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Introduction

On New Year’s Eve 2008, I visited the industrial hinterland around the Morgan Avenue subway station in Brooklyn for the first time. I ended up there totally by chance after a last-minute change of plans: an art school friend from London, where I was living at the time, also happened to be in New York and invited me along to a friend’s warehouse party that night. Sandwiched between the Brooklyn neighborhoods of Williamsburg and Bushwick (and usually included in the latter), this tract of hulking industrial property, cracked pavements, and creative types had already become a playground for hipsters and artists by the time I showed up there, although it appeared wholly desolate to me at the time – the only sign of life I detected was a lone kebab shop on Bogart Street. Many of the other establishments in the area, I learned later, were well-disguised within their surroundings. Throughout the night, my friends and I were ushered through a series of former industrial buildings with warren-like mazes of makeshift rooms and lofted beds, each creating their own little version of bohemian utopia.

As a tourist, I was somewhat oblivious to my geographic location at the time, not realizing where I had been until four years later when, while planning a move to New York, this already-infamous artist neighborhood popped up on my radar. In May 2012, Hrag Vartanian, the founder of Bushwick-centric art blog Hyperallergic, indicated that Bushwick was, by that point, somewhat past its trend-setting prime in an article titled, “Is Ridgewood Breaking Away from the Bushwick Scene?”1 I read, with interest, how artist-led gentrification was spilling over the border into Ridgewood, Queens, which was trying to eke out its own individual identity apart from its neighbor. Intrigued by the unravelling narrative of the neighborhood and looking to find live/work studio space, I arrived in Morgantown (a nickname for the area around the Morgan Avenue subway) in 2012. I was, of course, decidedly late to the party.

Located on the far northeastern edge of Brooklyn and not exactly commuter-friendly, Bushwick must have seemed like an unlikely candidate for a real estate bonanza just a decade before. When I moved to the area, many of the three-story brick row houses had crumbling moldings and collapsing front steps, and the distinctive wood-frame buildings of the area, coated with vinyl siding and ringed with chain-linked fences, remained rundown. Despite its persistently gritty aesthetic, many of the neighborhood’s crowded, dimly-lit bodegas and the auto repair shops had recently been replaced by a smattering of yoga studios, bars, health food shops, and newly-built luxury apartment buildings with underground parking garages. The streets were still littered with broken glass in many places and there were quite a few remaining industrial operations, but the professional graffiti murals dotting the shopfronts, replacing informal graffiti, marked the neighborhood’s transitional period. Young artists, who had been in the area for only about a decade, were increasingly finding it hard to cope with higher rents.

In the 1970s and ‘80s, Bushwick was primarily an African-American and Latino neighborhood that had faced economic downturn in the wake of deindustrialization. Before artists began moving into the industrial warehouse space just north of Bushwick around 1999, the neighborhood was perhaps best known for riots during the July 1977 blackout and, before that, as an industrial hub and beer-brewing center. The artists who came after, many of whom were priced out of Williamsburg in the late ‘90s and early ‘00s, formed a new artist enclave there, perhaps hoping it was far enough from Manhattan to avoid the kind of gentrification that Williamsburg had seen. The allure of a creative community, however, outweighed geographic distance and, soon, Bushwick was the new cool neighborhood that 20-somethings flocked to.

In 2013, artists William Powhida and Jules de Balincourt invited artists in the neighborhood to organize and brainstorm possible strategies to avoid being priced out of the rapidly gentrifying area.2 On June 20th, the “Stay in Bushwick” meeting was held at a venue called Starr Space, located in a large garage-type building at 309 Starr Street; it was one of the older Bushwick artist establishments and had formerly been an experimental theater and art space, so it was an appropriate venue to mourn the passing of one era of gentrification into the next.3 Those present at the meeting discussed a proposed project by Read Property Group LLC to rezone the former site of the Rheingold Brewery, which was seen as a grand-scale attempt to capitalize on and essentially change the artistic character of the neighorhood.4 Unknowingly, however, the organizers of the meeting scheduled their gathering the same night as a community board meeting on the rezoning plans, symbolically re-enforcing the separation of artists from the larger community.5

Powhida’s proposal to avoid displacement of the artistic community, outlined in a document titled “The Yellow Building,” suggested collectively purchasing a building in the area and using it as a co-operative studio space. He argued that this solution, “… poses a stewardship model based on collective need within the capitalist market system. Private property and ownership are not abolished, but the terms are modified to provide a way around the decision making of an individual owner or developer.”6 The idea of forming artist co-operatives, however, struck attendees and commentators at the meeting as neither a radically new nor a particularly effective way to maintain the whole of Bushwick as an artist enclave. When those present at the gathering brought up the neighborhood’s Latino residents and their right to remain, they were met with resignation by de Balincourt, who said, “Gentrification is – like, that’s just the history of New York. I don’t think you can stop that.”7 It seems that the artistic community had grown weary of the constantly shifting urban landscape and deeply cynical in the process. Idealism and issues of social justice have been increasingly pushed to one side, weighed down by the inevitability of speculation in the real estate market and the struggle to survive neighborhood change.

