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Abstract 

 Gentrification is not a new phenomenon, yet it is always evolving in its 

manifestations.  In trying to better understand why gentrification is occurring, it is 

important to examine the historical context of the area in question.  For this thesis, that 

area is Greenville, South Carolina.  Taking an environmental sociological view of 

gentrification, I investigate the role of green space as a factor in gentrification in 

Greenville, and look specifically at the proposed Unity Park, as a case study.       

 Utilizing neo-Marxist theories such as the Treadmill of Production (Schnaiberg 

1980), Growth Machine Theory (Logan and Molotch 1987), in combination with the 

work of Environmental Justice scholars Dr. Robert Bullard, and Dr. David Pellow, I 

endeavor to draw out the many underlying factors of gentrification.  I also use ideas of 

green gentrification to show the importance of using an environmental sociology 

perspective to view parks, and green spaces within cities, and how they are not complicit 

within gentrification.   

 I also conducted interviews with residents of Greenville to learn how they 

perceived gentrification in their neighborhoods, and what they viewed as causes of it, and 

potential solutions to the changes occurring within Greenville.  This was a vital part of 

my thesis, and enabled me to learn from those that are most affected by the changes 

occurring in Greenville.        
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Introduction 

The main inspiration for this thesis came from my experience living and working 

in a city for the first time.  I spent the summer of 2019 in Greenville, South Carolina, a 

city of around 70,000 in the Upstate region of South Carolina.  Growing up in a town 

with a population of around 8,000, this was my first time living in anything that could be 

considered a city, and while living there, my fascination with cities only grew.  I came to 

see them as sites of both incredible injustice, and inequality, and sites of beautiful cultural 

production, reproduction, and adaptation.  This belief was greatly influenced by the 

environmental sociology, and environmental justice classes that I took at Whitman.  I 

knew, almost from the moment that I arrived, that I wanted to write this thesis about 

Greenville in some capacity, as a way to try and better understand this city.   

Though my experience in Greenville provided much of the inspiration for this 

thesis, it was also partially inspired by the work of sociologist Eric Klinenberg and his 

ideas around social infrastructure.  His book Palaces for the People was vital for sparking 

this interest in community building and gentrification.  My thesis has since pivoted away 

from Klinenberg’s ideas around social infrastructure (Klinenberg 2018) to instead take a 

more environmental-sociology based view of the city, looking at gentrification, green 

gentrification, parks in Greenville, and how they are all products of growth.  In particular, 

I will focus on Unity Park to examine how it functions as an agent of green 

gentrification.   
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My research question has been: Is green gentrification occurring around the site of 

Unity Park, and if yes, how?  Answering this question has involved investigating many 

topics that surround this central question such as gentrification, and green 

gentrification.  It has involved looking into the history of Greenville, the role of race in 

the city, and how green spaces function within a city.  I have also looked at the 

applicability of environmental sociology to an urban setting, and had to expand my 

sociological knowledge of the city.  Though I do not address all of these topics in my 

thesis, they have all informed my investigations into gentrification, and green space in 

Greenville.  I drew from many theoretical backgrounds while writing this thesis such as 

Environmental Justice, Critical Environmental Justice, and neo-Marxian theories such as 

the Treadmill of Production, and the City as Growth Machine.  These provide an 

environmental perspective with which to view the city, while articulating our current 

capitalist system.  Lastly, by using Environmental Justice as a theory and framework to 

address the city, it puts justice as central to solving all problems, which is vital when 

examining cities, and the green spaces within them, due to the wide ranging levels of 

inequality present there.                  

To further contextualize the city as a site to be studied by environmental 

sociologists, as of 2018, around 82% of the population of the United States lived in an 

urban area, (UN 2018).  According to the US Census, urban is any land, “population, and 

housing units located in urbanized areas and in places of 2,500 or more inhabitants 

outside of Urban Areas” (URC 2013).  Urban Areas are then classified as a “continuously 

built-up area with a population of 50,000 or more” (URC 2013).  Greenville meets these 
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official definitions of a city, therefore making its study through urban sociology 

acceptable.    

Environmental sociology is an important tool to study cities because of the way 

that it draws on many different views of the city, while also considering the environment 

as an active participant in the urban space.  In particular, an Environmental Justice 

approach to studying the city as a site of potential inequalities to affect millions of people 

is crucial.  A UN report recognizes these inequities and states that “to ensure that the 

benefits of urbanization are fully shared and inclusive, policies to manage urban growth 

need to ensure access to infrastructure and social services for all” (UN 2018).  These 

policies must also include the environment in them as an increased population will 

increase the stress and burden on the land and environment around us.  Currently 

Greenville’s population is around 68,000, with 69% of the residents identifying as White, 

and around 26% identifying as Black.  The city population grew from around 58,000 in 

2010, to 68,000 in 2018 (WPR 2020).  The larger metropolitan area has a population of 

400,000, and is experiencing rapid growth.  It has been identified as one of the fastest 

growing counties in South Carolina (WPR 2020).   

What will all of these future urbanites want?  A place where they can walk, and 

find relief from the traffic, the daily work grind, the shouting neighbors.  They will want 

the refuge that only a park can bring (Zhou 2012), both in terms of the aesthetic beauty 

(Southon et. al. 2017), but also for the many potential health benefits that arise from a 

walk in nature (Douglas et. al. 2017).  This desire for green space in a city often makes 

housing around parks much more desirable, and expensive.  It then becomes imperative 

that we as scholars keep equity at the forefront of city planning around urban green space 
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to ensure that city residents can find space to relax.  I argue that as a society we must find 

ways that parks, and other urban green spaces can be the relief that city dwellers need, 

and deserve, while not displacing those already in these communities.  For this reason, as 

Greenville begins construction on Unity Park, a brand new state-of-the-art park on the 

West side of the city, it is important that the goals of a park as a respite for all are not 

forgotten.    

I argue that Greenville, through its recent period of growth, has neglected low 

income residents of the city, and not put in enough restrictions around 

gentrification.  This drive for growth is exemplified by the pending installment of Unity 

Park, which I argue is a product of green gentrification.  The city has carefully worked to 

identify itself as a destination for young people, especially leveraging the accessibility of 

its park system, alongside a robust job market.  I will begin with an overview of my 

theoretical framework, then move to my literature review, which will include a brief 

history of Greenville.  I will then move to my findings and analysis, and then finally my 

conclusion. 
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Theory 

In this section, I will outline the three components of my theoretical framework.  I 

will start with Environmental Justice and Critical Environmental Justice, and then move 

into the two other theories that I draw from, Treadmill of Production, and the City as 

Growth Machine.  From Environmental Justice and Critical Environmental Justice, I will 

use three authors to provide a foundation.  These fields are closely linked, as Critical 

Environmental Justice emerged as a field from Environmental Justice to address 

shortcomings and oversights of Environmental Justice.  For the Treadmill of Production 

and the City as Growth Machine theories, I will draw from singular works in establishing 

their foundations as these theories are not as broad in their applications as Environmental 

Justice and Critical Environmental Justice.  Though all of these theories have been 

expanded upon, I will only draw from specific sources in an effort to keep this section 

concise, and rooted in some of the original texts and thoughts of each theory.  In the 

literature review section, I will show how other scholars have written about, around, and 

into each and all of these theories.  Some of these writings will be directly related to 

gentrification, green gentrification, and parks, but others will simply be an expansion of 

various original theoretical frameworks that I then tie into my thesis topic.     

Environmental Justice  

Environmental Justice (EJ) is a theoretical field that first began to appear in 

mainstream academia in the 1980’s.  The movement arose in the effort to name the 

pattern of disproportionally high numbers of environmental harms occurring in 

marginalized areas.  By naming this long existing pattern as environmental injustice, it 
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became something that could be more accurately organized against.  Much of this early 

work centered on racial disparities in the location of waste storage or processing facilities 

(United Church Report 1987).  Though this thesis does not cover the same topics as the 

original EJ scholarship, it attempts to continue the legacy of that work by being conscious 

of the role that race plays in the distribution of environmental benefits and hazards.   

One of the founding figures of the EJ scholarship movement was Dr. Robert Bullard.  I 

will draw from two works of Dr. Bullard to establish my definitions of EJ.  In his 1996 

paper he defines EJ as embodying “the principle that all people and communities are 

entitled to equal protection of environmental and public health laws and regulation” 

(Bullard 1996:493).  In this definition, it is important to see how Bullard focuses on the 

regulatory side of the environmental movement.  He seems to be implying that there are 

often enough laws and regulations in place, and that they just need to be enforced equally 

for “all people” to benefit.     

Later, in a 1999 interview, Bullard defines EJ as a movement that has “redefined 

what environmentalism is all about. It basically says that the environment is everything: 

where we live, work, play, go to school, as well as the physical and natural world. And so 

we can't separate the physical environment from the cultural environment” (1999 

Interview).  This is a broader definition than the one that he provided earlier, and takes 

into account more variables where injustice could occur.  It is important to consider 

combining this more all encompassing reading of the environment, with Bullard’s earlier, 

regulatory focused conceptualization of EJ to create a more robust definition of EJ.  In 

establishing what the EJ movement and field of scholarship is, Bullard is clear that EJ is 

vastly different from the mainstream environmental movement.  Bullard makes clear that 
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EJ requires a broadening of our definitions of the environment from the more rigid ones 

of the past, and to instead view the environment as a more all encompassing area.   

Another early figure in EJ scholarship was Daniel Faber.  He states that EJ is a 

movement “linking struggles for social/economic justice and environmental quality and 

invoking the direct-action tactics typical of local initiatives” (Faber 1998:7).  Faber 

makes an important point to add to definitions of EJ by drawing attention to the fact that 

so many of these EJ struggles are often deeply driven by place, and focused on local 

issues.  Similar to Bullard, Faber makes it clear that there is a multi-faceted nature to EJ.  

Faber ties the social, economic, and environmental together to articulate that there needs 

to be a linkage between all of them when advocating for a more just future.       

In the 1999 interview, Bullard continued to elaborate on an EJ definition of the 

environment.  He sees EJ as “trying to address all of the inequities that result from human 

settlement, industrial facility siting and industrial development…[it’s] trying to address 

power imbalances, lack of political enfranchisement, and to redirect resources'' (1999 

Interview).  The inclusion of the built landscape into Bullard’s definition of EJ is crucial 

to my thesis, as urban areas and parks are part of the “human settlement” which he 

references.  Furthermore, so many human interactions occur within built environments 

such as cities, and many of those interactions lead to environmental injustices, such as the 

siting of hazardous waste facilities that inspired the very beginnings of the EJ movement.  

Additionally, as Bullard noted earlier in his definition of EJ, the environment should be 

expanded to include the “physical world” which I interpret as including human structures 

and communities. 
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Bullard also notes that a vital ingredient in EJ scholarship and activism is 

addressing the “power imbalances” that occur in our society, into our discussions of 

environmental degradation and harm.  Though some may want to portray these 

degradations as apolitical, they are far from that, as decades of EJ scholarship has 

struggled to point out.  This leads to an anthropocentric view of human interactions with 

the earth and land that we occupy.  This is not to glorify our human position in the world, 

but instead maintain the culpability of certain actors within our society.  Bullard 

continues that though EJ is concerned with “wetlands, birds and wilderness areas,” it is 

also “concerned with urban habitats, where people live in cities, about reservations, about 

things that are happening along the US-Mexican border” (1999 Interview).  This all 

relates back to his larger point about expanding our definitions of the environment, and 

how we must include the human in our discussion of both environmental degradations.   

Lastly, in the 1996 paper, Bullard makes it clear that though EJ and 

environmental racism are related, they are not the same thing.  He defines environmental 

racism as “any policy, practice, or directive that differentially affects or disadvantages 

(whether intended or unintended) individuals, groups, or communities based on race or 

color” (Bullard 1996:497).  This is an important distinction to make when these two 

terms are at times used interchangeably.  Environmental racism is an issue that EJ can 

use, but there can be many instances of environmental injustices that are not products of 

environmental racism, and are instead results of classism, or other disparities between 

groups of people.   
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I will now explain how Critical Environmental Justice adds to the work of earlier 

EJ scholars such as Bullard, and will draw out the various points of Critical 

Environmental Justice that are important to my thesis. 

