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ABSTRACT 
 

In the predominantly white, strongly liberal, extremely affluent suburb of Piedmont, 

California, residents mobilize security strategies to protect their advantages and 

invoke the language of security to justify their suburb’s exclusivity. Drawing on in-

depth interviews and participant observation, I argue that residents collaborate with 

their police department to surveille the “out of place” and thereby direct suspicion 

toward people of color and the poor and working class. Residents and police construct 

multiple layers of security to limit the presence of outsiders within Piedmont. They 

apply a market logic to government services to justify why suburban elites deserve 

more attentive, proactive police than people elsewhere. They claim affinity with the 

surrounding city of Oakland to recuperate cultural capital threatened by their 

suburb’s homogeneity. Suburban security strategies perpetuate exclusion based on 

race and class, and suburban elites use the language of security to reconcile exclusive 

practices with their stated inclusive ideals. 
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Introduction 
THE STAYING POWER OF ELITE SPACES 

 

 

On July 3, 2018 a resident in Clackamas, Oregon called the sheriff. There was a lady, 

she said, who “for no apparent reason was walking house to house.” The caller 

described the person’s behavior. “The weird thing is she just stops at the end of the 

driveway, whether or not she talks to somebody, so she like knocks on the door and 

then if somebody is there or not she’ll stop at the end of the driveway and enter 

something into her phone.” She tried to narrow in on what was suspicious. “It looks 

like she spends more time at the end of the driveway for people that are not home… I 

just think it’s weird because usually people are out of town for this weekend and I 

don’t recognize her.”1  

Clackamas is a suburb of Portland, and the larger city’s website offers 

recommendations about how to properly report things that seem suspicious. In 

boldface, the Portland city government urges residents, “Focus on suspicious behavior, 

not suspicious appearance.”2 The caller did. For two minutes, she characterized the 

person’s behavior without mentioning her appearance. 

There was only one hitch. The suspicious person was not canvassing houses for 

burglaries. She was canvassing for her political campaign. She was the district’s state 

representative, running for reelection.3  

Two minutes into the 911 call, the dispatcher cut in: “And she’s a white 

female?” “No,” the caller clarified, “She’s African American from what I can tell.” The 

caller mentions the representative’s race only when prompted, as if it’s incidental. 

Few hearing the story as it hit the national news circuit saw it that way. 
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Approximately 400,000 people live in Clackamas County, where the unincorporated 

community of Clackamas sits. Just one percent identify as black.4  

 This 911 call made national news as one in a series of similar incidents in 2018. 

Two black men were arrested in a downtown Philadelphia Starbucks while waiting 

for a colleague to arrive, prompting protests and subsequent apologies from the 

company.5 In two separate incidents, black students were reported to campus police 

for napping in a dorm lounge and sitting in a dining hall.6 These stories – and 

countless others – share a common plot. A black person enters a predominantly white 

space, behaves the same way as white people in that space, and is reported as 

suspicious for “being out of place.”  

Strikingly, the predominantly white spaces where these high-profile incidents 

happened were all ostensibly liberal spaces: a suburb that leans Democratic and is 

adjacent to a city known, at least in recent years, for progressivism; an outpost of a 

coffee company that strives to be inclusive in a precinct that is deep blue; on the 

campuses of Yale University and Smith College, where debates about safe spaces and 

racial justice are commonplace. These are spaces where many people say they want 

to create inclusive atmospheres. The protests and publicity that followed each of these 

stories, contrasting the innumerable times such reports have gone unremarked upon, 

speak to frustration bubbling up about liberal spaces that fail to live up to their stated 

ideals.  

Also striking is that while each incident involved the police, all were initiated 

by calls for service. Police did not use their discretion to single out black people as 

suspicious in any of these cases. Constituents, classmates, customer service workers 

– that is, fellow community members – used their discretion to single out black people, 

and then called on the police to act on their suspicions.  
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The over-policing of black people is well-documented by social scientists, but 

the role white civilians play in perpetuating police dynamics has been largely 

overlooked by sociologists. Urban ethnographers have tended to study the relationship 

between police and people of color in marginalized urban neighborhoods – places 

where there are few white residents.7 These accounts acknowledge structural 

explanations that implicate white elites in black marginalization, such as broad 

patterns of segregation, urban disinvestment and tough on crime politics, but on the 

ground level they train their gaze on neighborhoods where elites are mostly absent. 

In such neighborhoods, police power appears largely unfettered. Residents do not have 

the resources or influence to constrain police discretion or to rein in aggressive 

enforcement. On-the-ground accounts from marginalized urban neighborhoods 

suggest that elites shape policing from the perch of policymaking and then leave police 

to run amok as racial bias seeps into their discretionary enforcement of the law. 

Elites, however, do not only shape policing from afar; they are implicated in 

the everyday dynamics that mark black people as suspicious. In elite spaces, police 

power is not unfettered. White, affluent residents exert significant control over how 

their police departments address perceived threats and insecurities. In places like 

Clackamas and Starbucks and Yale University, elites wield their influence to direct 

police attention toward black people. Elites are not bystanders to racially unequal 

policing; they actively produce inequality by mobilizing police to act on their biases. 

“Over-policing” is not limited to the urban core. In suburbs, too, police zealously 

enforce petty criminal codes and carry out discretionary stops and searches of people 

of color. But whereas in marginalized neighborhoods over-policing takes place over 

the objections of residents, in elite suburbs it takes place at their request.  
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To understand how elites perpetuate unequal policing in their everyday lives 

and make sense of race and class exclusion in their neighborhoods, I went to a suburb 

where residents espouse inclusive ideals but embrace exclusive security strategies. 

Over two years, I attended public meetings and events, joined private barbecues and 

fundraisers, and interviewed residents, elected representatives, city staff and police 

in Piedmont, California, a predominantly white, exceptionally affluent suburb. I 

sought answers to a set of research questions: How do elites conceive of security? What 

do they think the role of police is? How do they steer security strategies in their own 

neighborhoods, and how do they understand their neighborhoods’ race and class 

homogeneity?  

As I spoke with Piedmont residents about their ideals, I heard time and again 

that they value diversity, inclusivity and equality. As I watched residents advocate 

for policies and city departments implement them, however, I saw over and over how 

outsiders were made unwelcome. People who were out of place in the suburb were 

inherently suspicious, having “no apparent reason” for being there. In a suburb that 

was one percent black and where average household incomes topped $298,000 in 2015, 

people of color and poor or working-class people were out of place. I tracked how 

residents mobilized security strategies, including calling the police, to keep outsiders 

perceived as threatening at bay. 

I focus on how residents rely on, collaborate with, and supplement policing to 

protect their suburb from people they perceive as threatening, rather than focusing 

on the conduct of police officers themselves. Nevertheless, I interviewed leaders from 

the police department, attended police outreach events, watched officers interact with 

community members and pored over police reports. I found that the department faced 

pressure from residents to surveille outsiders. Officers were often uncomfortable with, 
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or even resentful of, having to respond to calls from residents that they saw as 

motivated by race or class bias. In some cases, the department spearheaded initiatives 

that could have racially disparate impacts, but across the board department 

initiatives were launched with the support and participation of residents. Residents 

steered department practices by exerting political pressure and through their calls for 

service.  

Security strategies are not the only tools Piedmont used to repel outsiders and 

insulate its advantages. Policies around land-use, building permits, school 

enrollment, taxation, and so on all bear on how accessible the suburb is to people with 

different race and class positions. Security, however, stood out as a particularly visible 

and consequential basis for exclusion. When a suburb decides to launch a new 

surveillance program that increases the policing of minor offenses, behind the uptick 

in arrest numbers are real people who are swept into the criminal justice system. 

When a suburb deputizes residents to be extra “eyes and ears” through neighborhood 

watch programs, untrained observers are empowered to police people who are 

unwelcome. When residents, city staff, and police collaborate around the shared goal 

of identifying people who are out of place, they agree that there are people who do not 

belong in their community and that it is okay to question the presence of those who 

do not fit the mold. 

The suburbanites I met overwhelmingly identify as liberal. They decry racial 

profiling. They detest their town’s reputation for being racially exclusive. They do not 

want to be known as elitists. But, they also like living in a protected bubble, and they 

think their tax contributions entitle them to exceptional city services. They harness 

the power of policing to create a space that feels safe, that is predictable, and that is 

– not incidentally – one percent black. They use security as a means to and 
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justification for exclusion. I show how elite suburbanites reconcile their inclusive 

ideals with their exclusive reality to encourage readers to reckon with the trade-offs 

that undergird elite spaces. To be inclusive, elite, white spaces would need to change 

more than security strategies. Security is a productive place to start, though, because 

of its concrete and symbolic impacts and its continued use as a legitimate basis for 

exclusion. 

 

PIEDMONT, CA: A BAY AREA BUBBLE 

Piedmont is in the San Francisco Bay Area, in the foothills overlooking the East Bay. 

It is a bubble in the middle of Oakland, or, as many residents would have it, a 

“doughnut hole.” Piedmont incorporated as an independent city in 1907 to stave off 

annexation by Oakland, which at the time was rapidly expanding. Piedmont has been 

surrounded by the larger city on all sides ever since. Though Piedmont is in the middle 

of Oakland, the two municipalities are starkly different.  

In 2015, in the midst of my time in Piedmont, the city’s average household 

income was nearly $300,000 and the median household income was $209,000.8 The 

median home value in the suburb reached $1.5 million, and 88 percent of residents 

owned the homes they lived in.9 Meanwhile, across the border in Oakland, household 

incomes hovered around a median of $55,000 and only 40 percent of homes were 

owner-occupied.10 The gap in racial composition was even more stark. Using figures 

from the 2010 Census, because Piedmont’s black population is too small to accurately 

estimate in non-Census years, just one percent of Piedmonters identified as black and 

four percent as Hispanic, compared to 28 percent and 25 percent of Oaklanders.11 In 

Oakland neighborhoods immediately adjacent to Piedmont, where many of the 

doughnut hole’s eventual residents buy their starter homes, the disparities are not as 
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wide. In these neighborhoods, household incomes are higher – the median is about 

$165,000 – and the population is whiter than in the rest of Oakland. Even in these 

neighborhoods, though, about six to twelve percent of residents identify as black.12 

Oakland’s well-to-do neighborhoods are decidedly elite, but Piedmont remains 

uniquely exclusive.    

Piedmont is not uniquely exclusive compared to other affluent suburbs. In fact, 

it is more diverse, in terms of numerical representation, than many similarly elite 

places. About 18 percent of Piedmonters identify as Asian and 13 percent as foreign-

born. I did not go to Piedmont to single it out or imply that it shows unusually 

pronounced segregation or inequality. I went to Piedmont because it resembles other 

elite suburbs, and its location within Oakland offers some methodological advantages. 

Chapter 2 will detail why Piedmont is a strategic place to examine exclusivity, but for 

now, suffice it to say that Piedmont serves as an illustrative example of widespread 

processes. In Piedmont, we can see moments where elites’ desire for security and 

comfort trumps their commitment to inclusivity. Uncovering these moments sheds 

light on the calculations that residents of all predominantly white, affluent suburbs 

make as they try to reconcile the idylls they live in with the ideals they hold.  

Exclusion is not just about residential patterns. It is about who has access to 

elite resources, spaces, social networks, and security. When a black representative 

canvassing in her district is reported to the police, or when black men are detained for 

sitting in a coffee shop, they are excluded from elite spaces. Never mind whether or 

not they could buy a home in the area—they are not granted the right to be present in 

the area. To understand these everyday processes of exclusion, it is necessary to 

explore an elite space in-depth. I went to Piedmont to dig deeper than its residential 

demographics and explore what it means for a suburb to be a white, affluent space.  
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Seeking a Safe Space 

Piedmont’s security apparatuses are a draw for many residents. Samantha, who is 

white, had been living just outside Piedmont in an elite Oakland neighborhood with 

her husband and kids. She loved the city’s vibrancy, politics and culture, “But we just 

did not feel safe,” she said.13 Her home in Oakland was broken into and she felt the 

police took ages to show up. In response, she said, “We moved to Piedmont for the 

police.” Samantha was skeptical about Piedmont’s exclusivity. She remembers 

thinking of it as “more pleasant than Pleasantville!” and as having “a weirdness about 

it.” She had hesitations about the economic barriers to living in Piedmont. Her 

Piedmont home was less than a mile from her Oakland one and was smaller, but it 

was significantly more expensive. “One mile and one million dollars, we used to say.” 

Even so, the town’s security was enough to persuade her to move. “It has a dedicated 

police force. They’re completely bored. They’re there all the time. There’s only four 

streets that go into Piedmont and they’re completely policed.”  

 Samantha was embarrassed about moving to Piedmont and eventually moved 

elsewhere. She identifies strongly as a progressive and considers herself tuned into 

issues of injustice and inequality. She admits that when she moved to Piedmont, “I 

sort of didn’t tell people, I just sort of pretended I had moved within Oakland.” Of her 

subsequent move out of Piedmont, she said, “I didn’t want to raise my kids in a 

completely 100 percent white community, in the middle of this really diverse [area].”14 

She was uncomfortable with the choice to live in a place that she describes as “super 

exclusive.” To account for how she landed in Piedmont in the first place, she told me 

repeatedly that it was in the interest of security. “I remember moving there so 

reluctantly. It was such a fear-driven move. It was 100 percent fear-driven.” It’s 
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important to Samantha that people know she moved to Piedmont for security and not 

because she prefers spaces that are affluent and white. She cites security concerns to 

justify a move that otherwise conflicted with her progressive values.  

Given Samantha’s reluctance to move to Piedmont, imagine her surprise when 

she found out that in many ways she loved it. “It was really much nicer than I thought 

it was going to be. Everybody was so friendly.” The town she had always seen as 

exclusive, she found out, was incredibly welcoming once you were an insider. “It’s a 

very lovely place to raise children… I had little kids and they would walk themselves 

to school. It was lovely. We knew all of our neighbors. We literally knew ALL of our 

neighbors.” Samantha found that her family was quickly embedded in a tight-knit 

community. People who were recognizable as neighbors were automatically trusted. 

She remembers a story from one of her first weekends in town, when her four-year-

old son decided of his own accord to take the dog for a walk:  

We didn’t know he left. We didn’t even know he was missing! He was 

just prone to go play by himself all the time… And we get a call from 

neighbors we hadn’t met yet, two blocks away… He was walking around 

the block, and these neighbors, who also had little kids, noticed that he 

was repeatedly walking. And he’s very little, right? He’s four years old! 

He’s tiny! So they’re like, “Why don’t you come in?” Anyway, they call 

us from the dog’s tags. They’re like, “Hey, we just met Jacob. We’re your 

neighbors. He’s having breakfast. Does he have any allergies? And can 

he stay a little longer?” I was like, “Oh my god! This is a really different 

world!” It was so great. 

 

Samantha never would have let Jacob leave the house alone when they lived in 

Oakland, she says. Yet, once they moved a mile down the road into Piedmont, they 

were in a different world. They were in a world where even though Samantha hadn’t 

met her neighbor, she implicitly trusted her with her child. A world where noticing a 

child missing from the brunch table did not induce panic.  
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 Samantha moved to Piedmont for security from crime. She found, happily, that 

the town provided security in a much broader sense: people were familiar, life was 

predictable. After moving to Piedmont, Samantha’s opinions about the town’s 

exclusivity did not change; she continued to value diversity and equality, eventually 

leaving Piedmont in part because she no longer wanted to live in a homogenous 

community. But while she was raising her kids there, her position as a Piedmont 

insider changed her relationship to it entirely. She reaped the benefits of being in an 

affluent bubble. She moved there for safety and got more security than she bargained 

for. Samantha was reluctant to voice support for Piedmont, identifying with Oakland’s 

diversity and radical politics rather than the suburb’s “Pleasantville” sameness. 

Invoking security offered her a way to justify moving to the idyll while standing by 

her ideals.  

 

A Just-Right Refuge 

Mel and Jason, a white, Jewish couple, have lived in three cities since getting married. 

The first, a gated community, was too sterile. The second, Oakland, was too dicey. 

Piedmont, with its balance of old-fashioned charm and proximity to urban life, was 

just right.  

The gated community where Mel and Jason lived wore its exclusion on its 

sleeve. By definition, people who were there had decided to seek protection from the 

outside world. When they closed themselves off from outsiders, Jason says they also 

closed themselves off from each other. “We lived in the gated community for six years. 

We barely knew our neighbors. It was the weirdest thing. People just kept to 

themselves.” When the couple decided to move, they knew they wanted to be in a place 

with a stronger sense of community. They thought about buying a home in Piedmont, 
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but at the time it was beyond their means. They opted for a house on a nearby block 

in Oakland. 

The neighborhood where Mel and Jason lived in Oakland was a big 

improvement over the gated community. “We liked the house a lot, we loved the 

location,” Jason says. They only found the community they were looking for to an 

extent, though: “I would say that immediate sense of community with our neighbors 

was awesome, but when you got beyond that, there was no common element to the 

community that we had.” Jason appreciated how diverse the neighborhood was, but 

really only connected with the few households that were in a similar situation to him 

and Mel. While in Oakland they had two kids and found that preschool and playdates 

became the center of their social lives. Most of their preschool friends weren’t 

immediate neighbors, so getting together took some effort. Jason says, “We would find 

ourselves going into the park in Piedmont with our dog and the kids, so we felt like 

we were, in a way, kind of quasi part of the community because it was close.” Piedmont 

was full of other professionals with young kids, people like Jason and Mel. In 

Piedmont, they saw the “common element” that was missing in their Oakland 

neighborhood. 

By the time their oldest child was ready for kindergarten, Mel and Jason’s 

financial position had improved a bit and they were again considering moving. Mel 

explains,  

We sat down with a case of Chianti and tried to figure out what to do… 

Do we move to Piedmont? And the bottom line came to just wanting a 

community that was close-knit and small and having [the kids’] friends 

close by. And having good schools within walking distance and having 

a place where you knew your neighbors. So that is actually what won 

out. 
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Mel was drawn to Piedmont’s sense of community. She wanted to be in a place with a 

high density of families with children, in a place with highly ranked public schools, 

and in a place where the people she encountered daily would be familiar. She says 

that in Piedmont, she immediately felt “there was much more of an interest in your 

neighbors getting to know you, which in Oakland there wasn’t so much of that 

connection.” She remembers the day a packet showed up in her mailbox with her 

block’s contact information – names, phone numbers, kids’ ages and birthdays. “And 

we were on the list!” Mel and Jason had moved less than a mile, but they had arrived 

in the community they’d always imagined. 

 Mel and Jason moved their family from a neighborhood that was elite to one 

that was exclusive. The part of Oakland they lived in was predominantly home to 

professionals. The area’s median household income was lower than Piedmont’s, but 

still three times the national median. Even so, as Jason puts it, “there were some 

homeless people and things like that.” The neighborhood was a part of Oakland, so 

crime and indigence encroached and services, including the police, were spread thin. 

Jason says the block their house was on felt “extremely safe,” but that further down 

the street it “could feel a little bit dicey.” The possibility of needing to rely on Oakland’s 

emergency services concerned him. “Are they even going to come? Are they going to 

say, ‘Has anyone been shot?’” In Piedmont, they didn’t have these worries. Apart from 

simply being wealthy, as an independent city Piedmont had tools at its disposal to 

keep out people perceived as threatening and to respond to residents’ calls for service. 

 Jason and Mel are somewhat uncomfortable with Piedmont’s affluence and 

whiteness. Mel explains, “I didn't want [the kids] to grow up in a place that was so 

homogeneous. And as it is, they’re definitely rebelling against how white Piedmont is 

and looking for a more diverse college experience.” Describing Piedmont’s lack of 
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diversity, she says, “There’s a fair amount of Asian and East Indian here in Piedmont, 

but there’s only a couple of African Americans. And that’s really too bad.”15 She 

questions whether the lack of diversity has had a negative impact on her kids, who 

she wants to grow up to be open-minded and accepting. Ultimately, she’s decided that 

the kids are alright thanks to their exposure to Oakland. Jason likewise worries about 

“the trappings of being in an affluent community for raising kids,” but thinks that 

exposure to Oakland acts as a buffer.  

 As they narrate their moves, Mel and Jason are clear that living in a 

homogenously affluent and predominantly white space was never one of their goals. 

They did not purposefully move to a place that excludes anyone; indeed, they disliked 

the obvious exclusion of the gated community. Instead, as they tell it, they quite 

reasonably wanted to live in a place with a strong sense of community and a feeling 

of security. Piedmont, with its familiar faces and responsive police, fit the bill. It 

provided them with the advantages that had originally drawn them to a gated 

community without the same affront to their values. That it is not diverse, that its 

common elements are affluence and whiteness, is – to Jason and Mel – incidental. 

 

Metropolitan Mayberry 

Mel remembers her first impression of Piedmont on the day she and Jason moved to 

town: “It was very Norman Rockwell, very Mayberry.” Mayberry is a touchstone for 

many residents as they try to describe Piedmont’s charm. The fictional setting of the 

Andy Griffith Show is shorthand for the bygone days of small-town life. When 

Piedmonters describe their town as Mayberry, they conjure a vision of simplicity and 

harmony that Americans elsewhere are nostalgic for.16 They embrace Mayberry’s 

association with folksy, humble people, never mind that the fictional town was made 
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up of farmers and barbers and teachers, not lawyers and software engineers and 

venture capitalists. Many Piedmonters are careful to clarify, however, that the 

similarities only go so far. “There’s a lot of diversity [in Piedmont], which, I don’t know 

if you’d find that in Mayberry,” Beth, a white self-described Piedmont super-fan, tells 

me.  

When Beth moved to Piedmont with her husband, she knew next to nothing 

about the town. “We just fell in love with the house, to be honest,” she says, and only 

later “realized we had kind of lucked out.” After moving in, they realized they’d 

stumbled into a tight-knit community that was “so different from renting and living 

in an urban environment.” The family’s home was close to the Oakland border and 

walking distance from a commercial district where Beth already liked to go to the 

farmer’s market and bagel shop, but the new neighborhood felt set apart. “There really 

is a sense of community, in government, in programs for children, in neighbors… what 

we have here is different. I don’t know if that’s because of the small local government 

or I don’t know exactly why, but it’s really powerful here.”  

Beth explains that Piedmont is diverse in order to temper its reputation for 

exclusivity. “What I like about Piedmont, even though there’s maybe a perception of 

it being a certain way, I actually think it’s pretty diverse.” She says that while most 

families make “a good living,” a lot have two working parents. She then comments on 

Piedmont’s racial composition, “There’s pretty decent ethnic diversity. It would be 

great if there were more African Americans and maybe more Hispanics, more brown 

skin. But we have a lot of Asians, a fair amount of people coming from overseas to live 

here.” Beth wants more numerical diversity in Piedmont, more “brown skin” 

represented among the town’s residents. Having more residents of color to point to 
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would help her counter the perception that Piedmont is exclusive. Beth does not want 

Piedmont to be less set apart from Oakland, though. 

 As Beth describes it, Piedmont’s balance of closure and contact vis-á-vis 

Oakland is ideal. “In a way, being surrounded by Oakland, we do live in a little bit of 

a bubble, but we penetrate the bubble a lot,” she says. “I guess what I’m trying to say 

is it’s not like we’re behind a gated community. At the corner you see people who are 

living in compromised situations sometimes. You see homeless people down the 

street.” When Beth refers to “the corner” and “down the street” she is referring to 

Oakland; pointing out the window of her home, she indicates the point at which the 

suburb gives way to the city. The fact that she can see poor people, that she passes 

them on her way to the grocery store or Pilates studio, reassures her that she not 

closed off from the real world. Yet the fact that they do not come past the corner into 

Piedmont improves her quality of life. “I don’t like seeing homeless people walking 

around, it really makes me sad. It wrecks my day,” she says.  

 Beth realizes the absence of homeless people and drop in crime on the 

Piedmont side of the Piedmont-Oakland line is the result of local security strategies. 

“Piedmont police! It’s great!” she says. “They can’t stop all the crime… but they do a 

good job when we’re surrounded by a big, urban city.” While Beth wants to see “brown 

skin” in Piedmont, she also wants aggressive, proactive security strategies to keep out 

anyone perceived as threatening. She embraces her proximity to Oakland to affirm 

her inclusive values, specifically praising “African Americans marching against police 

brutality.” Yet she is grateful for the way Piedmont’s security apparatus keeps the 

town in “a little bit of a bubble,” so that it’s only when she ventures to Oakland that 

she encounters things like homelessness.  
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By living in Piedmont, Beth is insulated from the aspects of Oakland that 

threaten her sense of wellbeing but can claim affinity with elements of the city that 

demonstrate her open-mindedness. Her modern Mayberry is certainly more diverse 

than the original, where only one black character ever had a speaking role.17 To the 

extent that it mirrors the fictional hamlet’s insularity and homogeneity, though, it is 

because residents support the local government’s efforts to keep Piedmont in a bubble. 

They compromise on inclusion in the name of security and find themselves living in a 

mostly white, highly affluent enclave.  

 

The Suburban Archipelago 

Residents are able to live in homogenous security bubbles because metropolitan 

landscapes across the U.S. are collections of administrative islands. Separated from 

the urban center by a legal boundary, each suburb can insulate its resources and repel 

perceived threats. Each municipality in a metropolitan archipelago has its own 

government to provide services, oversee facilities, regulate construction and traffic 

and noise, court or rebuff development. The local policies that these governments set, 

and the practices that each city’s departments implement, shape how difficult it is to 

bridge the gap between islands in the chain. For instance, a suburban city council 

might decide to build a transit stop to strengthen their connection to an urban hub, or 

they might decide to block a train’s passage through their city. A suburban planning 

board might decide to encourage mixed-income housing that integrates families across 

race and class lines, or it might use zoning regulations to prevent low-income units 

from reaching its market.  

 Suburbanites like Piedmonters tend to treat segregation and inequality as 

unfortunate realities that are mostly beyond their control. Many Piedmonters told me 
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that their town’s racial composition is a historical relic, left behind by an older 

generation that was candidly racist. They often attribute the town’s economic 

exclusivity to free-market forces, arguing that because Piedmont is an appealing place 

to live, demand for housing keeps prices high. There is some truth to both of these 

explanations. Certainly, Piedmont’s history includes the overt racial discrimination 

that characterized virtually all elite suburbs until the Civil Rights Era, with real 

estate steering, restrictive housing covenants, violence and intimidation keeping 

black families in the urban core.18 Undoubtedly, Piedmont’s limited housing stock, 

along with its reputation for good schools and premium services, keep it in demand 

among the wealthy.  

However, the pattern of segregation that persists in Piedmont and suburban 

islands like it is not accidental. Current policies combine with historical legacies to 

perpetuate segregation by race and class. Sociologists have found that in metropolitan 

areas across the U.S., segregation maps onto administrative boundaries.19 That 

means that the policies suburbs implement continue to make their populations less 

integrated, their borders less open. Some policies have clear material impacts on who 

is welcome. For instance, blocking low-income housing effectively prevents low-income 

families from being able to afford the costs of living in a suburb. Other policies might 

have more symbolic importance, sending signals about who is welcome. For example, 

debates about a city’s memorials and holiday celebrations are symbolic in nature even 

if they have concrete consequences. Whatever the specific policies, it is clear that each 

administrative unit regulates who to let in and who to keep out. 

In Piedmont, symbolic change has outpaced material change when it comes to 

racial inclusion and diversity more broadly. Piedmonters like Samantha, Mel, Jason 

and Beth – indeed, virtually all the Piedmonters I spoke with – say they want to live 
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in a diverse place. Residents’ thoughts on race and class vary in nuance and outlook, 

from wanting to see “more brown skin” to recognizing systematic racial injustice. To 

an extent, though, there are outward signs that Piedmonters’ attitudes about race 

have changed compared to their forebears. I repeatedly heard an old joke referencing 

a bygone era in the city: all of Piedmont’s Democrats could fit in a phone booth. By the 

2012 election cycle, Barack Obama hosted a private fundraiser in Piedmont and about 

80 percent of the town’s voters cast their ballots for him. Outside the political arena, 

residents have formed a group called the Piedmont Appreciating Diversity 

Committee, which hosts talks, film screenings, and exhibits to advance Piedmont’s 

cultural inclusivity. The city hosts a Martin Luther King, Jr. Day celebration, albeit 

with mixed reviews. Its school district welcomes transfer students from Oakland, most 

of whom are students of color, if only at its alternative high school for students with 

unique learning needs. This is all to acknowledge that Piedmont has taken some steps 

toward racial inclusion on a symbolic level, however halting.  