The Bushwick creative scene first began in the industrial area of Morgantown, officially called the East Williamsburg In-Place Industrial Park (EWIPIP), and spread southward through the neighborhood. The EWIPIP is roughly bounded by the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway to the north, Flushing Avenue to the south, Newtown Creek to the east and Bushwick Avenue to the west. Though the area had been home to a mix of light and heavy manufacturing facilities since the 19th century, artists did not move there until the late 1990s when many of them migrated from neighboring Williamsburg, where prices were rapidly rising on similar property. The newly colonized subsection of the EWIPIP around the Morgan Avenue subway station was later nicknamed Morgantown, a name that some residents associate with property development and gentrification. I refer to this neighborhood as Morgantown precisely because of its connotations of capitalist growth and investment, which are, in many ways, the founding principles of anchoring institutions in the neighborhood. I also use it as a way to separate the development of the industrial part of Bushwick from the largely residential character of the neighborhood south of Flushing Avenue. This smaller zone of the EWIPIP is, according to my estimation, bordered by Grand Street to the north, Flushing Avenue to the south, Stewart Avenue to the east and Bushwick Avenue to the west. The main concentration of activity in the area centers around the stretch of Bogart Street near the second entrance to the Morgan Avenue subway, where I first emerged into this undercover bohemia in 2008.8


The Makers Of Morgantown


Thomas Burr Dodd is the founder of Brooklyn Fire Proof (BFP), an organization housed in a loft building near Morgan that rents studio space for artists, events, and musicians, and operated a bar and café until late 2014. He was briefly the object of Powhida’s disapproval in a 2009 piece in which he labeled Burr Dodd’s spaces as “criminally overpriced.”9 Burr Dodd was upset by Powhida’s characterization, saying, “I was devastated by that. I felt like I had failed.”10 BFP is an example of a new, more entrepreneurial model of artistic activity in Morgantown, and, as such, comes into conflict with older models of artist-run spaces. In comparison to BFP and other art organizations in the area, Powhida’s vision of co-operative artists’ spaces seems both wonderfully idealistic and hopelessly anachronistic.

Indeed, since the mid-2000s, a new philosophy has taken root: where artist neighborhoods once tended to be left-wing and communal, they are now outward-looking and entrepreneurial. This book charts the ways in which the character of this artist neighborhood, Morgantown, differs from those that came before such as SoHo and Williamsburg and argues that the people who settled this area were artist-entrepreneurs who aided in the rise of the Maker Movement over the last ten years. The movement, which has been broadly feted as the future of business and labor, is characterized by informal, experimental, peer-led learning of unconventional or niche skill sets, often dealing with customized electronics or traditional craft. Growing out of DIY (do-it-yourself) culture and electronic hacking, the term “maker” was popularized by MAKE magazine (founded in 2005), Cory Doctorow (writer for Boing Boing and author of the 2009 novel Makers), and Chris Anderson of Wired magazine.11

“Maker” describes a variety of self-motivated, creative individuals in professions such as design, programming, architecture, filmmaking, music and dance. The creative freelancer, often young, ambitious and urban, is the quintessential maker. Makers value creativity as well as business innovation and are forged in “incubators” and “co-working spaces,” places where equipment and ideas are shared, often for a membership fee, and maker culture unites artistic and market-driven objectives. Makers bear an uncanny resemblance to Richard Florida’s conceptualization of the “creative class” and the Maker Movement’s acolytes are often dismissively labeled “hipsters.”12 Tech entrepreneurs like Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg are, consequently, the patron saints of the Maker Movement in that they were innovators who earned their fortunes through groundbreaking use of new technology rather than spending years climbing up the corporate ladder. The maker does not want to keep her ideas within an elite sphere or clique but rather has ambitions to bring her product to as large an audience as possible.

Either unconcerned with or having given up on attaining a certain status in the art world, the most recent generation of art school graduates is increasingly concerned with making an impact online. The ultimate accomplishment, in many ways, is producing an article, web project or video that goes viral. Fueled by sites like Instructables (instructables.com), Boing Boing (boingboing.net), Wired magazine (wired.com), Hackaday (hackaday.com), MAKE (makezine.com), and many others, the drive for unique, viral hits and entrepreneurial success stories motivates makers. With the advent of digitally-enabled, programmable production tools like 3D printers, laser cutters, CNC (computer numerical control), and 3D scanners, network culture and the Web 2.0 model have entered the physical realm. While tech writers often praise the culture of “sharing” fostered online, this type of sharing is often more akin to self-promotion, broadcast, advertising, and marketing of either oneself or one’s products. The sharing economy only serves the purpose of defining one’s tastes in opposition to everyone else’s rather than fostering any genuine community, and the endlessly modifiable nature of digital content may, instead, promote a sense of alienation.

Gentrification (Hipster Remix)

At the core of the Maker Movement is the remix paradigm, within which artists in Morgantown preempted potential outside developers – at least for the time being – and embraced their role as DIY business entrepreneurs. As I detail in Chapter 4, the long and complicated history of artist spaces, residences, and galleries throughout the city elicits a number of broad generalizations and trends: artists seek out large, cheap spaces; they often settle in areas that are ethnically and economically different from their own upbringings or education levels; and artistic activity changes the nature of business in the neighborhoods in which they reside. It has long been a truism that plentiful, cheap space was a sufficient explanation for artistic activity in disinvested or poor neighborhoods.