Critical Environmental Justice  

Critical Environmental Justice (CEJ) is a method of research in the EJ field that 

aims to question “assumptions and gaps in earlier work in the field…[and]embrace 

greater interdisciplinarity, and move toward methodologies and epistemologies including 

and beyond the social sciences” (Pellow 2018:3).  In this brief overview it is easy to see 

that the goal of CEJ is not to discount the past accomplishments or efforts of EJ scholars 

and activists, but instead to further strengthen the field in its goals of addressing “power 

imbalances, [and]lack of political enfranchisement” (Bullard 1999).  Pellow offers us 

four pillars to create this more robust view of EJ, and to move towards CEJ (2018).   

The first pillar of CEJ articulates how multiple forms of societal oppression 

intersect.  In Pellow’s words, “inequalities are mutually reinforcing in that they tend to 

act together to produce and maintain systems of individual and collective power, 

privilege, and subordination” (Pellow 2018:19).  Here Pellow can be seen echoing earlier 

claims made by Bullard, that EJ is trying to attend to and “address all of the inequities” 

that come from our current way of living and being on the land (Bullard 1999).  But 

Pellow is also bringing these articulations of the multiple forms of societal oppression 

into a more current language and dialogue by including multiple forms of study into the 

fold of CEJ, and also extending the knowledge of the non-human as a source from which 

to learn (Pellow 2018:19). 
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The second pillar of CEJ engages with the different levels of analysis that CEJ 

scholars must incorporate into their work.  Pellow writes that though many scholars do 

bring multiple scales of analysis into their work, such as the neighborhood and the larger 

city, there are fewer scholars that are engaged in incorporating a larger temporal scale 

into their research, and in tracing the effects and residues left by past injustices on current 

happenings (Pellow 2018:21).  Pellow urges us to consider the future as part of these new 

temporal ways of viewing things (Pellow 2018:22).  Though there are thousands of 

injustices that occurred in the past, if we are not actively fighting to limit the number that 

emerge in the future, than what are we as scholars and activists doing to create the 

“healthy, livable and sustainable” (Bullard 1999) world that Bullard tried to more than 20 

years ago.   

The third pillar of CEJ engages with how injustices are rooted in our current 

society.  Thus, to move to a place where these injustices occur with lesser frequency 

requires a rethinking of our relationship to the state, and who and what our current 

society chooses to protect.  Pellow goes on to state that “EJ and other social movements 

would be best off articulating, developing, and supporting practices, relationships, and 

institutions that deepen direct democracy -- without strict concern over whether the 

location of such practices and relationships is inside or outside of state institutions” 

(Pellow 2018:24).  Pellow believes that if operating perfectly, the state and its regulatory 

agencies can provide adequate solutions to environmental injustices, particularly for 

marginalized populations and non-human actors, but he is skeptical that this perfect 

operation could ever occur.  This distancing from the state lands somewhat differently 

than Bullard’s 1996 point that all people should receive the “equal protection of 
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environmental and public health laws and regulation” (Bullard 1996:493).  Bullard still 

had faith in the regulatory systems of the state, and believed that a better run regulatory 

arm of the government would offer these protections to its citizens.   

Lastly, the fourth pillar of CEJ states that all bodies, regardless of color, and 

including non-human actors must be viewed as indispensable to our collective future as a 

planet.  This point stands in direct opposition to earlier efforts to label brown and black 

bodies as expendable, and to classify non-human actors simply as pawns in the larger 

actions of humans (Pellow 2018:26).  By changing the narrative to that of 

indispensability, all bodies, and actors are then seen as necessary for collective survival, 

not as something that can be leveraged against an impending disaster.  This links back to 

the goals of the earlier pillars that Pellow mentioned in stating that we as scholars, 

activists, and citizens must broaden our views of who and what is affected by 

environmental injustices, and who and what can benefit when we stand collectively to 

create the opportunities for environmental justice. 

CEJ is a necessary extension and continuation of Bullards original ideas because 

it does not see increased state regulation as the only solution for environmental injustices.   

Additionally, CEJ considers the multiple scales, and social categories upon which 

injustice can be wrought.  Pellow writes that CEJ also extends the thinking of EJ to be 

more compatible with that of “ecological justice” which hopes to “engage more deeply 

with the uneven relationships of human beings to the broader nonhuman world” (Pellow 

2018:152).  Though there is discussion around the beginnings of each of these extensions 

in EJ, CEJ furthers these discussions, as well as updating their language, and applicability 

for the current era.  I will now move on to articulations of the Treadmill of Production, 
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and the City as Growth Machine theory, two theories that provide a footing for the urban 

sociology portion of my thesis. 

Treadmill of Production 

The Treadmill of Production (TOP) is a neo-Marxian economic theory that will 

help to position my arguments on gentrification and green space within my reading of the 

current economic practices of the city and the officials with it.  It also incorporates the 

environment, thus increasing its applicability to my thesis, and its compatibility with EJ 

and CEJ.  It provides a brief explanation of the city as a site of interaction between 

humans and their environment.   

Allan Schnaiberg was an early articulator of the TOP.  Schnaiberg wrote during 

the 1980’s, a time when neoliberalism and other low regulation, free-market ideas were 

beginning to emerge, furthering the capitalist desire for growth and production.  These 

ideas were predicated on the fact that in our current western society “…economic 

efficiency is treated as an unquestioned social good” (Schnaiberg 1980:215).  

Furthermore, these new ideas of neoliberalism and free-market economics promised that 

if profits increased, so would “…employment, income, savings, revenues, and social 

services '' (Schnaiberg 1980:217).  To achieve these benefits, a corporation must 

“improve the efficiency of this productive expansion, and growth will occur even faster, 

and social welfare will accelerate as well” (Schnaiberg 1980:217).  It is also important to 

note that at this time, the question was never if growth was good or bad for society or the 

environment.  Instead, the question was if the levels of growth were acceptably high 

(Schnaiberg 1980:216).  Given that this growth mindset was held by a large portion of 

society, it is not hard to recognize the environmental and social ramifications.  Thus, the 
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TOP posits that as production of goods by “monopoly corporations” increases, to provide 

the aforementioned benefits of income, and revenue, so will the environmental 

degradation associated with that industry/company (Schnaiberg 1980:212,221).   

The TOP also articulates that those working to see the increased speed of the 

treadmill, such as big businesses, or financiers, view the efficient economic growth of the 

system around them as crucial to the advancement of society, as it will increase “social 

welfare.”  They would also benefit from this growth in the form of higher returns on 

investments.  Those in power have no “interest in stopping the expansion of production, 

and every interest in advancing it” (Schnaiberg 1980:208) no matter the cost to workers, 

people of low socioeconomic status or the environment around them.  In addition to large 

businesses wanting the expansion of profits and economic activity to increase, many 

social institutions also desire this growth, as it means that an area is growing, and thus 

surviving, rather than falling behind, or into a state of recession (Schnaiberg 1980: 205-9, 

212, Gould et. al. 2004).  Furthermore, “despite our cumulative knowledge and repeated 

challenges to the reported social and ecological benefits of the treadmill, our social 

institutions do not perceive that there is any other way of sustaining themselves” 

(Schnaiberg and Gould 1994:93).  It appears that it is both a desire for growth, and a lack 

of knowledge of alternatives that keeps our social institutions supporting, and partaking 

in the treadmill visions of growth.  Therefore, as the TOP increases in speed, and more 

social institutions, business, and individuals adopt this aggressive growth mindset, their 

lobbying of the state to reduce the power of regulatory agencies will also increase.  This 

limits the power of citizens to slow the treadmill, while also strengthening the ties 

between the state and business (Schnaiberg 1980:215).   
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Lastly, it is important to note that the TOP theory positions the environment as a 

location of extraction, as well as addition.  Schnaiberg makes the point that as societies 

grow and produce more, the treadmill continues to spin at ever-increasing rates due to the 

desire to create profit.  Additions to the environment in the form of pollution will 

continue to grow proportionally.  It is important to draw these links between extraction of 

resources from the environment and the addition of pollution via the treadmill because 

Schnaiberg does write from a perspective of wanting to see less environmental 

degradation.  Due to his linkage of environmental additions and withdrawals through the 

TOP theory, it then becomes easier to see how necessary it is to view the production of 

goods, and environmental degradation, as one system all driven by a desire for profits 

(Schnaiberg 1980).   

City as Growth Machine  

Developed later than the Treadmill of Production theory, but born of a similar 

thought, was the City as Growth Machine theory.  John Logan and Harvey Molotch 

(1987) describe a “growth machine” that exists within cities.  Though not an explicitly 

identified group of people, within each city “the desire for growth creates consensus 

among a wide range of elite groups, no matter how split they might be on other issues” 

(Logan and Molotch 1987:50).  Members of these “elite groups'' often include high 

ranking members of city government like the mayor, or members of important boards and 

committees, as well as individuals that work in the private sector such as developers, 

financiers, bankers, or large employers in the area.  Eerily echoing the supposed benefits 

of the TOP, the growth machine is supposed to “strengthen the local tax base, create jobs, 

provide resources to solve existing social problems, [and] meet the housing needs caused 
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by natural population growth” (Logan and Molotch 1987:85).  This reads as a list of 

unquestioned goods, but many benefit only a select few. As growth occurs “use values of 

a majority are sacrificed for the exchange gains of the few” (Logan and Molotch 

1987:98).  This further reinforces the exclusivity of the benefits of growth.    

Frequently the motivation for the growth desired by the growth machine is the 

generation of profits for the elites.  This often comes at the expense of the poor, or 

marginalized who may have a desire for the success of their city, but only receive 

marginal benefits from these developments (Logan and Militch 1987:60).  Members of 

the growth machine within cities will continue to advocate for growth, not unlike 

businesses who desire an increase in the speed of the treadmill.  In doing so, they often 

begin to attempt to “play a major role in electing local politicians, “watchdogging” their 

activities,” (Logan and Molotch 1987:63) and making sure that they align with the 

growth objectives of the “prestigious businessmen and professionals” (Logan and 

Molotch 1987:62).  This then leads to the election of growth minded officials who will 

continue to support the goals of the growth machine, and enjoy its benefits.  Though this 

growth can improve the city, it is rare that all members of the city benefit from these 

improvements equally as they rarely come in the form of improved infrastructure, or 

social welfare programs, as these are not the desires of the powerful, wealthy individuals 

that make up the growth machine.       

Though each theory may offer a viable explanation for gentrification, green 

gentrification, and parks in Greenville, they work better in concert with one another.  

There are many echoes between the TOP and growth machine theories.  They both see 

unregulated growth that only benefits a few elite individuals as a common issue in our 
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society, and often look to state intervention for solutions (Logan and Molotch 1987:292-

3, Schnaiberg 1980:249).  Though there is the possibility for the state to engage in this 

type of regulatory action, I align myself with Pellow and other CEJ scholars who hold a 

less optimistic view of the state's regulatory agenda and instead place their faith for 

change in the hands of the non-growth machine affiliated citizens.   

Similarly, though the TOP and growth machine both provide necessary ways to 

see the workings of the city and the economics of growth, they are somewhat less 

cognizant of the environment compared to EJ and CEJ, particularly in relation to what 

constitutes the environment (Bullard 1999), and how it must be viewed and approached 

(Pellow 2018).  Additionally, TOP and growth machine scholars are far less concerned 

with the impacts of inequity on city residents than EJ and CEJ scholars.  Given this mix 

of theories, I will now move into my literature review where I will present more current 

writings on some of the theories, as well as other applications of them in relation to the 

topic of my thesis.   
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Literature Review  

In this section I will build on the three theories from the theory section, in the 

same order, and include current works building on the ideas of those original thinkers.  It 

is my goal that these additional works elaborate and increase the applicability of these 

theories to my research question as well as add a more contemporary interpretation of the 

original theory.  I will include papers that meld some of the theories together, again 

showing how important it is that they are used in conjunction.  I will also introduce topics 

such as gentrification, green gentrification, as well as a short history of the location of 

this thesis, and the land on which it takes place. 

