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This paper will address the second focus of this conference, a critical review of 
stakeholder coalitions and urban renewal aims. It will do so through an in depth 
analysis of the regeneration of Peckham, south east London, during the 1990s. This 
was a very high profile project at the time it started, and is still ongoing today.  
The paper is derived from my recently submitted doctoral thesis, which was an 
ethnography of this vast regeneration project: the main methodology was 
ethnography, I have lived in the field during the study and had been a resident in the 
area for three years previously. I also conducted interviews with a wide range of 
stakeholders in the project, local tenants and residents, incoming middle classes, 
tenants’ activists, local authority officers and civil servants as well as high ranking 
members of housing associations. Crucially for this presentation, I also looked in 
depth at the documents put together by the local authorities to fund the demolition of 
literally thousands of dwellings, examined the language and justifications they used, 
and compared them with how in the current planning and economic environment 
something like that could never have happened.  
The case studies presented will show how local authorities used a language akin to 
that of recycling to talk of regeneration, implying the same moral qualities of 
recycling (who could possibly object to it!) for a project that was (mis)represented as 
an outright improvement of the area and, most troubling of all, its inhabitants. The 
scale of tenants’ displacement that followed this project, which can only really be 
extrapolated as no official records or data of how many people were displaced were 
available, suggests an alternative reading to the ‘recycling’ metaphor. If the tenants, 
the inhabitants of the area, have effectively been displaced and a new affluent middle 
class of homeowners encouraged into the area, how can this be an improvement for 
the inhabitants? Rather than recycling it could well be argued that the process was one 
of solid, old fashioned gentrification, which wasted dwellings that were mostly sound, 
if in need of maintenance, and displaced its lower class residents, with incoming 
affluent middle classes.  
I will conclude by showing how density levels for the area interested by this 
regeneration project were arbitrarily set and changed throughout, resulting in the 
literal destruction of communities and enormous upheaval in many people’s lives. To 
do this I will use  Shore and Wright (1997) reading of Foucault on policies and 
politics, showing how policies masquerade as rational decision making tools while in 
fact they cannot be anything else but the outcomes of political processes fought over 
by actors with different amounts of power and capitals (Bourdieu 1984) in different 
arenas.  
 