The “frontier” of gentrification eloquently theorized by Neil Smith in the 1980s and ‘90s in relation to the Lower East Side continues to push further and further out along the L subway line into Brooklyn in the 2000s.13 This eastward push began from Smith’s gentrifying Lower East Side, which was rebranded as the East Village post-gentrification.14 By the 1980s, the East Village was enmeshed in passionate debates over artists’ role in gentrification, as the industrial space of SoHo was no longer a cheap, viable option for artists to live and work. Williamsburg’s industrial waterfront, only one subway stop across the East River, beckoned to those looking for large, cheap studio space. By 2005, the city of New York had rezoned the Williamsburg waterfront area for real estate development and high-rise luxury condominiums quickly sprang up.15 An artist community was once again displaced by evictions, rent increases, and the push of wealthy professionals into the neighborhood.16 Once again the creative “pioneers” picked up and moved deeper into Brooklyn, settling around Morgantown. This time, however, the creatives who colonized the area were well aware that they might soon be displaced and many sought to insulate themselves from being pushed out.

As detailed in Chapter 6, the pioneers of Morgantown were attracted to the authenticity they perceived in the roughness, decay, and danger of the area. Surviving these elements is a badge of honor among early residents, who describe an anarchic, disinvested area with packs of feral dogs roaming the streets, regular car fires, and heroin addicts squatting stairwells. The Morgantown pioneers also participated in the anarchy, treating the empty industrial buildings as their personal playgrounds, setting off fireworks from rooftops with impunity and throwing huge warehouse rave parties. Gentrification in Morgantown has, since that time, proceeded quickly. By 2015, the neighborhood was home to a variety of high-end restaurants like Blanca and Momo Sushi Shack and cafés like Swallow Café and Newtown. The blue-chip art gallery Luhring Augustine came to the area in 2012, bringing wealthy art collectors far into the depths of industrial Brooklyn.17

Morgantown is known as a “hipster” neighborhood, filled with young people hunting for individualized culture. The original hipsters were a beat-era, white, urban subculture in 1950s who appropriated black culture, particularly in their manner of speaking and in their choice of music.18 Hipsters today are stereotyped in a slightly different way: young, fickle culture snobs who are oblivious of their class privilege and live only to please themselves with twee affectations and an interest in niche consumer products. Both the old hipster and the new hipster are, thus, seen as inauthentic poseurs. As I argue in Chapter 1, the new hipster is a product of the sharing economy and the prosumer model that is present in the Maker Movement and among self-described makers. “Hipster” is not only universally negative but has become a kind of urban boogieman, like “yuppies” were in the ‘80s and ‘90s. The same people derided as “hipsters”, however, are happy to call themselves makers. Both hipsters and makers are defined by their interest in DIY creative pursuits. The stigmatization of hipsters and the freelance model of labor that prosumer tools and sharing have fostered are connected. Increasingly, young people in creative professions work from their laptops on a gig-by-gig basis, lacking job security or basic benefits. A hipster sitting in a café on her laptop in the middle of the weekday may look like a frivolous trustfund kid but she is most likely working hard to scrape together freelance assignments, sold on the idea that this way of working gives her more freedom and choice in her lifestyle and career. Her employers, meanwhile, have no responsibilities to provide her with workspace, equipment, or benefits.

Visual artists in the 1970s and 80s in New York could support themselves, as well as pay rent on a studio and apartment, by working a part-time job and still have plenty of time to make their work. Since that time, the cost of living and rents in the city have pushed creative professionals further and further outside of Manhattan, chasing cheaper rents. The visual artists and other creatives living in Morgantown saw the swift gentrification of Williamsburg firsthand in the late 1990s/early 2000s. These artists and creatives were presented with the choice of either seizing the area for themselves or falling prey to developers in the near future.

The ideology of creativity within the Maker Movement emphasizes a universality of creative potential and experience. In doing so, it fails to recognize the importance of difference in processes of urban change and the organization of labor. This point has been explored by Christina Dunbar-Hester, who writes:


… some women and people of color might encounter barriers to sharing in the same affective pleasure in technical making experienced by many white men. This represents not only difficulty for egalitarian technical projects, but points to the limits of “universalist” discourse more generally: universalism all but depends on glossing over differences in power, access, and status among different groups.19



The arguments made throughout this book are primarily concerned with issues around social and economic class within the Maker Movement and in Morgantown, but race, gender, and sexuality also interact in complex ways. The public face of urban change in Brooklyn has been primarily young, affluent, and white, replacing long-standing ethnic and racial identities of neighborhoods and changing the character of local businesses. Ethnic diversity is not completely absent from the process of gentrification, however: some of the first entrepreneurs in a gentrifying neighborhood are often children who grew up in the neighborhood and have been able to gain a foothold in the middle class. Several examples of this type of local gentrification in Bushwick are detailed in Chapter 4. This is not to say that residents of the neighborhood are the primary driving force of gentrification, but they are not wholly excluded from it either. Having already equated makers, hipsters, and gentrifiers in this chapter, it appears that all three are, at least in the public imaginary, primarily white and middle or upper class.