Environmental Justice and Critical Environmental Justice   

The focus of this thesis, inspired by Faber, is driven by place, and the land within 

that area.  Given that the area of focus is an urban area, I believe that it is important to 

bring in Pellow’s articulations of how the urban should be considered part of the 

environment, and has been a space investigated by EJ scholars and activists.  Pellow 

states that “the urban built environment is a “socionature” because it is impossible to 

delineate where its human imprint ends and its non-human imprint begins, or vice versa, 

and that environment shapes how humans think and behave” (Pellow 2018:20).  The way 

that Pellow invites us to blur the boundary of influence within the city and the land is a 

perspective that I take in this thesis, and use when viewing the city.  It makes it clear that 

it is necessary to see the urban as not the only influential force on the landscape, and 

instead to see that the non-human has a profound influence on the injustices, power 

struggles, and life that humans create there.  Though it is more simple to view the city as 
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strictly the built structures around us, cities are influenced by the environment, and the 

geography on which they are built.  In this next section I will build on Bullard’s 

conceptions of the environment and how, as articulated by Pellow, the city should be seen 

as part of the environment around us. 

Nature and the Environment of Cities  

Within environmental studies a definition of the “the environment” is ironically 

elusive.  Bullard defines it as where we “live, work, and play.”  Schnaiberg states instead 

that the environment should be used to define the home of the biotic components of the 

world (1980).  Bullards broad definition of the environment is compelling for this thesis, 

as it creates more opportunities for issues to be dubbed “environmental issues,” and such 

creates the opening for EJ to be used, particularly in the case of the urban, which is the 

focus of this thesis.  Bullards definition of the environment, in its inclusion of human 

actions, works to implicate these actions as a cause of degradation, experienced by other 

humans, and non-human actors too.   

By viewing the city as part of the environment, it then becomes easier to identify 

the issues of this thesis, such as gentrification, green gentrification, and parks, as issues to 

be discussed using an EJ and CEJ framework.  Environmental writer William Cronon 

wrote in 1995 about the need to reconsider our definitions and perspectives on the 

environment.  Not only does he say that it is important to broaden our definitions, 

echoing the ideas of Bullard, he also brings up the important point that our term “the 

environment” is a human/social construct (Cronon 1995:1).  Cronon interrogates 

wilderness as a mirror in which western society sees “our own unexamined longings and 

desires” (Cronon 1995:1).  He urges us to look to wilderness not as an unreachable 
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distant location, but instead as simply a more respectful, and agentic way of viewing all 

nature.  It is both acceptable, and necessary to extrapolate his arguments around 

wilderness, to define the environment.  If we paint the environment into a corner of 

purity, we will never be able to appreciate Bullards broader definition, and the ways in 

which EJ and CEJ encourage us to engage with the natural, and built environments all 

around us, as well as the people in all of these spaces.  This makes it easier to see the city 

and the urban area as part of the environment, and to examine the urban with the lense of 

EJ and CEJ.     

         Using Bullard’s and Cronon’s broader definitions of the environment, it is 

important to investigate how greenspace, parks, and even overgrown abandoned lots can 

be included in discussions of the environments of the city.  Bullard and Cronon both 

broaden what can be called “the environment” of a city, but also challenge the way that 

these areas of nature are viewed and discussed.  Cronon asks us to consider “the nature 

that is all around us if only we have eyes to see it” (1995:16)  This nature abounds in 

cities in the form of parks, but more often, as abandoned lots overgrown with weeds, the 

strips of grass between the sidewalk and the road, the grey, muddy stream running under 

a highway overpass.  All of this can and should be included in our definitions of the 

urban environment.   

This broadening requires a more holistic view of nature, and moving it from an 

object and commodity that we as humans can choose to interact with.  Instead we should 

aim to see it as making up our everyday surroundings.  This moving of the location of 

nature in our descriptions of cities is directly influenced by the work of Stella Čapek, who 

asks us to engage in the project of claiming “…the word “nature,” … to see ecosystems 



20 

not only as background, but as alive and interactive in the foreground of our experience, 

interpenetrating all that we do” (Čapek 2006:209).  Going further, we must push to see 

nature as not just a “…designer amenity appropriated by human agents, or a backdrop for 

social action” (Čapek 2006:211).  By opening our conceptions of what makes up nature 

within a city, it can then move from a byproduct of human action and a “backdrop,” to an 

active force that informs our actions as we interact with it on a daily basis.  This shift will 

then alter the ways in which we conceptualize the interactions between nature and 

humans, which can be both dramatic, such as a natural disaster, or simple, such as a walk 

in a park.       

In the analysis portion of my thesis, I will show how these interactions with 

nature can be greatly informed by one’s neighborhood, socioeconomic status, and race.  

By broadening what we see as the environment to include cities, and the nature within 

cities, it is easier to apply the larger theoretical framework of EJ, and CEJ to urban areas, 

which then provides greater explanation, and a more nuanced answer to my research 

question.     

It is important to conceptualize how green space is perceived by city residents.  

Different city populations define, and view urban nature and green space differently.  It is 

also important to consider how much each resident focuses on nature and green space in 

the city.  Do they go to a park everyday, or is it viewed as simply a background to their 

life?  As Lyytimaki, et. al. (2008:168) state, “urban nature can become a site of relief, but 

also a producer of additional threats and nuisances…ecosystem services, but also 

disservices should be understood.”  One individual may view a park as benign and 

domesticated, while another may view it as wild, and fear inducing.  Furthermore, if 



21 

certain parks are left unattended, and acquire the reputation of being overgrown, residents 

are bound to avoid them.  This then reinforces the more agentic reading of nature that 

Capek was advocating for.   

In summation, I believe that it is acceptable to use Bullard and Cronons view of 

the environment to engage the built, urban environment under the larger framework of EJ 

and CEJ.  This echoes Pellows desire for the urban to become a place of study by EJ and 

CEJ scholars, but also as a place where the built human world interacts with the natural 

world in a reciprocal relationship.  This connects with Capeks perspective that nature 

should not be seen as just a backdrop for human activities within the city, and should be 

seen as having more agency.  It is important to recognize that nature is not appreciated 

the same across all racial, and socioeconomic categories. 

Effects of Pollution Under the T.O.P and Growth Machine  

The TOP theory pairs well with environmentally focused theories such as EJ and 

CEJ because it incorporates the environment into its economic description of society.  In 

particular, its “key or penultimate dependent variable – environmental destruction or 

‘additions’ and ‘withdrawals’” (Buttel 2004:323) is useful in showing the impact of an 

industry on the environment, both locally and globally.  As stated in the theory section of 

my thesis, “additions and withdrawals” refers to the removal of resources for production 

purposes and the pollution that enters the environment during the production of goods.  

Buttel brings up an important note when considering the initial theorizing by Schnaiberg.  

Schnaiberg had a focused definition of the environment not as the “home” for humans, 

but instead as the “sustenance base for society” (Schnaiberg 1980:10-11).  Buttel shows 

how this narrow focus is a shortcoming of Schnaiberg.  Though his arguments focus on 
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the economy of the environment, I see it as necessary to acknowledge the environment as 

“home,” or employ a broader reading of the environment, like Capek, Pellow, or Bullard. 

Another extension of the initial TOP theory has been to trace the movement of 

industries and pollution to outside of the US.  To this point, Gould et al. (2004) note that 

the movement of industry from the US, is often due to the increased environmental 

regulations and protections that have been enacted.  Now as a country we can claim that 

we have less pollution from industrial activity, while really we have just exported the 

environmental damage and degradation.  This new location is often made up of countries 

in the global south, where environmental regulations may be less enforced (307).  This is 

a global example of environmental injustices.  This moving of the site of production also 

acts a double-edged sword because “lower overseas wages” (Gould et al. 2004:299) offer 

incentive to the businesses powering the treadmill.  Through reductions of local 

production and pollution, this move “pacifies U.S. environmentalists” (Gould et al. 

2004:307).  This is exemplified in the history of textile production in Greenville.  Since 

the industry moved away, Greenville can now choose to invest in parks and focus on 

industry clean-up efforts, all the while shifting the economic engine of the city.     

Additionally, Schnaiberg and Gould make it clear that the role of the state should 

be to increase environmental regulation and slow the treadmill (Schnaiberg and Gould 

1994:136).  Though it can be harder to regulate the group of individuals who make up the 

growth machine, Logan and Molotch agree that a more active state is a good place to 

begin this regulatory process (Logan and Molotch 1987).  Though a slowing of the 

treadmill would help given the ties between the two structures, a more thorough 

deconstruction of current modes of operation, in line with CEJ is required (Pellow 2018).  
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I argue that more effective regulation would help to combat the effects of pollution on 

marginalized populations, but that a more thorough reworking of society is necessary to 

create a fully equitable solution.    

Gentrification and Green Gentrification  

Gentrification and green gentrification are often byproducts of the growth 

machine and TOP agenda.  Brown-Saracino (2010:1) defines gentrification as “the 

movement of creative professionals…to central city neighborhoods in search of 

affordable housing…they move into low-rent areas populated by working class 

individuals who are often members of white ethnic or racial minority groups.”  Logan 

and Molotch (1987:115) state that gentrification “implies sales to affluent outsiders, and 

their very presence generates the kind of neighborhood effects that make it increasingly 

likely that other residents will make deals with outsiders.”  Later in her introduction, 

Brown-Saracino brings up that along with the movement of people, there comes the 

movement of culture.  She describes how a “bar begins selling Belgian beer, and the 

corner grocery adds organic milk to its inventory.  Chains such as Starbucks or the Gap 

may also move” (Brown-Saracino 2010:2).  This serves as a signal to other would-be 

gentrifiers that this neighborhood is moving towards their tastes and is available to serve 

them.   

I agree with Brown-Saracino that the main drivers of gentrification are often 

economic (the search for affordable housing near a city center).  But as some of my 

participants noted, gentrification looks different in every place that it occurs.  Sociologist 

Ruth Glass centered her ideas around the refitting of homes, in addition to implicating the 

loss of manufacturing as a cause of gentrification.  Both a loss of manufacturing, 
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specifically from the city center, and the refitting of homes in these city center 

neighborhoods can be found in Greenville.  Additionally, Loretta Lees touches on 

remodeling, stating that in some forms of gentrification, “individual gentrifiers [are] 

renovating old housing through sweat equity or by hiring builders and interior designers 

and so leading to the embourgeoisement of a neighborhood and the displacement of less 

wealthy residents'' (Lees in Brown-Saracino 2010:48).   

Gentrification is a process that has long been occurring in Greenville.  It would be 

naïve of me to ignore the history of race and segregation in the creation of vastly unequal 

housing opportunities for residents of Greenville, and the following impacts that this 

history has on the current gentrification (IG, n. d.).  Atkinson and Bridge add to 

gentrification literature by identifying the racial and colonial undertones to much of the 

current movement of the “predominantly white” individuals, as well as the “aesthetic and 

cultural aspects of the process [which] assert a white Anglo appropriation of urban space 

and urban history” (Atkinson and Bridge in Brown-Saracino 2010:52).  It is then easy to 

see how this movement can lead to a creation of a new heritage narrative (Bridger 1987) 

around a certain part of the city, thus erasing the history of the minority, often Black, 

population that lived there before.  They also mention the connection between policies of 

growth and redevelopment, and gentrification.  As the growth machine or larger 

“municipal government, hungry for tax dollars,...welcome middle-class resettlement of 

the inner city” (Atkinson and Bridge in Brown-Saracino 2010:54).  Thus, it is crucial to 

not ignore the history and the racial aspects of gentrification as it spreads through the city 

centers of the US.    
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This history and racial element of gentrification is reflected in the fourth pillar of 

CEJ.  Though these populations were important for filling various economic roles such as 

construction labor, mill jobs, and other low wage employment, they were not seen as 

important enough to continue to occupy the newly redesigned city center.  They were 

seen as expendable rather than indispensable as Pellow desires.        