Piedmonters are less united on the question of whether their town should be 

more inclusive of people who are not affluent. Most say they wish there was less 

poverty in a general sense and in Oakland specifically. Few, however, actually say 

that Piedmont should be more economically diverse. There are no credible efforts to 

make low-income housing available or to extend the suburb’s resources to non-

residents. Whereas residents agree that racial segregation is an embarrassment to 

the city, most are generally okay with the idea that how much money you have 

determines where you live and what services you get. Even if residents do not reject 

the privileges of affluence, however, their symbolic support for greater economic 

equality and partisan support for moderately redistributive policies is a departure 
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from their fiscally conservative predecessors. They have no desire to see their home 

values drop, but rhetoric around economic policy has moved slightly to the left. 

While attitudes on race and class inclusivity have shifted somewhat, little has 

changed materially in Piedmont. Piedmont’s zoning policies and building codes 

continue to encourage high-end single-family homes and limit mixed-income or 

commercial development. Piedmont’s tax codes continue to support exceptional city 

services and schools at the expense of making Piedmont affordable for middle- or low-

income families. Piedmont’s security strategies continue to treat outsiders as 

suspicious and to limit non-residents’ access to Piedmont’s public spaces and facilities. 

Piedmont continues to be exceptionally affluent and minimally integrated.  

 

ORGANIZATION OF THE DISSERTATION 

This dissertation dives deeply into life in Piedmont to demonstrate how suburbs 

leverage security concerns to keep outsiders out and keep resources in, and how they 

reconcile the resulting exclusivity with their inclusive ideals. First, though, I’ll provide 

some background about how Piedmont and other suburbs like it ended up where they 

are, and how security strategies in suburbs took shape. Chapter 1 will trace the 

growth of suburbs in America from the late-1800s, the time when Piedmont emerged, 

through the modern-day. Suburbs have always been exclusive. By looking back to 

their origins and charting their evolution, we can see how it’s possible for a one percent 

black doughnut hole to exist in the midst of a majority-minority city. Suburban 

security strategies, likewise, have always been concerned with keeping outside 

threats at bay. The form security has taken, however, has changed quite a bit, and in 

a non-linear fashion, over the past century. Exploring shifts in security will help 

explain how, even as suburbs like Piedmont have embraced community policing and 



 
21 

taken stands against racial injustice, security is still used to enforce and justify 

exclusivity. 

 Piedmont is not the only place where this research could have been conducted, 

but Chapter 2 will explain why it was a strategic one. I will explain how I landed in 

Piedmont, how it fits into the larger metropolitan Bay Area, and how it sheds light on 

suburbs elsewhere. I will also detail how I gathered data there: which meetings and 

events I attended, how I met residents, how interviews unfolded, and how I recorded 

and sorted through all the resulting notes and transcripts. By transparently showing 

how I drew conclusions from the research I conducted, I aim to persuade the reader 

that these findings are credible and reveal something important about social life 

beyond Piedmont’s borders. I do not, however, want to imply that all suburbs are just 

like Piedmont, or that the specific observations I made would be in evidence 

elsewhere. Chapter 2 will make clear the advantages of the research methods I used 

in Piedmont, as well as their limitations.   

 Chapters 3-5 comprise the heart of the dissertation, covering the major 

findings to emerge from my time in Piedmont. The first examines how Piedmonters 

fortify their town’s borders to limit the presence of outsiders. In Chapter 3, I show how 

residents, police, elected representatives and city staff collaborate to notice and repel 

people who look out of place. I detail the combination of digital surveillance, human 

vigilance and bureaucratic documentation they use to single out people who are not, 

or do not look like, residents. I demonstrate how the suburb enacts a border control 

regime that keeps Piedmont exclusive in the name of security. 

 Chapter 4 shifts gears from how security keeps threats out to how it keeps 

resources in. Piedmonters do not only call on police to guard their suburb’s boundaries; 

they also call on police to rescue pets, get rid of pests, change lightbulbs and 
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investigate things that go bump in the night. Residents interpret security broadly and 

call on police to protect not only their safety, but also their quality of life. They invoke 

their hefty tax bills to justify why they should receive exceptional service from the 

police department. By applying a free-market logic to local government services, they 

justify why people in affluent enclaves deserve to get more responsive, proactive and 

engaged police than residents of diverse cities do.  

 After demonstrating how Piedmonters leverage security strategies to protect 

their advantaged bubble, I turn to how they reconcile their suburb’s exclusivity with 

their liberal, inclusive identities. Chapter 5 explores how Piedmonters claim affinity 

with Oakland’s diversity, touting their connections to the broader city, to shore up 

their image as cosmopolitan and open-minded. Residents keep diversity at arm’s 

length in the name of security, going to Oakland to access it rather than diversifying 

their hometown. By living close to Oakland, though, they are able to counter claims 

that they are snobby or elitist. While Piedmonters use security to close themselves off 

from threats to their economic and social resources, they use their proximity to 

Oakland to selectively embrace cultural goods that bolster their reputations. Being 

close to, but not part of, Oakland helps Piedmonters amass cultural capital while 

insulating themselves behind their suburb’s secure border. 

 The dissertation concludes with a discussion of why elite spaces like Piedmont 

haven’t diversified yet. Ultimately, white, affluent spaces will not become more 

inclusive without sacrificing some of the advantages their denizens enjoy. Whether 

any suburbanites will be willing to make new trade-offs for the sake of their stated 

ideals going forward is beyond me, but by exposing the costs of the status quo, I hope 

to convince readers that by doing nothing, elites suburbanites make a choice to 

perpetuate existing exclusion. 
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1 ‘Exclusive and Unique’  
HOW ELITE SUBURBS SECURE THEIR STATUS 

 

In 1850, California became a state. With it, San Francisco became a city, and with the 

gold rush, its population exploded from less than 1,000 American settlers to more than 

25,000 in a year. Oakland did not yet exist, though within a couple years it would 

incorporate as a small city. Piedmont was open grassland. In 1850, California’s Bay 

Area was still a frontier. Native Americans and then Spaniards called the area home, 

but from the vantage point of the eastern states, California held the prospect of 

untapped riches and adventure. In the era of the United States’ westward expansion, 

men by the thousands headed to the Pacific.  

 Within 50 years, much changed. The gold rush dried up, or rather, the flow of 

men seeking illusory riches did. The area’s settlements had become populous enough, 

though, to support a booming trade economy. Ports and railway yards dominated the 

bay shores of San Francisco and, soon after, the muddy flats of Oakland. In 1860, 

Oakland’s population hovered around 1,000. By 1900, about 67,000 called the new city 

home. Increasingly, those who had fled west to seek riches decided they had gone 

slightly too far. They backtracked six miles east across the water and left the crowded 

streets of San Francisco to seek opportunity in the East Bay.1 

 With its cities still forming, the Bay Area did not begin to suburbanize in sync 

with the well-established cities of the east coast. Philadelphia’s Main Line and New 

York’s Westchester County already boasted grand country estates by the time San 

Francisco had its own elite. Soon, though, the Bay Area would catch up. With frequent 

ferries easing the bay crossing and horsecars starting to serve the growing Oakland 

population, a cross-bay commute became feasible. For San Francisco’s wealthy looking 
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to escape the rowdy saloons and streets of the city, the East Bay’s hills beckoned. By 

1870, Piedmonte, as it was initially known, became a dot on the map.  

 

PICTURESQUE PIEDMONT 

America’s suburbanization began on the heels of London’s in the 19th century. 

Throughout the 1800s, cities on the east coast industrialized. They became more 

crowded, more fetid and more chaotic. At the same time, planners and writers were 

popularizing the idea that cities were unhealthy and morally detrimental. Historian 

Robert Fishman describes how a convergence of changing living conditions and 

changing social relations gave way to new residential patterns in London and then 

the U.S.2 Until the 19th century, according to Fishman, social distance did not 

correspond to physical distance in cities; the wealthy and poor lived on densely packed 

blocks, if in very different types of dwellings. In the 19th century, though, a new 

bourgeois attitude took hold, asserting “that social distinctions require physical 

segregation.” 3 According to Fishman, “the newly felt need for social segregation made 

the crowded, intensely mixed neighborhoods of the urban core appear all the more 

unpleasant and threatening to the bourgeoisie.”4   

By the 1820s, this attitude had crossed the Atlantic and America’s first wave 

of suburbanization was underway. Historian Dolores Hayden refers to the U.S.’s 

earliest suburban areas as “borderlands.”5 Borderlands departed sharply from the 

cities they flanked, with low density and abundant trees and gardens. At the same 

time, they stood in sharp relief to the country estates elites had previously built and 

the rural expanses that farmers called home. Borderlands intentionally resembled the 

countryside and promised new residents an escape to fresh air, but they were usually 
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just one or two miles from the city center. They mapped social distance onto physical 

distance without really removing the bourgeoisie from the city. 

 The proximity of the earliest suburban communities to the urban core was 

their draw and their demise. The residents who moved to borderlands were pulled by 

the allure of a quiet and spacious country setting, but urban growth continued 

unabated. According to Hayden, “Once-remote houses in pastoral locations were, 

sooner or later, perceived as not so distant… The residents could be surprised by the 

shanties of squatters, who might try to keep goats and pigs or steal their middle-class 

neighbors’ timber.”6 Borderland residents had no way of keeping the city at bay. The 

people and problems they tried to escape caught up to them. To maintain their social 

distance from the masses, some members of the middle and upper classes moved 

further, but they were moving to an ever-shifting horizon. With homes on 

unincorporated land, separated from the city by nothing but miles, these suburbanites 

were always at risk of engulfment.  

 Savvy real estate developers teamed with idealistic architects to come up with 

a more durable barrier. Upon seeing initial suburban clusters consumed by the cities 

they once surrounded, they set out to create new communities in their entirety. By 

building communities from the ground up, developers could control who bought homes 

and limit access to privately owned parkland. Rather than merely selling home plots, 

they sold what Hayden calls “the triple dream” – house plus land plus community.7 

This new approach to suburbanization, according to Hayden, grew out of a 

“communitarian movement whose adherents believed that building a model 

community in a natural setting led to the reform of society.”8 To an extent, developers 

of these “picturesque enclaves” succeeded. They produced places with a strong sense 

of community. Their communitarian approach, however, often co-existed with an 
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explicit embrace of exclusivity. According to Hayden, many “excluded potential buyers 

on the basis of race, religion, and social class,” and some communitarians argued 

outright for the benefits of social homogeneity.9 Picturesque enclaves, unlike isolated 

homes on the urban periphery, collectively excluded the unwelcome in the name of 

community. 

Developers drew buyers to picturesque enclaves by building attractions and 

transportation lines. Often, the first improvement to a tract would be a resort hotel 

built on sprawling parkland.10 Urban elites would make weekend visits to the hotel, 

where a salesman would entice them to buy a plot of land over drinks at the saloon. 

Piedmont adhered closely to this development model. Just as Oakland incorporated, 

a dairy farmer who had left Vermont to strike gold decided to resume his farming in 

the East Bay hills.11 Land was plentiful; he bought a large tract for a little money. The 

grassy hills kept his cows well-fed and his farm thrived. Before long, he had 

established a reputation in Oakland and San Francisco beyond, and businessmen 

occasionally came for visits on his land. As the cities grew and the hills became easier 

to reach, the farmer sensed an opportunity. Touting the tract’s panoramic views of the 

bay and a sulfur spring with allegedly curative properties, he began to sell off land to 

speculators. By 1871, entrepreneurs had built a manicured park around the sulfur 

spring, a hotel on its edge, and a horsecar to bring visitors up from the flatlands. 

Within a few years, the original tract was further subdivided to make way for the 

stately homes of Piedmont’s early residents.  

At a couple miles distance and up a steep grade from Oakland, the hamlet felt 

isolated. Since speculators held large tracts of land and could control their subdivision, 

it was somewhat insulated from the encroachment of the city below. Only the wealthy 

could afford the large plots on offer and the costs of construction. Thus, the grassland 
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effectively transformed into a picturesque enclave. It boasted eucalyptus groves and 

redwoods, the sulfur spring and babbling brooks, and affluent homeowners did not 

need to worry about hovels or pigpens popping up.  

For its earliest residents, like its current ones, Piedmont was idyllic. The new 

community offered space, views, and friendly neighbors; its appeal cannot be denied. 

Its charm, however, should not mask its exclusivity. Hayden writes, it is “a complex 

task to unravel the racism and snobbery of certain picturesque enclaves from the 

positive aspects of communities designed with respect for the natural landscape.”12 It 

is important to disentangle suburban charm from snobbery, though, and not only 

historically. Piedmont emerged in the model of a picturesque enclave, and it remains 

one today. Piedmonters no longer argue for the benefits of social homogeneity, but 

they continue to accept it; they move to town knowing its race and class composition. 

We need to take Piedmont’s aesthetic and social appeal seriously to understand what 

motivates people with liberal values to behave in an illiberal way by moving there and 

closing the border behind them. In the historical and present-day exclusive enclave, 

residents’ security concerns are the key to disentangling their embrace of community 

from their exclusion of race and class outsiders. Invoking security offers a way to 

embrace community wholeheartedly while defining it narrowly. 

 

Bourgeois Bogeymen 

From the start, Piedmont’s denizens worried about crime. “A dread of burglars seemed 

to permeate those peaceful hills,” recalled Evelyn Craig Pattiani, one of Piedmont’s 

first children, in her memoir.13 Pattiani moved to Piedmont as a small child in 1880. 

Her father, Hugh Craig, was a wealthy businessman in San Francisco and had made 

the acquaintance of a speculator with holdings in Piedmont. After taking the family 
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on several weekend drives into the hills, “with locust trees in fragrant bloom and fields 

covered with the brilliant orange of poppies and purple of the lupin, the temptation of 

having a home there, plus some excellent salesmanship, proved too great,” Pattiani 

recalls.14 Pattiani’s parents were early converts to suburban life in the East Bay when 

they decided to move the family there year-round. Their seclusion felt idyllic, but also 

vulnerable. 

The Craig family, like the handful of other families who initially called 

Piedmont home, kept their carriage “in constant readiness for the frequent evening 

drives into Oakland for some social function.” As suburbanites, they sought to take 

advantage of the nearby city’s blossoming social scene. Already, though, trips to 

Oakland conjured fear. Pattiani writes, 

On those dark nights travel was slow and tedious over the sinister miles 

of unlighted roads, and a loaded pistol, short and stubby, was 

conveniently placed under the front seat; Father called it an English 

gun. Apparently he and Mother had some lurking premonition of a hold-

up occurring, especially along the steep climb where the double row of 

eucalyptus trees paralleled the highly boarded cemetery fence.15 

 

Decades before Oakland would become notorious for its high crime rate, decades 

before private automobiles and then hulking SUVs would whisk white suburbanites 

from the predominantly black neighborhoods they feared, decades before the War on 

Crime or Stand your Ground laws, the East Bay’s suburbanites already guarded 

themselves against the perceived threat of the city.  

Piedmonters enjoyed their proximity to Oakland’s social life, and the suburb’s 

patriarchs depended on access to San Francisco. Pattiani writes that her father was 

“a regular commuter to his California Street office in San Francisco, and, like most of 

the suburbanites, enjoyed those hours of enforced leisure spent in travelling to and 

from his work.”16 Neither the Craig family nor their neighbors wanted isolation from 
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city life. They did, however, want protection. The Craig family was never waylaid on 

their way home from society parties, but this fact did not change Pattiani’s conviction 

that her parents’ “fears were not idle, for strange things did occur out in these 

suburbs.”  Her family and their neighbors began to weave a web of security within 

their community. 

Our house was equipped with the standard burglar alarm system: brass 

springs installed within the window casings and if the sash were 

lowered below this spring the warning bell immediately started to ring 

in the master bedroom. Here the indicator box was located, and from 

the box the brave parent could read the exact spot of the thief’s 

attempted entrance. With this intricate and expensive mechanism, as 

far as I can recall, the sole alarms ever rung were caused by careless 

servants trying to get more circulation of air into the room on a warm 

night.17 

 

Her neighbors, she says, “had an alarm system on an even more elaborate scale.” In 

the Requa family’s case, the alarm system was staffed. “The butler, George 

Washington, a tall, courteous mulatto, was delegated to check the location of any 

alarm signal.”18  

 The precautions the Craigs and Requas took foreshadow decades of an evolving 

security regime in the town and picturesque enclaves like it. The security systems 

employed by the suburb’s earliest families were sophisticated for their day but were 

reliant on the bravery of a parent or dutifulness of a servant. If the alarm bells 

sounded, it was up to the household to respond. In time, this work would be further 

outsourced: from parent to servant to police. Responsibility for security would be 

shifted from the household to the local government, once established. This shift in 

responsibility, however, has by no means been straightforward. Evolving security 

strategies in Piedmont reflect broader changes in how Americans understand the role 

of government, the powers of the police, and the responsibilities of citizens. 
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Piedmonters’ sense of dread has not changed since the suburb’s earliest days, but their 

ways of addressing it have.  

 

Incorporation & Expulsion 

In the late 1800s, the Craigs and the Requas had to rely on the private market to buy 

security mechanisms. Piedmonters since 1907, by contrast, have had local government 

services to rely on. In 1907, Piedmont voted to incorporate. By then, the distance 

between the hamlet and the city of Oakland had shrunk. The 1906 earthquake in San 

Francisco had accelerated population growth in the East Bay, and Oakland was 

gobbling up unincorporated land to its east until it spread from the bay to the hills. 

Facing annexation, Piedmonters leveraged the existing sense of community in their 

enclave to create a municipality. They drew their borders – or, more accurately, 

borrowed them from a sewer district map, haphazardly bisecting home lots and 

topographical quirks – in a rush to establish town lines.  

Piedmont did not have many public amenities from its days as an 

unincorporated community. Prior to incorporation, private companies provided 

transportation, water, firefighting services, and so on. With incorporation came 

responsibility. Fearing that the nascent city government could not meet their needs, 

residents balked. Months after incorporating, the community held a second vote to 

consider rejoining Oakland. It remained independent by a margin of one vote. 

“’Exclusive’ and ‘unique’ are adjectives that are now applicable!” Pattiani, whose 

father would become Piedmont’s mayor, beamed.19  

Indeed, with new borders and a government in place, Piedmont did become 

newly exclusive. Before incorporation the city was already affluent; it was exclusive 

in the sense that few could afford residence, and its social spaces were privately 
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owned. After incorporation, though, the city’s government could control access to 

public space and resources and could regulate development. In the 1880s, Hugh Craig 

led an unsuccessful campaign to compel the county board to revoke the hotel saloon’s 

liquor license, on the basis that the saloon led to “many undesirable characters, both 

men and women… noisily frequenting this lovely residential section.”20 As mayor, he 

could work with city council and the city’s departments to ban saloons altogether. 

With a city government in place, such issues could be resolved locally and in residents’ 

interest, without the need to placate Oakland or county voters. To this day, Piedmont 

has just one market in town and it does not serve alcohol.  

Incorporation also provided new opportunities for the suburb to exclude using 

security. By 1915, Piedmont had approximately 3,000 residents and had organized a 

police department to take on the security responsibilities once delegated to parents 

and servants. Already, there was significant debate around the department’s ability 

to adequately protect Piedmont and at what cost. The suburb’s 1915 Annual Report 

promises “a careful investigation… in order that the best service may be obtained that 

is possible, without undue taxation, to a municipality whose location is unusual and 

affords the professional critic constant opportunity for unjust and unfair 

comparisons.”21 If residents were already preoccupied with obtaining premium police 

service, though, they had some cause for satisfaction. The Annual Report trumpets 

the department’s accomplishments:    

The police records show 16 arrests during the year, while 66 peddlers, 

beggars, and others were ordered out of the city. There was 1 robbery, 

23 burglaries (13 of which were of tools, auto supplies, etc., and 10 of 

jewelry or silverware) and 17 minor thefts.22   
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In 1915, as today, crime in Piedmont was relatively infrequent and mostly petty in 

nature. But in 1915, as today, that did not prevent Piedmonters from feeling strongly 

that their safety and property should be protected to the utmost.  

By creating a police department, Piedmont broadened the scope of its security 

strategies. Parents and servants were only positioned to respond to crimes in progress 

– a highwayman robbing the carriage or a burglar climbing through the window. The 

police department, by contrast, proactively excluded those seen as threatening or 

undesirable. They made 16 arrests, implying that they detained 16 people in reaction 

to a suspected crime. They made 66 expulsions, banishing “peddlers, beggars and 

others” who they did not see fit to charge with crimes. With borders in place and 

officers on the beat, the city of Piedmont was able to exclude in ways that the hamlet 

of Piedmonte could not.  

For decades, Piedmont and other suburbs like it did not need to be subtle about 

their policies of exclusion. Pattiani beamed about Piedmont’s exclusivity, the City 

Report highlighted its expulsions. Across the U.S., local governments and white 

residents teamed up openly to keep towns exclusively white, using strategies from 

explicit ordinances to police intimidation to exclude African Americans and other 

racial, ethnic and religious minorities.23 Sociologist James W. Loewen has tracked 

exclusionary policies and practices in every region of the country from the 

Reconstruction Era to the modern day. He shows that in middle- and upper-class 

white communities exclusion based on race has long been the norm, and that it only 

went underground when the Fair Housing Act made explicit discrimination illegal in 

1968.24 A combination of unspoken rules and colorblind policies took the place of race-

based restrictions to ensure that white suburbs stayed predominantly white.    
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Both laws and norms around racial discrimination have changed since the 

Civil Rights Era, but patterns of segregation are stubbornly similar.25 It is no longer 

legal for real estate agents or landlords to prevent black buyers or renters from moving 

into a neighborhood, and in places like the Bay Area they might face professional 

consequences if seen doing so. Housing audits that compare the treatment of black 

and white actors posing as clients, however, continue to find that real estate steering 

is widespread.26 Move-in violence like the fire-bombings and lynch mobs that met 

black families seeking to integrate white neighborhoods are now rare, but hate crimes 

and hostility are not.27 Moreover, processes that sort people based on class have taken 

the place of explicitly race-based policies to accomplish the same ends. Housing 

discrimination based on race is outlawed, but cities still have considerable control over 

whether they build any affordable housing units or allow public housing units within 

their boundaries. Suburbs that are one percent black continue to exist because 

exclusionary policies continue to operate, even if sometimes under other guises.  

Focusing solely on residential patterns, however, misses an important piece of 

how elite suburbs are exclusive. Suburbs like Piedmont exclude people of color and 

the poor from participating in the life of the city, not just from living there. In fact, 

the few black families who do call Piedmont home are able to invoke their residency 

to rebut attempts at exclusion. It is people who look “out of place” and cannot prove, 

via residency, their membership in the community who bear the brunt of Piedmonters’ 

suspicion. The rationale by which these outsiders are excluded is, more often than not, 

security. Police cannot round up and expel peddlers and beggars without a legal 

justification, but they have new criminal codes and local ordinances at their disposal 

to justify exclusion. Residents cannot call on police to harass or intimidate black 

people based on their race or poor people based on their class, but they can call the 
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police to stop and question people who “look out of place.” Piedmont is not an exclusive 

place just because its residents are predominantly white and rich. It is an exclusive 

place because to be non-white and non-affluent there is to be suspicious, and residents 

mobilize police to act on their suspicions. 

 

WHO DOES SECURITY SERVE? 

Security has long been understood as a public good. The foundation of the liberal state, 

in the Hobbesian conception, is that the government provides security in exchange for 

citizens relinquishing a degree of individual freedom.28 Police agencies are tasked with 

providing security on the local level, and because cops are uniquely authorized to use 

force, they are often the most direct way citizens encounter state power.29 Police have 

a responsibility to uphold democratic ideals, given their position as a public agency 

and their authority. Yet, security is always, inevitably unequal. As Lucia Zedner 

explains, “the logic of security (in presuming those that threaten) invariably places 

some sections of the populace outwith protection.”30 Security inherently protects some 

people from other people.  

Since security is inevitably unequal, the question of who security serves is 

paramount. The assumption that security ought to be a fairly distributed public good 

and the assertion that it is not undergird many critiques of the police. When Los 

Angeles officers clear out sidewalk vendors in Skid Row, they provide security for 

middle- and upper-class developers and professionals rather than the indigent.31 

When Seattle officers displace homeless people congregating around tourist 

attractions, they provide security to tourists and shoppers rather than locals living in 

poverty.32 When Oakland officers arrest black and Latino boys for infractions as 

miniscule as stealing a bag of chips, they provide security to businesses at the expense 



 
35 

of young residents who become ensnared in the criminal justice system.33 Critiques of 

urban policing often hinge on the assertion that the police do not provide security to 

residents of their jurisdictions, but rather protect people with economic clout from 

residents. Developers, tourists, shoppers, business owners – people who bring money 

to a given district, but do not necessarily live there – are protected, while people of 

color and the poor are treated as suspect.  

Questions about the distribution of security have only become more complex 

with the rise of “community policing.” Community policing describes a wide range of 

initiatives and policies, but generally encourages police departments to collaborate 

with the communities they serve to build trust and solve local problems.34 The 

approach is meant to ensure that police provide security that meets the needs of 

residents within their jurisdiction. From the perspective of police, working 

collaboratively with residents can provide useful information that helps them prevent 

crime and close cases, all while improving their public image.35 Residents, meanwhile, 

stand to benefit from more responsive service and fewer instances of violence or abuse 

of power as trust with police grows.36 Community policing was developed with urban 

districts in mind. It aims to reduce conflict and improve service in neighborhoods 

where the relationship between police and residents has been marked by neglect and 

suspicion.  

In places where police and residents already share goals, however, community 

policing may only worsen existing disparities. In elite suburbs, residents are the 

people with economic and political clout. Existing security strategies are designed to 

serve residents, protecting them primarily from non-residents. Community policing 

validates this orientation, with programs strengthening existing cooperation between 

police and residents. Before community policing came into vogue, for example, 
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residents of predominantly white suburbs already called 911 to report black people 

jogging, walking, or driving as suspicious.37 Under community policing, vigilance 

toward people who look suspiciously out of place is applauded; police brochures, 

websites, and community meetings extol the virtue of residents’ vigilance. Police in 

places like Piedmont and Clackamas do not want residents to racially profile. Yet, by 

strengthening their alliance with residents and enlisting them as auxiliary eyes and 

ears, suburban departments that embrace community policing might actually amplify 

residents’ suspicion toward outsiders.  

Community policing is a broad orientation. The specific programs and policies 

that departments have implemented under the rubric of community policing vary 

widely. It is therefore hard to say whether community policing, per se, has had any 

bearing on suburban exclusivity. Two shifts that have coincided with the rise of 

community policing, however, are important to understanding how suburbs have 

harnessed security strategies to protect their advantages. The first is an emphasis on 

policing small infractions. Initiatives like broken windows policing, quality of life 

policing and therapeutic policing, for example, each carry their own bent but broadly 

encourage officers to cite people for petty misdemeanors and even civil law 

violations.38 Second, community policing has coincided with the growth of security 

partnerships. Police agencies no longer work alone to provide security within their 

jurisdictions – civic organizations, private companies and individual community 

members now participate too. This trend has been variously labeled pluralized 

policing, grey policing, third-party policing, and multilateralization, with each term 

emphasizing slightly different applications and consequences, but it generally consists 

of the dispersion of responsibility for security across public and private 

organizations.39 In the context of an elite suburb, the strict enforcement of minor 
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violations and partnerships between police and community stakeholders bolster the 

extent to which police serve residents’ interests and disregard impacts on non-

residents.  

 

Policing Petty Offenses 

Under the rubric of community policing, tightly enforcing small infractions is often 

pitched as a way of improving constituents’ safety and satisfaction with police. People 

who live in neighborhoods with signs of disorder and disinvestment, like graffiti, litter 

and the broken windows that gave “broken windows policing” its name, tend to be 

cynical toward the police specifically and government broadly.40 In theory, curbing 

disorder by arresting people for petty violations will, over time, increase residents’ 

trust in the government and reduce the incidence of serious crime. This theory is 

unproven; more likely, people whose friends, family, and neighbors are swept into the 

criminal justice system for minor infractions end up resenting police and suffer from 

disruptions to their relationships.41 Nevertheless, whether for the sake of curbing 

disorder, meeting arrest quotas, deterring major crimes, or satisfying economic and 

political stakeholders, aggressive enforcement of small violations is widespread. 

