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Abstract 
In the recent two decades, as result of growing preference among the Jewish middle class 
for detached residence, many suburbs and villages were subject to gentrification. Especially 
prone to gentrification, were housing estates built in the 1950s at low densities. It was, then, 
the increasing suburbanization middle-class households that brought about the gentrificati-
on of these neighborhoods. A similar process took place in immigrant towns and villages 
on the periphery of metropolitan regions.  
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Gentrification of urban neighborhoods is often associated in the literature with the inner 
city. Indeed, the penetration and settling of middle-class households in lower-social class 
neighborhoods of the inner city achieved sizeable proportions in North American, Australi-
an and some West European cities during the 1970s and 1980s. As a result much the debate 
that has developed among social scientists was whether gentrification does indeed pose a 
substantial challenge to the established urban residential structure of Western cities (Bad-
cock, 1989, 1991; Berry, 1985; Bourassa, 1993; Bourne, 1989, 1993; Bridge, 1994; Hamnett, 
1984, 1991, 1992; Ley, 1986, 1993; Smith, 1979, 1987, 1992). The main theoretical ques-
tion raised in this debate is whether the renewed interest of the middle class in the inner city 
will indeed bring about a reshuffling in the role of the inner city as a predominantly low-in-
come residential component in many Western cities. The debate also centers on the driving 
force behind recent gentrification of neighborhoods in the inner city: is it economic or cul-
tural in character? Is gentrification of the inner-urban areas a process generated by the at-
traction of the rent gap in the inner city or is it the result of change from a suburban to an 
urban lifestyle? A compromise between the two approaches has been suggested with regard 
to this complex process (Ley, 1991; Smith, 1992). However, even this debate on the under-
lying causes of gentrification is based primarily in the view that gentrification is largely a 
process which takes place in the inner city and its immediate environment.  
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However, this preoccupation with the inner city as the locus of gentrification over-
looks the theoretical possibility that gentrification could take place outside the inner city in 
cities where low-income neighborhoods exist in outer urban areas and even in the suburbs. 
Theoretically, wherever a demand develops among middle-income households for particu-
lar low-income neighborhoods, a gentrification process might be set in motion, even if these 
neighborhoods are located outside the perimeter of the inner city. Indeed, low-income neig-
hborhoods are widely common in the periphery of many cities, in countries where suburba-
nization of the middle classes has not been the most prevalent residential process. When 
such a move of middle-income households to a suburban location does indeed take place in 
this kind of cities, it is likely to be channeled not only to newly built middle-class neigh-
borhoods, as is most often the case, but also to some low-class neighborhoods that have 
some locational and physical attributes attractive to the settling of such households.  

This is what is happening in Israeli cities and metropolitan regions in recent decades. 
As a result, the recent process of neighborhood gentrification in Israeli cities is more spa-
tially widespread and thus more diverse than the one depicted in the literature dealing with 
this process in Western cities. The reason for this difference is embedded in a different 
overall spatial residential structure that has characterized Israeli cities in prior decades: 
middle-class neighborhoods clustering mostly in the inner areas while low-income neigh-
borhoods spreading in the urban periphery. For many decades, the middle-class Jewish 
households preferred the inner city as a place of residence. These households were, and still 
are, prominent in the inner-urban neighborhoods. They cherished access to the urban ame-
nities and services in addition to proximity to place of work. They followed the prevalent 
preferences of middle-class population in their main countries of origin: Continental and 
Mediterranean Europe as well as the Middle East and North Africa. Even with the recent 
trend toward increased suburbanization, kindled by the growing preference for spatial resi-
dential privacy - a detached house and an attached garden – many of the inner-city neigh-
borhoods are still inhabited by middle-class population. Such new inner-city neighborhoods 
have been built in recent decades, and still are, resulting in the broadening of the spatial 
extent of the middle-class sector of the inner city.  