Drawing on Pellows first pillar of CEJ, cheap housing is not the only cause for 

gentrification.  Access to attractive green space, which is often championed by the 

growth machine, is a large factor prompting the move of gentrifiers that often leads to the 

perception of exclusive green spaces.  Gould and Lewis (2016:23) define this movement 

where “a significant greening event leads to gentrification,” as green gentrification.  Both 

gentrification and green gentrification are evident in many cities across the US such as 

Brooklyn.   

In the case of Brooklyn, though there have been many parks that have been 

revitalized there, in showing the trends of green gentrification, one of particular 

importance is Prospect Park.  Built in the early 1900’s to compete with Manhattan's 

Central Park, its original goal was to add to the desirability of Brooklyn for wealthy 

residents, and keep them from moving to Manhattan.  Thus, it is easy to see how green 

space and parks have been used before as a bargaining tool to try and appease wealthy 

residents of an area (Gould and Lewis 2016).  Later the park fell into disrepair in the 

1970’s due to lack of funding.  Minorities moved into the vacant neighborhoods around 

the park.  Due to concerns from citizens, the city began a public-private partnership to 

begin to restore the park. This led to the usage of the term, “green growth machine” to 

describe how green spaces are used by the growth machine to promote growth.  These 
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public-private partnerships were successful in their revitalization of the park, as 

visitorship increased dramatically, and many areas of the park were restored, and 

repaired.  What also came along with this revitalization of the park, was a dramatic 

increase in the number of white residents around the park, as well as an increased median 

income, and education level of residents.  This then triggered a rise in home price, and 

rent, which pushed Black and Hispanic residents out of the park neighborhoods Gould 

and Lewis 2016).  Though Greenville may be experiencing gentrification that is then 

leading to a greening event, a green gentrification perspective still works for this thesis, 

because of the link between gentrification and the greening event, Unity Park.           

The growth which inspires gentrification is not only limited to economic 

prosperity, but also the perceived desirability of the city as a destination for a would-be 

gentrifier, often a member of the “creative class” (Florida 2005).  Members of this class 

come from all vocations, such as academics, scientists, or artists but what ties them 

together is their work to produce “new forms or designs that are readily transferable and 

broadly useful” (Florida 2005:34).  When they decide where to move, they look for cities 

where there are jobs, but more importantly, for cities that are “inclusive and diverse” 

(Florida 2005:33).  Members of this highly-educated class are looking to settle in areas 

where “high-quality experiences” exist, as well as “the opportunity to validate their 

identities as creative people'' (Florida 2005:36).  These “high-quality experiences” could 

include the access to green space near one's home, or the promise of the construction of 

nearby green space.      

Written years before Atkinson and Bridge, Logan and Molotch also incorporate 

race and the acceptance of gentrification by the city government.  According to those that 
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make up the growth machine and other members of the city elite, “gentrification is not 

ordinarily seen as an urban problem” (1987:115).  In fact, from the perspective of the 

growth machine, the “invasion of affluent whites” into a poor neighborhood is often seen 

as “grounds for celebration” (Logan and Molotch 2987:115).  This is based on the 

assumption that affluent residents contribute more to the economy than poor residents.  

Logan and Molotch’s articulation of how gentrification proceeds also connects to 

Pellow’s third and fourth pillars of CEJ; the dispensability with which black residents and 

communities are often viewed by the city, and how various forms of social oppression 

often work together, but are unnoticed by outside observers.               

Importantly, gentrification is not solely driven by the movement of wealthy 

residents into new areas.  Similar to Logan and Molotch (1987), Brown-Saracino is quick 

to implicate “the boosterism of city officials and private investors,” (Brown-Saracino 

2010:1) in the process of gentrification.  This further elucidates the connection between 

the growth machine, or other high-ranking city officials and the movements of residents 

within the city which so often leads to gentrification.    

Using TOP, the growth machine, and CEJ as a theoretical basis to attack the issue 

of gentrification and green gentrification, I have shown how these theories expose how 

capitalism, the working of the city government, race, and class, are all implicated 

together as gentrification spreads across a city.  I will now move onto a short history of 

Greenville to give context for the findings and analysis section of my thesis. 
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History of Greenville, South Carolina  

In writing this thesis, it has become painfully clear that land ownership is crucial 

to how people survive in the city, especially in our current American society, where 

privatization, and the individual reigns supreme.  There are many other factors that play 

into how power manifests and is gained in a city, but the importance of who occupies and 

owns land should not be overlooked in our diagnosis of cities as sites of power struggles.  

Given this, I believe that it is important to acknowledge two factors around land and its 

relation to this thesis.  The first is to acknowledge that the site of my research, Greenville, 

SC is the traditional home of the Cherokee, and that the site of the writing of this thesis, 

Walla Walla, WA is the traditional home of the Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla.  The 

second acknowledgement is that the history of Greenville, and the land that it occupies 

was, and continues to be a site of violence towards people of color, through physical 

means, but also through other actions such as exclusionary zoning, and legacies of the 

Jim Crow era.  I will now provide a brief history of Greenville to help situate the reader 

in this place and its story. 

           I cannot recount the entire history of Greenville in this section, so instead I will 

give a brief overview of the area.  This will be primarily focused on ways that the city has 

grown, and experiences of the Black population within Greenville, and the historic 

disenfranchisement that they have faced.  I will also focus on the growth of the mill 

industry in Greenville, and its rise as one of the main economic drivers of the region, and 

its subsequent fall, and the economic collapse that followed.  It established Greenville as 

a booming city, and provided a foundation for a portion of the current inequality to be 
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traced back to.  It is also important to note that the majority of this information comes 

from one source, Greenville: The History of the City and County in the South Carolina 

Piedmont by Archie Huff Jr.  Huff is the chair of the history department at Furman 

University located in Greenville, a member of the South Carolina Commission on 

Archives and History, and is well qualified to tell this history.       

           Before the arrival of white settlers from Europe, the land that Greenville now 

occupies was occupied by the Cherokee people.  The land that now makes up Falls Park, 

in downtown Greenville, was once a site of an indigenous hunting camp (Huff 1995:6).  

After the arrival of white settlers, there were many interactions between them and the 

Cherokee people during the period leading up to the American Revolution.  Some of 

these interactions turned violent, and sparked the Cherokee war, which occurred from 

1776-1777.  This conflict ended in the Treaty of Dewitt’s Corner, which drew a new 

boundary line between the Cherokee Nation and the United States.  This resulted in the 

ceding of the land that now makes up Greenville to South Carolina (Huff 1995).  This is 

the origin for the White control and ownership of the land by South Carolina, that now 

makes up the city of Greenville.  

As Greenville became more established in the 1800’s, there were no large tracts 

of land for extensive agricultural production, so “Greenville based its economy on 

diversified agriculture and the growth of small manufacturing companies” (Huff 

1995:62).  As this society began to grow and solidify itself, there emerged a “caste 

system” between the free Black, and White residents of Greenville.  Additionally, there 

was a large White, slaveholding population that made up Greenvilles elite at that time.  

Though the number of slaves was not as high in some other areas of South Carolina due 
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to Greenvilles focus on manufacturing and industry slavery was an important part of 

antebellum Greenville, and should not be overlooked.  As social stratification grew in 

Greenville, so did the various industrial projects of the area, with the emergence of the 

first textile mills of the area emerging, and starting an industry that was to provide the 

economic bedrock for many decades (Huff 1995:83).    

After the Civil War the reconstruction era provided a chance for the black 

electorate to establish a more hopeful government, but by the 1870’s that government had 

been replaced by “the old white power structure” (Huff 1995:151).  During this time, 

there was considerable violence against the black population of Greenville, as the white 

population sought to restore their social as well as political power.  As the power of black 

residents of Greenville decreased, there was a rise in the number of black churches in 

Greenville, which is still a vital part of the black community today.   

During the 1870’s through the 1890’s there was an explosion in the textile 

industry of Greenville, which sparked a larger growth of the city as a whole.  It led to the 

formation of a small industrial class who owned the textile mills, and a larger working 

class that worked in the mills.  Abundant mill jobs helped grow the population of the 

town, resulting in its designation as a city.  Though there continued to be a strong 

agricultural tradition in the area, the move towards industrialization had been made, 

heavily influencing the future Greenville would take.   

After the turn of the century, there was a strong move to solidify legal segregation 

in South Carolina as a whole, with Greenville participating in these efforts on both a legal 

as well as an interpersonal level.  This included many of the more widely known forms of 
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segregation such as restricting seating within public transportation, and limiting 

participation of black residents in voting.  One of the most restrictive and limiting 

segregationist laws specific to Greenville was the “Factory Law of 1915 [which] 

prohibited textile mills from employing workers of different races in the same room” 

(Huff 1995:233).  Though these mills were segregated spaces, they provided decent 

wages, and the community that came with living in the mill neighborhoods or villages.  

These neighborhoods were often racially segregated due to the racist policies of the mills 

and who they would employ for certain jobs.  Many of these former mill neighborhoods 

retain the names of the mills they once served, such as Woodside which housed 

employees of the Woodside Mill.  Below is a map of Greenville with neighborhoods 

included on it.  Historically Black neighborhoods such as Sullivan, West Greenville, 

Pleasant Valley, Southernside, Woodside, Freemont, Judson, Stirling, and Monagan are 

circled in red, and old mill neighborhoods have a blue star next to their name. 

 

Figure 1: Neighborhoods of Greenville 
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In the early 1900’s there were efforts to make Greenville a more livable and 

beautiful city, and city planners and officials commissioned a plan for the construction of 

a series of parks, and public walkways around the city.  These were laid out in the 

Beautifying and Improving Greenville, South Carolina report that was issued in 1907.  In 

it there were plans for parks which though not immediately constructed, eventually 

became Falls, and Cleveland Park, as well as a third park that was set to be built on the 

proposed site of Unity Park.  This area was never given the same resources as Falls or 

Cleveland Park.  During segregation it became the Black park in Greenville, as thus was 

underfunded, and under-resourced.  It later became the site of a minor league baseball 

team, and later after the baseball field was relocated closer to downtown, became a car 

park for municipal vehicles.  Though the 1907 report called for the establishment of three 

parks in the downtown area of Greenville, it was also an incredibly racist document, and 

advocated for the segregation of Greenville (PS n.d.).   

Through the 1900’s until the 1970’s, Greenville continued to grow as a city.  The 

population grew from 11,860 in 1900 to 66,188 in 1960, and the mills increased their 

centrality to the economy of the area.  During this time, many of the social struggles that 

swept across the United States had their own manifestations here in Greenville.  Unions 

rose and fell in the mills, and school desegregation occurred with often violent reactions.  

Like other southern towns and cities, legal segregation was a powerful force in the area, 

and there were multiple accounts of lynchings, and white supremacist inspired violence 

in and around the city (Huff 1995).                  

           The late 1970’s saw the collapse of the mill industry, as it followed similar trends 

to the larger American industrial landscape.  Cheaper labor overseas, technological 
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advances, and international trade agreements all spurred this decline.  After the collapse 

of the mill industry, city leaders scrambled to try and revitalize downtown 

Greenville.  Their first project was to shrink Main Street from a four lane highway to a 

smaller two lane street, with sidewalks and trees on either side (City of Greenville n.d.).  

Later in the 1980’s the city embarked on a series of public/private collaborations to bring 

business to the downtown area.  These included the Peace Center for Performing Arts, 

and Greenville Commons, a hotel and business area (City of Greenville n.d.).  In an move 

that can be seen as metaphorical for the larger deindustrialization of Greenville and its 

turn to more tourism centered economy, a large downtown building which once housed a 

textile mill and coach factory, was converted to the Peace Center for the Performing Arts, 

a theater which now attracts world renowned performers (City of Greenville n.d.).  The 

cities move from an industry to a tourism driven economy is the main story line for 

Greenville as it entered the 21st century.  According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, in 

2020, there were 48,500 people employed in the leisure and hospitality industry with the 

number continuing to grow, and another 71,000 people employed in the professional and 

business sector (BLS 2020).  While there were 56,900 people employed in the 

manufacturing sector, it is important to note that Michelin and BMW are large employers 

in the area.  More discussion of these numbers can be found in the analysis and 

discussion sections of this thesis.    