 In elite suburbs there are few overt signs of disorder or criminal activity. Since 

most socializing takes place behind closed doors, so do most crimes, whether minor 

offenses like drug use and underage drinking or more serious offenses like domestic 

violence and sexual assault.42 In suburbs, then, aggressively policing disorder does not 

target crimes that residents commit. Instead, it pushes in the same direction as 

community policing more broadly: it privileges residents’ concerns about crime 

committed by non-residents. A slew of legal innovations called “quality of life” codes 

give officers grounds to arrest or banish people who infringe on residents’ sense of 
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security or well-being.43 For example, “sit-lie” laws make it a crime to sit on sidewalks 

or lie on park benches. When residents report suspiciously out of place people – 

especially those who appear to be homeless – police can cite them for sitting or lying 

in the wrong place.44 Some suburbs, including Piedmont, also pass local ordinances 

that create grounds for questioning or excluding people who are unfamiliar. For 

example, Piedmont has a 10 p.m. curfew for juveniles. The rule ostensibly protects the 

town’s youth, but it also creates a legal rationale for questioning anyone who looks 

younger than 18 and is in a public place at night. Community policing encourages 

police to take residents’ concerns seriously, and local ordinances and criminal codes 

make it possible to act on concerns that are based on little other than residents’ race 

or class profiling. 

 

Partnering to Police 

Partnerships between police agencies and organizations, companies and individuals 

have emerged to supplement limited state resources as government services in 

general have contracted. Public police agencies are expected to be democratic, even if 

they often fail to live up to their ideals. As private organizations and individuals enter 

the security arena, however, so do their private interests and biases. Private and 

community-based security projects do not merely fail to achieve the equitable 

distribution of security—they disavow it as an ideal. To partake in private security 

services or reap the benefits of community organizations’ efforts, a person must 

contribute either money or time. Those able to pay can purchase security on the 

private market, by, for example, installing home surveillance or moving to a gated 

community with private patrols.45 Likewise, those with sufficient time and social 

capital can steer community groups that serve local interests, by, for example, 
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organizing business owners to share information about suspected shoplifters or 

coordinating civilian patrols.46 These efforts are explicitly intended to serve the 

interests of paying customers and participating citizens, rather than a generalized 

public good.  

Policing partnerships have reshaped policing by spreading responsibility for 

security to companies and organizations that are not accountable to the voting public. 

When police agencies delegate responsibility for security to private companies and 

community organizations, the public entitled to security is replaced by subjects 

responsible for ensuring their own security.47 Pat O’Malley and Darren Palmer assert 

that “the distinguishing feature of neo-liberalism is the ideal of governing through 

individuals – as ‘customers,’ ‘partners,’ ‘responsible members of the community’ and 

‘active citizens.’”48 They argue that “in the neo-liberal governance of crime risks, 

individuals and communities are imagined as getting the degree of security against 

crime that they deserve.”49 The affluent have greater access to private and community 

security services by virtue of their wealth. To compound matters, they can position 

themselves as deserving better security by appealing to the logic of the free-market.   

There is largely consensus that the dispersion of responsibility for security has 

brought about greater inequality in its distribution.50 Yet, little is known about how 

those presumed to be deserving subjects understand, utilize and influence policing or 

public-private partnerships. Attempts by active citizens to steer policing efforts in 

large cities have had mixed results, with departments increasingly listening to 

resident input but making limited changes to their practices.51 Research in suburban 

settings suggests that policing is more responsive to the interests of white, affluent 

suburbanites, but has not explored how these residents envision or implement 
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security projects.52 By calling attention to security in Piedmont I aim to shed new light 

on how elites benefit from a security arrangement in which you get what you pay for.  

 

SUBURBAN SECURITY & INEQUALITY  

Why does it matter if elites use security to keep outsiders out of their suburbs, and 

leverage their influence and wealth to get better security services in their suburb than 

are available elsewhere? Apart from the obvious affront to democratic ideals, 

inequality in security has real material consequences. First, there are direct benefits 

to suburbanites who receive better protection and better services than urban-dwellers 

and direct costs to outsiders who are treated with suspicion. Second, by using security 

to exclude, suburbanites are better able to hoard other advantages of living in an elite 

bubble, including boosts to education, health, and wealth.  

Scholars who study the police have long recognized that very little policework 

is actually law enforcement.53 Police spend most of their time proactively imposing a 

normative social order, not reactively enforcing criminal codes. When police align with 

elites to enforce a suburban order, those whose presence is abnormal in white, affluent 

suburbs bear the costs. James Q. Wilson, one of the architects of broken windows 

policing, wrote earlier in his career that the alignment between suburban police and 

residents provides an instructive model for urban precincts. According to Wilson, 

suburbs have exemplary policing because, 

[being in] a socially homogenous middle-class area provides the police 

with relative [sic] unambiguous cues as to who should be regarded as a 

“suspicious person” and thus who should be made the object of police 

attention. Teenagers hanging around a suburban ice-cream parlor late 

at night or a Negro in the back alley of an all-white residential 

community would be viewed suspiciously by the police and citizenry 

alike.54  
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Wilson reasonably attributes the lack of conflict between suburban residents and 

police to their shared suspicion toward outsiders, especially teenagers and black 

people. His suggestion that such harmony is a good thing, however, shows no concern 

about how policing upholds unequal social orders. In Wilson’s example, white, affluent 

suburbanites are satisfied with police; for him, that’s the mark of good policing. He 

does not object to the fact that youths and black people are suspicious merely for 

venturing into a middle-class, white space.  

Since Wilson published this account, researchers have paid attention to how 

policing exacerbates inequality by disadvantaging people of color and the poor. 

Contemporary scholars would likely give more thought to the symbolic and material 

consequences faced by the teenagers and “Negro” Wilson describes. There has still 

been scant attention paid to how affluent whites benefit from the work police do to 

uphold the social order, however. Studying those who benefit from and control existing 

arrangements is necessary to understand, in the words of legal anthropologist Laura 

Nader, “the processes whereby power and responsibility are exercised.”55 Studying 

elites who disproportionately control and distribute resources, including policing, 

reveals how inequalities are perpetuated and justified. 

 By mobilizing intensive security strategies, residents of elite suburbs see direct 

benefits to their security. It is not fair to infer that policing strategies in suburbs are 

primarily responsible for their low crime rates. At the same time, it would be silly to 

think policing has no effect. In Piedmont, the average response time to a 911 call is 

about three minutes, and officers follow up on calls about incidents like car break-ins 

and vandalism. Urban departments simply don’t have the resources to compete. I 

cannot quantify the effect of suburban policing on crime, but it is hard to imagine that 
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the constant visibility of cruisers and well-known responsiveness of police does not 

deter some amount of crime. Even if suburban security strategies do not actually 

reduce residents’ odds of victimization, residents certainly report less concern about 

victimization. Confidence in their security allows suburbanites to move through daily 

life without the stress or wariness that crime engenders. The feeling of safety is a 

benefit in and of itself.  

 The non-emergency services that suburbanites have access to through the 

police further advantage them relative to their urban counterparts. In addition to 

offering protection, police in suburbs offer a range of services meant to improve 

residents’ quality of life. “Cat rescues” are shorthand for such extra services. In 

reality, cats don’t get stuck in trees that often, but people do routinely encounter small 

problems that they can’t solve themselves. In suburbs, police departments field these 

miscellaneous calls, helping with issues ranging from malfunctioning weedwhackers 

to internet bullying to wildlife nuisances. In marginalized urban neighborhoods, 

residents cannot rely on police to respond even when a situation is a true emergency, 

and people of color worry that calls for service will be met with violence or suspicion.56 

The fact that suburbanites can call police about petty annoyances provides them with 

peace of mind as well as concrete help. More broadly, it encourages them to trust that 

the government can provide services and has their interests in mind. 

 Suburbs do not only hoard security; they are sites of multiple types of 

concentrated advantage. In the past forty years, racial segregation across 

metropolitan areas has decreased slightly. Class segregation, however, has 

increased.57 This trend has accelerated since the 2008 recession.58 The wealthiest 

Americans increasingly live together. Their neighborhoods are marked not only by 

higher income and home values, but also higher educational attainment, higher rates 
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of marriage, higher life expectancies, lower BMIs and lower crime.59 They have better 

ranked public schools with more AP classes and extracurriculars and counselors; more 

park space and recreation programs, with safe equipment and lighted ballfields and 

water fountains; public works departments that keep the streets smooth and 

beautification societies that keep the flowers blooming.  

Sociologist Douglas Massey, observing the increasing separation of the rich 

and poor, wrote more than two decades ago, 

Social scientists' attention has concentrated too narrowly on the poor 

and their neighborhoods. Our obsessive interest in the generation and 

reproduction of class is rarely focused on the affluent. Scores of 

ethnographers descend on the homes, bars, and street corners of the 

poor to chronicle their attitudes and behavior; few attempt to infiltrate 

the mansions, clubs, and boutiques of the wealthy to document the 

means by which they maintain and reproduce their affluence. The 

concentration of affluence and poverty means that the social lives of the 

rich and the poor increasingly will transpire in different venues; we 

must study both in order to fully comprehend the newly emerged 

system of stratification.60 

 

Since Massey’s call, several scholars have shed light on how advantage is accrued and 

passed on between generations.61 Still, affluent spaces remain largely private, and the 

elites with PhDs who study inequality rarely turn their gaze on the neighborhoods 

that so many of their colleagues call home. This inattention leads to a focus on the 

consequences of inequality for the disadvantaged, rather than an interrogation of the 

concerted efforts the advantaged make to reproduce it.  

 Richard V. Reeves, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, insists that 

members of the “upper middle class” need to recognize themselves as such and 

acknowledge the advantages that accrue to their class before America can reverse the 

trend of growing inequality.62 Inequality, he shows, increasingly centers on the gap 

between the top-earning quintile and the other 80 percent of Americans; it has 
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scarcely changed among the bottom 80 percent. The top 20 percent, he argues, have 

pulled away from the rest, and wield their outsized influence on policy and politics – 

whatever their partisan affiliation – to protect their wealth and associated 

advantages.  

Piedmonters are not just members of the upper middle class. An income of 

$214,000 put a household in the top five percent of the country’s earners in 2015; that 

year, 50 percent of Piedmont households earned more than $209,000.63 A significant 

number of Piedmont households earned substantially more: the suburb’s average 

income in 2015 was $298,000. Piedmont, in other words, is an upper-class place. Its 

residents have access to myriad advantages that are not available in less affluent 

settings. Surely, some residents earn substantially less than the median. Even those, 

though, are advantaged by the resources they accrue by virtue of their residence, not 

to mention the wealth that homeownership in a high-value suburb implies. Access to 

a suburb like Piedmont comes with benefits. Security strategies that keep outsiders 

out of the town help residents hoard these benefits for themselves. 

 If we want to understand how Americans experience inequality, how they 

contribute to it, and how they pass it on until it crystallizes into a stratified society, 

we need to examine the affluent. The affluent are the drivers of social change. They 

are the legislators, lobbyists and lawyers who craft new policies. They are the 

journalists, software engineers, and media executives who determine what 

information reaches the masses. They are the college professors and think tank 

researchers and big data wonks who shape what questions we pay attention to and 

what data we bring to bear on them. They are the suburbanites who call the police to 

report their black congresswoman for canvassing, and the liberal arts students who 

call campus security to report their black classmates napping. The poor, working class 



 
45 

and people of color suffer the consequences of inequality, and it is important to 

understand how their hardships can be alleviated, but studying the poor will not tell 

us how inequality is created or perpetuated. Reducing inequality requires studying 

the rich and studying white spaces to identify the processes that continue to 

advantage them. This dissertation is concerned primarily with the role of security, but 

it should be read with the awareness that myriad barriers between rich and poor, 

white and black, need to be broken down to reverse the trends of hardening 

segregation and stratification. Security is just a start. 
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2 What Can We Learn from Piedmont?  
DESIGNING A STUDY OF SUBURBAN SECURITY 

 

Readers might be wondering at this point why I’m making so much fuss over one small 

suburb. Virtually all the residents and councilmembers and police officers and school 

employees I talked to over the course of two years asked me the same question: why 

Piedmont? The short answer is that Piedmont is a strategic place to figure out how 

elites secure their place in society because, at a glance, Piedmont shouldn’t exist. 

Flows of highways and school buses and postal delivery routes and bike lanes, and so 

many other things, are continuous throughout Oakland until they run up against this 

strange obstacle in their midst. If Piedmont’s border weren’t there, there would not be 

a one percent black bubble with a median income approaching the country’s top five 

percent in the midst of Oakland.1 Piedmont’s border has to be doing something to keep 

elites in and the hoi polloi out; that much is apparent. I wanted to understand the 

work that goes into protecting advantage, so I went there.  

Nonetheless, it is not the goal of this dissertation to make a fuss over one small 

suburb. The importance of local policies and practices is stark in Piedmont because of 

its place within and contrast to Oakland. The work that goes into protecting elite 

spaces, however, happens all over the country. Every metropolitan area has suburbs 

that are whiter, richer, more educated and safer than their urban centers.2 Some even 

contain bubbles like Piedmont, where annexation or secession has carved off an 

independent municipality within a larger city.3 In all of these places, elites guide 

economic and political decisions to maintain their status at the top of the regional 

hierarchy.  
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By definition, to stay elite suburbs need to stay attractive to upper class people. 

Suburban governments can exert control over local resources and space to ensure that 

they do. On the most basic level, by incorporating as independent municipalities 

suburbs gain control over local tax revenue, school policies, zoning codes, police 

priorities, and a host of other administrative functions. Suburbs can then use a variety 

of policy tools to stay elite. For example, researchers have found that suburbs with 

more robust land-use regulations are more segregated by class and race than suburbs 

with less restrictive development policies.4 By putting regulatory hurdles in place 

suburbs can limit residential and commercial developments to high-end projects, 

thereby limiting class and race integration, without ever having to take a public 

stance against inclusivity.  

Policies that shape residential patterns, however, are just the start. Suburban 

exclusivity is not just about residential patterns. In dynamic metropolitan areas, elite 

suburbs work hard to maintain their status quo. Like swimmers treading water, they 

are in constant motion to resist the currents threatening to pull them into urban 

centers. Regulations like zoning codes help explain how suburbs have perpetuated 

patterns of residential segregation, but they tell us little about the everyday activity 

that goes into maintaining suburban advantages and nothing of how residents 

experience life in a bubble. I interviewed Piedmonters and observed everyday life in 

the suburb to understand how residents’ beliefs, interests, habits, and preferences 

shape the elite enclave they call home. I tried to understand not only how residents 

make Piedmont exclusive, but also how they make sense of its exclusivity. When I 

first went to Piedmont, I was broadly curious about how elites protected their wealth, 

their public resources and their social status. By getting to know the suburb, I realized 

that residents relied on security tools to carry out everyday exclusion and invoked 
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security concerns to justify it. Through interviews and observation, I pieced together 

an account of how Piedmont – and places like it – use security to persist as elite 

enclaves. 

 

WELCOME TO PIEDMONT, A NEIGHBORHOOD WATCH COMMUNITY 

By now, you are hopefully convinced that Piedmont is exclusive. So how did I get in? 

The first time, I took a bus. I disembarked from a BART train in downtown Oakland 

and walked through the 12th Street station, through hallways of cracked tile and the 

pungent smell of urine. I climbed up the stairs with fellow travelers of every sartorial 

stripe and was wrapped in the cacophony of multiple languages, music from 

competing iPhones, and missionaries and newspaper hawkers clattering over each 

other. I stepped onto the sidewalk where tech sector workers waited for Ubers and the 

unhoused or unemployed waited for generous passersby. I stood at a bus stop crowded 

with commuters heading home and got on a bus with few empty seats. I watched high-

end restaurants and holes-in-the-wall roll by. I watched large apartment buildings 

turn into smaller apartment buildings turn into houses. I watched as everyone got off 

the bus, until I was the only rider.  

 On my first ride into Piedmont, I didn’t know exactly where the border between 

Oakland and Piedmont was. I couldn’t have pointed to the spot on the bus route where 

we crossed the town line. Even then, though, I could see the border’s effects. I saw the 

houses grow and the bus empty out. I saw the bustling and diverse streets of Oakland 

give way to the quaint and uniform streets of its innermost suburb. Nestled in the 

middle of Oakland, Piedmont is geographically very close to neighborhoods with more 

diversity, more poverty and more crime. Its physical distance from Oakland does not 
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map onto its social distance. In time, though, I would understand that the suburb has 

come up with other ways of separating itself in order to stay elite. 

 On my first visit to Piedmont, I didn’t know about Piedmont’s zoning codes and 

park use policies and evening curfew and surveillance cameras. I only knew that when 

I got off the bus, I was in a very different place than when I got on. I’d traveled just 

over three miles, but I’d ascended about 300 feet into the foothills and three quintiles 

on the economic distribution. Piedmont’s topography maps onto its social standing: it 

is a city on a hill, and its elites are comfortably ensconced several rungs above most 

of their Oakland neighbors on the socioeconomic ladder. I recruited respondents for 

in-depth interviews and insinuated myself into social events so that I could place 

myself temporary amongst them. 

 

Gaining Entrée into an Enclave 

After my first bus ride into Piedmont, I kept going back. (Though, whenever possible, 

I saved myself an hour by driving.) I did exploratory research in Piedmont throughout 

2014, chatting with residents and sitting in on public meetings to decide if it was a 

suitable place to study. From August 2015 – March 2017 I collected data in earnest. 

To recruit interview participants and gain entrée to events, I used interviews and 

observation iteratively. Before asking any Piedmonters to sit down for formal 

interviews, I spent time at City Hall in public meetings, had informal chats with 

residents, city staff, and elected representatives, and asked a few well-connected 

people for informational meetings. These initial contacts referred me to my first 

interview respondents, who then referred me to more of their neighbors in town. In 

addition to helping me recruit additional interview participants, some pointed me to 

events in town that I should attend, from the Fourth of July parade to church 
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fundraisers and casual barbecues. At these events, chatting with attendees helped me 

recruit more interview respondents, and so on. In all, I interviewed 56 Piedmonters 

in-depth about their experiences in town and recorded fieldnotes at dozens of local 

government meetings, civic events, private parties and in ordinary public spaces.  

My own social position certainly helped me gain the trust of Piedmonters. I’m 

white, a woman, and was 24 years old when I started research in Piedmont. These 

traits combined to make me non-threatening. Many middle-aged and older 

Piedmonters slotted me into their kids’ generation, offering to help out with my 

research just as they’d helped out with school assignments for their kids and kids’ 

friends throughout their lives. Many called me “young lady” and gave me parental 

advice, for instance, about how stay safe where I lived (in San Francisco’s Mission 

District) and how to choose schools for my (presumed) future kids. A particularly 

grandfatherly figure exclusively called me “kiddo,” and a few older parents asked if I 

was a current or recent Piedmont High School student – especially when I sat taking 

notes in public meetings alongside teenagers doing the same for their civics class. I 

did nothing to discourage Piedmonters from seeing me as young and innocuous. I was 

clear about my role as a PhD student and my plans to publish passages from 

interviews and fieldnotes. Beyond that, though, being associated with Piedmont’s 

youth helped me establish rapport with respondents. 

My position as a Stanford University graduate student opened a lot of doors in 

Piedmont, too. Piedmonters are a well-educated bunch. Over 85 percent of adults hold 

a Bachelor’s degree or higher, and their kids are prepared from an early age for the 

competitive gauntlet of college admissions. Residents often welcomed me into their 

homes with jokes about whether I was entering a Stanford or a Cal household. Indeed, 

the Stanford alumni directory lists about 300 alums in Piedmont. (The 2010 Census 
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counted 252 people who identified as black alone or in combination with another race, 

meaning there are more Stanford alums than black people in Piedmont.5) My Stanford 

affiliation was a useful ticket into town. I contacted some respondents directly through 

the Stanford alumni directory and others through contacts at Stanford who had 

connections to town. As with all folks I contacted, I asked these to refer me to 

neighbors for additional interviews. 

I did not become an insider in Piedmont. Piedmont’s public life revolves around 

its schools, and without having kids or a position in the schools I was largely closed 

out of this world (though I interviewed school employees and attended School Board 

meetings). Most of life in Piedmont, though, is simply private. When not at work or 

school, residents are usually at home. There are no restaurants or bars in Piedmont. 

Piedmonters certainly go out in Oakland and San Francisco, but on a typical evening 

a walk around Piedmont shows lights on in every kitchen and TVs on in every living 

room. I walked for miles through Piedmont on weekday evenings and, in most parts 

of town, I was alone on the sidewalk. I’d pass folks walking their dogs or jogging from 

time to time, and kids running between friends’ houses or playing in parks. On a 

typical evening in Piedmont, though, most of life happens behind closed doors.  

The privacy of elite spaces is part of the reason qualitative social science 

research has tended to focus on low-income neighborhoods. The power of also partly 

explains why affluent sites have been largely overlooked. People in Piedmont were 

very comfortable telling me if they did not want to participate in my project. That is 

how it ought to be – every potential respondent needs to understand that they can opt 

out of research. In low-income neighborhoods, though, the status of a researcher from 

a prestigious university, combined with financial incentives, might encourage 

disinterested residents to join a study. Being from Stanford eased my entry into 
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Piedmont, but lawyers and doctors and professors were not impressed by my status 

as a graduate student. Offering the affluent a small cash incentive for completing an 

interview would not have been persuasive; it would have been ridiculous. I did not 

offer interview respondents money. (Often, they offered me snacks or iced tea or wine.) 

The privacy and power of Piedmonters limited my ability to insert myself into their 

daily lives and probably suppressed the number of people who agreed to give me their 

time. Even if I could not pay or ply my way into super-exclusive spaces like the country 

clubs and vacation homes where many Piedmonters spend their free time, though, 

many Piedmonters generously shared their perspectives with me and welcomed me 

into their homes and social events.  

 

Interviews & Observation 

I used interviews and observation in tandem to learn about how Piedmonters shape 

their elite enclave and how they make sense of it; the methods were complementary. 

Because Piedmont is hard to penetrate as an outsider, participant observation alone 

would have given me only a superficial understanding of life in town. I needed people 

who I had spoken with at length in interviews to invite me to events and introduce 

me to people there, so that I wouldn’t be shut out as an unfamiliar person. Moreover, 

I needed residents to share their interpretations of Piedmont life with me so that I 

was not merely imposing my own. At the same time, if I’d interviewed residents 

without spending time getting to know Piedmont on my own, I would have had to take 

them at their word about their description of town. Observation exposed gaps between 

Piedmonters’ stated values and the priorities they expressed through their practices.6 

For example, one relatively new resident told me during an interview that she loves 

how safe, neighborly, and welcoming Piedmont is. When the doorbell rang toward the 
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end of our interview, I saw her check a security camera before opening the door and 

then speak to the construction worker on the other side, who was working on 

renovations at her house, with the door only slightly ajar. Like all people, Piedmonters 

present idealized versions of themselves; observation helped balance their accounts.   

Interviews with elected officials, civic volunteers, municipal staff, and leaders 

from the police department and school district offered insight into how policy priorities 

are determined and implemented in the suburb. Many of these respondents field 

concerns from residents as part of the jobs or volunteer roles. Often, they field 

incompatible concerns about safety and quality of life. For example, City Council 

members hear from residents when cars are speeding down their blocks and when 

new stop signs slow down their commutes. School leaders hear from parents who want 

a crackdown on drinking and drug use at high school parties and from parents who 

want their kid’s disciplinary record cleared to smooth the path to college. The Public 

Works Department hears gripes about temporary parking bans and about the rarity 

of street sweeping. Interview respondents who were affiliated with city committees or 

departments were rich sources of information about the trade-offs the suburb makes 

to keep residents satisfied. They revealed how Piedmont tries to maximize both 

security and quality of life for residents, prioritizing each ahead of the interests of 

non-residents. I asked this group of respondents broadly about their experiences 

working, volunteering, and – in most, but not all cases – living in Piedmont. I also 

asked each person about their unique area of expertise, like the city’s finances, 

building regulations, crime control, and school system. Many city staff members and 

representatives shared reports and news articles with me, which I added to my own 

collection of public records, meeting archives and news clippings. 
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Interviews with residents provided insight into how elites create, experience, 

and justify the bubbles they inhabit. I used snowball sampling to recruit residents, 

starting with contacts I met at events or found through local mailing lists, personal 

contacts, and Stanford’s alumni network. I asked everyone I spoke with to refer me to 

a few neighbors or acquaintances, until I felt I had covered a broad swath of the 

population. The demographic attributes of my interview respondents approximated 

those of the town. Respondents were split evenly by gender (28 women and 28 men), 

ranged in age from 27 to 88 with most in their mid-30s to late-50s, and were 

predominantly white, roughly mirroring Piedmont’s racial composition though 

underrepresenting Asians (89 percent white, five percent Asian, four percent black, 

two percent Latino). Respondents lived in every part of town and worked in a variety 

of occupations. Piedmont’s most elite households did not open their wrought iron gates 

to me. By most accounts, though, Piedmont’s one percent are not particularly active 

in the city’s life.  

Interviews with residents were open-ended and conversational. I began every 

interview with broad questions about how the respondent ended up in Piedmont and 

how they would describe it to me if I’d never been there. I did not introduce the topic 

of security in my questions; it always emerged in residents’ answers. If security did 

not come up during introductory questions, it would often come up when I asked 

broadly about residents’ satisfaction with local government and services. Once 

respondents brought up safety, security, policing, or a similar topic, I used open-ended 

probes to learn more about their perspectives. For instance, residents often told me 

early in the interview that they moved to Piedmont because they wanted to live in a 

safe place, or they would describe Piedmont to me as a safe town. I asked follow-up 

questions like, “What do you think of when you say it’s safe?” or, “Can you give me an 
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example of something that makes you feel safe in Piedmont?” I also asked questions 

about residents’ experiences with crime, emergencies, and police in both Piedmont 

and Oakland. Just over half of the Piedmonters I interviewed had lived in Oakland 

before moving to town. I asked these respondents to compare their experiences living 

in Oakland to their time in Piedmont, and asked follow-up questions when they 

mentioned differences in security or policing.   

Observing everyday life in an elite suburb presents distinct challenges—very 

little life is conducted in public and lurking in public places is regarded with suspicion. 

Right around the time I began exploratory fieldwork in Piedmont, an entry in the local 

newspaper’s police log caught my eye: 

Wednesday, September 24, 2014, 10:41 a.m. Highland Ave. Report of 

suspicious woman taking notes in front of Mulberry’s; told caller she 

was writing a book. Officer on scene. 

 

The report wasn’t about me – I was in Palo Alto that day. It could have been, though. 

Mulberry’s is Piedmont’s one shop, a gourmet food market and deli in the heart of 

town. I spent many hours sitting at the counter in the front window and on the bench 

outside taking notes. I walked through the town’s parks and residential 

neighborhoods taking photographs. I got my share of skeptical glances and suspicious 

questions from residents who noticed that I was a stranger. But, as far as I know, 

nobody ever called the police on me. I don’t know what got this other book-writer 

reported, but as I made my way through Piedmont I was cognizant of the daily and 

often unconscious decisions residents make about who is non-threatening and who is 

suspicious. 

In addition to embracing my advantages as a young, white, female Stanford 

student, I navigated Piedmont by seeking out public and semi-public events and 
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trying to match the daily rhythms of residents. I sat in on City Council, Public Safety 

Committee, School Board, and Planning Committee meetings; attended and 

volunteered at community events like the Fourth of July Parade, Harvest Festival, 

and Turkey Trot; and observed events related to public safety like neighborhood watch 

meetings, disaster preparedness meetings, the fire department’s open house, and the 

Battle of the Badges softball game between the police and fire departments. I spent 

hours at Mulberry’s, where high school students flock for lunch and sports teams 

descend for Icees twice daily. I took a pew at the nondenominational Christian church 

in the heart of town, and perused local art at the city’s small gallery. I attended 

fundraisers and barbecues at the homes of gracious residents and sifted through paper 

archives with a local newsman. I used my dog as a research assistant and logged miles 

walking him through Piedmont’s tree-lined streets and playing fetch with him in its 

parks. I could not afford to live in Piedmont, but I stayed at short-term rentals that 

escaped regulatory enforcement for six weeks.  