While non-white racial and ethnic groups are often visibly marginalized within gentrifying urban neighborhoods and are positioned in opposition to white hipsters in popular accounts, it is less clear how gender and sexual difference come into play. To start with, gays and lesbians have historically been harbingers of gentrification just as often as artists have been. Both artists and LGBTQ individuals have built communities in urban areas, motivated by both elective and forced seclusion from more intolerant, conservative locations. Simultaneously, many of the artists and LGBTQ individuals who move into poor and working class neighborhoods are white and from middle-class families, but have not, for the obvious reasons, historically chosen to live in neighborhoods of other white, middle-class people. The topic of this book is primarily artist-led gentrification, not LGBTQ-led gentrification, but, of course, these groups are not mutually exclusive. Gay people have traditionally been part of artist neighborhoods like Williamsburg and Bushwick in Brooklyn, or, historically, the West Village or Chelsea in Manhattan. Granted, not every gay neighborhood is an artist neighborhood. One Brooklyn example of LGBTQ-led urban change can be found in Park Slope, where lesbian women were some of the earliest white, middle-class people to move (back) to the neighborhood and begin gentrifying historic brownstones in the area in the ‘80s. It is now one of the most expensive and desirable neighborhoods in the city.20

The place of women in the Maker Movement or hipster neighborhoods is even less clear. Certainly, both the Maker Movement and urban gentrification mirror society in that women are often relegated to less prominent or powerful roles. Due to the fact that the Maker Movement has grown out of maledominated computing and STEM disciplines, there has been a concerted effort to promote the movement to women, particularly young girls.21 The egalitarian message of the movement states that everyone is a maker, boy or girl, and that all children should be encouraged to play with building and constructing toys like Lego and littleBits.

In gentrifying neighborhoods, men often assume roles of power because of their greater autonomy within society at large. As detailed in Chapter 5, the first reported residents of Morgantown were exclusively young men. Women have historically been taught to fear for their bodily safety in urban environments, even in wealthier neighborhoods, and this fear may be one of the reasons women were less likely to be the first to live in abandoned, high crime, or disinvested neighborhoods. This is not to say, however, that women are not quick to follow in the wake of male gentrifiers, assuming the same sort of postures that the men do with regards to their “rough” but “authentic” neighborhoods. While artist-led gentrification since the 1950s has followed many of the same patterns over the years, including the desire to live in a more authentic (and less homogenized environment), both hipster culture and the Maker Movement have ushered in a new phase in gentrification where the adversarial relationship between subculture and mainstream has largely dissolved. In the United States, people across the income spectrum identify as and aspire to be middle class (regardless of what their actual socio-economic status is) because belonging to the middle class has long been part of the American Dream.22

The pioneering creative institutions of Morgantown were the art studio and event spaces OfficeOps to the south and Brooklyn Fire Proof to the east, the residential McKibbin Lofts to the west, Roberta’s Pizza at the center, and the co-working space 3rd Ward to the north (which closed in October 2013). These key sites reflect the DIY entrepreneurial outlook of the Maker Movement, so Morgantown was, from its very inception, infused with the maker philosophy. At the center of the movement is a new model of labor and development facilitated by new techniques to create and produce within network culture. Architecture/media theorist Kazys Varnelis writes, “If appropriation was the key aspect of postmodernism, network culture almost absent-mindedly uses remix as its dominant form.”23 The remix paradigm is the foundation of the Maker Movement and the tool with which artists in Morgantown preempted potential outside developers and embraced their role as DIY business entrepreneurs.

The McKibbin lofts are two massive daylight factory buildings across the street from one another that have long housed incoming creative young people in Morgantown. The units of these buildings are often divided into six or seven small rooms in a ramshackle, DIY manner, and have a reputation for being unkempt, infested with bedbugs, and frequently hosting wild parties. OfficeOps provides a combination of studio space, apartments, and rental spaces for weddings and events.24 Brooklyn Fire Proof (BFP) also provides art studio space as well as larger unit rentals for other creative projects or events.25 OfficeOps and BFP were, in many ways, monetizing the way artists have occupied former industrial property in the past. Those that buy into these spaces are no longer getting a deal on cheap space, as artists were in SoHo or Williamsburg, but rather buying into the aesthetic that their forebears had popularized.

3rd Ward, however, presented a striking new way of organizing artists’ studios and creative space in former industrial neighborhoods like Morgantown. More than any other organization in the area, 3rd Ward paved the way for the transition of the creative professional from artist to maker. Opening in 2005, 3rd Ward provided studios, workshops, and courses for a membership fee. It was a quintessential maker space. While the art students who founded 3rd Ward did not have a clear business model for how they would ultimately manage or monetize their operations, they had endless expansionist ambitions. 3rd Ward started out hosting club nights and providing studio space, but they were quick to branch out into new spaces in other cities, pop-up locations elsewhere in New York, and other real estate and financial investments. Ultimately, 3rd Ward expanded too quickly and, in 2013, was dramatically shut down overnight, leaving many of those involved in the organization without paychecks, studios or refunds on courses, as I detail in Chapter 5.

