacts. In other words,
I stand behind the presumed core goals of sustainability and social justice and affirm the
importance of creative endeavors. I am hopeful about the power of narratives and the
future expressed in the ‘Great Turning.’ Such possibilities for radical reconfigurations of
urban spaces and our world make the daily grind of working towards social change
imperative and worthwhile.
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