 

The Data 

I analyzed my fieldnotes alongside interview transcripts to draw conclusions about 

how Piedmont protects its advantages. Interviews were about an hour long on 

average, ranging between 40 minutes and two hours. I recorded all interviews and 

had them professionally transcribed. I compiled these transcripts and my fieldnotes 

using qualitative data software. To identify patterns in the data, I initially used an 

open-coding strategy to track topics that emerged directly from the data. I iteratively 

coded all transcripts and notes using this inductive approach. As I developed a sense 

of what topics were most important, I organized emergent codes into analytic themes 

and iteratively applied these. Repeatedly coding the data in this fashion confirmed 
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the significance of security to the Piedmonters I encountered. Moreover, it helped me 

sort mentions of security into three primary themes: how security strategies insulate 

Piedmont from outsiders, how security services contribute to Piedmonters’ quality of 

life, and how security is used to justify Piedmont’s exclusivity. Chapters 3-5 are 

organized around these themes and feature excerpts from both interviews and 

fieldnotes as evidence supporting the conclusions I draw. Throughout the dissertation, 

quotation marks indicate that information was recorded during an interview and 

transcribed verbatim, while italics indicate that statements were jotted down during 

an unrecorded conversation and recorded from memory in fieldnotes shortly after. 

I could not offer anonymity to public figures whose public statements made 

their way into my notes. Statements recorded at City Council meetings, for example, 

are not anonymized; they are already publicly available on the City of Piedmont’s 

website in archived videos of meetings and official meeting minutes. While I can’t 

anonymize public statements, as a rule I do not provide speakers’ real identities 

either. This choice is not meant to protect confidentiality so much as to emphasize 

that this dissertation is not an exposé of a single town or of individual people in it. I 

want to call attention to strategies that local governments use in suburbs all over the 

country to satisfy their elite constituents. Therefore, rather than name public figures 

I identify them by their public roles (e.g., “city councilmember” or “school board 

member”).  

I did promise confidentiality to all interview respondents, who spoke to me in 

their capacity as individuals even if they serve as public representatives. To maintain 

confidentiality, details about interview respondents are altered throughout the 

dissertation. In addition to using pseudonyms, I use falsified or used vague ages, 

addresses, job titles and tenures, educational credentials, and family compositions to 
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refer to respondents. Piedmont is a small town, and people know a lot about each 

other. These precautions are therefore necessary to ensure that respondents cannot 

be identified. Changes to identifying details do not impact important biographical 

information. For example, I might describe a respondent as having two kids instead 

of three, or a daughter instead of a son, but I do not describe childless people as 

parents or vice versa. The experience of having two kids in Piedmont is similar to 

having three, but being childless in Piedmont is qualitatively different. Likewise, I 

might say a respondent went to Cal when they really went to Stanford, or has an MBA 

when they really have a JD; I might say a respondent is middle-aged instead of 

specifying that they are 51, or that they are a longtime resident instead of citing their 

46 year tenure. These changes should limit readers’ ability to identify respondents, 

but should not change their interpretation of the information respondents shared.    

 

PIEDMONT’S POSITION & COMPOSITION 

Piedmont is a uniquely affluent bubble in the midst of Oakland, but the neighborhoods 

that directly abut the suburb are some of the Oakland’s most affluent. To Piedmont’s 

south and east sit Trestle Glen, Crocker Highlands, and Montclair. Each attracts 

many young professionals, thanks to real estate stock dominated by single family 

homes and highly regarded elementary schools. Median incomes in these 

neighborhoods are about three times higher than Oakland’s overall; they are in the 

upper quintile of the national distribution. These neighborhoods do not boast the same 

extreme affluence as Piedmont, but their highest-earning residents are surely in the 

top five percent of American earners. Economically, some of Piedmont’s edges are 

therefore blurry; residents on each side are in similar financial positions.  
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Nevertheless, the Oakland neighborhoods adjacent to Piedmont are 

significantly more diverse than the suburb when it comes to race. In 2014, when I 

began research in Piedmont, just one percent of residents identified as black. Many 

residents, though, told me times were changing. In fairness to them, I’ll therefore 

compare Piedmont to adjacent neighborhoods based on elementary school enrollment. 

If the town is starting to diversify, the change should be visible among its youngest 

residents.  

The good news for those Piedmonters who insisted the town is making progress 

toward inclusivity is that Piedmont’s three elementary schools are somewhat less 

white than its overall population. In 2014, Piedmont was 72 percent white while its 

elementary schools were 65 percent white. The bad news, for those same Piedmonters, 

is that their town’s elementary schools are one percent black. To emphasize just how 

rare black children are in Piedmont, consider the total count at each of its elementary 

schools in 2014: seven, six, and zero. A significant proportion of schoolkids – 15 percent 

– are listed as identifying with more than one race in school enrollment data, and 

public records do not identify which races were selected. However, elementary 

students are significantly less white and Asian than Piedmont’s overall population (65 

percent compared to 72 percent, and 12 percent compared to 18 percent), suggesting 

that most multiracial kids are marked as white and Asian, not black and another race.  

The Oakland neighborhoods that bump up against Piedmont are significantly 

whiter than Oakland on the whole, but still significantly blacker than Piedmont. 

Crocker Highlands Elementary, for example, is a highly regarded public school 

serving the affluent neighborhoods of Crocker Highlands and Trestle Glen. In 2014, 

the elementary school was 13 percent black. The Montclair Elementary Otters, 

students in a quaint district on Oakland’s easternmost edge, are 15 percent black. 
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Residents of the neighborhoods around Piedmont, on average, could afford to move to 

the suburb. Piedmont’s uppermost echelon is somewhat higher earning than that of 

surrounding neighborhoods and the town’s home prices tend to be higher, but many 

households in the neighborhoods surrounding Piedmont earn just as much as their 

neighbors across the line. Since more black and Latino families could afford to live in 

Piedmont than currently call the suburb home, something other than economics is 

shaping the suburb’s demographics.  

Throughout my time in Piedmont, I was attentive to how residential patterns 

interacted with everyday processes to create an environment that was exclusive. 

Piedmont is almost entirely residential. Its civic center features one gourmet market, 

one gas station with a small convenience store, and a handful of banks and real estate 

offices. There are no bars, no restaurants, no movie theaters or bowling alleys. Other 

than events held in municipal spaces or at its schools, there are few social spaces that 

draw non-residents to Piedmont. The scarcity of commercially zoned lots limits the 

number of outsiders who come to Piedmont. Over time, having all-residential zoning 

amplifies the extent to which people who look like outsiders are suspect.  

 Since Piedmont is almost entirely residential and only one percent of residents 

are black, black people are rare in Piedmont. That is, they are rare not only because 

of residential segregation, but because residential segregation combines with 

development policies that limit the presence of non-residents in Piedmont. Latinos are 

a contrasting case, in some ways. Latino residents are quite rare in Piedmont – just 

four percent of Piedmonters identify as Hispanic or Latino. Yet, Latinos work 

throughout town during the day as contractors, landscapers, nannies, and 

housecleaners. Since Latinos are present in Piedmont primarily as low-status 

workers, I certainly do not mean to imply that they are included in Piedmont as full 
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community members. Black people, however, uniquely stand out. Neither residents 

nor workers are expected to be black, and only residents and workers are seen as 

having a legitimate reason to be in Piedmont. To be black in Piedmont is to be out of 

place. 

With regards to class, the visibly low-income – especially people who appear 

homeless – face a similar fate. Economic diversity among Piedmont residents varies 

from the haves to the have-mores. The have-nots do not have a reason to be in the 

suburb, with the exception of doing domestic or manual work, and are therefore 

suspicious. Piedmonters have created an internal hierarchy to present their suburb 

as diverse in terms of class. They separate themselves into “Upper Piedmont” and 

“Lower Piedmont,” or “Baja Piedmont” as the lower-income section is more commonly 

and pejoratively known. While there is some truth to the claim that Piedmont’s 

highest altitudes house its highest earners, emphasizing the gap between Upper and 

Lower Piedmont is primarily a way of distracting from the fact that there are scarcely 

any poor or working-class Piedmont residents, and that working-class people are only 

welcome in town provisionally to do working-class work. 

Some Baja Piedmont residents described themselves and their neighbors to me 

as Piedmont’s “working class,” saying that their families are dependent on two 

incomes and are “living paycheck to paycheck.” To be clear, none of the people who 

told me this were anywhere close to being working class. Like 89 percent of 

Piedmonters, the residents who told me they were among Piedmont’s working class 

own their homes. In 2014, the median value of homes in town was $1.5 million. Anyone 

who owns their house without a mortgage in Piedmont is sitting on substantial 

wealth. Piedmonters with a mortgage, meanwhile, can expect to pay upward of $4,000 

in monthly housing costs.7 Loosely defining “working class” to include the bottom 40 
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percent of U.S. earners, the upper-bound on income for a working-class household in 

2014 was $41,000.8 Using a generous definition of working class, then, an actual 

working-class household would make it about ten months in Piedmont before they 

spent the entirety of their year’s income on housing. If a household is living month to 

month in Piedmont, it is because they are living beyond their means—not because 

they lack the means to live.  

All this is not to say there is no diversity in terms or race or class among 

Piedmonters. There is variation, but within a small range. In terms of race, whites 

and Asians comprise 90 percent of the suburb’s residential population and, during the 

time of my research, 100 percent of its City Council. While there is no count breaking 

down the demographics of the domestic and construction workers who flock to 

Piedmont during the day, residents describe these workers as primarily Latino and 

my own observations concur with theirs. In terms of class, Piedmont’s residents range 

between the upper-middle-class and the extremely wealthy. At the lower end of the 

spectrum are “creatives,” professors, and software engineers, for example, who live in 

houses in the $1-2 million range in Baja Piedmont. At the upper end are venture 

capitalists, a former owner of the Oakland Raiders, the founder of Men’s Warehouse, 

the former ambassador to Australia and other such executives and dignitaries, living 

in multi-million-dollar homes on Piedmont’s most prestigious streets. By day, workers 

such as gardeners, nannies, cops and schoolteachers commute to Piedmont, but by 

evening their mini-vans and pick-up trucks give way to Porsche SUVs and Teslas. 

While there is some variation among Piedmont residents, and more if the suburb’s 

daytime population is considered, the gap between the suburb and surrounding city 

is much larger than the gap between Piedmont’s most and least elite community 

members.       
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I made sure to interview and get to know residents from every part of 

Piedmont. I recruited residents from Upper and Lower Piedmont for interviews and 

spent time at social events and public spaces in each area. To some extent, richer 

residents did express different values and daily habits than their merely upper-class 

counterparts. For example, Upper Piedmont is somewhat more geographically 

isolated from Oakland’s commercial districts than Baja Piedmont, so residents there 

were more likely to drive to San Francisco or Berkeley when they went out than their 

Baja counterparts. The differences between Piedmonters, though, pale in comparison 

to the much larger gap between Piedmonters and everyone else. Across the U.S., the 

upper class and upper middle class are pulling away from the rest not only in terms 

of resources like income and education, but also geographically.9 The affluent live in 

ever more concentrated bubbles, with neighbors who look like them, shop like them, 

and vote like them.10 I did not design this study to probe variation within Piedmont, 

but rather to understand how an upper class suburb, as an autonomous and unified 

political entity, sets itself apart from its surroundings.  

Table 1. Population and crime rates in Piedmont, Oakland, and United States 

  Piedmont Oakland United States 

Population† 11,000 414,000 318,857,000 

    
White (non-Hispanic)  72% 26% 62% 

Black (non-Hispanic) 1% 28% 13% 

Hispanic 4% 25% 17% 

Asian 18% 17% 5% 

    

Median household 
income†† $209,000 $55,000 $53,000 

    

Crime rate (per 10,000)††    
Property crime 208 594 260 

Violent crime  7 169 38 
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†Population statistics from 2010 US Census (see QuickFacts for Piedmont, Oakland and USA).  
 
††Housing characteristics from 2011-2015 5-year ACS estimates 

†††Crime rates calculated from 2014 FBI Uniform Crime Reports (UCR). Violent crimes include 
murder and nonnegligent manslaughter, forcible rape, robbery, and aggravated assault. Property 
crimes include burglary, larceny-theft, and motor vehicle theft. 

 

STUMBLING ON SECURITY 

When I went to Piedmont to understand how suburbs protect their advantages, I did 

not expect to hear so much about literal protection: police patrols, calls to 911, 

surveillance cameras, security alarms, neighborhood watch meetings and disaster 

readiness trainings. After a handful of informal conversations and in-depth interviews 

with locals, though, it became clear that security was top of mind for Piedmonters. 

Yes, residents were concerned about school rankings and recreation programs and 

their town’s aesthetic charm – the things most often discussed as suburban draws.11 

But when I asked Piedmonters to tell me how they chose to live in Piedmont, I kept 

hearing that they were drawn to its schools and its safety. When I asked people to 

describe Piedmont to me as if I’d never been there, I kept hearing some version of it’s 

a safe town. And when I asked people what they meant when they said they were 

drawn to Piedmont’s safety or thought it was a safe town, I kept hearing that local 

policies and police made them feel safe compared to other places they had lived.  

Many Piedmonters mentioned the town’s low crime rate to me, but most didn’t 

really know what the rate was, and many said there were more crimes in town than 

they’d like. Across the board, though, the Piedmonters I spoke with had the sense that 

their government and their neighbors were looking out for them. As a result, they felt 

protected. They liked seeing police driving around, they liked knowing that 

surveillance cameras were watching the town’s entryways, they liked the confidence 
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that came with knowing police would respond quickly to calls, they liked their 

neighbors’ shared sense of vigilance and that they rarely saw people who were 

unfamiliar in their neighborhoods. Piedmonters moved to town in large part because 

they wanted to feel safe. Once they got there, they supported and implemented 

security strategies that kept life in Piedmont tight-knit, predictable, and closed-off. 

The desire to feel safe is fairly unimpeachable. After all, who doesn’t want to 

feel safe? Knowing that security for oneself and one’s family is a broadly shared goal, 

Piedmonters often invoked it to justify elements of suburban life that might otherwise 

look bad. For instance, a measure came before Piedmont City Council to ban short-

term rentals of in-law units or spare rooms. Many residents acknowledged that the 

units could increase the availability of affordable housing in Piedmont and could help 

homeowners who were struggling with their mortgage payments. The city decided to 

ban the rentals, nevertheless, in part because of residents’ objections that such units 

would increase crime and disorder.12 Thwarting affordable housing in an area with a 

dire housing shortage and with liberal leaning politics might look exclusionary or 

elitist. Invoking security concerns was a palatable way of blocking the measure 

without rejecting economic diversity outright.  

Elite suburbs across the U.S. are prone to such self-preserving NIMBYism – 

that is, supporting policies in theory, so long as they are implemented elsewhere.13 

Many Piedmonters stay at short-term rentals when they travel. Some work for 

AirBnB, a regional tech giant facilitating short-term rentals around the world. But 

with short-term rentals and so many other issues, Piedmont has been very successful 

at keeping its “backyard” impeccable. For many, protecting Piedmont’s distinctive 

character is all the more important because the suburb’s front door opens – or closes, 

as it were – onto Oakland.  
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Piedmont uses security strategies to insulate itself from depreciation and 

disorder. Public space and resources in Piedmont are therefore of a different nature 

than those in Oakland. For example, Oakland boasts many fantastic public parks, 

with facilities for picnicking, hiking, rowing and dog-walking. Oakland’s parks, 

though – even in the city’s wealthier neighborhoods – show signs of poverty and 

disinvestment. From the empty beer cans around trashcans to the folks collecting 

them, from tent encampments to the flood lights meant to deter them, Oakland’s 

parks accommodate the city’s recreation and desolation side by side. The same can’t 

be said for Piedmont. Piedmont’s parks have well-maintained play structures and 

clean toilets, sandboxes free from broken glass and needles. Oakland’s parks share 

many of Piedmont’s finer qualities. Piedmont’s parks, though, share none of Oakland’s 

struggles. Piedmont’s parks are not geographically far from poverty, but they are 

insulated from it by the town’s border. 

Parks are just one example of a public good that Piedmonters insulate from 

outsiders. During discussions of traffic safety measures and roadwork, city staff and 

representatives often acknowledge that limiting the number of non-residents who 

drive on Piedmont’s roads is a good thing. Discussions of parking regulations always 

prioritize residents’ access to spots. Event spaces that the city owns are available to 

residents for less money than to non-residents. Piedmont prides itself on maintaining 

high resident satisfaction with regards to services like trash and recycling pick up, 

tree maintenance, street sweeping, and building inspections, ensuring that 

Piedmonters feel better attended to and inhabit spaces that are better maintained 

than their counterparts in Oakland. Piedmont’s border lets its government hoard 

resources for its residents and provide them with superior services. Thanks to the 

insulating effects of the town line, Piedmont’s resources are shared among fewer 
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people and protected from the depreciation that comes from high usage.

 Piedmont is also insulated from crime. Crime in Piedmont is exceptionally low. 

It is low not just in comparison to Oakland, which has a reputation for being a high-

crime city, but also in comparison to all of Alameda County and all of the U.S. The 

year I began research, Piedmont’s violent crime rate was just 7 incidents per 10,000 

people. (The city’s population is about 11,000, so the rate is very close to the count of 

incidents.) In Oakland that year, 169 violent crimes per 10,000 people were reported. 

Across the entire U.S., the rate was 38 per 10,000 people – much lower than Oakland’s 

rate, but still more than five times Piedmont’s. Piedmont is closer to the national 

average when it comes to property crime, but its property crime rate is still just over 

a third of Oakland’s.  

Piedmonters are proud of their town’s exceptional services and facilities and 

consider its low crime to be a selling point. In exchange for buying expensive homes 

in a suburb with high property taxes, they expect to get a suburb with immaculate 

parks and easy parking, low traffic and low crime. What Piedmonters are loath to 

consider, though, is that the strategies they use to secure exceptional services and 

facilities have exclusionary effects. Piedmonters want parks without tent 

encampments, but they don’t want their town to be perceived as elitist. They tolerate 

little risk when it comes to crime, but they don’t want their town to be perceived as 

unwelcoming to the unfamiliar. In two years of talking to Piedmonters and observing 

life in the suburb, I saw that residents use security strategies to keep resources and 

services for themselves and to justify policies with exclusionary effects. Issues ranging 

from park curfews to short-term rentals are debated in terms of their security impacts, 

and if they are ultimately resolved in ways that keep people who are poor, people of 

color, or people who are merely unfamiliar from sharing in Piedmont’s goods, 
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Piedmonters see that as an unfortunate but justifiable side effect of keeping their town 

safe.   

The first time I went to Piedmont, I wasn’t sure what I was going to find. I was 

relatively new to the Bay Area and relatively new to the world of elites. I had heard 

Piedmont was a weird little bubble, and I thought it was. Many residents over time 

would tell me the same. Residents call Piedmont weird to downplay its elite 

distinction. They call it weird to make light of how different it is from the 

neighborhoods that surround it, to acknowledge the break between the suburb and 

city while treating it as merely odd. I am calling attention to Piedmont not only to 

highlight how distinctive it is, but also to emphasize that it didn’t have to turn out 

that way. The fact that elites live in homogenous bubbles should not be taken for 

granted. There is nothing natural or preordained about the uniform enclaves elites 

inhabit. Suburbs are often described as boring, but they are anything but; just under 

the surface they are buzzing with activity required to protect their place at the top of 

the hierarchy.  
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3 The New Walled City 
POLICING PIEDMONT’S BORDERS 

 

It’s July 1934, and at the same time the Whitman family is planning to move across 

the Bay from San Francisco to Piedmont, dockworkers on both shores are striking. 

Dorothy is six. She remembers her parents pushing their move up a day, after the 

moving company warned them that the port wouldn’t be safe the next. Labor unrest 

had already produced violent clashes between workers and the National Guard, and 

by July 16th a general strike subsumed San Francisco and Oakland.1 But Dorothy 

didn’t know all that. She was worried about her Shirley Temple doll’s safe passage, 

“She of the curly ringlets!”  

Dorothy’s family headed to the port in their overloaded Ford. The Bay Bridge 

linking San Francisco to Oakland was still years from completion, so they waited for 

a ferry. The van carrying all their possessions was sent ahead, “So Dad worried all 

across the Bay to Oakland about the chances for our van’s survival, considering the 

anger of all the workmen.” The van made it, though, and in the end the bay crossing 

was relatively uneventful.  

As the Whitmans climbed the steep hills from the Oakland port up to 

Piedmont, their Ford groaned. The three kids in the backseat were jittery with 

excitement and the family parakeet was squawking impatiently in its birdcage on 

their laps. Then, all of a sudden, the car came to a stop. “We were suddenly brought 

to a halt by a line of about five or six uniformed, rifle-holding men barring us from 

crossing the Oakland Avenue bridge.”  

The Oakland Avenue bridge spans a small physical distance, crossing a creek, 

but a formidable social distance, crossing from Oakland to Piedmont. When the 
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Whitmans reached it, they were greeted by “a special police force” assembled during 

the strike out of fear that angry workers would target the wealthy financiers who 

called Piedmont home. According to the local paper, “the SP” counted three hundred 

men among its ranks, “armed to the teeth with shot-guns, pick-handles, and pistols.”2 

The paper’s coverage went on to explain, “Those who had no fire-arms were equipped 

at the expense of the city with stout oak pick-handles.”  

It’s 1934, and already the Piedmont police department is collaborating with 

residents to patrol the town’s borders. Name the streets leading to your new house, one 

of the special police vigilantes demanded of Dorothy’s father. He couldn’t, but he 

described a church and a shop they’d be passing. “Fortunately, Daddy was a good 

talker, for he had to convince these chaps that he was not bent on destruction, just 

trying to become a resident.” The family was let through the barricade and settled 

into their new home. “I was reunited with my doll, the bird was glad to get out of the 

car… Mother and Dad eventually became very close friends with all of these men, who 

were kind of like vigilantes guarding the town from labor people or some such thing.”  

Flash forward to 2014 and much has changed for Piedmont – Fords replaced 

by Teslas, the ferry replaced by a bridge, then a new bridge. Yet, Dorothy’s recollection 

does not feel so far off. Samantha has recently left Piedmont after years of living there. 

Her fiancé had been reluctant to make their shared home in the suburb:  

He was always like, ‘I would not want to live in Piedmont if there were 

a terrorist attack or a big earthquake or anything because the looting, 

the chaos, the hatred that must have built up against this town! You’re 

surrounded by a ring of people who must just hate you. I can’t imagine 

that they’re going to be very nice once it becomes lawless.’  

 

The outsiders who surround Piedmont are still perceived as threatening. Whatever 

the disruption to the normal order – a general strike or a terrorist attack – 
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Piedmonters still worry they will be the target of unrest. When Samantha introduced 

her fiancé to her Piedmont neighbors, “He’s always like, ‘Do you have a gun? You need 

a gun. It’s going to be dangerous here at some point.’” Shot-guns, pick-handles and 

pistols… Samantha says his perspective is “totally weird, completely bizarre,” but 

wonders at the same time, “why does nobody acknowledge that the resentment must 

be huge?” 

Samantha’s fiancé is not alone in sensing resentment beyond Piedmont’s 

borders, nor in thinking residents need strategies to protect themselves. There is no 

count of how many Piedmonters have guns, though some residents tell me they 

suspect the number is higher than the town’s Democratic partisanship might suggest. 

The city does not equip the unarmed with stout oak pick-handles, and in the eighty 

years since her move, Dorothy has watched the special police vigilantes become 

neighbors, friends, volunteers with the Red Cross and Boy Scouts, parents and 

grandparents.  The special police force has never been reassembled. But eighty years 

after Dorothy crossed the Oakland Ave. bridge, Piedmont’s border is still patrolled. 

The police still collaborate with residents to prevent crime in Oakland from spilling 

over. Residents do not enlist as vigilantes, but they are enlisted to be vigilant, to 

question the unfamiliar, to report things that are out of place. “As far as town 

changing, I think it’s impossible for me to have an accurate observance because my 

little girl eyes are very different from my old lady eyes,” Dorothy admits. Yet, accounts 

from her newer neighbors suggest that in important ways Piedmont has changed very 

little. 

When Jennifer moved to town, she joined her neighborhood’s online discussion 

group. She entered a conversation about whether Piedmont should have border 

checkpoints, “To have primary entrances and exits into Piedmont, to have either a 
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police officer stationed there or some type of kiosk or something, where people had to 

pass through and be counted.” Name the streets leading to your house… 

 In 1934, the mayor of Piedmont praised the special police for giving “such a 

spontaneous expression of their loyalty” by setting up border barricades. “It was a 

magnificent demonstration of citizenship.”3 In 2014, the mayor of Piedmont stopped 

by the Public Safety Committee’s table at the town’s Harvest Festival. A resident 

signed up to host a neighborhood watch meeting and she congratulated him: You’re 

being a good citizen. Across the decades, being a good Piedmonter has meant working 

alongside police to keep crime at bay. 

 

A SAFE HAVEN IN A SCARY WORLD 

Even as crime has dropped steadily across the United States since its peak in the 

1970s, Americans’ fear of crime has continued unabated.4 Criminologists refer to this 

trend as the risk/fear paradox – a person’s statistical risk of becoming the victim of a 

crime, unintuitively, does not strongly predict how afraid they are of being victimized.5 

Piedmont is no exception when it comes to the gap between measurable risk and 

perceived threat. Residents of the town are significantly less likely to be the victims 

of crime than their Piedmont forbearers thirty years ago; their contemporary 

counterparts across the town line in Oakland; and, on average, all Americans pooled 

together.6 Their concerns about crime nonetheless persist and have important 

consequences as they act to prevent threats from manifesting. To understand how 

Piedmonters enact security strategies to address their concerns about crime, it’s first 

important to understand what they think causes crime and why they think they are 

susceptible to it. 
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‘Poor Oakland’: Theories of where crime comes from 

To put it bluntly, Piedmonters agree about where they think crime comes from: 

Oakland. As residents of a “doughnut hole” in the middle of Oakland, Piedmonters 

imagine crime as an external threat. Kathryn, who considers herself politically 

progressive and is involved with multiple community groups in Piedmont and 

Oakland, tells me, “Occasionally I’ll hear that people, that one of the reasons they’re 

happy or feel safe [in Piedmont] is that a lot of what the police are dealing with, they 

think, is people from Oakland coming in trying to rob them, to take stuff.” Kathryn’s 

neighbors all know her political leanings, so she thinks they’re hesitant to say 

anything that might sound exclusionary to her. But while they might not share their 

negative feelings about Oakland directly, she says, “I know it’s out there, you can feel 

it.” 

While Piedmonters might tread lightly when discussing Oakland with their 

neighbors, many spoke candidly about the threat the city poses in the setting of a 

confidential interview. Liz, who has volunteered in multiple civic capacities in 

Piedmont and considers herself highly engaged in politics, expresses two common, 

related explanations: 

Well, poor Oakland. They don’t have enough police officers. There’s 

poverty, so you’re going to have crime. Until they do a better job of 

educating kids and getting them jobs, there’s going to be crime. It’s just 

a much bigger problem. So that’s the root problem, but then they don’t 

have enough police officers to answer routine calls. 

 

Liz points to the strained finances of Oakland residents and of the city itself to explain 

why crime rates are higher in Oakland than Piedmont. First, as Liz sees it, Oakland 

residents do not have adequate access to education and jobs, and therefore turn to 

crime as an alternative. This explanation is very similar to the “strain theory” of 
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deviance that sociologist Robert K. Merton popularized in the 1940s.7 According to 

Merton’s theory, people turn to crime or illicit ways of attaining success when 

legitimate paths, like school and employment, are not available. In Liz’s view and 

many of her neighbors’, Oakland residents will continue to commit crimes so long as 

the educational system and economy in Oakland do not create more opportunities for 

them.  

In addition to residents’ economic strain, Liz asserts that the inadequate crime 

control provided by the Oakland Police Department keeps crime consistently high. In 

Liz’s view, “You just hear horror stories about Oakland. Something terrible happens 

and you call and no one shows up.” Karen echoes this idea of why crime is higher 

across the town line, saying that in Oakland, 

People know the response time is not good. Not only the response time, 

but I think Oakland really has to prioritize whether to respond at all. 

Piedmont has always responded to everything. Even back forty years 

ago, Oakland didn’t and couldn’t, and I think it’s gotten even harder for 

the Oakland police now. 

 

This second explanation for Oakland’s high crime rate aligns with what criminologists 

call “routine activity theory.”8 According to this theory, people commit crimes when 

three elements converge: there is a likely offender, a suitable target, and the absence 

of a guardian. In Liz and Karen’s accounts, the well-known inability of Oakland police 

to respond to calls for service means that suitable targets are left unguarded. 