Gentrification of inner-city neighborhoods has taken place in a limited scope (Gonen, 
1995). Such inner-city gentrification does not constitute a significant departure from the 
long-standing preference among the Israeli middle class for inner city living. However, it 
does represent a departure from the long-time tendency among the Jewish middle class in 
Israel of shying away from old dwellings and old neighborhoods, marked by obsolescence 
and physical deterioration and by neighbors of lower social class. Indeed, this bias against 
old urban neighborhoods has diminished since the early 1970s among a small part of the 
urban Jewish middle class. A taste for the old, not only in housing but also in furniture and 
other artifacts, has been increasingly evident among middle-class households. This kind of 
change in residential preference, and not a suburb-to-city movement, so important in the 
emergence of inner-city neighborhood gentrification in Western cities, underlies the limited 
gentrification of some inner-city neighborhoods in the larger cities of Israel, particularly in 
Jerusalem and Tel Aviv (Cohen, 1985). Nevertheless, altogether gentrification of inner-
urban neighborhoods is quite limited in spatial scope in Israel. There are not too many 
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lower-class neighborhoods in the inner part of Israeli cities. There was, therefore, not eno-
ugh room for a sizable neighborhood gentrification of inner city, as has been the case in 
some Western cities.  

However, this does not mean that neighborhood gentrification did not take place in Is-
raeli cities in parts other than those of the inner city. Middle class households, willing to 
take upon themselves the upgrading of an old house, did not restrict themselves to inner-
city neighborhoods. They have soon discovered that in addition to the few lower-class ne-
ighborhoods in the inner city, there was a large supply of semi-detached houses with a 
substantial potential for upgrading in the outer-urban areas. One can find such houses in 
many of the housing projects, set up by public agencies in the early 1950s on the periphery 
of existing cities and towns. These housing projects were built in order to quickly and 
cheaply supply shelter to the many immigrants arriving in the country in those years as well 
as to provide adequate housing to working class households living in the country for quite 
some time in crowded conditions in the inner urban areas (Gonen, 1975). In the 1950s, the 
mode of a semi-detached house (known in Israel as ‘two-family house) was popular among 
public housing agencies, assigned to provide housing for the mass immigration. The rea-
sons for opting for the detached but mostly for the semi-detached mode of housing cons-
truction is less embedded in reasons of expediency and economic efficiency and more in 
the prevailing societal concepts of those years. The leadership of the then newly established 
housing agencies came largely from among the labor movement, then staffing most of the 
governmental positions in the country. The development of rural settlement ranked high in 
the labor movement, for years preoccupied in establishing agricultural settlements around 
British Palestine. Settling and tilling the land was an important concept in the Zionist mo-
vement at large but a prime one in the labor movement. After the establishment of the State 
of Israel, this labor-oriented leadership was engaged in setting up hundreds of agricultural 
settlements, many of them for the new immigrants (Gonen, 1998). However, it was obvious 
then that the proportion of immigrants to be allocated to agricultural settlements is limited 
and that a large part of them have to be directed toward cities and towns, old and new. The 
adoption of a semi-agricultural pattern of settlement for the early phase of urban housing 
construction can be interpreted as an extension of the ‘ruralist’ ideology of the labor mo-
vement into an urban setting. In their physical layout, the new urban housing projects were 
indeed quite reminiscent of that of (cooperative agricultural villages -moshavim - built at 
the same time and settled by the same kind of immigrants. The main difference between 
moshavim and the urban housing projects built around Israeli towns was in the prevalent 
mode of housing. The detached house was the only type of housing built in moshavim while 
in the urban housing projects the semi-detached house was the prevalent one. The plot 
around the semi-detached house, though smaller than the one found in the agricultural set-
tlements, was large enough to allow the urban settlers to practice what the planners of these 
housing projects envisaged as ‘auxiliary’ agriculture. The underlying idea was that the plot 
around the house would enable residents to secure some income from growing vegetables 
and fruit trees and perhaps raise some goats or even a cow or two. The shortage of food in 
the country was quite severe in the early 1950s and so was the high level of unemployment. 
The plot around the house was regarded as a safety net the state can provide to the residents 
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of the housing projects built all over the country on the periphery of cities and towns. There 
was an additional motive to this low-density housing construction for a low-income popu-
lation. The leading planners in the 1950s came from among the rural sector of the Jewish 
population. The same politicians and professionals that have conducted the settling of re-
cent immigrants in agricultural villages have also designed the urban housing projects built 
in the early 1950s. They tried to connect immigrants settling in an urban milieu with the 
some token agricultural existence, which in those days still played an important ideological 
role in Israel (Gonen, 1975).  