           As the rest of downtown experienced a revival, so did the centrally located Falls 

Park.  The site of the first mills in Greenville, it was later turned into a park in the late 

1980’s.  But this park was located under a highway overpass, and because of this out of 

the way location, “Greenville had yet to take advantage of one of its greatest assets, the 
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Reedy River” (City of Greenville n.d.).  After the removal of the overpass, the park 

received much more attention, and is now considered the centerpiece of Greenville, and 

is a major downtown tourist attraction.  

           Into the present day, the tourism industry around Greenville continues to grow 

along with the city.  It is important to remember this brief history of Greenville as this 

thesis moves into the findings and discussion section.  Though the situation may have 

improved since the legal segregation of the early to mid 1900’s, the black population of 

Greenville has faced incredible violence, both physical and in a cultural sense.  Many of 

the political, and business leaders of Greenville during this era were openly racist such as 

Bob Jones Sr., who wrote against the integration of schools, and for whom Greenvilles 

own Bob Jones University is named.  Additionally in 1947 the lynching of Willie Earle, a 

24 year old Black man occurred, and none of the ten white men charged with the crime 

were found guilty.  Both these events, and countless others, created a hostile environment 

for many of the cities black residents.  Often forced into certain neighborhoods of the city 

by certain zoning laws, and the legacies of the mills, the black population of Greenville is 

now struggling to hold on to those same areas as the forces of gentrification move rapidly 

across the city.  Though it may be easy to disentangle the passage of time into easily 

marked decades and years, the effects of actions move beyond these boundaries, leaving 

its mark on the land, and in the memories of people.   

Before moving into the analysis portion of my thesis, it is important to describe 

Unity Park.  Built on land that was the home of Meadowbrook Park, the park for Black 

residents of the city during legal segregation, and which is now home to Mayberry Park, 

it will be significantly larger than each of these past parks (GPMP 2019).  At around 60 
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acres, this park is supposed to “knit together diverse neighborhoods,” and “create an 

environment that welcomes everyone from Greenville and from around the globe” (UPG, 

n.d.).  It will incorporate the names of the past two parks into features within Unity Park, 

and will also be home to open fields, playgrounds, a visitors center, a bridge over the 

Reedy River, and a 120 foot tall observation tower (UPG, n.d.).  Construction was 

anticipated to start in the spring of 2020, and the entire park was expected to be finished 

in 2021, but that will likely be delayed due to COVID-19.  It is important to note that 

there is affordable housing included in the plans for Unity Park, but I will discuss later in 

the analysis how that is not enough to offset the larger effects of Unity Park, and the 

associated green gentrification on the area.  I will also discuss more of the branding of the 

park in the analysis section and how the park planners draw extensively from the history 

of the area in creating the current messaging around it.  Lastly, I will also discuss the 

funding for Unity Park, and how that feeds into a growth machine influenced reading of 

the park.                            

In the analysis portion of my thesis I will show how Greenville is experiencing 

gentrification, and green gentrification, particularly of the traditionally Black 

neighborhoods located around the city center, following the similar steps as the area 

around Prospect Park in Brooklyn.     
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Methods 

This thesis draws the vast majority of its data from in-person interviews that I conducted 

during the summer of 2019.  Participants were recruited using convenience snowball 

sampling, starting from two co-workers from the non-profit organization that I interned 

with during the summer of 2019.  I ended up completing 12 interviews (11 recorded, and 

one with handwritten notes due to one participant consenting to being interviewed, but 

not recorded).  Five of the participants were people that I had a direct connection to as co-

workers or as people involved in similar work to what I was doing, while seven of them 

were people recommended by the original participants.  In this regard snowball sampling 

was successful for engaging with participants that otherwise I would not have interacted 

with (the seven people that came as recommended).  Due to my status as an outsider and 

the limited time that I had to conduct these interviews, there was no instance of a 

recommended participant then giving me a recommendation that I was able to schedule 

an interview with, which shows some of the limitations of snowball sampling (Ragin and 

Amoroso 2019).  

         Given the jobs, and demographics of my initial participants, my sample is highly 

skewed towards a white, young-professional population, making it un-representative of 

the greater Greenville population.  Though my data is skewed, I do not plan on making 

any statistical claims based on my data, but will instead use it anecdotally and to provide 

perspectives on the changes occurring in Greenville, and perspectives on green space.  I 

had conducted a small number of practice interviews prior to my main data collection, 

but the majority of my experience with interviewing came from the interviews for this 
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project.  These interviews occurred at the office of the non-profit that I worked at, and 

also at coffee shops in the area.  Interviews were conducted in a location of the 

participants choosing due to the fact that for many of the participants, it was my first time 

meeting them.  This ended up being coffee shops and cafes for the majority of interview 

locations.          

My interviews were semi-structured, and initially focused around ideas about how 

various residents of Greenville perceive themselves to be a part of a community, how 

they interact with ideas of social infrastructure (Klienberg 2018), and how they perceive 

gentrification to be affecting the city.  Due to shifting the focus of my thesis to be more 

environmental-sociology rooted, I realized that not all of the data from the summer 

interviews would be relevant.  At the end of January, I sent a series of follow up 

questions to all the interviewees via email for them to answer in written form.  I received 

three responses from this email.  This follow up email is focused on respondents’ 

interactions with parks, other forms of green development, and their opinions of Unity 

Park.  These answers are compiled with the transcriptions of the interviews from the 

summer, and all together will form a more complete response to inform my thesis.  

Copies of both the initial script for interview questions, and the follow up email 

questions, informed consent documents, can be found in Appendix A and B.     

Within the writing of my thesis all respondents are identified by a pseudonym to 

maintain confidentiality as stipulated by the informed consent form that all respondents 

filled out, and which can also be found in the appendix section of this thesis.  This is 

important to this thesis due to its connections to the sensitive topic of gentrification, and 
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by placing the boundary of confidentiality within the interview process, I believe that it 

allowed participants to give more candid answers to my questions.     

         A qualitative assessment is a valid way to study residents’ perceptions of Unity 

Park, and of gentrification.  By conducting semi-structured interviews, it allowed 

participants to engage more broadly with the ideas that I was interviewing about, as well 

as for me to ask follow-up questions of the participants during our interviews.  Further, 

the semi-structured interview format allows for more nuanced answers than just a survey.  

Some of my respondents were very happy to go on tangents, or give highly complex and 

detailed answers, all leading to more information about the interview questions.  It also 

creates more rapport between myself and the respondent, leading to a slight closing of the 

gap between interviewer and respondent.  Lastly, by conducting interviews, this allows 

the interviewee to articulate their own beliefs and ideas, and not come to a perfect 

conclusion.  This is important during any interview, but particularly one involving the 

topic of gentrification, which within itself is a very complicated issue that invites a 

multitude of explanations.  

         All interviews were transcribed and then coded using NVivo, and the written 

responses to follow up questions will also be coded in NVivo.  I have learned basic 

coding skills from my SOC 207 class, but the majority of my learning came from the 

actual process of coding the interview answers I received.  I coded these interviews with 

nine different codes, which included land-ownership, gentrification, green development, 

growth, diagnosis of gentrification, history, inequity, parks, and nature.  The majority of 

these were deductive codes but some such as land-ownership and inequity were 

developed as inductive codes.  These codes were developed from the major themes of the 
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various readings that I have done for this thesis.  They were heavily influenced by the 

theoretical stance that my thesis takes, and drew heavily from growth machine theories, 

and EJ scholarship.  They can be found in Appendix C.   

Other Resources 

I drew information from various documents released by the city about the 

revitalization of downtown, and Unity Park, but did not engage in a full document 

analysis of them with coding.  I chose these documents for both the history that they 

provided, but also because due to their source as government documents, they are highly 

skewed towards presenting the city in the best light possible, which then clashes with my 

theoretical foundation, and literature review findings.  With the contrast between 

documents, I hope to show how the park is perceived by my respondents, and how that 

differs from how the city represents it.  All of these documents are public documents 

available online, and are thus intended for a wide audience, and often for promotional 

purposes.  Rather than conducting my own GIS analysis I was able to utilize maps from 

the “Neighborhood Change in Greenville, SC” project, a collaboration between the 

United Way of Greenville, and Furman University, also located in Greenville.  Spatial 

analysis is a powerful tool in conveying the way that cities change, and the movement of 

people in and around the city. 
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Ethics and Positionality 

Lastly, it is important to consider the ethical considerations of this research.  My 

interviews required Whitman IRB approval and were granted it, along with an addendum 

for the e-mail distributed follow up questions.  

More personally, there is a high chance that I return to Greenville to visit, but a very slim 

chance that I return there to advocate for the work that my thesis is centered around, and 

any potential solutions to the issues of green gentrification that I pose.  This furthers the 

ideas of the removed academic, and the divide between research and public usage of that 

information.  Though I feel uncomfortable with this divide, I also realize is a part of my 

research and should be critiqued as such.  In an effort to bridge this divide, I plan on 

electronically contacting all my interview subjects and sending them a copy of my thesis 

upon its completion, as well as a shortened version of my thesis just describing my 

analysis and ideas for moving forward, once it is finished.  It is also important to 

acknowledge that as a white, middle-class, student at a high-tier liberal arts college, who 

was only in Greenville for a summer-long internship, I approach this academic subject as 

a student/outsider, and as someone who has not experienced the negative forces of 

gentrification, or the racial animosity present within Greenville.  Robert Merton 

articulates ideas around insider and outsider status as a divide that has been put in place 

whereby “only black scholars can understand blacks, the only white scholars can 

understand whites” (Merton 1972:13).  Though this is partially true, I believe that it is a 

bit of an oversimplification of a highly complex issue.  I would like to instead integrate a 

point that Merton makes later in his essay on insiders and outsiders, that “sociologically, 

there is nothing fixed about the boundaries separating Insiders from Outsiders. As 
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situations involving different values arise, different statuses are activated and the lines of 

separation shift” (Merton 1972:28).  I am very much an outsider compared to various 

populations that I write about in Greenville because of my race, age, and amount of time 

spent in Greenville, among others.  I believe that it is possible for me to remain an 

outsider, but through my research and time spent in Greenville, I am beginning to learn 

about the insider world, and to understand certain aspects of it.  It is also important to 

acknowledge that my thesis will present my interpretation of Greenville, but it is not 

exhaustive or the only story that can or should be told about this area.  My voice (as a 

white academic) must not be the only one heard when speaking about these issues in 

Greenville, or in whatever location they occur. 
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Findings and Analysis 

Nearly all of my interview participants agreed that gentrification is occurring in 

Greenville, SC.  Many participants also identified growth as an important change 

occurring in the city.  Additionally there were many references made to various inequities 

that exist in Greenville today.  I argue that the current inequalities around housing, and 

the larger effects of gentrification and green gentrification should not be seen as novel, 

but instead as manifestations of past inequalities.  Many participants brought up the 

closure of the textile mills as a turning point in Greenville that led to a dramatic decrease 

in the levels of equality within Greenville.  Participants also implicated home/land 

ownership in the processes of gentrification.  Lastly, across all interviews there was a 

general sense of the negative impacts that gentrification will have, and is having on 

Greenville.  There were less mentions of parks than I expected, and few mentions of 

other sorts of green development. Yet, when specifically asked about parks, in both the 

interview, and the follow up email, participants were more than happy to provide a 

response.  In the following sections I will move through the aforementioned themes of 

findings in more detail. 