According to their everyday analysis, the scarcity of jobs and education makes 

Oakland residents likely offenders, and the ineffectiveness of Oakland police enables 

their offending.   

When Liz discusses why crime is high in Oakland, she does not mention race. 

Karen, meanwhile, remembers a time when “it used to be standard practice” for the 
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local paper to list the race of suspects, as identified by witnesses or officers, in the 

police blotter. According to Karen, this created a strong assumption among residents 

that black people in Piedmont were suspicious. “You could see that the majority of 

crimes in the community, which were property crimes, were committed by black 

people who had probably come in from Oakland. So as far as the general perception…” 

Karen trails off. As Karen explains it, there is an assumption that black people in 

town are not residents and might be in town to commit crimes. Of the 1980s-90s, 

Karen says, “I don’t remember very many black residents complaining about [racial 

profiling].” She suspects that’s because even now “there aren’t very many black 

residents anyway, and there may have been fewer then.” But the few families of color 

who do call Piedmont home now, as well as race-conscious white residents, have been 

more vocal, Karen explains. The local paper and white residents have largely heard 

the message that they should not invoke race to explain crime.  

That Piedmonters do not usually mention race when talking about crime, 

however, does not mean that they have stopped associating criminality with people of 

color. Critical race scholars have documented how racist attitudes have gone 

underground as norms about race have shifted, resulting in “color-blind” talk and 

actions that nonetheless are shaped by and have disparate impacts by race.9 While 

Liz does not mention race, for example, her explanation of crime primarily applies to 

black and Latino Oaklanders. At the end of my research, fewer than 10 percent of kids 

enrolled in Oakland’s public schools were white, though 26 percent of the city’s 

population was white.10 The median income for households headed by a white person 

in Oakland was about $85,000, compared to $49,000 for Hispanic households and 

$36,000 for black households.11 When Liz characterizes Oaklanders as turning to 

crime because they are deprived of educational and employment opportunities, she is 
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describing the limited opportunities black and Latino Oaklanders have access to. In 

accounting for why Oaklanders commit crimes, she is really making a case for why 

black and Latino Oaklanders commit crimes.  

Further, while most Piedmonters do not associate crime and blackness 

outright, many continue to describe crime in racial terms and to use Oakland as a 

proxy for people of color. Lori, a white woman in her forties who landed in Piedmont 

to avoid the “logistical challenges” of raising her kids in a city, tells me, “I’m right on 

the border with Oakland here, and so crime began to escalate about three or four years 

ago.” When we look through her living room’s picture window, she shows me, “That 

little house right here, there’s two really cute, frail older people, in their 80s. About a 

year ago three big black guys busted down their door and held guns to their heads.” 

The crime Lori describes is very much anomalous for Piedmont; armed robberies are 

very rare and tend to heighten the concerns of most residents when they do occur. But 

for Lori, concern over the incident is amplified by the way she ties the crime to 

Oakland and to blackness. She worries because, like the victimized neighbors, she 

lives on the border of Oakland. And, while she did not witness the crime, from others’ 

descriptions she pictures the assailants as three big black guys. Lori describes the 

crime in a way that associates both Oakland and black men with dangerousness and 

criminality, in contrast to the frailty of the victimized Piedmonters with whom she 

identifies, whose race she does not specify.12 

There are increasingly visible attempts to challenge stereotypes linking crime 

to blackness and to Oakland within Piedmont. For example, the Piedmont 

Appreciating Diversity Committee (PADC) uses art projects, film screenings, and 

community conversations to unsettle racist stereotypes and foster an inclusive 

atmosphere within the town’s schools, neighborhood events, and city offices. Perhaps 
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partly as a result of efforts like PADC’s, most residents, like the local paper nowadays, 

do not explicitly describe the race of suspects or imagined criminals when describing 

the threats Piedmont faces. Still, residents and officials assert that Oakland, the 

majority-minority city surrounding their predominantly white doughnut hole, poses a 

threat to their safety. 

City officials combine each of the explanations Liz offered – economic strain, 

and inadequate policing – when proposing solutions to crime in Piedmont. At a City 

Council meeting, Piedmont’s police chief explained that crime always rises around the 

winter holidays, and therefore urged residents: This is a good opportunity to issue a 

reminder about the upcoming holidays, when people will be travelling and having a 

lot of packages delivered. I cannot stress enough the importance of vigilance. In other 

words, around the holidays many targets are left unguarded. While people are 

traveling and having valuable items delivered to their porches, they need to work with 

neighbors to ensure that someone is watching for thefts. A councilmember followed 

up on the chief’s report with a reminder of her own: Especially with the holidays 

coming up, it’s important to remain vigilant. Crooks need the cash to buy their kids 

gifts. That is, the holidays not only leave targets unguarded but also increase financial 

strain. Crooks, without sources of legitimate income, will turn to theft to generate 

extra cash to buy gifts for their kids.  

As these Piedmont officials put it, Oakland produces crime because crooks face 

financial strain, and crime flourishes when crooks know nobody is watching. They do 

not suggest that it is Piedmonters’ responsibility to improve economic opportunities 

for Oakland residents or to improve Oakland’s police services. Instead, they urge 

Piedmonters to be vigilant—to guard targets within Piedmont’s borders. Many 

Piedmont residents wish there were better public schools, job training programs, 
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health and social services, and well-compensated jobs available in Oakland. Liz, for 

one, wishes that less money was spent prosecuting minor drug charges, suggesting 

that instead “that money could be spent so much better on preventative measures and 

educating kids and making sure that they graduate from high school.” But at the same 

time, by virtue of moving to Piedmont, residents have pulled their tax revenue out of 

Oakland and are not contributing to Oakland’s schools, emergency services, and so 

on. By moving to Piedmont, residents opt into a well-resourced police district rather 

than working to improve Oakland’s. They commit to preventing crime in the 

neighborhoods where it might impact them, rather than addressing what they see as 

its root causes.  

 

‘A Target Rich Environment’: Theories of where crime happens 

Statistically, Piedmonters’ affluence makes them less likely to be the victims of crimes 

than their middle and working-class counterparts elsewhere.13 Many residents, 

however, understand the town’s wealth to be a source of vulnerability. While 

Piedmonters generally recognize that their wealth buys them more comprehensive 

security than is available in less well-off neighborhoods, they feel the need to bolster 

their security in part because they think their wealth attracts outside crime. I spoke 

with a married couple who seamlessly completed each other’s sentences. “When you 

have that level of affluence so close to…” Chris began, “…it’s tempting for some 

people,” Donna filled in. Chris finished his thought, “…so close to tough 

neighborhoods, it’s tempting. It’s right in your face.” In Chris and Donna’s shared 

worldview, Piedmont’s affluence is bound to attract criminals from Oakland’s “tough 

neighborhoods.” Living in Oakland’s doughnut hole, residents must grapple with the 

conflict that the intersection of affluence and “tough neighborhoods” may engender. 
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Some folks, like Samantha’s fiancé, see Piedmont’s affluence as a source of 

resentment that may lead to class-motivated violence from beyond the border. At a 

Public Safety Committee meeting, a resident entered this view onto the public record 

during the public forum period: 

We need to be thinking about spill-over coming across from Oakland. 

There’s a lot of volatility in the country right now… I’m not rich, but I’m 

comfortable — I’m very lucky to have that — and I don’t want to be made 

the object of a revolution. 

 

However, the idea that Piedmont will be the target of a concerted rebellion is a 

minority position. Since the 1934 strikes passed without incident in town, officials and 

residents have done little to insulate themselves from the proletarian revolt. Instead, 

officials and residents are primarily concerned that Piedmont’s wealth will attract 

opportunistic crime. Piedmont might not be made the object of a revolution, but it 

makes an appealing target for those looking to steal high value property.  

At a City Council meeting in 2014, the police chief delivered her quarterly 

crime report and then provided context for recent trends. Noting that crime was up 

compared to the rest of the year, she reminded residents that it was still on par with 

the lowest quarter from the year before; crime had been consistently falling since 

2012. But while residents should not be alarmed and should have confidence in the 

work of the police department, the uptick in crime is nevertheless a reminder that 

with complacency comes an opportunity for crooks. According to the chief, residents 

should recognize that 2014 was a low crime year, but can’t forget that Piedmont is 

surrounded by one of the biggest and most problematic, crime-wise, cities in the 

country. We can’t be lulled into complacency.  

Because residents and officials imagine crime spilling over the border from 

Oakland when opportunities present themselves, they see the edges of Piedmont as 
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most exposed. Eric, a leader in the police department, has a nuanced understanding 

of law enforcement and crime statistics, saying, “Let’s be clear: the current model of 

policing and criminal justice is pretty much set up to identify certain kinds of crime 

and not see other types of crime… we’re set up to identify street crime.” Piedmonters 

throughout town, he knows, violate a variety of criminal codes, ranging from serving 

alcohol to minors to using illicit drugs to committing financial fraud. Those aren’t the 

crimes residents tend to be concerned about though. Knowing that violent crimes, 

particularly armed robberies, are those that haunt residents’ imaginations, Eric 

concedes,  

A certain amount of our crime does happen on the borders of Piedmont. 

The numbers back that up in terms of where robberies happen. Our 

robberies are primarily geographically located on the borders of 

Piedmont. That’s for a number of different reasons: points of ingress 

and egress, in addition to folks who are coming in to commit the crimes 

are typically from Oakland or Berkeley or San Leandro. But that’s what 

we found with those types of crimes. 

 

Eric thinks that when robberies spill over the borders of Piedmont is it most likely 

accidental – crooks don’t know borders, he tells a group of residents at a neighborhood 

watch meeting. But regardless of crooks’ motivations, Eric confirms that Piedmont’s 

borders are vulnerable.  

Daniel is a research scientist, and so he approaches crime with a data-driven 

mindset. “Look at the crime map, and over 50 percent of crime is below Highland for 

sure, and a little over half of that is in the lower, Baja neighborhood.” Highland Ave., 

one of Piedmont’s main thoroughfares, is the unofficial dividing line between “Upper 

Piedmont” and the rest of town. While most describe all streets below Highland as 

“Lower Piedmont,” the more colloquial nickname “Baja Piedmont” conjures the blocks 

closest to nearby commercial corridors in Oakland. The Baja neighborhood that bears 



 
81 

a disproportionate amount of Piedmont’s crime, according to Daniel, is vulnerable 

because it is easy to access from Oakland. “The model is hit and run; any road that is 

easy in, easy out.” 

City officials have long heard concerns from residents in Baja Piedmont about 

their heightened vulnerability to Oakland crime. Mitch, a councilmember who has 

experience with many different committees and volunteer groups, is generally not 

interested in mediating disputes between “the millionaires down there and the 

millionaires up here.” Nonetheless, from the vantage point of his home in Upper 

Piedmont he understands that his constituents in Baja Piedmont have “a feeling of 

being under siege.” Their sense of threat aligns with his understanding of how crime 

affects the town: “If you look at where crime takes place, the bulk of it is on the 

borders. This area up here gets relatively little, which makes sense.”  

Some residents assert that Baja Piedmont has more in common with “Haha 

Piedmont” – those blocks just across the line in Oakland where single-family homes 

mirror Piedmont’s – than with Upper Piedmont. For example, Ben acknowledges that 

“if you looked at the crime rates in Piedmont, just sort of did the math and pins, the 

crime rates are higher toward the edges of the community,” but thinks this merely 

shows that Piedmont is “not a bordered community.” Ben means that the boundary 

between Piedmont and Oakland is fuzzy; on some blocks, “you don’t really know where 

the end of Piedmont is and the beginning of Oakland.”  

Security concerns, however, make many residents acutely aware of where the 

town’s border is. Laura, a mother of three elementary school kids, lets her kids play 

outside and walk to Piedmont’s one store by themselves. She worries about their 

safety though, as well as her own, in the “outside world.” “As much as I feel safe with 
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my kids, I kind of worry about Piedmont Ave., where more things could happen,” she 

says, referencing a tony commercial strip in Oakland.  

I worry about letting my kids out into the world. If they want to walk 

to the movie theater or the coffee shop; I’ve heard kids hang out at the 

cemetery. If people are really looking for people to mug, is that going to 

happen? My husband and I like to go on dates on Piedmont Ave., so we’ll 

walk there and then we’ll walk back. Are we targets? Are people looking 

out for people from Piedmont, an affluent community, walking around 

with their iPhones or whatever? 

 

Laura thinks her family’s affluence and their status as Piedmonters might make them 

vulnerable to victimization when they’re across the town line in Oakland. Within 

Piedmont’s borders, though, she feels she can count on police and neighbors to keep 

her family safe. Laura agrees with Ben that, aesthetically, Piedmont often flows 

fluidly into Oakland. But as she points out, differences in security make the Piedmont-

Oakland border matter. Whether or not you register that you’ve crossed the town line, 

your crossing is registered by Piedmont’s robust surveillance network.  

 

MULTI-LAYERED SECURITY 

To prevent outsiders from committing crimes against Piedmonters, the town takes a 

multi-pronged approach. To start, the police department oversees a comprehensive 

net of license plate reading cameras positioned along the town’s border, which track 

vehicles as they enter and exit town. Once one crosses the border and is within 

Piedmont, police and residents collaborate to identify the “out of place” using new 

technology along with old-fashioned vigilance. As a last resort, residents protect their 

homes using private security tools with guidance from the police department. At each 

level of protection, Piedmonters seek to “harden targets”; that is, they use security 

strategies to make particular crimes less appealing, by making them more difficult or 
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risky to commit.14 With this multi-layered approach, residents, officials, and police 

aim to keep criminals on the other side of the town line.   

 

Municipal Border Control 

When I first spoke with Phil, a longtime police officer who clocked hours in big cities 

before landing in a leadership role in Piedmont, I had read about Piedmont’s new 

automated license plate reader (ALPR) system. When the town installed the cameras, 

local news organizations were all over the story. The San Francisco Chronicle reported 

on the council’s approval of the cameras, “In a bid to cut burglaries and car break-ins, 

the city of Piedmont has approved a plan to patrol its borders digitally,” and went on 

to describe how officials in a nearby city reported that their ALPR system offered both 

enforcement and deterrent benefits.15  

When I met Phil, then, I was expecting to hear about how Piedmont’s new 

ALPR system would cut down on property crime, though I was not anticipating that 

his explanation of the system would be as blunt as it was. There’s a theory in law 

enforcement called displacement, Phil explained. According to the logic of 

displacement, if you prevent a crime in one location, it is likely to surface in another. 

In big cities like Oakland, displacement is not a good option – crime deterred in one 

neighborhood will just pop up within another local precinct’s beat. But as Phil sees it, 

the job of the Piedmont Police Department is to stop crime in Piedmont. By installing 

ALPRs around the town’s border, the department did not expect to reduce crime 

regionally, but rather to displace it from Piedmont into neighborhoods of Oakland.  

Piedmont’s ALPR system was approved with wide public support in the wake 

of two jarring crimes. In early 2013, two unusually violent home invasions rocked 

Piedmont within a single day. While nobody was seriously injured, a group of armed 
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assailants ransacked two homes while holding the occupants at gunpoint, committing 

the crimes back-to-back so that police were busy responding to the first while the 

second was underway.16 Residents were frightened and frustrated. Nathan and 

Sheila, a married couple with two kids in Piedmont’s schools, knew rationally that as 

scary as the two break-ins were, the odds of being attacked in Piedmont were still 

slim. Still, they told me over burgers at a neighborhood barbecue, It shattered our 

sense that Piedmont was a place where you don’t have to worry about crime. That sense 

of ease, the feeling of not needing to worry, is part of why the couple moved to 

Piedmont; when it was shattered, then they wanted something to be done.  

Oddly enough, on the very same day that the two home invasions occurred, a 

new chief was sworn in to Piedmont’s police department. Nathan, Sheila, and their 

counterparts around town wanted to see what the new chief had to offer to address 

their growing sense of unease. The new chief seized on residents’ anxiety to garner 

support for changes to the police department, including requesting city funds for a 

nearly million-dollar ALPR system. The department’s first proposal called for cameras 

at all twenty-four intersections where Piedmont and Oakland meet. The cameras 

would capture photos of every vehicle that entered Piedmont to run through a multi-

agency database called a “hot-list.”17 If a passing plate matched any cars reported as 

stolen or of interest in an investigation, it would register as a hit on the hot-list and a 

Piedmont officer could decide whether to follow up with a vehicle stop. As a local crime 

reporter explained, 

[The chief’s] theory was if you look at the source of the crime, who are 

these people, where are they coming from? We pretty well figured they 

were coming from Oakland but how do we identify who they are? Very 

often they’re driving a stolen car. They steal a car and they come in and 

either break into a house or find an open door, open window or 
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something and steal whatever they can. Jump in the stolen car. Or steal 

another car and drive off. It’s the style of doing business.  

 

Nathan and Sheila consider themselves politically progressive, so when the police 

department proposed installing ALPRs they were wary. But, like many of their 

neighbors, they were happy to see evidence that the police department was responding 

to the rash of break-ins as an effective, professional agency. City Council did not 

approve the million-dollar budget request, but with broad public support it voted in 

June 2013 to place cameras at fifteen of the twenty-four border crossings at a cost of 

about $680,000.  

The cameras were never meant to decrease the frequency of crime in the 

greater Oakland area; they were meant to displace crime from Piedmont 

neighborhoods, repelling it at the town line. Locations for the fifteen cameras were 

selected “in order to effectively cover major ingress/egress points as well as cover 

ingress/egress to higher crime areas,” according to the police staff report delivered to 

the Council.18 Many police agencies use ALPRs mounted on police vehicles or at major 

downtown intersections to locate vehicles of interest within their jurisdictions.19 The 

placement of Piedmont’s ALPRs, however, makes it clear that their purpose is to serve 

as border control. The cameras are set up to keep Oakland crime from spilling into 

Piedmont by deterring criminals from targeting the town. As Phil puts it, with the 

help of the cameras enough criminals will be stopped in Piedmont that they’ll be sitting 

in jail saying, ‘Hey, where were you picked up?’ ‘Piedmont.’ ‘Yeah, me too.’ And then 

they’ll think they’d better stay far away from Piedmont.   

Piedmont residents generally describe the town’s ALPR system as a form of 

border surveillance, touting – indeed, sometimes overstating – its use for deterring 

and apprehending Oakland criminals. Mel lives in the center of Piedmont and happily 
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reports that she feels much safer in her current neighborhood than she did in the 

Oakland neighborhood where she and her husband bought their first home over a 

decade ago. When ALPRs were installed, they added to her sense of security.  

So they installed cameras at all the main thoroughfares into town. They 

film everything, so the minute you say I’ve been broken into, for the 

next two hours they’re looking at license plates. If it’s not a Piedmont 

resident or something, they’ll track it. And they find you. I’m sure that’s 

a bit of a deterrent. 

 

Mel’s description of the ALPR system is not quite accurate: the cameras do not “film 

everything,” but rather take photographs of passing vehicles; and if a driver that’s 

“not a Piedmont resident” passes, it does not come up as a hit on the hot-list. Mel’s 

mischaracterization, though, arguably gives away the game. Mel believes that the 

camera system is used to track all non-residents, and she is okay with that. In fact, 

she thinks it keeps Piedmont safe, by deterring non-residents from coming to town to 

commit crimes.  

 Mel is not alone in having a somewhat exaggerated idea of what the ALPRs 

are used for, nor in expressing support for broad surveillance capabilities. Chris, for 

example, tells me the city spent “a million bucks to put their cameras at all the 

intersections… You cross into Piedmont from 26 different entry points now, your plate 

has been run instantly.” His description matches the police department’s first 

proposal, which was ultimately replaced with a slightly more moderate system, but 

his doubling of the cost and coverage of the system comes in the context of boasting 

about the town’s effective security. Daniel similarly tells me that in addition to 

turning up stolen vehicles, the cameras are being “used proactively” to identify drivers 

with arrest warrants. While it is true that the hot-list generates hits for arrest 

warrants, Piedmont police have discretion over who to stop. In practice, they do not 
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proactively investigate every plate hit.20 It is notable, though, that Daniel thinks this 

proactive use of the cameras is already happening, and says, “I think it’s fine, they’re 

only plate readers.”  

Daniel’s primary concern about the cameras, like many of his neighbors, is that 

the surveillance they offer is not comprehensive enough. “We don’t have cameras at 

Lower Moraga [Ave.], because it’s in Oakland. So the criminals may have realized 

they can turn up Moraga, and they’re finding the blind spots.” Piedmonters gathered 

at a neighborhood watch meeting across town echo Daniel’s concern, asking the officer 

who’s there whether the system will be expanded. The neighbors know that there is 

no camera at the border crossing point closest to their block, and worry that if there’s 

an assailant in the area, if he happens to go up the hill, maybe you’ll get him, but what 

if he turns the other way? The officer assures them that the placement of the existing 

cameras catches most cars either on their way in or out of town, but he also encourages 

them to petition City Council for funding to expand the system. He says the 

department has always imagined installing more cameras over time, and the 

neighbors agree to advocate for the expansion.  

Not all residents are entirely sanguine about the cameras that digitally patrol 

their border. Many mentioned reservations about privacy, like when Anna, a young 

adult who recently moved back to Piedmont with her husband after growing up there, 

described the cameras as “a little bit like Big Brother,” or when Kathryn said that a 

progressive organization she works with “was not too happy” when they were 

installed. But even among these critical residents, the desire for security ultimately 

outweighs their ideological concerns. While Anna thinks there are “privacy issues” 

associated with “tracking people’s comings and goings,” incidents where the police 
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have used the cameras to make arrests help her see “how they’re needed in some 

ways.” She elaborates, 

The other day, a stolen car came into Piedmont and these guys were 

trying to break into a house. But the Piedmont police knew about it 

because they had seen the stolen car come into Piedmont, so they ended 

up catching the guys. So there are privacy issues, but this is also an 

instance in which it worked for what they were hoping for. 

 

Just as examples wherein the cameras serve their purpose quiet Anna’s critiques of 

the system, so too evidence of their effective, limited use has quieted Kathryn’s 

concerns. “We have not seen any abuses,” like using the cameras to racially profile, 

she explains, and says further, “I think [the ALPRs] have helped in a couple cases to 

actually catch criminals who have stolen cars.”  

 By the time the ALPRs were installed and in use, very few Piedmonters voiced 

objections to the system. Leslie, a leader within the police department, remembers 

that when news stations initially came looking for a story, they camped out in front of 

Mulberries for hours and couldn’t find a single person who had anything negative to 

say about the cameras. She remembers one vocal opponent who brought his objections 

to City Council, but notes that he changed his mind and decided the cameras were a 

good thing after a while. Among Piedmonters, preventing crime from coming into town 

is a priority. If the cameras prove useful in follow-up enforcement, residents like Anna 

consider them a valuable tool. If they prove useful at deterring people with stolen 

vehicles, intent to commit a crime, or an open warrant from entering Piedmont in the 

first place, all the better. Besieged by crime from Oakland, Piedmonters embrace 

digital border control as their first line of defense.  

 

Community Vigilance 
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Of course, not all threatening outsiders have gotten the memo that they’d better stay 

far away from Piedmont. To deal with those threats who may pass the cameras 

undeterred, Piedmont residents and police work together to create an informal 

surveillance network watching for anything that looks “out of place.” At city meetings 

and community events, the need for community vigilance is a constant refrain from 

the police department. At a City Council meeting, for example, the chief explains that 

his biggest concern as he looks ahead is residents’ complacency. Keeping the city safe 

requires residents to be engaged in crime prevention, he says — Not to be paranoid, 

but to be aware. Noting that the frequency of neighborhood watch meetings has 

decreased in recent months, he mentions that the department is brainstorming ways 

to increase engagement. For instance, they are thinking of tapping the town’s many 

dogwalkers to be auxiliary “eyes and ears” by launching a “neighborhood dog watch” 

program, or, as a witty councilmember quipped, a “watch dog” program. All present 

agreed that the Fourth of July parade’s canine battalion would make a great initial 

recruiting pool.  

 Neighborhood watch meetings and less formal outreach efforts that encourage 

resident participation in policing do not offer specialized training or teach new skills, 

per se. Instead, they are forums where the police department can call on residents to 

use their existing familiarity with Piedmont’s neighborhoods to benefit crime 

prevention. In front of City Council, the police chief reminds residents that the core of 

effective vigilance is knowing what’s usual for your neighborhood. In conversation at 

the police department, Eric similarly explained to me that the department’s goal is for 

residents “to be another force multiplier to continue to make this place safe.” As he 

sees it, “So much of a community’s safety is dependent upon the public, them being 

aware of what’s going on around them, being aware of their neighbors, being aware of 
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stuff that doesn’t look quite right, activity that looks kind of off. And, giving us a call.” 

The police department wants residents to be deputized as additional patrols—not 

enforcing the law, but rather watching for anything they consider suspicious and 

reporting it to the police. 

 By enlisting residents to conduct informal surveillance and report information 

to the department, Piedmont embraces one of the core tenets of community policing. 

Community policing has been touted by everyone from the federal government to 

liberal activist groups as a solution to police violence, community distrust, and 

intractable crime in urban neighborhoods.21 It is an orientation that encourages 

collaboration between officers and residents with a twofold purpose: to make crime 

prevention more effective by improving the quality of information available to officers; 

and to limit police abuses of power by building trust and empathy between officers 

and residents. In the urban neighborhoods where police violence is frequent and crime 

endemic, it is residents themselves who are typically on the receiving end of police 

aggression and enforcement.22 Involving residents in policing in these neighborhoods, 

then, is a way of including the perspectives of those who are conventionally 

disempowered by policing. In Piedmont, where police focus their attention on outside 

crime, residents are not usually the targets of suspicion or enforcement. Involving 

Piedmonters in policing therefore does not challenge power dynamics in the same way 

that collaboration in marginalized urban neighborhoods does. Police and residents are 

united in the belief that the outsiders without a clear reason for being in Piedmont 

are most likely up to no good. By collaborating, police and residents merely identify 

suspicious outsiders more effectively. 

 Police and residents in Piedmont describe multiple ways they can identify 

suspicious people as they work together to notice things that are “out of place.” Hank, 
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who apart from a brief stint during young adulthood has lived in Piedmont his whole 

life, explained that he is very good at identifying “things that are not in character” in 

his neighborhood. Describing his vigilance in part as a symptom of his “OCD,” he says, 

“I think I feel secure, I feel more comfortable walking around this area, because it is 

mutually, exclusively a residential community.” Because it is “exclusively” a 

residential community, when Hank observes activities that a resident would not do, 

they register as suspicious. Twice in recent years, he called the police to report 

vehicles “casing” houses:  

Both times were cars that I saw come down the street in one direction 

and ten minutes later they were going up the street in the other 

direction. Then when I turned the corner, there they were going up nice 

and slow and going around the corner. And I saw them coming out down 

below. So that’s not somebody that was looking for an address, that was 

someone that went back and forth and they were looking for something 

that I would prefer… well, I would rather err on the side of caution on 

behalf of my neighbors than have something go down. 

 

When Hank reported these cars to the police, he had no way of knowing the intent of 

the drivers. He dismisses the possibility that the drivers were trying to find a specific 

address, but still notes that he might be erring in assuming they are crooks. His 

loyalty, though, is to his fellow Piedmonters; he would rather prevent a burglary than 

not, even if it means subjecting an innocent driver—a non-resident, he presumes—to 

police questioning.    

Luis, who is much newer to Piedmont than Hank, shares the view that slow 

driving, circling, or loitering are good indicators of malicious intent. He thinks the 

ability to pick out suspicious drivers is not incidental, but rather a positive feature of 

the town’s planning. “The city seems designed so that people get lost… Like it’s 

purposely designed so that people don’t know where they’re going, they’re going to get 
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lost. So you don’t get a lot of people that don’t live here wandering around. That’s also 

a good thing.” Luis’s description of the town’s winding, poorly marked streets implies 

that the drivers Hank reported very well may have been looking for an address 

unsuccessfully. The takeaway for Luis, though, is that drivers wandering around must 

not live in town; outsiders are easy to identify. He elaborates on why this is “a good 

thing” by recounting examples wherein neighbors reported slowly driving cars to the 

police, saying with gratitude that in his neighborhood “it feels like people are watching 

out for each other.”  