The opening of Roberta’s pizza restaurant in 2008 marked a turning point for the neighborhood and its entrepreneurs. In many ways, Roberta’s made Morgantown a destination: suddenly Manhattanites were making the journey out to the edge of Brooklyn to wait in line for one of the restaurant’s famous artisanal pizzas. The year Roberta’s opened ushered in a period of consolidation and formalization of the area. With the arrival of Roberta’s, Morgantown was no longer an untamed wasteland but had become a desirable and amenable place to live and work. Bogart Street in Morgantown is now post-frontier – it is buzzing with activity night and day. Spaces to live and work in the area are desirable and expensive, and costs are rising all along the length of Bushwick. In Roberta’s or Momo’s on Bogart Street, young European tourists and moonlighting Manhattanites are easy to spot. Despite the dramatic downfall of 3rd Ward, many of the original artist-entrepreneurs are still flourishing in the area. It will take another few decades to see whether the maker model of development produces a different outcome than SoHo or Williamsburg, but the model itself is already recognizably different. The interest of Roberta’s, OfficeOps, and Brooklyn Fire Proof in sustainability, environmentalism, and ethical urban living already sets these businesses apart from traditional gentrifiers. The makers of Morgantown may prove themselves to be wolves in sheep’s clothing or they may, despite the neighborhood’s naysayers, change the nature of gentrification and ameliorate at least some of its brutality and upheaval.

Art Student Living

This book aims to provide a foundational critique of the Maker Movement in general as well as highlight the specific impact of the movement on Morgantown, which was the epicenter of hipster/maker culture in New York City between roughly 2000–2015. My interest in artist-led gentrification started when I lived in London between 2005 and 2010, studying art first at Goldsmiths College, living in New Cross/Peckham, and then the Slade School of Fine Art at UCL, living in Finsbury Park and Green Lanes. I watched as my artist friends and I moved through the city, occupying one gentrifying neighborhood after another in quick succession. When I left London in 2010 for a two-year art residency in Amsterdam, I saw how my friends in London continued to push further and further eastward outside of the rapidly gentrifying East End and Hackney. While in Amsterdam, I learned about the history of Dutch squatting and how artistic activities flourished in these occupied spaces. About a month after I arrived in the Netherlands, in October 2010, squatting was officially banned, ending a century of toleration of the practice. In 2012, at the conclusion of my residency in Amsterdam, I moved to New York to begin a doctoral program. In the run-up to the move, I knew that I wanted to find a live/work space so I could continue to work on my art practice while pursuing my academic research. It did not take me long to decide to move to Morgantown, as Williamsburg and East Williamsburg were already well beyond my budget.

The resulting analysis, therefore, is a conglomeration of ethnography from the time I spent living in the neighborhood, academic research that draws from my background in art history, and a more journalistic account of the recent changes in the neighborhood. Although I grew up in and spent the majority of my undergraduate education in Chicago, where I first took an interest in artist-led gentrification and urban change, I was unprepared for the differences between the New York art scene and the British or European equivalents I had grown accustomed to while I was abroad.

When I arrived in Morgantown in 2012, I saw a lot of sublets in loft spaces that were dingy and dark, including rooms in the McKibbin lofts that had no windows or space for a bed and often no walls or doorway. They were also shockingly expensive. I ended up finding a place in a building on the corner of Johnson and Stewart Avenues – the fourth floor of 75 Stewart. 538 Johnson, the address of the other side of the same building, contained more live/work studios, one of which contained a huge half-pipe for skateboarding. It was, in many ways, a fantasy of bohemian living. The loft dwellers of the building communicated via a joint Facebook group, where people mostly detailed an endless list of issues with plumbing, trash disposal, vandalism from unruly parties, and conflicts with the building management and the Fire Department. My bedroom and workspace, surrounded by windows in the corner of the building, was lofted above the main living room of our unit and I shared the unit with two other people, the leaseholder, who was a woodworker and freelance designer, and a Danish photographer. There was a separate walled-off area for a bed and studio and I paid $1100 per month for the space, not including an extra $150 a month for bills and private trash collection (our building was not serviced by the city, as it was not a legal residence).

Unbeknownst to me, the building’s residents were facing possible eviction when I moved in and I very quickly became acquainted with New York’s rules and regulations for occupying industrial property. The leaseholder had lived in the space for eight years and, given the popularity and price of loft spaces, it naively never occurred to me that we could be evicted for illegally living in the property. At that time, the building was not under the protection of the Loft Law, which was designed to protect artists living in industrial properties from eviction. Many tenants, including my leaseholder roommate, objected to the provisions of the law, which would have meant tearing down the homemade multistoried constructions we were occupying and bringing the unit up to fire safety code.26 In September and October of that year, the Fire Department and building inspectors visited us multiple times, and each time a message went out on the Facebook group warning others not to let them into the building. By the end of October, we were sure that an eviction notice was imminent, and a group of leaseholders in the building were meeting with Loft Law advocates and lawyers to try to come to some consensus on what should be done. Luckily, one of the other tenants had a contact in the Department of Buildings who tipped us off that the eviction notice would arrive on the 30th of October. We had only twenty-four hours to get a Loft Law application in, which would allow us to stay in our homes. On the night of the 29th of October, Hurricane Sandy hit New York. The Fire Department was, as a result, busy with more urgent matters that week, and we managed to get our application in before being evicted.