Growth within Greenville 

When the mill industry started to decline in the 1970, the future ahead for 

Greenville did not look bright.  Kevin, a white pastor living on the west side of 

Greenville, recounted this history during our interview when he mentioned that “in the 

70's, the mills started closing, and textiles started going overseas,” a move inspired by 

cheaper wages and fewer regulations, as foretold by the TOP.  This brought an economic 
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downturn to the area.  All that remained were the large empty mill buildings and the 

names of neighborhoods around Greenville.  This situation was soon remedied by the 

adoption of a tourism focused economic base, rather than the manufacturing bases of old, 

a move inspired by the growth machine seeking to continue the trajectory of Greenville 

(Huff 1995, Logan and Molotch 1987).  Since this switch, Greenville has seen a surge in 

growth.  Anne brought up how this has also brought recognition for that growth, as 

“Greenville has hit a lot of lists as “Best Southern town” or “charming cities to visit,”” 

this recognition would delight the growth machine, but that also shows the resilience of 

Greenville to adapt to new economic systems.   

According to Jill, a white woman who works at a non-profit, the growth in 

Greenville is causing it to “explode as we speak.”  But she also discussed Unity Park's 

role in this rapid expansion.  She explained how when Unity Park is completed, the poor 

residents that live nearby are “not gonna be able to live next to the park...thats gonna be 

prime real estate.”  She has only lived on the West side of Greenville for two years, yet 

has been able to see this growth that Anne mentioned changing the neighborhoods near 

her home.           

In addition to the economic boost of the tourism industry, in 1992, BMW 

announced that it would be building its first production plant in the United States in the 

suburbs of Greenville. Nearly 30 years later, this plant employs 11,000 people (BMW 

n.d.).  The Michelin tire company also operates a plant in the Greenville suburbs that 

employs a large number of people.  Both Michelin and BMW have attracted employees, 

who according to Jill and other participants, are often young, with advanced degrees, 

and/or specialized training.  Both Michelin and BMW are located in the suburbs of the 
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city unlike the mills of the past.  This leaves the downtown area free for ‘revitalization:’ 

these businesses can continue to employ residents of the area, and their employees will 

move to the suburbs to live close to their work (City of Greenville n.d.).  Ed. a young, 

Black, community organizer, implicated mayor Knox White’s “relentless focus of 

making downtown this luxurious nightlife economic hub, and attracted businesses and 

investors at the expense of the traditionally African American communities that are 

located around the downtown area.”  Mayor White has been able to shape downtown to 

his liking, while also increasing the business capabilities of the surrounding areas with 

the involvement of BMW and Michelin.  This is a perfect example of how one person, 

who holds a position of power, and has access to the growth machine, has the ability to 

steer the direction of the city in a specific way.   

Ed, among others, brought up the significance of how this growth from tourism, 

BMW and Michelin has affected the traditionally Black neighborhoods of Greenville.  As 

stated in the history section, many of the neighborhoods located near the downtown area 

are traditionally poorer, Black neighborhoods whose residents are now unable to afford 

many of the amenities of 

downtown.  Figure 2 is a map 

from Furman University and 

the United Way that shows the 

percentage change in home 

value based on Zillow data 

from 2014-2018.  The increase 

has been adjusted for inflation Figure 2: Percentage Change in Home Value 2014-2018 
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so all values represent actual change.  The red outline is around the downtown area. The 

blue outline on the left is the west side of Greenville, which has been the home to many 

traditionally Black neighborhoods.  The blue outline on the right side shows Nicholtown, 

another historically Black neighborhood.  The darker the shade of orange the higher the 

percentage change, with the darkest shade representing between an 100% and 200% 

increase in home value.   

Though the downtown area of Greenville has grown considerably in the past 20 

years due to the creation of new restaurants, the narrowing of Main Street from a four 

lane road to a two lane road, and the planting of trees, there is even more municipal and 

downtown growth planned for Greenville.  For example, Charlie, a white community 

organizer and head of a local non-profit, brought up how the county is planning on 

developing an area south of the current downtown, that would be “30 acres of land in the 

Haynie-Sirrine neighborhood that’s trying to be an extension of downtown that would 

include a variety of 20 story towers and luxury development and grocery stores and 

fitness centers and movie theater and includes probably 20 different buildings.”  This 

would be a large plot of land to develop just outside of the main downtown area, not to 

mention that “the density is totally out of scale with even the rest of downtown.  We only 

have one other building that's above 20 stories in Greenville right now and this could 

potentially have 3 or 4...on the highest geographic point of downtown so it would 

actually look more like a 40 story building.”  It would also be very near the Haynie-

Sirrine neighborhood, which is one of the smaller, working class neighborhoods just 

outside of the downtown area that has very little political power to try to stop this 

development.    



46 

This extension of downtown that Charlie mentioned is a perfect example of how 

the growth machine is an entity that ignores the “spillover consequences in the lives of 

residents” (Logan and Molotch 1987:32).  Given that this is occuring in a traditionally 

working class neighborhood, the expansion of downtown fails to meet the fourth pillar of 

CEJ, the indispensability of residents, and further shows that the city government is not 

considering all residents when planning the site of their new town offices and up-scale 

developments.  Instead, they are only interested in the growth and increased profits that 

will accompany this development.     

When discussing the newly proposed downtown, Charlie asked if I had heard of 

opportunity zones.  Classified by the Economic Development Agency as “an 

economically-distressed community where private investments, under certain conditions, 

may be eligible for capital gain tax incentives,” (EDA 2020) Charlie instead referred to 

them as “fuel on the fire” of growth in Greenville.  Despite their on-paper positives for 

potential tax breaks, Charlie was unconvinced they could be used equitably, and was 

worried about the impact they might have in increasing gentrification.  “I’m super 

concerned as our neighborhood was identified as an opportunity zone which is another, 

federal tax break for folks to reinvest in ‘low income neighborhoods.’”      

Similar to Charlie, though not always referring to opportunity zones, Ed, Kevin 

and Grace all worried about the influx of investors with little connection to Greenville, 

seeing their city as an area strictly for financial investment opportunities.  They worried 

about the Sullivan, Judson, and West End, all historically Black neighborhoods.  These 

participants all worry that the growth these neighborhoods are experiencing, because it is 

driven by the growth machine, and when there are large financial gains to be had, does 
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not always value the longtime residents of an area.  This growth often leads to 

gentrification. 

Gentrification in Greenville 

Building on my participants' views of growth, I will now show how gentrification 

causes there to be less available affordable housing, a loss of neighborhood culture, 

particularly in Black neighborhoods, and a loss of diversity from the city center as 

historically Black neighborhoods gentrify.   

When I asked participants if they thought that gentrification was occuring in 

Greenville, the common refrain was, yes, Greenville is absolutely experiencing 

gentrification.  There was also agreement across interviews about the negative effects of 

gentrification.  Some participants added reflections to their answer, such as Kevin, who 

brought up the important point that “[gentrification is] different from place to place,” and 

specifically in Greenville, these differences include the impact of the mill industry, and 

the history of segregation.  Charlie had similar observations about aspects of 

gentrification specific to Greenville, reminding me that “in the South and in the context 

of where we are, [gentrification] largely falls on racial lines.  That's largely what people 

see and understand of what's happening in our neighborhood, where a street that was 

largely African American is now 100% White.”    

Jane, a white resident who recently moved to the traditionally Black 

neighborhood of Nicholtown, mentioned how “more affluent people moving in and lower 

income families being displaced,” was a large part of gentrification, while 

transformations of the built environment such as Hannah, a white resident of Nicholtown 

for the last 10 years, observations of “a lot of flipping of older neighborhoods” and the 
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renovation of houses is also part of gentrification.  Ed brought up how gentrification is 

“essentially robbing a community of its culture and of its history.”  This often occurs in 

traditionally Black neighborhoods as Black residents are forced out due to increases in 

the cost of living in that area.  In Greenville, there is a racial aspect to land ownership.  

White families and individuals often have more disposable income, or money that they 

can allocate to payments on a mortgage.  Comparatively, Black families are often more 

vulnerable to cyclical poverty leaving them with considerably less wealth to draw from.  

They are often forced to rent properties instead of owning them.  The deindustrialization 

of the city center via the loss of the mill industry is also vital to explaining gentrification 

in Greenville.  

One key point in the process of larger, city wide gentrification that many of my 

participants mentioned, was the change in the downtown area of Greenville.  Daniel, a 

white resident of Nicholtown in his 60’s, noted that in the “late 70s, early 80s...there was 

kinda this effort to reclaim downtown.”  This was mainly driven by the larger city plans 

to try and revitalize Greenville into a more appealing location, and bring economic 

growth to the area after the collapse of the mill industry.  Hannah, a white resident of 

Nicholtown for the last 10 years, brought up how the city's efforts to change the 

appearance of downtown was one of the main triggers of larger shifts in Greenville’s 

growth.  As she said, “a lot of people point to that as a pivotal point...like that did change 

a lot in terms of, just different development projects in the downtown area.”  A key part 

of this revitalization was the removal of the Camperdown Bridge which “revealed” the 

falls around which Greenville had been founded, and made Falls Park, now a major 

attraction, much more accessible.   
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With the increased growth mentioned by Hannah, we can see how some of the 

aspects of green gentrification can be seen not just around Unity Park, but also around 

Falls Park.  Though the larger “rediscovery” of Falls Park occurred after its completion, it 

can still be considered green gentrification because as the area around Falls Park became 

more pedestrian friendly, and less industrial in appearance, the green space that was there 

started to become more utilized by the greater public of Greenville.     

Jane, Kevin, Jill, and Anne all pointed to house flipping during their interviews as 

a warning for the coming of gentrification to a neighborhood.  Flipping is a colloquial 

term used to describe the process of buying a home at a low price, fixing it up, and then 

selling it at a higher price.  Jane, a resident of the traditionally Black neighborhood of 

Nicholtown, noted that “there's definitely houses being flipped...my street is like half and 

half probably, so like half original houses from when I moved in and...probably half have 

been flipped.”  This shows that there are lots of “improvements” being made to these 

houses, and though this increase in price is what the flippers want, this rise in home price 

will then cause “local property taxes [to] rise concomitantly” (Brown-Saracino 2010:2).  

This rise in taxes influences what landlords will charge for rent in a neighborhood, often 

leading to an increase above what many residents of the community can afford to allocate 

to housing.  

Figure 3 is a “heat map” generated by Furman University and the United Way of 

Greenville which shows the frequency of sales between 2014 and 2018, with red 

indicating more sales, and an increase in housing price per square foot.  These two 

variables help quantify the rate of “flipping” occurring in an area.  The red node on the 

left side of the map is located around the Augusta Road corridor, a historically White 
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neighborhood, but extends northward into the Sullivan neighborhood, a historic mill 

community that has been traditionally Black.  The node on the right side of the map is 

centered around the Nicholtown area, a historically Black neighborhood that is in close 

proximity to Cleveland Park.  These areas where flipping is occurring, exemplifies Ed, 

Charlie, and Grace’s points about the specific areas of Greenville that are gentrifying 

more rapidly than others, and further substantiates Figure 3.        

 

Figure 3: Heat Map of Housing Sales 2014-2018 

Not only are these nodes centered around historically Black neighborhoods, but 

many of these areas are also old mill communities.  Anne mentioned that in her 

neighborhood there are some older residents who were former mill workers “who kept 

their homes while others moved away, and so you have a mix of old mill workers who 

still live there or children of these mill workers who now live in these houses.”  The mill 

workers that moved away often moved to the suburbs, and black communities emerged in 

the former mill villages.  Kevin, a white pastor who lives in Woodside, near West 
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Greenville provided some history of that specific area, “the west side is where most, a lot, 

of the low income housing is, for a while it was middle class mill workers, blue 

collar...and now it's becoming something else.”  That something else that Kevin is 

describing, would be a gentrifying community.  Barbara, a Black high school teacher, 

noted that the west side had changed so much in the past 30 years or so that when she 

took her mother to a restaurant in the west end of Greenville for lunch “she was just like 

this is crazy, and when I told her we were going to Pendleton street she just was like 

that's not safe,” but upon driving down it, her mother didn’t even recognize the 

area.  This demonstrates how quickly many of the traditionally Black neighborhoods of 

Greenville have changed, both in terms of atmosphere and appearance.  As more of the 

traditionally Black neighborhoods gentrify, I am reminded of Pellows term of 

“indispensability” (Pellow 2018).  The cultures and bonds that have emerged in these 

neighborhoods, and among the residents of these areas must be seen as indispensable by 

the city of Greenville, but currently are seen by investors and the larger growth machine 

as nothing more than areas for investment and growth.   