Slow or evidently aimless driving is a hint that a person is not a Piedmont 

resident or a person with a valid reason for being in town, so it is therefore implicitly 

suspicious. A more direct route to identifying outsiders, though, is simply to know 

your neighbors. Police encourage residents in Piedmont to know their neighbors for 

the sake of safety, if not sociality, and the message resonates with many. Leslie 

illustrated the point with a hypothetical vignette: 

So let’s say you know that two houses down there’s a teenager named 

John and he’s having a party. So you see some kids walking down the 

street, and you say, ‘Hey, how you doing? Heading down to Bob’s party?’ 

And they say yes. ‘Well I don’t know a Bob, I know a John who’s having 

a party, so I think you’re in the wrong place.’ Now if you didn’t know 

John or know that he’s having a party, how are you gonna know whether 

that group of kids has a reason to be there? 

 

In Leslie’s telling, kids without “a reason” to be passing on a sidewalk are inherently 

suspicious. If the kids cannot accurately account for where they’re headed when asked 

by a stranger, they must be lying because they are doing something illicit. By knowing 

the name of their neighbor, the protagonist in Leslie’s story can trick the suspicious 

kids into an incriminating admission. The kids, described only as walking down the 

street in a group, are now subject to police follow-up.  
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A school employee, Mike, told me about a scenario that unfolded in Piedmont 

that was quite similar to Leslie’s hypothetical. Toward the end of their senior year, a 

group of five boys planned an ambitious senior prank – they would use a UHaul to 

move a boulder, weighing 500 pounds according to Mike, into the middle of a garden 

on campus. The boys had pulled off the logistically difficult parts of the prank; the 

boulder was in the garden. But as Mike tells it, They were dropping off the UHaul and 

somebody thought they looked suspicious. They called the police. In this case, when the 

police found out that the suspicious youths were town residents carrying out a senior 

prank, they were turned over to school administrators for discipline. They were not 

charged with trespassing, ticketed for any vehicle violations, cited for property 

damage. Mike explained that the school “tried to do progressive discipline… We all 

make mistakes, and you should have fun.” While Mike does not think police 

involvement was necessary in this case, though, he cites the story as an example of 

how community vigilance keeps Piedmont feeling safe. “There have been some cases 

where police have been called for things where it wasn’t really anything suspicious 

going on,” he knows, but that’s a small cost to pay for the security of “knowing that 

your neighbor is looking out for you.” 

Piedmonters are not hesitant to call the police about things that look out of 

place. Mike suggests this when he leads in to his “funny story” about the senior 

pranksters by saying, “People [in town] are not afraid to pick up the phone if they see 

something happening.” Mitch, a city councilmember, likewise told me with pride, “Our 

citizens are not reluctant to call the police when something looks unusual.” This 

vigilance works in tandem with the town’s ALPR system, Mitch thinks, to deter 

criminals from coming to Piedmont.  
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Crips talk, particularly when they’re in jail. If the message gets out that 

Piedmont is not a city you want to go messing around in, because they’re 

very aggressive and will work hard to solve a crime, then word gets 

around and they’ll stay away. That’s the best way to hold down crime. 

   

 Community vigilance, like the border patrolling cameras, is meant to keep suspicious 

figures from entering town. Residents are not primarily keyed into watching each 

other. When a caller reported five high school students to the police, they were not 

met with aggressive law enforcement; police did not try to send the message that these 

residents, students, should “stay away.” Vigilance, whether digital or human, is 

intended to identify those who cannot offer a legitimate reason for being within 

Piedmont’s borders. When Piedmont practices community policing, the community 

unites to police non-residents.  

  

Personal Protection  

As a last resort, many residents use security tools like alarm systems and motion 

detecting lights to fortify their homes against intruders. The police department often 

encourages, and sometimes facilitates, the use of personal security tools, blurring the 

line between public and private security. In recent decades, security work has 

increasingly been performed by private companies, rather than public police 

agencies.23 For example, “mass private spaces” like shopping malls and stadiums—

places that are privately owned, but open to the public—generally rely on private 

security firms to mitigate threats and enforce rules.24 In Piedmont, the police 

department indirectly creates a type of public-private partnership by incorporating 

home security projects within its broader strategy for mitigating external threats.  

 Many residents in Piedmont have home security cameras that are registered 

with the police department, creating an informal network of video surveillance 
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throughout town. At a neighborhood watch meeting, a group of neighbors discussed 

what they could do to improve safety on their block. While the only crime any 

neighbors had experienced recently was a minor burglary from their garage, they were 

concerned something more serious would happen. My kids are too cute, what if they 

get stolen? a concerned mother asked with only a hint of humor. The police department 

representative at the meeting suggested that security cameras could be an effective 

preventative measure. As the neighbors discussed coordinating to get a unified system 

for the whole block, he was encouraging. If they do get cameras, he said, they should 

register them with the police department. That way, if there’s an incident in the area 

[the police department] will know where to get footage. When the neighbors ask the 

officer for advice about selecting an alarm or security company to buy the system from, 

he explains that he cannot endorse a company as a public employee, but he warns, do 

your homework. Some are better than others.  

The police department does not have any formal partnership with a private 

security company and cannot make product recommendations. Yet, by not only 

encouraging residents to use personal cameras but moreover registering them in a 

database, the department informally relies on private security tools. If the police 

department sought to place cameras across town capturing video surveillance, they 

would face significant political and legal barriers. Residents, however, are free to film 

their own property. By making their film available to the police department, they 

contribute to a public surveillance program without being subjected to public agency 

regulations. Private security tools extend the digital surveillance of Piedmont’s border 

into its residential blocks.  

Apart from gathering surveillance footage, residents contribute to the town’s 

crime control efforts by embracing the police department’s recommended best 
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practices at their homes. At a City Council meeting, the police chief reiterated a 

department mantra: I know I say this all the time, but I’ll stress the three L’s again: 

lights, locks, landscaping.25 The “three L’s” are a mnemonic device intended to 

improve home security practices in town. “Lights” means that residents should either 

keep their yards and entryways brightly lit or should install motion-detecting lights. 

Lights are meant to deter crooks by making them think someone is home and to 

improve enforcement by making crooks visible to witnesses and officers. “Locks” is 

straightforward – residents are encouraged to have tamper proof locks on doors and 

windows, and to use them routinely. “Landscaping” refers to techniques for limiting 

access and increasing visibility at home entry points.  

At a neighborhood watch meeting, a landscape architect took umbrage when 

an officer advised clearing climbable tree limbs and thick hedges around doors and 

windows; the three L’s have not taken hold universally among residents. Liz 

remembered from her block’s neighborhood watch meeting, “There were a lot of L’s…” 

But the landscape architect conceded that drought tolerant gardens might also 

improve visibility, and Liz recalled that they had changed their lighting after the 

meeting. “We leave our outside lights on. We never used to do that. But after there 

was a whole rash of break-ins, now we just do that.” To aid in security, residents make 

changes to their homes and daily habits.  

The three L’s are completely voluntary; the police department cannot coerce 

any residents into changing their lighting or landscaping design. By regularly 

publicizing the strategy and garnering some degree of compliance, though, the 

department extends its crime control measures beyond public property and into 

residents’ homes. While the department may see no friction between aesthetics and 

safety, were they to pick a side it would clearly be the latter. The department 
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encourages Piedmonters to shape their lifestyles in mundane ways around crime 

prevention. Such encouragement does not stop with the three L’s – the department 

loans out an engraving tool so that residents can note their license numbers on all 

valuable electronics, to aid in property recovery; they offer a “vacation home watch” 

program, wherein residents can notify the department of planned travel so that 

patrols can check on their property; they offer advice on topics ranging from greeting 

door-to-door solicitors to mailbox design. Piedmonters welcome, and indeed request, 

input from the police department about how they can best protect their homes. These 

interactions are notable because they deepen Piedmont’s security network by 

entangling public and private interests. Outsiders perceived as threatening are 

subject to police scrutiny at Piedmont’s border; police and residents’ vigilance as they 

pass through Piedmont’s public streets; and private surveillance, backed by the police, 

should they enter private property. The walled city is difficult to breach.  

 

WHO BELONGS IN A SECURITY BUBBLE? 

Piedmont’s multilayered security apparatus is set up to identify people who are out of 

place. Residents’ explanations of deterrence efforts throughout town communicate 

that non-residents are inherently suspicious. As “an exclusively residential 

community” in Hank’s words, there are only a few valid reasons non-residents should 

be roaming Piedmont’s streets: they are visiting a resident and therefore looking for 

a specific address; they are making deliveries; or they work in town. In theory, 

Piedmont’s public spaces – its streets, sidewalks, parks, and parking spaces – are open 

to the public with no entry requirements. “We don’t say, ‘You need a passport to enter 

Piedmont,’” Chris tells me needlessly, as if a municipality like Piedmont could issue 

passports separating its citizens from outsiders. For Chris though, that Piedmont does 
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not issue passports “is sometimes an issue we have to face.” Non-residents cannot be 

automatically turned away at the border. Instead, unfamiliar people are often called 

on to prove their identity and reason for being in town by showing varied 

documentation. Most often, those asked to explain their presence are those who do not 

look like residents: black people and poor or working class people.  

 

Piedmont Citizenship: Checking the papers of people of color 

In 2010, a few years before I began my research in Piedmont, the town’s police 

department made a controversial stop. The dispatcher received a call from a resident 

about two suspicious boys a couple blocks from Piedmont High School. “We haven’t 

seen them around here before,” the caller says.26 She accuses them of “walking up to 

a couple houses, knocking on doors” and thinks they were looking in cars. “And we 

don’t know what the thing is. It just seemed unusual that—” the transcript reads, as 

the dispatcher cuts off the caller to ask the boys’ location. “What do they look like?” 

the dispatcher asks. “Oh, they’re black.” The caller goes on to describe their clothes, 

to say that one is carrying “a book bag or something,” to suggest that they might have 

an accomplice down the street in a van, though it might just be a gardener.  

The caller hung up, and the police showed up. Two cruisers, with three officers, 

confronted the two teenagers. The officers questioned the boys for just under six 

minutes before deciding nothing suspicious was happening. The two teenagers, blocks 

from the high school and carrying book bags, were Piedmont High School students. 

Their “accomplice” was a friend they waved to, to say hello. The caller, in the boys’ 

telling, stared at them for a long time and then hid behind a bush, prompting them to 

joke that she must be calling the police—she was acting oddly, but they just tried to 

ignore her. 
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Though this incident happened in 2010, it was still top of mind for many 

residents when I began this project. After the police stop, there was a well-attended 

City Council meeting where police and residents, including the boys and their parents, 

gathered to discuss what had happened. Thinking back on it, Karen says “it was a 

real eye-opener for me.” She was already aware how few black families there were in 

town, but it struck her how for those “black residents who feel they are being racially 

profiled,” it is not only by police, but “you would have to say by white residents also.” 

Karen, like many neighbors, was not exactly surprised but was nonetheless alarmed 

to hear how a fellow white Piedmonter had set in motion the police questioning of two 

innocent students.  

Residents who brought up this incident rightly described it as one of racial 

profiling. The 911 caller, they reasonably assumed, would not have called the police 

on two white teenagers chatting and waving hello to friends while walking home from 

school. The resolution of the police stop, however, raises an arguably more insidious 

point. The boys were judged to be non-suspicious and were let go after six minutes of 

questioning only because they were Piedmont residents. Recounting the encounter to 

City Council, one of the boys says, “[The officers] asked us to show our student ID 

card, to show that we were citizens and students of Piedmont. We did this.” After 

seeing the ID cards, the officer continued to ask questions. “I was confused, like why 

are you continuing to ask us questions when I already proved to you that I live in this 

city?” For the officers’ part, questions asked after seeing the student ID cards were 

just technicalities; the ID cards were what assured them there was nothing suspicious 

going on. The incident report filed by the department begins with the dispatcher’s 

radio call about two “BMJ’S 15-16” – black male juveniles, fifteen to sixteen years old. 

The report ends with the dispatcher’s note about the stop’s resolution – “PHS 
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STUDENTS.” By showing ID cards, the black male juveniles became Piedmont High 

School students. Documentation proving their residency established their legitimate 

reason for walking down one of Piedmont’s sidewalks. 

On its face, the students’ interpretation of the event communicates how the 

police stop was an affront to their dignity and made them feel unwelcome in the town 

they called home. “I was angry, I was in a daze, I felt like I wasn’t part of this 

community even though I’ve lived here my whole life,” one boy told Council. The 

explanation of the incident by police, neighbors, and even the affected families, 

however, reinforces the idea that non-residents do not have an implicit right to be in 

town. If the boys had not produced Piedmont High School ID cards, if they had not 

been residents, would it have been acceptable for a white resident to call the police on 

them for walking down the sidewalk? Would it have been acceptable for the police to 

question them for longer than six minutes, to take them to the station, to cite them 

for a violation? Suspicion directed toward the two students is egregious because it 

ostracizes community members. On the basis of their race, two established members 

of town were treated as if they were outsiders. But if they had been outsiders, if they 

could not establish residency, would a white resident’s call to the police about two 

black boys have passed without controversy? 

It is taken for granted that nation-states regulate their borders. Sociologist 

John Torpey argues that modern nation-states use documentation, like passports, to 

regulate not only movement across their borders but also access to rights and 

resources.27 Nation-states rely on formal documentation to allocate resources on the 

basis of citizenship rather than mere presence: being in a place does not automatically 

confer membership. Just as nation-states use documentation to regulate movement 

across their borders, the 2012 police stop in Piedmont shows that so too do smaller 
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jurisdictions. To have a right to use public space and to enjoy the protection – rather 

than suspicion – of police, people present in Piedmont may be called on to produce 

documentation proving their belonging. Noting the rise of gated communities, Torpey 

predicted a shift toward regulating movement across private property boundaries, 

rather than primarily across state boundaries.28 He suggested that wealth would 

become the primary criteria for gaining freedom of movement, with those who could 

afford to insulating themselves on private property. Piedmont is not a gated 

community; its sidewalks and parks and so on are public property. Still, the political 

boundary of the municipal line is regulated like a nation-state boundary, with 

homeownership as the primary criteria for membership. If a person can prove that 

they are a Piedmont resident, they have a right to cross the border into town; if they 

cannot, they have no legitimate basis for being there. 

The Piedmonters I spoke with agreed that racial profiling is inappropriate, and 

that the community should be a welcoming and inclusive space for all residents. Every 

example of objectionable racial profiling that they provided, however, described a 

resident of color being mistakenly treated as a non-resident. A young adult who had 

grown up in Piedmont, Justin, told me how he could read between the lines of the 

police log published in the local paper. “It would say, ‘Suspicious person running 

through neighborhood,’ and somebody would say, ‘Person contacted was a Piedmont 

resident.’… We all know what that means.” Justin’s telling highlights the tacit 

understanding that people of color are reported to the police for doing mundane 

things, like jogging. It also reiterates that proving residency resolves the situation.  

Ruth, who initially felt unwelcome in Piedmont as an Asian American at a time 

when there were few Asian residents, is attuned to the ways Piedmont is shaped by 

being “a white community.” For example, she knows the town “has had incidents with 
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the way police responded to people of color, particularly African Americans. People 

calling in, ‘Hey, I saw a black guy running through the street.’ Turns out he’s a jogger 

and he lived here.” Like Justin, Ruth is critiquing the fact that white Piedmonters 

report people of color to the police when they are doing non-threatening things, like 

jogging. But also like Justin, Ruth positions proof of residency as the story’s 

resolution.  

I do not mean to suggest that Justin or Ruth or their neighbors endorse the 

racial profiling of non-residents. Instead, I am pointing to how it is taken for granted 

among Piedmonters that only residents have an automatic right to be in town. If you 

can show proof of residency, you are not a legitimately suspicious person, regardless 

of race. Upper class white people are not asked to show proof of residency, because 

their class and race imply it. African Americans, regardless of their perceived class, 

are sometimes asked to show proof of residency because, to some white Piedmonters, 

blackness implies non-residency. But it is only cases where the assumption that a 

black person is a non-resident is wrong – when a person of color can prove that they 

are a Piedmont “citizen” – that generate outrage. Piedmont does not issue passports, 

but people of color may be called upon at any time to produce an ID showing that they 

are “citizens” of Piedmont. When they cannot produce appropriate documentation, 

when they really are outsiders, the Piedmont citizenry doesn’t hear about it. Because 

Piedmonters agree that non-residents are inherently suspect, their multi-layered 

security strategy disproportionately excludes people of color from even public spaces.  

 

Temporary Worker Status: Granting limited access to service workers 

At the same time that residents rely on race as an imperfect proxy for residency, 

people perceived as working class are granted only provisional entry to town. People 
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who appear to be workers, rather than residents, are often called on to prove that they 

have a legitimate reason for being within Piedmont’s borders. As with race, residents 

link their assumption that working class people are non-residents to a piece of 

observable reality. There are few non-affluent residents of Piedmont, and those are 

usually senior citizens who purchased homes before prices were out of reach of the 

middle class.29 Moreover, to justify viewing workers as suspicious Piedmonters invoke 

incidents where workers, or people masquerading as workers, committed crimes. By 

substantiating their concerns about workers with evidence of past cases of worker 

malfeasance, residents can create class barriers to entry without invoking class as a 

basis for exclusion. 

Residents’ sense that workers pose a threat is validated by the police 

department. At a City Council meeting, the chief explained a notice the department 

had recently released advising residents to ask to see identification before letting a 

service worker into their home. A recent scam is that people posing as utility workers 

or cable workers ring the bell and wait until you let them in and then steal whatever 

they can. Real employees should carry employee ID cards, so residents should never 

let anyone in without checking. Of course, ID cards can be forged, so the chief suggests 

that residents can also call the company the person claims to work for to verify that 

they are a real employee. The chief’s tips are practical for keeping worker-

impersonators from burglarizing one’s home. They more broadly validate, though, 

that workers – the vast majority of whom are authentic – should be treated with 

wariness. 

Police activity reported in the local newspaper shows that residents hear the 

message about service workers loud and clear. “Report of a suspicious man with long 

hair wearing a PG&E jacket, smoking a cigar and sitting in his car, a tan 4-door sedan. 
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Officer confirmed subject is a PG&E employee.” “Complaint of suspicious white van; 

Man carrying a flashlight. Officer on scene; advises it is fresh farm deliveries being 

made.” “Report of suspicious man on cell phone walking up and down in front of house; 

caller remembered that he was driver of a vehicle taking her to the airport.” The police 

themselves are not immune from the suspicious gaze of residents. “Report of a 

suspicious man walking down street with a flashlight. Officer verified that the subject 

is a Piedmont policeman on foot patrol.” These examples are just a taste of the 

frequent suspicious activity reports residents make about people who are performing 

service work in town. In each case, the resolution of the incident hinges on officers 

being able to positively confirm that the person in question is a worker. But sitting in 

a car smoking a cigar is not a crime, nor is driving a van, nor carrying a flashlight. 

What would have become of these “suspicious people” engaging in legal activities in 

public places if they could not verify their employment? 

The absence of visibly poor or homeless people in Piedmont suggests that those 

who cannot prove a legitimate reason for being in town are effectively banished. The 

local paper lists: “Report of suspicious man in 30s with beard and wearing a top hat; 

appears to be drinking and talking to himself. Given ride out of town by officer.” 

According to this report, the suspicious man was not arrested, though perhaps he 

could have been on one of the many quality of life charges that are frequently used to 

cite the poor, homeless, and mentally ill.30 Instead, he was escorted out of town. The 

infraction Piedmont police acted upon was not his conduct, but his location. Without 

declaring a legitimate reason to enter Piedmont – either residency, or employment – 

the man was banished for being out of place. 

 

CONCLUSION 
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Surrounded by Oakland and resigned to the city’s continuing crime problem, 

Piedmont has built a robust security system to ensure that urban problems do not 

encroach. Piedmonters understand their proximity to Oakland to create a threat, all 

the more so on the edges of town. They respond by collaborating with their police 

department and government to fortify the town line, creating a network of digital 

surveillance and community vigilance that effectively identifies people who look “out 

of place.”  

This orientation toward security, wherein only residents, residents’ guests, and 

residents’ service employees have a legitimate reason to be in town, encourages 

suspicion toward people who do not fit the conventional image of a Piedmonter. People 

of color and people who do not appear affluent are suspect and are often called on to 

prove that they are not criminals by showing documentation that they live or work in 

Piedmont.  

Just as Dorothy’s dad, eighty years ago, mapped the route to his home to prove 

he was not a worker “bent on destruction,” so today two teenagers show their student 

IDs to prove they are “citizens and students of Piedmont,” and a utility worker shows 

his company ID to confirm he is a PG&E employee. Piedmont’s borders are not marked 

by vigilante barricades or staffed checkpoints, but they are not quite open either. 

Access to town is provisionally granted, and those without a good reason for entering 

had better stay far away. 
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4 Customer Service Policing 
HOW ELITES PURCHASE EXCEPTIONAL TREATMENT 

 

After living in Piedmont for more than two decades, Chris thinks there are many 

advantages to staying. His friends are there, his kids like to visit the house they grew 

up in, his wife can walk to her yoga studio. Chief among Chris’s reasons for staying 

put in Piedmont are the services the city offers. “City services, police services. Your 

cat’s in a tree, they’ll be there in three minutes to get the cat down.” He sees this level 

of service in sharp contrast to what he’d get elsewhere. “In Oakland there have to be 

fourteen dead bodies with blood going down the gutter before anybody ever shows up.”  

In Chris’s view, this disparity is not desirable; he wishes Oakland had better 

services and more resources. At the same time, he does not see the disparity as unfair. 

“Again, you’re paying for this, believe me. Extra taxes everywhere.” By buying into an 

expensive real estate market and paying hefty property tax bills, in Chris’s view, 

Piedmonters pay for “old fashioned police services.” For example, “You call [the police] 

and let them know you’re going on vacation and they’ll watch your house for you,” or 

they’ll “show up at somebody’s house and host an event for neighborhood watch.” Chris 

wants this kind of responsive and proactive police service. By moving to Piedmont, he 

purchased it. As Chris sees it, “Part of [Piedmont’s police service] is a reflection of 

money. But it’s not just money – it’s money and an attitude of where to spend it.”  

Piedmont’s police department is well-funded, with a large share of its revenue 

coming from a locally levied municipal services tax. Piedmonters are willing to pay 

this tax; they need to periodically approve it by a two-thirds vote. In return for taxing 

themselves, though, Piedmonters expect to get their money’s worth from the city. 

Piedmont residents want their police department to provide protection first and 
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foremost, but they also want to receive a variety of non-emergency services from the 

police. By invoking their tax contributions to justify their demands, Piedmonters take 

on the role of paying customers and reimagine police as customer service 

professionals. This reconfigured relationship, which the police department and city 

government generally agree to, ensures that Piedmonters receive and can justify 

receiving exceptional treatment.  

 

PAYING FOR PREMIUM SERVICE 

Many scholars and social commentators have characterized the past several decades 

as a period of declining government services. The term “neoliberalism” has been 

widely, and variously, used to describe a trend of increasing privatization, wherein 

the government shifts responsibility for services onto companies, organizations, and 

individuals.1 Within a neoliberal state, services that might be provided by the 

government – like healthcare, education, or even incarceration – are instead managed 

by a constellation of for-profit corporations and non-profit organizations. A neoliberal 

shift in security has meant that private security firms, community watch 

organizations, and personal security commodities, for example, now provide many 

services to supplement public policing.2  

Against this backdrop, Piedmont’s highly responsive, proactive police 

department might come as a surprise. Piedmonters do buy private security equipment 

to fortify their homes, like surveillance cameras and alarms. Overwhelmingly, though, 

they rely on public policing services to protect their safety and their quality of life. 

They expect their city’s police services to be exceptional, and they generally report 

that their expectations are met. The police department, for its part, partners with 

some private sub-contractors for data management, trainings, and emergency 
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notification systems, for example, and it coordinates its efforts with residents and civic 

organizations at outreach events. By and large, though, the department takes 

responsibility for providing not only protection, but also exceptional services to 

residents. As state services are shrinking and security in particular is being 

privatized, the Piedmont Police Department is active as ever and committed to 

meeting residents’ broad security needs.  

Piedmont’s policing arrangement appears to contradict broader societal shifts. 

However, by reconceiving police as customer service professionals and residents as 

clients, Piedmonters adopt the language and logic of neoliberal security. Residents 

demand premium service not as citizens, but as customers. They expect the police to 

provide extensive services because, by virtue of their high taxes, they deserve it. When 

Piedmont residents demand premium policing, they do not appeal to the 

responsibilities of government or the rights of all citizens. They do not say that all 

people are entitled to excellent policing. Instead, they invoke a neoliberal, free-market 

logic to say that all Piedmonters deserve exceptional policing because of their tax 

contributions. Piedmonters say they are owed premium police service because they 

pay a premium to live in Piedmont. 

 The city’s government, including its police department, is likewise guided by 

a market logic. William, a longtime resident who has sat on multiple local committees 

and has been elected to local office, explains: 

The clientele in the community is very demanding in a good way. It’s 

expensive to live here. They expect good services. And about 15-20 years 

ago, a previous city manager had this idea that they’re really not in the 

business of municipal services, they’re really in the business of 

customer service. They believe that, and Piedmont, I believe, likes to 

think of itself as Nordstrom’s. So if you go in, you get treated well. Yes, 

you do. Important that recreation programs be strong, parks be well 
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maintained. And when you call 911, you don’t get put on hold. You get 

a police officer and they’re there immediately. That’s what you pay for.  

 

According to William, Piedmont is not made up of residents and public servants. It is 

made up of clientele and customer service professionals. People are not inherently 

entitled to good municipal services, in William’s telling. Instead, Piedmonters are 

entitled to good municipal services because “it’s expensive to live here.” Municipal 

services may be publicly funded and housed within government agencies, but they 

operate like Nordstrom’s with paying clientele demanding the best treatment.  

William straddles both sides of the customer service relationship he describes: 

he is a representative who oversees some elements of city services, and he is a resident 

who has opted to live in Piedmont in part for its exceptional services. In this context, 

when he describes residents as “clientele” he does not express judgement; his 

neighbors, like him, are “demanding in a good way.” When he describes municipal 

services as being like Nordstrom’s, he likewise does so with more pride than 

annoyance. Resident-clients deserve high-end treatment, and William is happy to 

report that the city generally provides it. 

William and other city representatives agree to provide exceptional services 

because, as they see it, residents pay for the services they demand. William does not 

describe Piedmonters as deserving to be treated well simply because they are his 

constituents, or because of their inherent human dignity; rather, they deserve good 

services because “it’s expensive to live here” and “that’s what you pay for.” The costs 

that William references include property taxes and a special municipal services tax 

levied on each property in town, colloquially known as the “parcel tax.” These taxes 

comprise about 70 percent of Piedmont’s annual revenue, and the parcel tax is a key 

source of revenue for the police department in particular. The parcel tax rate was most 
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recently increased in 2016, by a two-thirds vote of residents, to a minimum of $501 for 

each homeowner.  Property taxes, which include an annual “use” tax and a “transfer” 

tax assessed when a home is sold, are high in Piedmont partly due to their rate, but 

primarily due to extraordinarily high house prices. From 2014-2016, the average home 

sold in Piedmont was priced at $1.8 million.  

Like William, Larry, who is a city employee, directly ties residents’ entitlement 

to emergency services to the property taxes they contribute. Using strikingly similar 

language to William, Larry explains, “We try to do Nordstrom-like service. We’re going 

to take care of you. We’re going to make sure you get what you need.” To provide this 

level of service, Larry must act as a gatekeeper:  

The public services in Piedmont compared to the public services in 

Oakland are night and day. We try to be really responsive and actually 

have a person answer phones… A lot of times we’ll get Oakland 

residents call us saying, ‘Can you do this?’ And it’s like, ‘No, I’m sorry, 

you’re in Oakland, you need to talk to them.’ 

 

Larry and his City Hall colleagues are committed to offering Nordstrom-level service 

to Piedmonters, but to do so they need to screen out callers who haven’t paid the price 

of admission. Larry knows that the price is not trivial. He explains that due to quirks 

of city and school district boundaries, “There are cases where properties can send their 

kids to Piedmont schools, but when they call 911, they get Oakland. And so I had a 

realtor tell me once that it takes $150,000 off the price of the house if we say it doesn’t 

get Piedmont services." In Larry’s view, home prices—and thus, property taxes—are 

justifiably high because of the level of service Piedmont’s police department provides. 