I remained at 75 Stewart through the following May, although we were still under threat of Fire Department intervention. During that time, the rate of new restaurants and bars popping up in the neighborhood was increasing at a rapid rate. Friends who lived in Manhattan would travel out to Morgantown to eat at Roberta’s pizza or visit the bars on Wyckoff in Bushwick. I had been struck, when I arrived, at how desolate Morgantown still seemed and was surprised to see so many working factories and industrial shops in operation, given the now hip reputation of the area. From my building I could see a scrap metal yard on Stewart, where a large machine would crush cars and then stack them up in tall heaps, a slick of oil blackening the sidewalk and street in front of it. In May 2015, it was announced that the site of the metal scrap shop would be turned into a 9-story luxury hotel.27 The first three floors of my building housed a print shop and the halls would regularly be filled with a pungent chemical smell. Across the street, a former feather factory had recently been renovated into artists’ studios and galleries.28 Around the corner on Harrison Place, foul smells and chemical runoff emanated from a food factory, and, across the street, next to the scrap metal shop, the upper floors of Global King Inc. and Peking Food Products Corp. at 47 Stewart housed artists in residence, announced by the A.I.R. signs on the doors.

After moving out of 75 Stewart, I sought cheaper rents further south in Bushwick, as many other artists and students were doing at the time. I moved south of Myrtle Avenue at Putnam and Irving Avenues to an apartment building where the landlord seemed to be actively seeking my demographic – young, white – in a largely Latino neighborhood. Our middle-aged neighbor downstairs, who had lived in the building for thirty years, suspected that the landlord was trying to force her out by purposely sabotaging our boiler in winter and refusing to make any repairs on the building, including providing lighting for the hallways or a closed door to the roof. Needless to say, she was not overjoyed to see three twenty-something white girls move in upstairs. Meanwhile, I sought a separate art studio space back in Morgantown.

Finding affordable studio space was next to impossible. I viewed one studio in Brooklyn Fire Proof that was approximately 300 square feet shared between six people that would have cost me $250 per month, but there was hardly any room to move with that many people crowded in it. A friend suggested trying out 319 Scholes, a co-working space where I could get a desk for $350 per month. The space promised access to a laser cutter and 3D printer, and everyone in the studio was working primarily on computer-based projects. I decided to give it a try but was surprised to find that the others working at 319 Scholes were not like the artists I was familiar with in London or Amsterdam. All of those working in the space were actively engaged in commercial projects: one made high-production-value video work for corporate clients, two of the others worked on interactive displays for Lacoste’s store windows, another was engaged in freelance animation projects, and yet another was creating super high-res visualizations to project on the side of buildings for the opening of a condominium complex in Williamsburg. At the same time, they were engaged with their own smaller-scale projects in the studio that they hoped to gain funding for via Kickstarter, corporate partnership, or with money earned through freelance gigs. I realized that I was now part of a maker space.

Every day, new maker spaces or incubators are popping up in Morgantown. The popular press around the Maker Movement heralds the return of “industry” to formerly industrial areas like this one, but, as I will argue in this book, the movement is not bringing industrial manufacturing back to these areas but rather transforming them into tech-industry enclaves. Artists in New York can no longer afford to live and work with the income from part-time or unskilled jobs and have therefore turned to design and tech jobs in the freelance economy. I realized during my time at 319 Scholes that perhaps “artist” is an occupation left behind in the twentieth century, that artists now are increasingly becoming makers. These artist-entrepreneurs must hustle constantly for recognition, funding, visibility, and, most importantly, to make a living in an increasingly individualistic capitalist economy. In the 1980s and ‘90s, neoliberal political factions worked to dismantle the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) and succeeded in seriously curtailing public funding for the arts in the United States. Far-right-wing politicians and activists have continued to push for the abolition and defunding of what little money remains for the NEA.29 Artists are, therefore, often left with corporate sponsorship or Kickstarters as the only viable way to continue making the work they make.

The Maker Movement has generated a lot of enthusiasm and excitement in both the business world and academia over the last decade, but there are many issues within the movement that must be addressed with a critical lens in order to situate it in changing urban geographies, notably formerly industrial neighborhoods. This book is, therefore, divided into two parts: the first part deals with the Maker Movement itself and its historical antecedents and development, and the second part addresses its effect on urban spaces and the Morgantown neighborhood specifically. The Maker Movement is not just changing business, work, and leisure but also urbanism and the nature of artistic practice.
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The Maker Movement






Chapter 1


The Maker Movement

In 2005, Dale Dougherty, co-founder of O’Reilly Media, coined the phrase “Maker Movement” to describe the recent trend towards personalized, computer-aided do-it-yourself (DIY) projects. Evolving from the hacking and computer programing clubs of previous decades, communities of DIY enthusiasts were increasingly connecting online and meeting up in workshops called “co-working spaces,” “incubators” or “hackerspaces.”1 Dougherty hoped to consolidate and capitalize on the trend by launching Make magazine as well as organizing a series of auxiliary “maker” events, workshops, and fairs.2 While Apple, Google, and Facebook dominated the mainstream media in the ‘00s, the staff of Wired magazine and O’Reilly Media – including Dougherty – were operating in the background, continually creating the narrative around technological trends. These two organizations have, in fact, been defining business on the Internet since the early 1990s. Drawing from his previous experience in branding technology trends, Dougherty expanded and popularized the Maker Movement around the world over the subsequent decade.