The bulk of the semi-detached houses built in the public housing projects lie on the 
periphery of existing cities and towns. This spatial pattern construction of the urban peri-
phery can be explained by the availability there of large tracts of publicly owned land the 
lack of already established urban planning. These conditions enabled a quick and less 
expensive construction process, so badly needed in face of the acute housing shortage of the 
1950s (Gonen, 1995). The fact that the housing sector was very large in those years and the 
pattern of governance very centralized led to the prevalence of semi-detached house in 
public housing projects built during much of the 1950s. 

However, contrary to the vision of the planners the residents did not use the plots aro-
und the semi-detached houses for their intended use as auxiliary farms. They were hard-
pressed to find an urban job and had very little time to take care of a vegetable garden, let 
alone a garden of shrubs and flowers. Whatever surplus income they had they invested in 
improving their housing conditions. Residents have gradually added extensions to the ori-
ginal small houses, often with little regard for quality of materials and design, since many 
of the residents had very little money to spend. The ample land around the houses enabled 
these extensions. Allowing for the growth of one’s dwelling unit on the housing projects 
soon became the major function of the large plot, originally designated to be used for 
‘auxiliary’ agriculture. The original semi-detached houses built by the public housing agen-
cies in the 1950s were very small even though plots around them were relatively large. The 
size of a standard dwelling unit built in the early 1950s in public housing projects was be-
tween 30 and 45 square meters on a plot more than ten times as large. On one hand, public 
housing agencies were interested in the early 1950s in providing a bare minimum of shelter 
for a maximum number of the impoverished immigrants with the limited resources availab-
le then for construction purposes. On the other hand, the agencies perceived land as being 
in ample supply in those years. The combination of limited resources for housing construc-
tion and the perception of a limitless supply of land has resulted in this predominant pattern 
of low-density housing for low-income households on the in the urban as well as the natio-
nal periphery. It is this kind of combination between low density and low socioeconomic 
status, which several decades later has attracted middle class households to consider taking 
advantage of the large plots and the low real estate values 

The initial composition of residents in these outlying housing projects was a major 
factor underlying the low real estate values in these outlying housing projects. Up to the 
1980 many of these housing projects have experienced outward migration of their more 
upwardly mobile residents, opting to inner neighborhoods of a higher socioeconomic status 
(Gonen and Hasson, 1974). Residents moved to inner urban areas or to newer housing pro-
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jects built in the 1960s and onwards, where the size of the dwelling units was larger, cons-
truction quality better and the socioeconomic status of neighbors higher. As a result, these 
housing projects of the 1950s, though of a rather low residential density, have persisted as 
to residential areas of low socioeconomic status, where real estate values were relatively 
low, in comparison to other parts of town. 

The process of gentrification reached some of these outer housing projects marked by 
semi-detached houses in the 1980s and 1990s. It is an ongoing process in the 2000s. Easy 
access to the city center and a romantic urban architecture are not the prime motive in these 
outlying housing projects, as is the case in the gentrification of inner-city neighborhoods. 
The driving process causing the gentrification of some of the low-density housing projects 
is the growing search for detached or semi-detached residence among middle class house-
holds in Israel. It is the increasing popularity of the "private house and garden" that has 
increasingly sent middle class households to look for a "villa" (a detached house) or a "cot-
tage" (a semi-detached house). In recent decades, this growing preference for spatial 
privacy of residence led many Israeli middle-class households to the suburbs, at the 
expense of easy access to jobs and services. Israel has indeed experienced recently a massi-
ve process of suburbanization. This process has taken many forms and in a variety of pla-
ces. The more fashionable and more expensive places are the new neighborhoods or settle-
ments, consisting mainly of detached and semi-detached houses built around Israeli cities. 
This pattern followed the one that has taken place in Western cities undergoing a massive 
suburbanization of the middle-class population The ‘social insularity’ of the middle class 
was an important added social value in these places. The change in governmental land 
policy taking place in recent decades that has increasingly allowed conversion from agricul-
tural to residential land use on the periphery of cities played an important role in recent 
years in allowing the construction of new suburban neighborhoods and settlements for 
middle class occupancy. So did the policy of encouraging the establishment of new Jewish 
settlements in areas of geopolitical considerations. 