From his perspective, residents really are paying for police services; were it not for 

Piedmont’s police, residents would not agree to such high home prices and subsequent 

taxes.  
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Larry’s account is corroborated by residents.  many of whom describe paying 

for access to Piedmont’s police by purchasing their homes. Mary, who first 

encountered the police when she called about an unidentified noise, makes explicit 

the link between the costs of living in Piedmont and her sense that she can call the 

police for minor issues.  

I really wanted [to live] some place where if you call them because your 

house is burglarized or your car got broken into, they’re going to show 

up. I know that in Piedmont they’re going to do that, even though it’s 

ridiculous. But they have to… I mean, you have neighborhoods in 

Oakland who are paying for their own security. I think people maybe 

go overboard when they call the cops here, but on the other hand, it 

makes sense. You pay an awful lot to be here. 

 

Mary characterizes responsive policing as a service that can be purchased, and she 

considered the costs when deciding where to buy a home. In Oakland, where city 

services are insufficient, she would have to purchase security on the private market. 

Instead, Mary opted for Piedmont, where she would pay more for a home but would 

thereby effectively purchase high quality public security. It might be “ridiculous” to 

expect police to show up for a minor burglary, or a noise, but Mary paid the premium 

to live in Piedmont so that these ridiculous calls would be taken seriously.  

By adopting the role of the paying customer, Piedmont residents insist that 

they are entitled to a police department that is responsive to their needs and wants. 

At a neighborhood watch meeting, a couple whose home was burglarized was upset 

that the first police to arrive on the scene were from Oakland. To make matters worse, 

the couple said the officers who showed up weren’t exactly the A-team. Adam, who had 

reported the burglary from his cell phone while in Oakland after receiving a 

notification on his home security system’s app, understood that there had been a 911 

routing issue. The Piedmont officer at the neighborhood meeting explained that cell 
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phone calls are routed through the nearest cell tower, which can lead some callers to 

the Oakland dispatcher even if they call from within Piedmont. The officer suggested 

that in the future, residents reporting an incident from a cell phone could call the 

Piedmont department’s non-emergency line to reach their dispatcher directly, and the 

couple and their neighbors dutifully entered the non-emergency number in their 

phones. The solution was not totally satisfactory for the group, though. Adam 

remarked, I’m sorry, but I think too much responsibility is going to residents here. He 

elaborated, I pay taxes to Piedmont. If they can figure out where I live when they need 

my taxes, why can’t they figure it out when I need services?  

Adam’s insistence that Piedmont police need to improve their 911 technology 

so that he is not inconvenienced in the future is indicative of the level of 

responsiveness residents expect of the department. At the same time, Adam does not 

deny that he needs to take his fair share of responsibility for security. He thinks too 

much responsibility goes to residents when they are asked to change their habits to 

accommodate an outdated 911 system precisely because he already takes 

responsibility by paying his taxes. Adam has embraced the new social compact, in 

which “individuals and communities are imagined as getting the degree of security 

against crime that they deserve.”3 It is on the basis of his deservingness as a paying 

customer that he critiques the department’s service.     

For many residents, the cost of living in Piedmont not only entitles them to 

exceptional services within city limits but also justifies why they get more responsive 

policing than Oakland residents do. Nancy, who lives near Piedmont’s edge, recalls 

hearing an anecdote about a robbery in Oakland. “There was a couple… who were 

robbed, and the continuing drama was about how the Oakland police didn’t respond.” 

Nancy would not like to live in a place where she is unsure whether the police will 
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respond when she needs help.4 Part of the reason she likes living in Piedmont is that, 

“If anything happens here, I think you get a pretty immediate response if you need 

the help of police.” Nancy goes on to explain, “We pay a lot of taxes, that’s part of it.” 

Nancy doesn’t think security comes for free. She expects exceptional service in her 

suburb but takes responsibility for getting it by paying “a lot of taxes.” Residents like 

Nancy acquiesce to exceptionally high home prices, vote for periodic parcel tax hikes, 

and write steep annual checks to the city to purchase responsive policing.  

Residents’ claim that they are paying customers is embraced by the police 

department. Like city staff who believe they are paid to provide Nordstrom-like 

service, police in Piedmont affirm that residents’ tax contributions demand 

exceptional treatment. Eric explained,  

We will go to everything, and that is an important part of this police 

department’s identity. We’re a service-oriented department. Folks do 

pay a lot of money to live here, they pay a lot more for their services and 

the taxes are high. I think that’s a benefit of a small city or town is the 

fact that you have that very customized, exceptional service.  

 

Eric reiterated his stance that taxes entitle residents to have high expectations when 

speaking at a neighborhood watch meeting. He told residents that they deserve the 

best policing available because they work hard to choose where to live. Eric, who 

worked in less affluent cities before joining Piedmont’s department, suggests that the 

affluence of residents and their support for the suburb’s parcel tax shapes how he does 

his work. Residents are high-paying customers, so he must ensure that the police 

department provides high-end customer service.   

Though residents’ high expectations can sometimes be an annoyance to 

officers, their financial backing prevents the department from dismissing their 

requests. Leslie, a leader in the department, reflects on sometimes having to be the 
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bearer of bad news. Some residents’ expectations are unrealistic in her view, like when 

they seem to think that Piedmont can be completely crime-free. She is often the one 

to tell them that the department cannot make crime disappear. Rather than treat 

residents’ expectations as unreasonable, though, she tries to accommodate them when 

possible. Residents are paying a lot to live here, Leslie tells me. They expect a certain 

level of town services, and they should, they’re paying for it. Leslie thinks the 

department owes it to residents to meet as many requests as possible and tries to 

approach public criticism as a teachable moment. When people make requests that 

cannot be met, Leslie assumes they are well-intentioned and seeks to engage them in 

conversation to manage their expectations. Like Eric, she presents such 

communication skills as an integral job requirement for officers in suburbs like 

Piedmont. Leslie says, We need people who can go out there and fight crime all day 

and then go talk to school kids or parents in the evening. The department works to 

match residents’ expectations because, even when they are unreasonable, residents’ 

tax contributions entitle them to a response.  

 

CUSTOMER SERVICE ENCOUNTERS 

Encounters with residents are a chance for police to establish trust or, more often, 

lack thereof, with the communities that employ them. In urban neighborhoods 

populated predominantly by low-income people of color, encounters wherein residents 

are treated with suspicion or violence communicate that the police are antagonistic 

and best avoided.5 Likewise, when contacting police brings little help or invites 

surveillance of one’s own conduct, encounters engender cynicism and suppress 

reliance on police services.6 In the advantaged setting of Piedmont, I find that the 

converse of these negative encounters holds true: when police encounters convey that 
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police are available and responsive to one’s needs, residents rely on the police for a 

variety of services beyond law enforcement.  

In Piedmont, encounters in which residents come to understand themselves as 

clients and come to see police as customer service professionals fall into three primary 

categories: educational encounters aimed broadly at improving residents’ wellbeing; 

preemptive encounters in which police address residents’ concerns before 

victimizations occur; and responses to non-emergency calls for service or minor 

victimizations. Encounters in each of these categories convey to residents that their 

local police department is committed to improving their quality of life, or, in the words 

of the department’s mission statement, “We will form an alliance with our community 

that strives to maintain the high standards of safety and quality of life Piedmonters 

have come to expect.”7 

 

An Educational Enclave 

Piedmont is a well-educated enclave. Approximately 85 percent of adults in the city 

hold at least a Bachelor’s degree, a proportion that is matched by the approximately 

88 percent of high school seniors who enter four-year colleges each year.8 In 

interviews, a majority of respondents mentioned Piedmont’s highly ranked public 

schools as a reason for moving to town. It should perhaps come as no surprise, then, 

that Piedmonters expect their police to share their commitment to education. This 

expectation extends well beyond the walls of Piedmont’s schools. While it is fairly 

commonplace for police to be present in public schools to fulfill roles from providing 

security, to law enforcement, to mentoring, Piedmont’s officers are tasked with 

approaching kids and adults from an overarching educational orientation.9 This 

orientation requires treating calls for service and interactions with residents as 
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learning opportunities and providing programming dedicated to teaching residents 

how to prevent and respond to victimizations.  

School administrators and parents describe police officers taking on multiple 

roles within the town’s schools. Officers help stage a drunk driving prevention event, 

culminating with the display of a mangled car. They carry out active shooter trainings 

to prepare officers, as well as school employees and other city staff, to respond to 

everyone’s worst fear. They liaise with school officials about safety procedures through 

the city’s Public Safety Committee, which includes a seat for a school district 

representative. They lead assemblies and classes on topics like sexual harassment 

and drug use. This outreach is designed to communicate specific content, be it 

knowledge about criminal codes or tactical skills for handling an emergency, but also 

serves to create good will between kids, parents, school officials, and police.  

To open lines of trust and communication, police engage with students and 

educators in a way that is friendly and approachable. Patricia, who worked in the 

district for many years, described the juvenile officer who worked in the middle school 

during her tenure as well-liked and outgoing. Apart from showing up in response to 

calls and leading DARE (Drug Abuse Resistance Education) classroom sessions, “He 

would come down at lunch and bring his guitar and play with the kids. He was a good 

guy.” This kind of social engagement contrasts sharply with descriptions of officers’ 

disciplinary roles in less advantaged districts, particularly with regards to black and 

Latino boys, where small infractions serve as a gateway into the criminal justice 

system.10 Patricia’s account is corroborated by parents and school administrators who 

see the dividends of officers’ outreach. Tina, who lived in various large cities before 

moving to Piedmont, understands from her daughters that the police department has 

been “fantastic about coming into the schools and creating a relationship with the 
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schools… Ideally the kids who are here would feel like they have an open relationship 

with the police, and that it's not like the police are the bad people.” A school 

administrator likewise thinks that Piedmont is lucky to have “a police force who works 

with the families and the students and the community… [such that students] feel like 

the police are going to actually listen to what they say when things happen,” and says 

that the police have been effective at “pushing information” through school 

assemblies. 

The educational role police play with regards to Piedmont’s kids is 

institutionalized through the Police Explorers Program, an after-school activity that 

the department coordinates. The Police Explorers program brings high school kids 

together on a team to compete in police exercises and complete community service. At 

an annual commendation of the Explorers at a City Council meeting, the mayor 

congratulated them on their recent awards in a sniper challenge, water operation, and 

SWAT exercise while beaming parents snapped photos. The team’s supervisors from 

the police department praised their volunteer work, such as staffing the 911 line and 

corralling traffic at the Turkey Trot and Bicycle Rodeo. Whereas descriptions of police 

mentorship programs in urban neighborhoods, such as the notorious “midnight 

basketball” leagues that proliferated in the 1990s, describe them as diversion 

programs designed to reduce delinquency among budding criminals, the Explorers 

program promises to build skills for up and coming leaders.11 Participation gives kids 

a glimpse of the techniques that police use and puts them in roles where they can act 

with authority, like directing traffic. When asked by a councilmember how many 

participants would go on to be cops, one of the team’s supervisors chuckled and said 

that as far as she knew, none had yet nor planned to. Piedmonters don’t become cops, 

she said, but they learn leadership. When an Explorer volunteering at a town event 



 
118 

was asked the same by a parent, he likewise responded with a touch of 

embarrassment, I’m pretty sure I’m going to pursue engineering. But it’s a really great 

way to learn leadership and discipline, plus it looks good on college applications and 

counts as community service. The department’s educational outreach to kids 

contributes to the community goal of forging young leaders—future engineers and 

lawyers and bankers—rather than narrowly keeping kids free from committing or 

experiencing crime.  

Educational initiatives with Piedmont’s kids create a sense of mutual goodwill 

among police and residents and build relationships that each constituency can 

leverage when problems arise. Education does not end with kids, though. Piedmont’s 

police department actively works to educate the town’s adults about how to collaborate 

in efforts to control crime. As with the department’s school partnerships, 

programming for adult residents fosters a sense of accessibility and transparency. 

Like many police agencies, Piedmont’s department encourages residents to host 

neighborhood watch meetings and sends officers to speak with the assembled groups. 

But, whereas in high crime or transitioning neighborhoods these groups serve to 

supplant or regulate police patrols that are seen as ineffective, in Piedmont they serve 

as platforms for discussing how residents can best utilize existing services.12   

By taking the time to educate residents about the services they offer and issues 

they face, police inspire a version of client loyalty among residents. Like customers 

who return to the same trusted business time and again, believing transactions to be 

made in good faith, residents learn at neighborhood watch meetings that the police 

will hear and address their concerns. When Laura first moved to Piedmont, she had 

the impression that it was safer than her past neighborhood in Berkeley—she knew 

the police were nearby, that there were crossing guards along the route to school, and 
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that there were fewer “crazy people” walking the streets. She also read the police 

blotter in the local paper, though, and knew, “There are burglaries, there are 

muggings, there are break-ins, cars being stolen. There definitely are things 

happening.” To assuage her concerns, she decided she would host a neighborhood 

watch meeting. In addition to specific tips for deterring thefts and identifying 

suspicious activity, what Laura remembers from the meeting is that “it was nice that 

[the officer] came to our house, and he was really able to talk to us about things. I 

think the police department really is approachable.”  

Moreover, Laura thought the event was a great way to meet her neighbors, and 

reflects, “Knowing my neighbors makes me feel safe, actually.” Laura’s neighborhood 

watch meeting did not produce new patrols, and nobody there asked for reforms to the 

department or a review of procedures. Instead, over wine and hors d’oeuvres, an officer 

taught neighbors how to look out for each other and take advantage of resources that 

the department already offers. When a leader in the police department told me that 

she thinks of her role with regards to the public as that of an educator, she explained 

that when residents make impossible requests or misplaced critiques, she assumes it 

is for lack of knowledge rather than lack of good intentions. Approaching the public 

with an educational orientation begets the same benefit of the doubt in return, 

fostering a relationship of mutual trust and dependence.  

 

Cops’ Community Outreach 

Beyond explicitly educational initiatives, police outreach to Piedmont residents 

includes participation in recreational events and friendly everyday interactions. 

Whereas officer-initiated contacts with residents of marginalized urban 

neighborhoods often take the form of stop-and-frisk detainments, interrogations, or 
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arrests for minor infractions, and have therefore come under scrutiny, proactive 

policing is service oriented in the advantaged context of Piedmont.13 Police initiate 

positive encounters with residents to enlist them as allies in their efforts to reduce 

crime and to preempt critiques of their performance. A leader in the department 

explained, I always talk about the bank of trust. You make deposits into the bank of 

trust on good days, not on your bad days. So then when bad things come up, or 

controversial things, the public is going to be more likely to believe you, because you’ve 

built up that bank of trust over time. Piedmont’s officers use positive encounters with 

residents to build up the “bank of trust,” so that Piedmonters will report incidents to 

the police, will be cooperative and forthcoming when the police investigate issues, and 

will be forgiving when the police make a misstep.  

Proactive outreach from the department is welcomed by most residents I spoke 

with, who see police services as one source of Piedmont’s charm. Piedmont’s aesthetics 

contribute to residents’ sense that the town is “old-fashioned”—its streets are tree-

lined, homes are stately, and a marker in the central park boasts of the time when 

Mark Twain drank from its sulfurous spring—yet, residents often specifically 

reference police to explain its small-town appeal. To describe her longstanding 

impression of police services, Dorothy turns to her childhood: 

When I was a little girl, I was walking home from [elementary school] 

and I fell and apparently really skinned my leg badly or something. 

There was a motorcycle policeman named George nearby. He was 

always there to help with the street crossing. George was so 

sympathetic, and he offered to drive me home on his motorcycle to my 

mother, to get it fixed. I said, ‘No, my mother doesn’t allow me to ride 

with strangers!’ So George took me to the fire department and they did 

a little first aid on me. It was just a block the other way. So that’s pretty 

good city services! Officers across the street from our school were always 

very sweet and pleasant to us. We’d always go and get our fingerprints 

taken. That just seemed to be the height of fun, to have your 
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fingerprints taken. ‘Let’s go get our fingerprints taken again!’ I guess 

there wasn’t much going on, so they had time to be friendly with the 

kids and certainly built a relationship I’ve always felt that was positive 

here. 

 

Kids don’t head to the police department for recreational fingerprinting these days, 

but the police are still broadly understood as being available for first aid, a ride home, 

or even recreation. While the police department may not be able to top the fire 

department—which hosts birthday parties allowing kids to explore trucks in the 

company of Sparky, the fire dog mascot—their participation in the annual Battle of 

the Badges softball game against the firefighters and their table of swag at the town’s 

annual Harvest Festival help perpetuate their image as pleasant and approachable. 

Police outreach contributes to residents’ confidence that if any issues arise, large or 

small, they will be dealt with agreeably.  

While outreach in social and recreational contexts makes a strong impression, 

many residents first encounter police through proactive outreach that is tied to crime 

prevention measures. Multiple Piedmonters explained that shortly after moving to 

town, they introduced themselves to police and requested freely offered preemptive 

services. Mary moved to Piedmont with her husband and son from another affluent 

Bay Area suburb, so she was accustomed to having an attentive police department. “I 

always call the cops when I first get into a community and ask them, ‘Do you guys 

come through and look at the house?’ They’ll do a safety or security check. They’ll tell 

you things. If you have dogs, you need to register. There are things you can go to the 

police department and ask.” To access move-in services like a home check or pet 

registration, it is not always necessary for new residents to be proactive. When Luis 

moved his family to town from a nearby neighborhood in Oakland, he did not call the 

police, but rather found that they reached out to him. Luis says that in Piedmont, 
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“Multiple times the police have come to our house, just asking questions, saying ‘Hi.’ 

When we moved in, they said, ‘Hi.’” He understands these proactive contacts as a sign 

“that there is order in this place,” and says the visibility of police has made him feel 

“more secure and safe” than he did in Oakland. Luis elaborated that in these initial 

contacts with police officers, “[They] were all very professional. Nothing threatening 

or rushed. Very professional.” The officers’ demeanor assured him that by moving to 

Piedmont he really had entered a neighborhood where services would be better than 

in Oakland.  

Luis’ interpretation of officers’ repeated visits to his house is somewhat 

surprising, because he identifies as Latino, has a Spanish-origin name, and, as an 

immigrant from a Latin American country, speaks English with a slight accent. 

Research conducted in urban and low-income settings suggests that black and Latino 

men in particular hold negative impressions of police, shaped not only by their own 

encounters but also by encounters reported by friends, family, and the media.14 This 

pattern holds true in many cases in Piedmont, but in this case, it seems that Luis 

viewed police outreach favorably because officers treated him respectfully and offered 

preemptive security services. For example, after his neighbor’s security alarm went 

off, cops stopped at Luis’s house to see if he had seen anything suspicious. In this 

exchange, officers positioned Luis as an ally who might have useful information and 

as a homeowner who has a stake in preventing thefts in the neighborhood, rather than 

approaching him as a suspect.   

Luis’s perception that the Piedmont police offer more security than their 

counterparts in Oakland is widely shared. The visibility of patrols, positive social 

interactions, and preemptive services lead residents to see the department as an 

organization committed to meeting their needs. When residents plan vacations, they 
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can notify the police so that officers can do vacation home checks to prevent burglaries. 

When they plan renovations, they can likewise let the police know so they can allocate 

extra patrols and theft-deterrent measures to the unoccupied construction site. 

Individualized security services like these, which are directed toward vacant 

properties and designed to prevent property loss, show the department’s commitment 

to residents’ quality of life beyond their personal safety. Combined with the officers’ 

friendly demeanor, proactive outreach conveys that police are in residents’ corner. A 

longtime resident summarized the image of police in town by saying, “There’s plenty 

of police and fire[fighters], and you wave to them and they wave back. It’s that positive 

social dynamic.” Piedmont police make it known that they are available to respond to 

the breadth of residents’ insecurities.  

 

Cats in Trees & Non-emergency Calls 

Piedmonters expect their police department to respond with full haste to requests for 

service, whether or not they classify the situation as an emergency. In the eyes of 

residents, the police department functions as an on-demand help-line available to 

address a variety of grievances. Whereas research in economically disadvantaged 

communities documents a reluctance among residents to call the police, spurred either 

by fear of negative consequences or the belief that police will not respond adequately, 

Piedmonters show little hesitation to do so.15 When residents call the police for 

assistance in non-emergency situations, it conveys their expectation that the police 

are there to serve and provides police an opportunity to demonstrate their 

commitment to meeting local needs. Frivolous calls for service, usually involving 

animals, illustrate this dynamic.  
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Residents often brought up the local newspaper’s police blotter during 

interviews. The hilarity of the weekly blotter, which culminates in an amusing “pick 

of the week,” is a well-known inside joke among residents; they laugh about their 

neighbors’, and sometimes their own, calls for help with issues that in retrospect seem 

trivial. Julie, who has seen two kids through Piedmont schools, laughed while 

explaining: 

Especially when my daughter was in high school, I think we were in the 

blotter just about once a month. Our dog was barking. We had the crazy 

neighbor calling about the dog barking. We were in the blotter, it was 

hilarious. Even not the ones that were about us, there were some 

hilarious stories in the blotter. From the lady whose cat is caught in the 

tree, to the person who calls to say they heard a noise, oh, it was the 

son coming home. It’s just so funny.  

 

The humor of the blotter conveys to many that Piedmont is a safe place. It signals that 

police will respond to any call and that most police matters in town are not serious. 

Jonathan, a newcomer to town with young children, inferred from the blotter that the 

police are responsive and that Piedmont does not have a crime problem, saying, “It’s 

nice that we have a good police force that responds quickly. But I think luckily, most 

of the responses are probably not that serious. Probably a cat in the tree. No, I’m 

kidding. It’s not quite that not serious!” 

 A review of entries that make it into the paper’s weekly round-up makes clear 

how residents might be left with the impression that police matters in Piedmont are 

mostly trivial. Picks of the week include, “A Yorkie came into person's house through 

a cat door and then left,” “Report of finding broken glass in backyard. Confirmed it 

was raccoons taking the neighbor’s glass cat food bowls and dropping them after food 

eaten,” and, in an incident that the police academy almost certainly did not train 

officers to respond to, “Resident reported that a cat in front of his house has its head 
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suck in a milk carton. Officer on scene; carton removed from cat’s head.” To hit home 

that these police calls are laughable, the paper introduces the pick of the week with a 

joke set-up, like, “The things that inspired Dr. Seuss to write poetry…” in the case of 

the milk carton incident. These jokes, however, belie the serious expectation that the 

police will respond to every call for help, arrive quickly, and take concerns large and 

small seriously.  

Reflecting on their own non-emergency calls, some residents questioned 

whether it had been appropriate to call the police. Tina, who much appreciates 

Piedmont’s responsive police department, worries that calls like her report of a rat in 

her hot tub or her neighbor’s complaint about the rowdiness of her Oktoberfest party 

distract from more serious issues. She isn’t sure that there are regularly more serious 

issues for police to deal with in Piedmont, but she knows that calls in Oakland goes 

unanswered, and admits, “Sometimes I feel guilty about it, frankly.” Sarah is not 

worried about depleting police resources, but thinks the high level of service the 

department provides might be detrimental to kids who never learn to be “street 

smart.” When Sarah’s high school aged daughter left her top of the line North Face 

backpack behind at a football game, Sarah’s attempt to teach her a lesson about taking 

care of her possessions was undercut when police recovered the bag, as her daughter 

had assumed they would all along. Sarah wants her daughters to grow up in a safe 

environment, but worries that they “don’t understand danger and how safe it is here. 

They walk around everywhere unassuming.”  

By and large, residents’ reservations about frivolous calls for service are 

outweighed by their desire for help with minor issues and the comfort they take in 

knowing police will respond quickly to major issues. Even if residents think their own 

calls are laughable, they also think it is convenient to have someone on call to help 
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with tricky situations. Thus, when Hana called to report two skunks fighting in her 

backyard, she was grateful for the department’s response even though they just told 

her to leave the skunks alone. After all, “It sounded like at any moment they were 

going to do their gas! It was really scary, because they’re skunks!” Likewise, when  

Mary called 911 shortly after moving into her home because she heard a sound 

that “literally sounded like breaking glass or something,” when the responding officers 

found nothing suspicious she was self-deprecating, saying, “I’m sorry, I know it’s 

crazy.” Yet, her admittedly crazy call about a harmless noise assuaged her fears in 

her new home and confirmed that she could count on the police in future moments of 

need. She has since called them to confront an aggressive solicitor at her door, to check 

the house after the alarm went off, and when she saw a person struggling to walk up 

her street, who she feared was having a heart attack though in fact he was just drunk. 

As Mary expected after her initial “crazy” call, these more serious requests were 

addressed quickly and professionally.  

As much as she likes the police blotter, Julie recognizes that there is a fine line 

between calling 911 too frequently and utilizing police services appropriately, and 

wonders if “people get a little abusive of the system.” But, similarly to Mary, Julie 

concludes, “[The police] can come for every little thing, which is a good thing, because 

if your husband is having a heart attack or somebody is breaking into your house or 

whatever you want them to come right away.” 

Residents perceive a discrepancy between what Piedmont police will respond 

to and what Oakland police will respond to. The willingness of Piedmont police to 

remove a carton from a cat’s head humorously underlines this point, but residents 

think that the threshold for what urban departments will address is much higher than 

is acceptable. Griffin, a young parent who, like many town residents, works in 
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Oakland, says that in Piedmont, “I called [911] once and police are there in a minute… 

We lived in Oakland before. If you called the police, they wouldn’t show up unless 

there was gunplay.” Anna, after growing up in Piedmont, expected to buy a home and 

start a family in Oakland. Around the time she was home shopping though, she and 

her husband were driving through one of Oakland’s more affluent neighborhoods 

when they saw a fight break out. “I called the police, and we parked and waited, but 

they just didn’t come. So we realized how unresponsive the Oakland police are, it’s 

just another thing that was weighing on us.” Anna hasn’t had to call the police since 

buying a home in Piedmont, but it gives her some peace of mind to see them driving 

around and to know that they would come if called. When she hears stories from 

friends in Oakland about home invasions, she thinks, “Having Piedmont police, it 

makes all the difference.” 

City staff and police employees in Piedmont are aware of residents’ high 

expectations and pride themselves on providing exceptional customer service. Far 

from the stereotypical account wherein cops treat service calls as “not real policing,” 

police who select into Piedmont’s department see service as a key component of their 

job.16 Eric explained,  

We’re going to come [to every call]… To be a police officer in a city like 

this, you have to be able to accept that and deal with that, and deal with 

inane calls for service and people who are very needy or who are very 

entitled. You have to be able to function and operate in that. At one turn 

in the road you’re going to have to go to a call where you’re literally 

turning on a light for a little old lady. And then half an hour later, you’re 

going to be dealing with a hardcore gangster who may be armed with 

gun and he’s wanted for armed robbery out of Oakland. 

 

Eric is somewhat dismissive of certain calls the department receives, characterizing 

them as “inane,” but he suggests that if an officer is not capable of responding to calls 
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for help with a lightbulb—or a Yorkie breaking and entering, or a cat with its head in 

a carton—then it is the officer’s failure to adapt to a customer service role, not a 

problem with residents’ expectations. Rather than hoping residents will limit their 

demands, Eric thinks the department should recruit and train officers to have 

adaptable skills.   

 The service orientation that Eric describes is not confined to the police 

department, but rather infuses all city services. Tom, a member of the city’s staff, 

remembers having a conversation with two firefighters shortly after starting his job. 

He asked them what percentage of the 911 calls they receive are for medical help, and 

when one said it was around 60 percent, he was surprised.  

Usually it’s 95 percent. I said, ‘60 percent? Really? That’s all? So the 

rest are fires?’ And they said, “Oh no sir! We get calls like my son is 

locked in the bathroom and we can’t get him out. Or, I can’t turn my 

lawn mower off. Just people calling because they don’t know who else 

to call.’ And I thought I would see a roll of the eyes, like ‘rich people…’. 

I said, ‘So you don’t mind?’ They said, ‘No!’ They love being service 

oriented, and I see that across the board. 

 

After this introduction to the town’s service-oriented ethos, Tom’s experiences across 

the board confirmed that all municipal departments see serving residents as their 

primary job. With regards to the police, Tom points out that meeting residents’ 

expectations requires expensive technology and staffing; in fact, like in peer cities, 

police expenses eat up over half the city’s budget. But whereas other departments 

have seen funding shortages and hostility or disaffection from constituents, Tom 

thinks Piedmont’s department maintains a positive service role because residents are 

appreciative of good work and because, when residents have concerns about crime, 

“They want to throw money at it.”  
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CONSEQUENCES OF CUSTOMER SERVICE POLICING 

In many ways, the customer service orientation that characterizes Piedmont’s police 

department matches dominant ideals about how police ought to behave. In recent 

decades, “community policing” initiatives encouraging police to respond to local 

priorities and collaborate with residents have been promoted by everyone from the 

Department of Justice to liberal activists.17 Customer service policing mirrors some of 

the appealing aspects of community policing, and residents in Piedmont are indeed 

satisfied with their responsive police department. 