The Maker Movement was not the first turning point in Internet culture that Dougherty pinpointed and labeled; he also coined the term “Web 2.0” in 2003. The phrase was designed to attract investment back to the Internet after the dot-com bubble burst in 2000, positioning the new model of platform-based web business as inherently different from the goods-and-content-producing sites of the ‘90s. Web 2.0 sites no longer depended on distribution, warehouses, goods or products but, instead, offered user-driven content creation and social media (sites like Facebook, Flickr, YouTube in the ‘00s). Unlike early net business, the Web 2.0 model took the responsibility for content creation out of the hands of the business itself. Web 2.0 businesses simply build a fun, attractive, and useful platform to draw in users, who would then create value for the product through voluntary labor. The labor of users is harnessed in the name of entertainment and these sites are positioned as free services. Users might assume that the content they create on a website that they enjoy would not constitute unpaid labor. As Guy Debord noted in the 1960s, however, leisure is an insidious form of alienated labor.3 Organized leisure activities allow business interests to seize control of free time in order to extract excess productive labor from workers. According to Debord, the entertaining nature of these activities – or, the spectacle – distracts us from this condition.

The Maker Movement was the next step beyond Web 2.0. While Web 2.0 facilitated rapid online exchange of digital products such as music, films, images, and text, the Maker Movement promises to do the same for physical goods. The world of things can now be scanned, designed and otherwise recorded into a digital file that can then be shared and printed out again on a 3D printer or cut with a computer-enabled laser cutter. The Maker Movement, like Web 2.0, is powered by user-driven content. Maker Movement proponents claim that, for the first time, production is in the hands of consumers. The main distinction between the longer history of DIY and the Maker Movement lies in the use of new consumer-grade methods of production – 3D printers, laser cutters, CNC (computer numerical control) machines, etc. – that are becoming more accessible and affordable to non-specialist amateurs, allowing individual hobbyists to “manufacture” professional quality products more easily. The Maker Movement’s fixation on manufacture is, however, a chimera. As I argue in Chapter 4, what the movement calls manufacture is simply the absorption of production under the banner of consumption. For example, consumer-grade 3D printers are very similar to desktop inkjet printers: they may facilitate small scale projects but are not equipped to manufacture industrial-scale products. The exercise of producing therefore becomes a leisure activity and another form of consumption. This is not to say, however, that some Maker Movement acolytes have not spun their DIY businesses into full-scale production or manufacturing businesses. These “Maker Pros”, as the movement calls them, often find themselves treading a very traditional pathway to industrial production: as Maker Movement leaders readily admit, neither the maker’s garage nor the maker space/incubator is equipped to deal with industrial-scale production. Therefore, many of these Maker Pros are manufacturing their products in Chinese factories.4 Rickshaw Bags in San Francisco, one of the maker businesses profiled in Mu-Ming Tsai’s documentary Maker (2014), positions itself somewhere between the industrial might of China and homegrown DIY. According to its founder and CEO Mark Dwight, all of the components of his bags are made in China and are then assembled and customized in a linear production chain at his workshop. Ironically, all of the women he staffs in the San Francisco shop are Chinese and he proudly claims Chinese is the first language of everyone there.5

Yet the movement’s rhetoric seems to ignore the realities of maker production. Mark Hatch, CEO of a chain of maker spaces called TechShop, claims that the Maker Movement is reversing deindustrialization in the west: “Manufacturing is coming back, and urban centers have a place in the ecosystem.”6 Hatch describes a tantalizing utopia where every corner of the world can be self-sufficient, no longer tied to large corporate production methods in distant countries or forced to rely on old industrial methods. The ideology of the Maker Movement, which revolves around egalitarian access to tools and the transformative powers of creativity, is married to free market capitalism, which works aggressively against fair distribution of wealth and equal opportunity. The contradictions between the ideology and the market are rectified through a techno-utopianism that promises deliverance through new technology.

Maker Movement Pros often begin their work in maker spaces like TechShop, where they prototype their products. After a certain amount of investment is secured, they move their manufacturing to Asia. While the Maker Movement claims that it is bringing manufacturing back to the United States and western Europe, it has done nothing to remedy the loss of well-paid working class jobs in old centers of production. The movement revolves around empowering individuals to build their own products with new consumer-grade tools, but the truth is that these tools and workshops will never equal the industrial power available overseas. In any case, the very idea of “professional makers” is antithetical to maker rhetoric, which posits that we are all makers and technology will soon enable us to manufacture everything we need locally.

The Maker Movement’s biggest promoters, including Dale Dougherty and Wired magazine’s former editor Chris Anderson, claim that we have entered a new era of industrialization. The “New Industrial Revolution” they promise will put manufacture and production in the hands of everyone. It is not surprising, therefore, that the issue of American versus Chinese labor is left unaddressed. For Andrew Huang, an open source hardware designer and entrepreneur, utilizing Chinese industry is inevitable (as it is for many Western corporations). He has even moved his center of operations to China, explaining, “Very often I’m asked if it’s really necessary to go to Asia – why not just operate out of the US? Aren’t emails and conference calls good enough … I guess this is possible, but would you hire an agent to shop for dinner or buy clothes for you?”7 Successful members of the Maker Movement have, so far, relied on the same globalized system of industrial manufacturing that other corporate entities utilize.