In addition to this middle-class move to new suburban neighborhoods and settlements, 
some middle-class households found residence in existing housing projects built on the 
outskirts of towns in the 1950s. In these housing projects semi-detached houses standing on 
relatively large plots could be found in huge numbers and at reasonable prices. However, in 
spite of the large potential for gentrification in these former housing projects, the process 
has been rather slow. The social milieu was not very attractive to the bulk of middle class 
population. Moving into such a neighborhood meant sharing space with neighbors of a 
different social status and cultural lifestyle. It meant sharing with them schools and other 
pubic services. The bulk of the middle-class population interested in the new residential 
lifestyle was not rushing to such neighborhoods. As was often the case in the gentrification 
of inner-city neighborhoods, the first middle-class households to penetrate into these former 
housing projects were of a more pioneering character. They either were less sensitive to the 
social milieu or were willing to take the social risk in view of their limited financial resour-
ces. There were also those who identified the 'rent gap' in advance and were therefore ready 
to take for a while the temporary social burden, in the hope that it will eventually result in a 
substantial rise in the value of their property, which was in did the case as more middle-
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class households joined the process. A pioneering spirit was necessary for overcoming the 
intensive effort involved in turning a house that has been poorly extended, if at all, by its 
former residents of very modest means and taste, into a trendy suburban 'cottage'. 

The presence of a large number of such housing projects in the periphery in most Isra-
eli cities has substantially shaped the spatial pattern of neighborhood gentrification in these 
cities. Together with the old inner-urban neighborhoods, adjacent to the city center, they 
rendered neighborhood gentrification a spatially widespread process, not one focusing 
around the inner city only, as is often the case in Western cities. The spread of gentrificati-
on over the urban space follows the widespread nature of the geographical distribution of 
the lower-class population in Israeli cities. Jerusalem, in particular, serves as a clear exam-
ple of such spatial diversity of gentrification. Gentrification took place in Jerusalem both in 
the old inner-city neighborhoods adjacent to the city center as well as in some of the hou-
sing projects built in the 1950s in the southwestern periphery (Gonen, 2002).  

The spread gentrification in Israel as a result of suburbanization goes far beyond the 
limits of cities. In their quest for detached or semi-detached residence, middle-class house-
holds have also reached suburban towns that were built in the 1950s for the huge wave of 
immigrants coming into the country. These towns were part of a series of new immigrant 
towns developed in the early decades of statehood as part of a policy of population disper-
sal. The policy affected mainly low-income immigrants depended on publicly subsidized 
housing. These towns have undergone a residualization process, as did many of the outly-
ing housing projects discussed above. However, with increased suburbanization, a growing 
number of middle-class households have taken up residence in some of these towns. Noted 
examples are Mevasseret Ziyyon west of Jerusalem, Yavne and Rosh Ha'ayin on the mar-
gins of the Tel Aviv metropolitan region and Yoqneam and Migdal Ha'emeq near Haifa. 
But in this kind of suburban towns the settling of the new residents has been largely in new 
neighborhoods built since the late 1970s adjacent to those built for the immigrants in the 
1950s and 1960s. This process was part of a state policy to harness the suburbanizing mid-
dle class into upgrading the socioeconomic level of these towns (Gonen, 1998). For this 
purpose, state agencies were involved in providing land, planning and subsidies for the 
development of new 'villa' and 'cottage' neighborhoods in these towns. However, the new 
neighborhoods were built apart from the existing neighborhoods, in order to accommodate 
to the social and cultural preferences of the suburbanizing middle-class households. What 
has emerged is not necessarily gentrification of an existing housing stock but rather gentri-
fication of a locality. The social composition of the population of the locality was upgraded, 
and so were the social and the commercial services. A somewhat similar development took 
place in the housing projects on the periphery of cities. Immediately adjacent land tracts 
were built as new streets of detached residence to serve the demand on the part of middle-
class households, thus affecting the social composition of these residential areas. All these 
development, add to the need to perhaps redefine gentrification as a process affecting pla-
ces, whether neighborhoods and towns, both in terms of upgrading an existing housing 
stock and the construction of a new one. The need for this redefinition of gentrification 
stems from its widespread nature as a result of being associated with suburbanization of the 
middle class and not only with its reurbanization, as is the case some Western cities. 
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