While discussing gentrification, nearly a third of my participants mentioned their 

own interests in moving to an area, and how this could be seen as gentrification.  All of 

these participants were White, and self identified as middle class.  Jane, who moved to 

Nicholtown within the last five years, said that her move to this neighborhood was 

partially influenced by her desire to live in a more diverse area, “it excites me to have 

people more mixed together, if there's a way to figure out how to do it in a mutually 

beneficial way.”  Similarly, Daniel, who does non-profit work in Nicholtown, stated that 

his decision to move was driven by his desire “to be in a diverse community and to have 
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a diverse cohort of friends and neighbors.”  Both of these participants show how the ideas 

of self-betterment also influence gentrification.  Daniel and Jane implicated themselves as 

being part of the larger movement into these poorer Black neighborhoods in Greenville, 

but wanted to differentiate themselves from the ‘house flippers’.  Though they may have 

had equitable, and just ideals, the impact of this movement is the same as those of the 

house flipper, as it is likely to cause their property value to increase, affecting the rent 

levels of the neighborhood and its general affordability.       

Similarly, many of my White participants shared their excitement for the potential 

changes occurring in Greenville, while also realizing that many of those changes are 

occurring because of gentrification.  Anne, a young, White, writer for a local magazine, 

summed up this tension very well, stating that “it's a very complex issue cause 

obviously...you want to see growth and you want to see business provide jobs and...you 

want to see money pouring into an area but you obviously don't want to disenfranchise 

and displace people or groups.”  This sentiment aligns with the growth machine, and 

other theories around gentrification, in identifying how certain groups may experience 

growth around them, but not benefit from it directly.  These include renters in the 

neighborhoods near the city center, where the city frames gentrification as a revitalization 

of these communities.  The city cites the increase of home values as a product of growth, 

when really it is gentrification, and, according to Ed, the loss of a neighborhood’s culture 

and history (Atkinson and Bridge in Brown-Saracino 2010).   

Grace, who is new to the area and bought a house two years ago, remarked how 

some people see gentrification as a business opportunity, which she referred to as “tone 

deaf to the people who have lived here who don't have the same economic 
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opportunities.”  This duality of growth, and loss captures the effects of gentrification in 

Greenville. 

Green Gentrification and Unity Park 

Across all interviews, parks and nature were mentioned very 

infrequently.  Participants would mention parks when prompted by the interview 

questions, but in the general flow of the interviews, they were not mentioned as 

frequently as I would have expected.  Still, when asked specifically, participants had 

opinions about parks, especially the upcoming Unity Park and the effects that it would 

have on Greenville.  Many of the questions and concerns that individuals had with parks 

in the city felt very similar to concerns brought up by Gould and Lewis in Green 

Gentrification.        

Two of the parks in Greenville that people mentioned were Falls Park, and 

Cleveland Park, both located downtown.  Daniel mentioned the early days of Falls Park 

and the change that it brought to the downtown area, “[it] was such a dramatic thing to 

take out Camperdown Bridge and create this park, and people were like “What in the 

world are you doing?” But now it's this gem.”  A publication put out by Greenville 

echoed Daniels’ feelings about how Falls Park changed the face of downtown and opened 

up the Reedy River to the general public when before it had been looked at as a dumping 

ground for the mills.  Instead, what the Greenville Publication and Daniel are getting at, 

is that this was the first time since the collapse of the mill industry that the city leaders of 

Greenville saw the nature around them as fitting into a larger goal of growth and 

revitalization.     
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When discussing parks, respondents often mentioned that there was some level of 

disparity involved in the resources allocated to their upkeep, as well in the facilities 

available within the park for people to use.  Grace referenced this disparity in access as 

inseparable from the creation of Cleveland Park, “you have people that live right next to 

Cleveland Park who don't have access to Cleveland Park because Cleveland Park literally 

built walls around the park.”  Though I could find no historical account of a wall being 

built around Cleveland Park, it was home to a pool that closed rather than desegregate 

during the Civil Rights Era (PS,a 2019).  This sort of physical exclusion has since 

diminished, but it is important to remember when looking at Unity Park and how these 

same forces and tactics of exclusion could be replicated.   

Green Gentrification brings up disparity among green spaces.  Particularly where 

they are located in a city as not immune to differences in power and demographics, 

“greening initiatives...improve the environmental quality of neighborhoods…[but]they do 

not do so equitably” (Gould and Lewis 2016:2).  These decisions are often influenced by 

implicit biases, and the power of the growth machine, and rarely are focused on 

increasing equitable access to green space for residents of the city (Gould and Lewis 

2016), but instead pleasing certain socio-economic groups within the city.      

 Building on the disparity between parks around the city, Jane noted that in 

Nicholtown, “there's some parks, but they're real small, if you drive through it, it just 

doesn't feel well maintained...in comparison with other works and facilities in this 

city.”  Charlie also noticed a disparity between Cleveland Park and the park in his 

neighborhood, a traditionally Black neighborhood, “it's a small park…it [has] one of the 

few full court basketball courts you can play in for free... it's not well paved at all, but it 
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is covered.”  This further reinforces ideas around how parks are influenced by power 

dynamics, and echoes Kevin, who when talking about parks and other public facilities in 

Greenville, stated that “public money follows private money.”  Though discouraging to 

hear, it is an accurate assessment which echoes Gould and Lewis, and one that we are 

seeing play out around Unity Park.   

Turning to Unity Park, many of the participants I interviewed mentioned that 

though they were excited about the new park, they had reservations about how 

universally it would be used and appreciated.  Grace mentioned that she “thinks that 

[Unity Park] is generally well intentioned but very problematic given that it will displace 

a lot of low income residents.”  Charlie stated that Unity Park would “provide incredible 

and inspiring green-space for an urbanizing city,” but also has similar concerns to Grace 

around displacement.  Jill simply said that “Unity Park is like not gonna unify Greenville 

at all, it's gonna be another playground for white 20-somethings.”    

Though there was often excitement around the idea of a new park, some 

participants like Charlie and Jill mentioned how they were worried about what it would 

mean for the city as a whole, and specifically for the residents of the city that would be 

more directly impacted by the negative aspects, such as raising rent, and influx of new 

residents to neighborhoods near the park.  Grace mentioned that Greenville needs “drastic 

improvements in affordable housing [which] requires balancing funding that is spent on 

‘nice to have’ amenities.”  It is easy to see these “nice to have” amenities as a reflection 

of the city government's priorities, who and where they feel willing to spend money on.   

Similarly, Daniel mentioned Unity Park “will provide a lovely place to gather, but 

will add greater pressure of gentrification.”  In a separate interview, Jill mentioned how 



56 

the long term residents of the area near Unity Park, a traditionally low income Black 

neighborhood, “will be able to publicly access it, but they're not gonna be able to live 

next to the park and that's gonna be prime real estate.”  Though Unity Park does include 

plans for affordable housing, these measures are not enough to keep the most vulnerable 

residents housed, and in their communities.  This desire for some sort of permanence is 

reflected in a need for land ownership, and how important land ownership is to slowing 

gentrification, and more broadly, how important for people to feel connected to where 

they are. 

 

Land Ownership 

Land ownership is crucial when considering gentrification, and how to potentially 

slow it.  During our interview, Ed mentioned that one of the ways that he saw 

gentrification slowing was through the use of a land trust within the city that would buy 

land and homes to develop it for affordable housing.  While there are land trusts in 

Greenville, Ed was referring to a more hypothetical idea, and in general would like to see 

more land trusts operational.  The idea of an urban land trust is similar to that of a rural 

land trust.  Their goal is to buy land, or homes to preserve low income housing, or to 

stabilize rents of an area.  These goals are wildly different from those of the investment 

companies, often motivated by the TOP and a search for profits, that are also buying 

properties.  If a land trust owned it, they would be owning and managing it according to 

their mission, which would not be profit driven like that of the investment company.   

Grace, among other participants mentioned the ideas of affordable housing during 

our interviews.  She mentioned that “Greenville likes to say that it cares about affordable 
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housing, but in reality we are doing very little to combat the problem.”  This is where the 

rhetoric around these issues that are vital to stopping gentrification can become co-opted 

by the larger city government structures to mean one thing, while their actions are telling 

another story.    

While the city may be making some efforts to provide affordable housing, 

particularly with its inclusion in the Unity Park plans, it is important to look at how they 

are defining low income.  The city often defines low income as 80% of the area mean 

income, a measure that is easily skewed higher than the needs of most residents (GCD 

n.d.).  Lou mentioned that in the old mill community where she lives, once a blue collar 

area, has transformed to a neighborhood where “no low income person would be able to 

afford a house.”  This makes it very evident that affordable housing is needed in order to 

keep these historic communities together, and to preserve the culture that the 

neighborhoods in Greenville have developed, and nurtured. 

Ed, built on how ideas around land ownership are often related to ideas around 

political representation.  If a community is broken up, their ideas disappear from that area 

too.  Ed spoke about how this in relation to the racialized aspects of gentrification in 

traditionally Black neighborhoods. They are often “majority minority, and as the white 

[gentrifying] population increases, the black population decreases, and they lose that 

minority majority status.  It makes [city council seats] much more susceptible to 

becoming held by White people” which in turn leads to a loss of Black political power.  

Ed’s points align with Pellow’s (2018) third pillar in which various forms of social 

marginalizations converge to create greater inequality.  
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To try and stop this change of political representation requires also slowing 

gentrification, and creating channels for long term residents of areas to stay in their 

homes as rents and taxes rise around them.  Hannah, Jane, and Ed, all mentioned that 

there has been pressure on the older populations of Greenville who live near downtown to 

sell their homes.  Jane mentioned how “random people will call me and say ‘I’ll buy your 

house in cash’” while Ed mentioned how his grandmother receives similar calls “all the 

time for ridiculous amounts of money.”  Some residents may decide to take these offers, 

and if so, those most affected by this sale would be long term renters in the area.  Grace 

articulated the ripple effects from these sales, and how when properties around them start 

to increase in value, their rent will increase to amounts that they can not afford, forcing 

their departure from the neighborhood, and opening up that apartment or land to a 

developer to come in and flip it, and thus decreasing the economic diversity of the 

neighborhood.  Barbara put the loss faced by long term renters very poignantly, “even 

though you've been living here and you created a community and a culture here, it's not 

technically yours.”   

Hannah, along with other participants, said that the only way to stop this 

displacement of renters and other vulnerable populations was to have increased 

governmental actions such as rent controls or limits on the amount that you could sell a 

home for after you bought it based on time.  This call for progressive action by the local 

government from city residents is similar to Schnaiberg.  Yet given the broader definition 

of environment that I presented in the theory section, there needs to be a coordinated 

joining of social and environmental movements to push back against the larger market 
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forces, and try to secure a more equitable future (Schnaiberg 1980).  These steps must be 

taken quickly before the negative effects of gentrification are felt across all Greenville. 
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Conclusion  

Through the process of writing this thesis, it has been my goal to better 

understand the variables that lead to gentrification, specifically in Greenville, South 

Carolina, and to argue how gentrification should be examined using an EJ, CEJ, and neo-

Marxist theoretical lens.  EJ and CEJ incorporate the environment alongside the human, 

and draw out the importance of justice between all races, and classes.  Both offer 

methods of analysis, which include spatial differences, when considering gentrification, 

and the speed at which different neighborhoods and areas of the city gentrify.  

Building on the ideas of gentrification, and green gentrification, it is clear that 

parks are often presented as undiscriminatory goods to urban society, yet they are much 

more exclusive than initially perceived.  I have argued through this thesis, that yes, green 

gentrification is occurring around Unity Park and that the park itself is also an acting  

factor in the spread of gentrification in West Greenville.  Though the data is less explicit 

than other cases, the initial signs of gentrification, and green gentrification around Unity 

Park are still apparent.  As stated earlier, there has been an increase in measures of 

property values which could potentially lead to longtime residents being forced to move 

because they are unable to afford their rent.   