Chris Anderson, editor of Wired from 2001–2012, was one of the earliest promoters of the Maker Movement. He left the magazine to pursue his own maker business as CEO of 3D Robotics Inc., a company specializing in DIY drones. His 2012 book Makers outlines the ideology of the movement and can be found on the shelves behind nearly every interviewee in Tsai’s Maker documentary. As Anderson enthusiastically proclaims, the impact that network culture had on immaterial information in the “realm of bits” is crossing over into the world of real things thanks to programmable production equipment.8 He writes, “… the digital revolution has now reached the workshop, the lair of Real Stuff, and there it may have its greatest impact yet.”9 Anderson’s writing on the Maker Movement builds on his 2006 book The Long Tail, in which he writes that new digital tools have allowed more people to consume and produce their own digital content and share it online.10

In the 1990s, software was developed to allow a wider base of consumers to do professional video editing, photo manipulation, music recording, desktop publishing, etc., and the Internet made it possible to share those creations online. The “long tail” is a term for the statistical trailing off a distribution curve along an asymptote and was adopted by Anderson to describe the way in which users of digital technology are able to create and share content on the Internet, satisfying increasingly personalized and individualized tastes and interests. He uses the example of digital music, claiming that people no longer listen to all the same Top 40 songs because, with a quick Internet search, they can now find the music of a niche independent artist just as easily as they can find songs from a studio-backed pop artist. This leads, according to Anderson, to a greater diversity of digital content available.11 In the past, groups of young people – both in the mainstream and in subcultures – were united as a community by a certain body of music they all shared. Now, each individual can curate his or her own eclectic collection of music from the most obscure to the most popular. According to Anderson, this trend is both good for consumers and good for musicians. Popular music is, of course, still around and there are still hit songs that large groups of people identify with, but we have moved to a more individualistic model of consumption in music, leisure, and fashion.

Anderson predicts that the ability to modify and 3D print a vast archive of real world products will similarly lead to the long tail of things, created by modifying and remixing digital objects instead of immaterial digital content like music or video. While tech writers often praise the culture of “sharing” fostered online, I would argue that, by this definition, sharing only serves the purpose of defining one’s tastes in opposition to everyone else’s rather than fostering any genuine community. People need common identities as well as personalized tastes. A utopia of infinite consumer choice and customizability may, therefore, create alienation, as people strive to distance themselves from each other and cultivate increasingly individual identities. Young adults of the millennial generation, many of whom are derogatorily called hipsters, have grown up in this remix culture. Unlike past generations, which were largely united by the same music and fashions, millennials have curated individual tastes, which has led to accusations in the press of extreme individualism and exceptionalism.12

As a counterpoint to Anderson’s long tail, Kevin Kelly, founding editor of Wired and former editor of the Whole Earth Review, developed the theory of the “1,000 True Fans.” In a 2008 blog post, Kelly outlines how any artist can survive in the “long tail” by cultivating a group of one thousand die-hard enthusiasts who will buy absolutely everything the artist puts out. According to Kelly, “The genius of the True Fan model is that the fans are able to move an artist away from the edges of the long tail to a degree larger than their numbers indicate. They can do this in three ways: by purchasing more per person, by spending directly so the creator keeps more per sale, and by enabling new models of support.”13 The new models of support that Kelly describes include websites like Fundable, just one of a myriad of crowdfunding websites that rely on friends, family, and fans to finance an idea or product. Kickstarter was founded in 2009 (a year after the blogpost appeared) and is perhaps the most famous of the crowdfunding platforms. It is a Maker Movement staple and is often pegged as a way to “democratize” financing, cutting out big bureaucratic entities like banks and governments (with their security checks, rules, and regulations).

The term crowdfunding grew out of the vogue in the mid-’00s for the labor practice of crowdsourcing, a way to alleviate the costs of full-time employees in lieu of freelancers. Crowdsourcing works in a variety of ways, but it fundamentally involves soliciting something (ideas, designs, or, in the case of Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, tiny tedious data processing jobs that humans still do better than computer software) from the pool of people on the Internet, sometimes with the offer of a payday for the selected entry and sometimes even for free. Unsurprisingly, the term “crowdsourcing” came out of a conversation between two Wired staffers, Jeff Howe and Mark Robinson. Howe described the phenomenon as like “outsourcing the crowd” or crowdsourcing. Although he coined the term half in jest, Howe brought the concept of crowdsourcing to print in a June 2006 article, where he outlined the system of harnessing cheap (or free) labor:



OEBPS/OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
Made in
Brooklyn

Artists, Hipsters, Makers,
Gentrifiers

Amanda Wasielewski

Winchester, UK
Washinglon, USA





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cvi.jpg
MI-\[IE N
BROOKLYN

ARTISTS, HIPSTERS,
MAKERS, GENTRIFIERS





OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILBI.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILB.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILR.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILI.ttf