But this movement of potential gentrifiers to Greenville is not just because of 

Unity Park.  People want to move there because the city and suburbs are experiencing 

high levels of growth.  Regardless, Unity Park is already being pitched as a selling point 

for various properties in the area, adding to the potential benefits of moving to 

Greenville.  If you have the right training, there are many jobs available in a variety of 

sectors, from the tourism industry to financial sector, and the healthcare field.  
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Additionally, BMW and Michelin offer a variety of blue collar jobs, as well as 

engineering positions.  As people learn about the opportunities present here, they move to 

Greenville, and are met with even more opportunities, such as a thriving local food scene, 

easy access to the Blue Ridge Mountains, and plenty of parks and recreation 

opportunities within the city.  Though the growth over eight years may have been only 

around 10,000 new residents (World Population Review 2020), there are opportunities 

for many more people to move there.     

But, in incorporating the third pillar of CEJ, it is crucial to take a more expansive 

temporal view, and look at who has been living in Greenville before this growth, how this 

growth affects them, and to whom the various systems of power within the city have 

marketed it as an attractive landing spot (Pellow 2018).  Many of the areas of the city that 

are rapidly gentrifying are the traditionally Black neighborhoods located near the city 

center.  During the period of “white flight” in Greenville in the 1940s-70s, these vacated 

neighborhoods became vibrant centers of Black culture.  But now there are more white 

households moving back to these neighborhoods, as the city center has been “revitalized” 

and made much more pedestrian friendly.  Parks have been cleaned up and made more 

inviting.  Why were these changes not made earlier?  Why, as Ed recounted in his 

interview, do Black residents have to fight to stay in neighborhoods where in some 

instances, members of the same family have lived for 100 years?   

If we turn back to the growth machine theory, it is easy to see that the city can 

grow more if there are more aspects of the city that can generate money.  This highlights 

the participation of wealthy residents, who in this country are most often white residents, 
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while ignoring the economic contributions of low income residents.  This dynamic is 

especially present in a southern city where segregation is part of the not so distant past.   

We cannot slow gentrification by simply telling people that they cannot move into 

an area of the city.  Instead, I argue, similar to Schnaiberg (1980), and Logan and 

Molotch (1987), there needs to be a government in place that, rather than focusing only 

on attracting new residents, sees gentrification as a serious issue facing Greenville.  There 

needs to be aggressive affordable housing measures taken, that actually benefit those in 

the lowest income brackets.  As the city continues to grow, a large portion of these 

monies should be used for a city land trust program that would work alongside an 

affordable housing commission to work to increase homeownership across 

demographics.   

Lastly, I want this thesis to convey the seriousness of gentrification as an issue 

that could radically change the way that many cities across America look and 

function.  Cities should continue to be spots of radical cultural exchange and convening.  

If they are made homogenous in any way, then they are losing a vital part of what makes 

them a city.  And so with that, take a step back and consider your own town, and city, as 

gentrification is not limited only to urban areas.  Look at how it has changed since you 

have lived there.  Look at how the environment plays a vastly more agentic role than it is 

often given credit for, particularly in what is deemed appealing, and desirable in an area. 

Lastly, remember that without viewing all aspects of an area as indispensable (Pellow 

2018), there will be no hope for future change. 



63 

Appendix A: Interview Questions 

In-Person Interview Questions: 
Would you please state your Name, Age, Race, Gender, perceived Socio-

Economic Status, and address of your home? 

Personal History 

What neighborhood of Greenville do you live in and how long have you lived 

there? 

How would you describe/characterize this neighborhood?  

 Have you lived in any other parts of Greenville, and can you name and 

describe/characterize these neighborhoods?   

If you can recall this neighborhood 5, 10 years ago, what was it like, how has it 

changed?  What words would you use to describe this neighborhood?   

What is your occupation?   

Do you hold any positions relating to the neighborhood i.e. board member of 

community center, librarian, sports coach etc.?   

Do you plan on continuing to live in this neighborhood for the foreseeable future, 

or do you have plans to move?  

Relationship to Social Infrastructure  

I am going to describe the idea of social infrastructure to you.  Social 

infrastructure can loosely be defined as public, and sometimes private spaces where 

people can form relationships with one another, these relationships may be with people of 

similar backgrounds and beliefs to you, or very different.  Examples of these include 

libraries, parks, schools, community centers, places of worship, coffee shops and 

restaurants, playgrounds, sidewalks.       

Do you believe that some of the places that I just listed exist in your 

neighborhood?  

If so, could you give some examples?   

Do you use them?   

Do you know other people that use them?    

Are there any organizations that exist in your neighborhood to facilitate people 

meeting, or community?  

Relationship to Other Neighbors 

 How well would you say you know your neighbors?   

And beyond that do you feel supported by them?  

If you needed help, like if your power was out, or your AC was broken, would 

you feel comfortable turning to ask your neighbors for help?  What about the inverse? 

Have your neighbors ever asked you for help or assistance in things?   

Or would it be easier to go to a community center or other place of social 

infrastructure to then ask for help? 

Other forms of Community Building Within Neighborhood 

Have you/Do you make an effort to get to know the people that live in your 

neighborhood?  

How do you do this?  

Do you try to get to know new residents of the neighborhood?  
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Gentrification 

Provide the following definition of Gentrification: “the process of repairing and 

rebuilding homes and businesses in a deteriorating area (such as an urban 

neighborhood) accompanied by an influx of middle-class or affluent people and that 

often results in the displacement of earlier, usually poorer residents”  Ask if participant 

would change anything.   

  An example of gentrification could be a neighborhood near a downtown, where 

there are open store fronts, and a fancy boutique or clothing store, coffee shop, or other 

luxury selling store moves in, thus attracting people from outside that neighborhood who 

may have very different backgrounds into that neighborhood.  Eventually those people 

who are not originally from that neighborhood begin to move into the neighborhood 

taking housing from those who have lived there for many years, and thus the 

neighborhood begins to flip.      

Do you believe that this is occurring in Greenville?   

Do you think that this is happening in your neighborhood?   

What are your interactions with gentrification in Greenville?   

 

Follow Up E-mail Questions: 
Interview Questions.  Feel free to answer these questions in any order and with as 

much detail as you wish.    

How often do you use parks, and for what purpose?  Do you have a favorite park in 

Greenville?  

Within your time living in Greenville, how have you seen the parks in the city change?    

If there was a park proposed in your neighborhood, how would you react to this news?   

What is your opinion on the up-coming Unity Park? 

Do you think it will be a benefit to the city?   

Do you plan on using it? 

Do you think that the planning process around Unity Park was transparent and accessible 

enough to the public?  Is there anything that you would want to be different about the 

planning process?   

What is the history of the Unity Park site?   

What do you think will be the biggest issue facing Greenville over the next 5 years?   

Do you have any other opinions or ideas that you have concerning parks and/or 

gentrification?  If so, feel free to add them here.   
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Documents 

Informed Consent Document for In-Person Interviews: 
For my senior thesis I am writing to see if there is any connection between social 

infrastructure and gentrification.  Social infrastructure is made up of the public places 

where people can form bonds with one another.  These may include libraries, coffee 

shops, community centers, playgrounds, and places of worship.  Gentrification is the 

repairing of a neighborhood only to have the original inhabitants then forced out of the 

area, as new residents, often of a higher socio-economic status move in.  The aim of my 

research will be to see if there is any connection between social infrastructure and 

gentrification.  I am asking for your participation in a recorded interview to hear from 

residents of different neighborhoods of Greenville, South Carolina and their interactions 

with both social infrastructure and gentrification.  I predict that this will take around one 

hour.  After this interview, I will ask you to recommend other people you know who you 

believe would be willing to participate in this interview.  I will try and send you periodic 

updates to my progress writing my thesis.  When it is finished, I will send you a copy of 

my thesis with an attached letter of thanks.   

I do not foresee any risks by participating in this interview.  None of the questions 

I have are intended to bring up past trauma or bad memories.  

There are no tangible benefits to participating in this interview.  

All data submitted to me in the interview will be kept on a password secured 

computer and in password protected spreadsheets and word documents.  In my thesis, all 

participants will be referred to by pseudonym, and will only be identified by what 

neighborhood they live in, nothing more specific than that.  All responses and 

interactions that take place in this interview will remain confidential to the full extent of 

the law.     

Participation in this interview is voluntary, and at any point you can ask to stop 

the interview and for me to delete the recording.  If you do not want me to record the 

interview, I will ask to take notes on this pad.   

I you ever have any questions about the research, or your rights concerning your 

responses you may contact me.  This also goes for revising any responses to questions or 

including follow up information.   

 

Print and sign below if you are over the age of 18 and agree to be interviewed and 

recorded by me (David Dregallo) 

 

_______________________________________________________Date_____________ 

 

Print and sign below if you are over the age of 18 and agree to be interviewed and have 

notes taken rather than recorded by me (David Dregallo) 

 

_______________________________________________________Date___________ 
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Informed Consent Document for Follow-Up E-Mail Interviews: 
I am following up from our interview in July.  Since then I have changed the 

focus of my thesis from the ideas of social infrastructure, to now focus on Unity Park and 

its impact on the residents of Greenville, and the city itself.  I am asking for your written 

responses to a set of questions about your views of parks in Greenville, and 

gentrification.  I predict that this will take 15-30 minutes of your time.    

If you would like, I will send you periodic updates to my progress writing my 

thesis.  When it is finished, I will send you a copy of my thesis.  Regardless, I will send 

you a letter of thanks after our interview, and at the completion of my thesis.    

I do not foresee any risks by participating in this interview.  None of the questions 

I have are intended to bring up past trauma or bad memories.  

There are no tangible benefits to participating in this interview.  

All data submitted to me in the interview will be kept on a password secured 

computer and in password protected spreadsheets and word documents.  In my thesis, all 

participants will be referred to by pseudonym, and will only be identified by what 

neighborhood they live in, nothing more specific than that.  All responses and 

interactions that take place in this interview will remain confidential to the full extent of 

the law.      

I realize that both Unity Park and gentrification are topics of much debate in 

Greenville.  Your answers to this series of questions will be kept fully confidential, and 

not distributed to anyone other than myself and my advisor.  My intent with these 

questions is not to judge or stereotype residents of Greenville, but instead to gain a better 

understanding of Greenville residents views, opinions, and perspectives on Unity Park.   

If you ever have any questions about the research, or your rights concerning your 

responses you may contact me.  This also goes for revising any responses to questions or 

including follow up information. Contact information for myself, my thesis advisor, and 

the Whitman Institutional Review Board can be found in the following paragraph.  

Contact Information: Researcher: David Dregallo, dregald@whitman.edu; Thesis 

Advisor: Professor Alissa Cordner, cordneaa@whitman.edu; and Whitman College 

Institutional Review Board: irb@whitman.edu.  

If you have read and understand all of this information, and agree to answer my 

written questions, please send me your written answers by email. If you would rather not 

participate, that is totally fine.   

If it would be easier for you to answer these questions over the phone, I can 

accommodate that, but will need to be informed of the change in response style.  We can 

then work to set up a time for call to occur.  I will ask to record our conversation and if 

consent for that is given by the respondent, it will be recorded, saved to a secure location 

on my password protected computer, and then transcribed.  The transcription of the 

conversation will be kept in a secure, password protected file on my computer, and will 

have all identifying information to the respondent removed from it.     

mailto:dregald@whitman.edu
mailto:cordneaa@whitman.edu
mailto:irb@whitman.edu
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I am re-contacting you, but am storing both todays responses, and the transcripts 

of our summer interview on the same document.  There will be a demarcation indicating 

that these responses come from a different interview.  As with the transcripts of the 

summer interview, these will have all personal information removed from them, and will 

be identified only by number.  This will then correspond to a password protected excel 

file with your identifying information. 
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Appendix C: Codes 

List of Coding Categories: 

Demographics 

Diagnosis of Gentrification 

Gentrification in Greenville 

Green Development 

Growth in Greenville 

History of Greenville  

Inequity 

Land Ownership 

Nature  

Parks  
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