Embracing a customer service approach to policing, however, raises serious 

normative issues that are not inherent to engagement between police and residents. 

When the relationship between officer and resident is reconceived as that between 

customer service professional and client, the democratic ideals of equality and 

inclusion are supplanted by a market logic. Security scholar Lucia Zedner 

distinguishes public policing from private security by arguing that while private 

security “is a luxury explicitly on offer only to those with the power to purchase,” the 

state is expected to provide security “for all citizens, regardless of their status or 

wealth.”18 When policing comes to resemble private security, and services are 

allocated to residents on the basis of their property ownership and tax contributions, 

the state defaults on its end of the Hobbesian contract. 

In the abstract, police and residents in Piedmont endorse the idea that all 

people should have access to the same police services. Many lament the insufficiency 

of Oakland’s police force. Nevertheless, they take inequality in policing as a social fact 

that is unlikely to change, to at least not until all people pay the same steep taxes that 

they do. Rather than working to change policing in Oakland, they make choices to 

maximize their own access to security services. Liz, for example, is looking ahead to 
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retirement. She knows she “could move just across the border into Oakland for a much 

less expensive house.” She plans to stay put in Piedmont, however, because when she 

thinks “about the services that are available from Piedmont police and fire as [I] get 

older,” she thinks the costs of living in Piedmont are worth it. Liz, like many of her 

neighbors, plans to make a calculated choice about where to live based on which police 

services it buys her.  

 Beyond undermining the notion that security is a public good, customer service 

policing validates the idea that money, rather than democratic ideals, determines 

policing priorities. The goal of including resident input in police agenda-setting is 

widely touted, and indeed, enabling members of a community to adjust the 

distribution of goods in a way they feel is equitable is a tenet of the liberal state.19 

Treating policing as a consumer good, however, ensures that the affluent will have 

outsized influence over how security is envisioned and obtained.20  

Many Piedmonters are aware that the influence of money creates inequality in 

policing internally and with regards to nearby cities. Nancy, who lives in Baja 

Piedmont, recalled a dispute over parking. Her neighbors wanted a residential 

parking permit created for their neighborhood, to prevent people utilizing nearby 

businesses and services in Oakland from filling parking spaces. Residents of Upper 

Piedmont, however, opposed the permit, because it was inconvenient for people like 

them who drove to Oakland businesses, and they nearly succeeded in blocking it. 

Nancy mused, “Some would say that Upper Piedmont had greater access to power, 

and to the city government especially.” The battle over creating the permits exposed 

the inequality between the “haves” and “have-mores” in Piedmont, but once the permit 

system was instituted, enforcement highlighted the gap between Piedmont and 

Oakland. Nancy relishes the influence she now has as a Piedmont taxpayer, saying, 
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“[I] know that if we really needed a parking place and there were foreign cars, I could 

just call [the police] and they would ticket or take the car.” Nancy and her neighbors 

fought off the influence of Upper Piedmont money to create permits, but now wield 

the influence of their lower Piedmont status to direct parking enforcement. Oakland 

residents utilizing businesses and services, in their “foreign” cars, are left circling for 

spots.  

 

CONCLUSION 

When a police department conceives of itself as a customer service organization 

accountable to clients, the public that the department serves narrows. Police 

jurisdiction is territorial in nature, but client status is conferred by payment rather 

than by place. Police services in Piedmont are intended for residents—that is, those 

who contribute property taxes and accept high home prices. Non-residents in 

Piedmont, people who are out of place, people who have not contributed to its police 

department, therefore have little influence on its services. Policing in Piedmont 

intentionally serves residents’ – paying customers’ – interests. 

Though Piedmonters lament the inadequate services their neighbors in 

Oakland receive, by demanding exceptional treatment on the basis of their tax 

contributions they imply that those who contribute fewer property taxes justifiably 

receive fewer services The model of security that customer service policing implies is 

one in which the rich rightly receive special treatment, in which a disparity in tax 

contributions legitimizes a disparity in the distribution of policing. Piedmonters do 

not challenge inequality in policing services across municipalities; they do not insist 

that their resources should be shared with Oakland to prevent crime and provide 
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services regionally. Instead, they leverage their money to buy into the Nordstrom’s 

department and leave Oaklanders with The Dollar Store. 



 
133 

5 ‘The Magical Gates’ 
PIEDMONT’S PROTECTED PROXIMITY TO DIVERSITY 

 

Joan’s backyard barbecue had an eclectic feel. Kids flew down a zipline, dogs lounged 

in the sun, the drought tolerant garden sprouted vegetables and weeds in equal 

measure as honeybees and hummingbirds flitted about. As we chatted over veggie 

burgers and craft beer about life in Piedmont, one of Joan’s neighbors quipped, 

Piedmont is the place where the super-rich go to make the rich feel bad. Another chimed 

in that the town is the Bay Area’s Mayberry. We’re not really Piedmont Piedmont, 

Joan told me, looking around and arching an eyebrow behind her cat-eyed glasses.  

I had heard denials like this before. In fact, I heard denials in this vein from 

nearly all of the Piedmonters I interviewed. Nobody wanted to be Piedmont Piedmont, 

it seemed. “I don’t usually say I live in Piedmont,” Hana admitted.  “When people ask, 

I say I live near Lake Merritt. It’s not that I’m hiding. It’s just a little cumbersome to 

explain to people what it is. In some ways it’s unfortunate that people think we’re all 

so snobbish.” Brenda once found herself in a ski lift with a stranger at Lake Tahoe. 

“’Where you living?’ she asked. ‘East Bay, where do you live?’ ‘East Bay.’ We both live 

in Piedmont, but we don’t want to tell each other because you’re afraid of the reaction.” 

Jennifer is relatively new to town, so she’s still learning the tacit rules.  

I’ve never gotten a sense from anyone in town like, ‘Isn’t it so nice that 

we’re this exclusive enclave.’ Never. I have felt a little bit of that from 

people outside the community. So now, depending on who I’m speaking 

to, how I perceive how they’re going to perceive it, I might tell them I 

live in the Oakland area. Just to avoid any potential discomfort.  

 

 When Joan and her neighbors claim they are not Piedmont Piedmont, it rings 

true because, more than many, they do not show the stereotypical trappings of what 
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residents call “The Piedmont Way.” They favor natural gray to platinum blond, 

Birkenstocks to Dockers, Suburus to Teslas. But all of the Piedmont residents I met 

break with the town’s country club stereotype in some ways, often intentionally. 

Moreover, Joan and her neighbors, like all Piedmonters, take advantage of the town’s 

exclusive resources even as they reject its stereotyped, exclusive attitude. They send 

their kids to Piedmont’s schools, enroll in its recreation programs, and use its parks 

and public facilities.  

Piedmonters like Joan and her friends, and like Hana, Brenda, and Jennifer, 

carry out a careful balancing act to reap the benefits of being elite without appearing 

elitist. They opt into and generally enjoy living in an exclusive enclave, but they do 

not want to be associated with exclusion. Oakland, despite – or, sometimes, because 

of – its reputation for crime and disorder among Piedmonters, is a resource at their 

disposal as they strive to present themselves as open-minded and egalitarian. To 

prove that they are not Piedmont Piedmont, residents selectively embrace Oakland 

and claim affinity with its cultural values and institutions, even as they remain 

insulated from the city’s problems behind the town line.   

 So far, this dissertation has focused on how Piedmonters view Oakland as a 

problem. Oakland threatens Piedmonters’ sense of safety and comfort, so they take 

great pains to shield themselves from it. Yet, if Piedmonters simply wanted to rid 

themselves of Oakland and the urban problems they associate with it they could live 

further away. There are nearby suburbs that are geographically isolated from 

Oakland, Berkeley, and San Francisco by a line of foothills. Some of these suburbs, 

which are collectively referred to as “through the tunnel” for the one highway route 

through the hills, are demographically similar to Piedmont and offer competitive 

school districts. People who choose to live in Piedmont, however, do not want to be 
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fully separated from Oakland. Oakland is a valuable resource that Piedmonters can 

use to position themselves as cosmopolitan, open-minded elites, rather than exclusive, 

snobbish elitists.   

 

CULTURAL ENRICHMENT 

The sociologist Pierre Bourdieu developed the idea that there are multiple types of 

capital people accumulate to improve their position in society.1 Economic and social 

capital refer to a person’s money and social connections, which can be exchanged for 

property, influence, or status.2 When Piedmonters move to town they already have 

enough money to buy a house in an expensive market, and most also have ties to 

colleagues across prestigious organizations, like Ivy League universities or Silicon 

Valley tech companies. Many see moving to Piedmont as a way of protecting their 

economic and social capital, since home values are stable, neighbors are well-

connected, and high volunteerism on city and school committees creates strong local 

bonds. In terms of economic and social capital, then, living in Piedmont helps the rich 

stay rich. 

 Cultural capital, meanwhile, is somewhat more abstract than the first two 

types. Cultural capital refers to a person’s knowledge, skills, tastes, and comportment, 

which shape whether a person is seen as crude or refined.3 A person’s cultural 

standing is determined not by how much knowledge or skill they have, but rather 

what kind. Does one read mysteries or the classics; watch blockbusters or arthouse 

films; listen to pop music or opera? Does one know how to fix the plumbing or analyze 

the stock market; speak Spanish or speak French; play guitar or play violin? There 

are certain types of knowledge and certain preferences that mark a person as a 

member of the working or middle class, and others that distinguish a person as elite.  
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The specific cultural criteria for belonging to a given social class are not fixed; 

they vary over time, as well as between places. After spending a year living and 

teaching at an elite New England boarding school, sociologist Shamus Khan finds that 

having a disposition that he characterizes as “ease” marks students there as elite.4 In 

the setting Khan studied, students with “ease” were equally comfortable talking about 

jazz and hip-hop, Internet memes and classic philosophy. They had a sense of 

confidence and acted with competence in a wide variety of social situations. Linking 

food preferences to broader cultural tastes, Josée Johnston and Shyon Baumann refer 

to a similar mixing of high-brow and low-brow consumption as “omnivorousness.”5 

Like “ease,” “omnivorousness” captures the way contemporary elites signal their 

status by consuming a broad array of cultural goods, rather than solely the 

symphonies and foie gras of an earlier generation.    

Like Khan’s students and Johnston and Baumann’s foodies, Piedmonters try 

to project identities as worldly and well-rounded. Since Piedmont pictures itself as a 

West Coast version of a New England small-town, the elite identity that residents 

project has a mix of old-fashioned tastes and the Bay Area’s quirkiness. Being elite in 

Piedmont means knowing the best taco truck on Oakland’s International Boulevard, 

being on a first name basis with a farmer at the local market and snagging 

reservations at the newest sushi bar. It means joining in the Women’s March, visiting 

the Black Panthers exhibit at the Oakland museum, and attending several-thousand-

dollar-a-plate fundraisers for Democratic Party candidates. Being elite costs a lot of 

money, but money alone is not enough to be elite. The Bay Area’s cultural elites must 

appear to appreciate creativity and quality rather than status or prestige, and to 

embrace justice and equality rather than reinforcing existing race, gender, and class 

hierarchies. This balancing act is not easy to pull off while living in an enclave like 
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Piedmont. To appear elite rather than elitist, Piedmonters rely on Oakland’s cultural 

resources and selectively embrace its diversity.  

 

Cosmopolitan Consumption 

Piedmont residents make use of their access to Oakland’s restaurants, museums, 

concerts and events to demonstrate that they are suitably culturally engaged. Jennifer 

shares many of her neighbors’ concerns about crime from Oakland, admitting that 

there are parts of the city “where I don’t drive, or drive quickly and make sure my 

doors are locked.” Her concerns about going to Oakland, though, are outweighed by 

the cultural resources the commercial districts closest to Piedmont offer. “We love the 

restaurants on Grand Ave. and on Piedmont Ave. and on College Ave.,” she says, 

naming three tony streets along Piedmont’s edge that house an array of restaurants, 

specialty shops, and movie theaters. “Those are all really fun, vibrant, dynamic places 

that remind us a lot of Brooklyn, that kind of have that up-and-coming feel. A lot of 

mom and pop shops, small-townish vibe, even in Oakland.”  

Many Oakland residents have concerns about the soaring costs of housing and 

changing character of the three neighborhoods Jennifer mentions, as affluent young 

families flock to the lively shops she cites. Gentrification threatens to push 

longstanding resident out. But for Jennifer, who bought a home valued at over $3 

million in an enclave that is well-established as affluent, the booming scene in nearby 

Oakland offers only advantages. “It’s kind of nice and funky, makes us feel like we’re 

still a part of something cool, now that we’re kind of in the ‘burbs!” Jennifer enjoys 

going to nearby Oakland neighborhoods not only because she’s a foodie and cinephile. 

She likes going to Oakland for the feeling of being funky and cool. Access to vibrant 
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streets is a cultural resource that helps Jennifer guard against being perceived as 

stuck-up or boring now that she lives in a suburb. 

 Many Piedmonters directly compare their town to the suburbs on the other 

side of the foothills to distinguish themselves as more worldly and interesting than 

their counterparts. Though many of the suburbs “through the tunnel” are connected 

to Oakland, Berkeley and San Francisco by BART trains, to hear Piedmonters tell it 

they are cut off from the world. Gloria sometimes visits friends in Orinda, the first 

suburb east of the foothills, and thinks, “It’s a really different world when you go 

through the tunnel. Really different. It feels different. [Piedmont] is an in-urb, not a 

sub-urb – that’s a fairly distinctive thing.”  

Beth echoes Gloria’s assessment, saying, “I think it would feel much different 

if we lived through the tunnel or something. Because we still have access to lots of 

cultural activities and restaurants and we can go to the museum. There’s a lot going 

on over here.” Beth speculates that through the tunnel, “you’d have to get in your car 

to go anywhere. People probably stay home more. We’d stay home more, I’m sure.” 

Piedmont does not boast a single restaurant or museum, but Beth implies that that 

living in the town comes with access to all of Oakland’s resources. By choosing to live 

in Piedmont, Beth and her husband chose to a lifestyle where they have access to 

“cultural activities” in Oakland, rather than one where they would stay home. Beth 

and Gloria both present living in Piedmont as proof of their cultural engagement, as 

something that distinguishes them from other suburbanites as active and 

cosmopolitan people.  

 For Piedmonters who worried about the town’s reputation when deciding 

whether or not to buy a home there, clinging to Oakland’s cultural resources provides 

confirmation that they are still in touch with the city. Griffin, who is new to Piedmont, 



 
139 

describes the town as “Pleasantville with diversity and an urban edge.” He explains 

that just across the border “there are art galleries and Blue Bottle coffee and you have 

an urban feel with an edge because Oakland is still changing,” meaning that it is not 

completely gentrified yet. Griffin does not want to live in a neighborhood that is “still 

changing” – he wants highly ranked schools for his kids and a responsive police force 

– but his proximity to Oakland bolsters his identity as hip and comfortable in edgy 

neighborhoods.  

Kathryn likewise moved to Piedmont for the schools and safety but struggles 

to reconcile its reputation with her sense of self as a progressive activist, so she seizes 

examples like “a guy who teaches music in an Oakland middle school that’s right 

nearby, who lives in Piedmont, and has brought students together to perform, to 

practice, just to get to know each other.” Examples like this reassure Kathryn that 

she still lives in a culturally rich and open-minded community. Kathryn knows some 

residents rarely venture to Oakland for fun, going instead to San Francisco or 

Berkeley, but she’s noticed people increasingly “come into Oakland and appreciate 

and enjoy uptown and downtown” for things like going out to eat. To Kathryn and 

many of her neighbors, taking advantage of Oakland’s arts and culture institutions is 

a sign that a person is open-minded and unpretentious.   

 Many residents engage with Oakland institutions primarily through 

philanthropy or community service. Ellen sits on a museum board, Dorothy volunteers 

as a docent, Julie fundraises for hospitals, and many parents bring their kids to 

shelters, food pantries, Christmas gift handouts, and so on. For adults, especially 

retirees and women who left the workforce when they had kids, volunteering with 

cultural organizations is a way of kindling and signaling knowledge about the arts, 

history, the environment, or an intellectual topic of one’s choosing. Ellen, for instance, 
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found that working with museums gave her a way of using some of the knowledge she 

picked up in college but had never employed in a job, as well as a chance to learn about 

new topics and meet likeminded people. Dorothy likewise says her time volunteering 

with museums “opened a whole new, wonderful world to me.” Volunteering with 

cultural organizations may benefit the organizations themselves and the publics they 

serve. Volunteer work is also culturally useful for Piedmonters, though, as it provides 

opportunities to signal both knowledge and altruism. Whether engaging with 

Oakland’s food and arts scene as customers, donors, or volunteers, Piedmonters 

leverage their proximity to the city to cultivate identities as democratic elites.  

 

The Dividends of Diversity 

To many Piedmonters, diversity is a cultural resource not unlike a museum or a 

restaurant: it is something you can go to Oakland to access and appreciate, and then 

leave behind upon returning to Piedmont. Chris and Donna have considered moving 

through the tunnel, which would actually shorten their commutes and set them up to 

retire in a home with lower property taxes. For now, at least, they have decided 

against moving though. Through the tunnel, Chris says,  

…is much more Wonder Bread. The closer you get to the city, the much 

more urban the environment. Ethnically, religiously, lifestyle-wise, it’s 

a much more diverse culture. I find it a hell of a lot more interesting, 

frankly. So the people that live closer in, particularly a diverse 

community like Oakland or East Bay, they’re embracing a 

multicultural, multi-lifestyle. That’s interesting. [Through the tunnel] 

is really a homogenized, bland sort of environment. 

 

Chris touts diversity as a desirable quality in a community and designates people who 

embrace diversity as themselves more interesting and multicultural. Midway through 

his explanation, he makes an elision – in “a diverse community like Oakland or East 
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Bay,” he says. Chris lumps together his homogenous East Bay suburb with the 

surrounding majority-minority city, erasing the distinction between the two. Chris 

thereby positions himself as a member of the interesting set, implying that he has 

chosen to live amongst Oakland’s diversity because he embraces multiculturalism. 

For Chris, Oakland’s diversity is of the same kind as its arts and culture destinations: 

“The food is fabulous, the arts are great, and there’s all these different people and 

cultures and styles and everything going on.” Food, arts, and diverse people are all 

cultural resources that Piedmonters seek out in Oakland to confirm their 

cosmopolitan identities. “I like to think that’s where I want to be,” Chris continues, as 

if his embrace of diversity is aspirational rather than fully realized. “The people that 

live in Piedmont are different than those who are going to live [through the tunnel],” 

he concludes. Opting to be near Oakland, claiming its diversity and culture as his own, 

is a mark of distinction for Chris. People through the tunnel might have money and 

connections, but, in his view, they lack cultural richness.  

 Oakland’s diversity is valuable not only for the identities of Piedmont’s adults, 

but also for the education of their kids. Piedmont parents want their kids to be able 

to move through the world with ease; like the students Khan studied, they should be 

comfortable in European capitals and Oakland homeless shelters. Upper-class 

parents view such worldliness as an asset that can give their kids a competitive edge. 

Researching families in Silicon Valley suburbs, sociologist Marianne Cooper found 

that in addition to sending their kids to math tutors and violin lessons, upper class 

parents sent them to Mandarin classes and on trips to Asia.6 The affluent parents 

Cooper tracked recognized that the economy is global and wanted their kids to have 

the cultural skills to succeed in it. Piedmont parents take a similar approach to 
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preparing their kids for the future, but in addition to sending them on trips to Asia 

and Latin America and Washington, D.C., they take them to Oakland. 

Jason, for example, likes living close to Oakland for the sake of his own cultural 

consumption. He says he and his wife, Mel, “like being around people from different 

backgrounds and perspectives.” More importantly, though, he thinks staying close to 

Oakland instead of settling in a further suburb has had benefits for his kids’ 

development.  

I want my kids to grow up around—I mean the world is a diverse place. 

I want them to get exposed to different perspectives. I think if you grow 

up and everyone looks like you and then you end up going someplace 

where it doesn’t, it can feel strange. I don’t want that to feel strange to 

my kids. 

 

Jason and Mel want their kids to feel at ease anywhere they go; they want to prepare 

them to succeed in a diverse world. They could have raised their kids in a place that 

was more diverse than Piedmont. After all, they lived in Oakland until their oldest 

reached kindergarten. Faced with the prospect of finding a school for their kids, 

though, Jason and Mel didn’t consider sending them to the diverse Oakland public 

school district. They considered enrolling in a private elementary school, but then 

moved to Piedmont instead. Jason and Mel do not want their kids’ opportunities to be 

limited by the scarcity of resources in diverse urban neighborhoods, so they moved to 

a suburb but bring their kids to Oakland to expose them to diversity selectively. 

Proximity to Oakland lets Jason and Mel teach their kids to be at ease amidst cultural 

difference without subjecting them to the costs of race or class inequality.   

For parents like Jason and Mel, Oakland provides opportunities to teach kids 

both values and skills. Laura wants her kids to have positive feelings about being 

around difference. When she and her husband decided to move the family from 
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Berkeley to Piedmont, she worried they would lose that comfort. “I don’t want my kids 

to be in a bubble then all a sudden come across someone who is a little bit different 

than them and have them feel uneasy about that,” she says. In Laura’s view, ease 

around difference is something kids need to practice; too much time in a bubble and 

they might become uncomfortable when they leave it. Laura thinks it is important to 

cultivate kids’ sense of ease in diverse spaces. “Street smarts is something that’s really 

important,” she says, wondering aloud, “Maybe we were better at that in Berkeley or 

maybe we’d be better at that if we lived in the city or New York.” Laura views 

Oakland’s proximity as an opportunity to supplement her kids’ formal education with 

lessons in street smarts. “At least Piedmont is right around Oakland, so you’re close 

to people of color, different socioeconomic backgrounds, different foods, all different 

sorts of things.” In Oakland, Laura can teach her kids “what to do, what not to do. Pay 

attention when you walk, be aware of your surroundings,” which is important to her 

because “one of the big things that my husband wants our children to be able to do is 

go out in the world and be successful, be comfortable. If they want to live in New York 

or a different country, that they can do that.” Like Jason and Mel, Laura wants her 

kids to live in a place with abundant resources and where she feels safe letting them 

go outside to play; she does not regret leaving Berkeley. She uses Oakland’s diversity 

to make up for the cultural capital that Piedmont lacks though, exposing her kids to 

people of different races and restaurants with different foods. 

Many Piedmont parents selectively expose their kids to poverty and people of 

color in Oakland not only to prepare them for a global economy, but also to protect 

their reputations. Piedmonters do not want their kids to grow up to be snobs. Sarah 

is somewhat more critical of Piedmont’s homogeneity and of the trappings of affluence 

than most, in part because her career brings her into regular contact with families 



 
144 

who are struggling to make ends meet. So, while she sends her kids to the summer 

programs and extracurriculars that their Piedmont peers go to, she is skeptical of how 

effectively these round out their education. “My older daughter is going to New York 

City this summer, but she’s going to be in a program. It’s going to be full of more rich 

kids and she’ll think it’s really cool and that she’s seen the world. But it’s really just 

more of the same. She doesn’t get it yet.” Sarah is blunt about the sheltered reality 

that her kids unwittingly enjoy. To introduce her kids to something different from 

their bubble, she incrementally exposes them to diversity in Oakland.  

I totally get it and we try to give them as much diversity as we have 

time for. We worked in a homeless shelter all winter. Every Sunday we 

cook food for homeless people in West Oakland… [My kids do] 

babysitting for kids who are in the shelter. I get it, but I don’t really 

think that they get what that real world is exactly about. 

 

Sarah reiterates that she “gets it” – as someone who works in Oakland, who knows 

families dealing with poverty and racism, she positions herself as savvy and attuned 

to injustice despite living in Piedmont. But her kids, she thinks, don’t quite get it yet. 

Sarah doesn’t want her kids exposed to genuine hardship, recognizing with gratitude 

that her kids benefit by living in a safe environment: “Thankfully, they’ve never been 

exposed to the violence in Oakland, and I hope it stays that way!” But, she does want 

them to know what life is like for disadvantaged families, so that they can fully 

appreciate how lucky they are. Even if they don’t quite get it yet, Sarah persists in 

showing them “as much diversity as we have time for” to ensure that while they 

benefit from being elite, they do not become elitists.  

 Jonathan’s kids are younger than Sarah’s, but he is already grappling with 

how to ensure that they turn out open-minded and well-rounded. He thinks of 

Piedmont as “idyllic in some ways, but then it’s also lacking diversity in other ways. 
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Mainly Latino and black or African American families… If you think about how 

diverse Oakland is and where we’re at with Piedmont, it’s not quite as diverse. I think 

that is one thing that you sacrifice.” Jonathan loves the elementary school his kids 

attend and appreciates how many “creatives” there are in his neighborhood, but he 

sees Piedmont’s lack of diversity as potentially detrimental to his kids’ development. 

Proximity to Oakland assuages his concerns: 

I don’t feel like my kids are losing out terribly because there is all this 

around, Oakland all around, and we take advantage of going to cultural 

things and being downtown and uptown and all over the place. But it 

would be nice if there was more of that [diversity] for them to grow up 

with. I say that, but then I came from a mostly white community 

[…and] I turned out okay. Pretty open. 

 

Jonathan’s worry is that his kids won’t turn out “open” like him; that because they 

live in a town with few people of color, they will not turn out okay. Ultimately, though, 

he decided that visiting Oakland regularly would balance out the effects of living in a 

predominantly white enclave.  

Examining a university campus, corporate office, and urban neighborhood, 

sociologist Ellen Berrey finds that efforts to increase diversity coalesce around 

instrumental benefits to the powerful, rather than attempts at racial justice.7 For 

instance, universities selectively include exemplary members of minority groups to 

enrich the education of the dominant group – white students. Admissions offices tout 

how adding diverse voices will broaden the perspectives of (presumably white, native 

born, middle or upper class) students; human resources offices likewise tout how 

diverse perspectives can help the bottom line for (predominantly white, male, affluent) 

executives and shareholders. Such instrumental talk predominates in Piedmonters’ 

discussions of diversity. Piedmont parents want to bolster their identities as 
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interesting and cosmopolitan, and they want their kids to be worldly, open-minded 

and ready to thrive beyond their bubble. To reap the instrumental benefits of 

diversity, they live in a suburb close to Oakland and venture across the line 

selectively.  

Piedmonters are cognizant of how their own suburb’s homogeneity is situated 

within broader patterns racial injustice and class inequality. Nevertheless, they do 

not want to share their resources with people who share neither their assets nor their 

interests. They therefore keep diversity at arm’s length. They get as much of it as they 

have time for, and then retreat to the comfort of a suburb with little difference. By 

living close to, but not in, Oakland, Piedmonters can claim the cultural capital that 

comes with cosmopolitanism while insulating their economic and social capital behind 

their enclave’s border. 

 

THE BEST OF BOTH WORLDS 

Piedmonters want to enjoy Oakland’s cultural resources at the same time that they 

want insulation from the crime and disorder that they associate with the city; they 

want to celebrate difference without having to grapple with inequality. Many of the 

Piedmonters I met moved easily between describing Oakland as a cultural gem and 

describing it as crime and poverty-ridden, rife with disorder and dysfunction. If 

Piedmonters were residents of Oakland, they might be forced to reconcile their 

discordant views of the city. They might have to decide, for example, whether to vote 

to raise taxes, to fundraise for public schools, or to send their kids to private schools; 

to welcome bustling sidewalk life or to install gates and cameras and report loitering 

to the police. By moving to Piedmont, residents instead made one choice that that 

makes all these daily choices unnecessary. They made the choice to live in a place with 
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limited difference, with inequality on a scale from rich to super-rich; to live among 

likeminded people who leave education and security to public school teachers and the 

police department because they have paid to hire the very best.  

Piedmonters want to live near Oakland because they benefit from its museums, 

restaurants, and diverse population. They do not want to live in Oakland, however, 

since that would require sharing access to and control over schools, police, parks, and 

other public goods, and would create inconvenient or uncomfortable exposure to 

inequality and disorder. Pete, who does business in both Piedmont and Oakland as an 

entrepreneur, sums up the town’s position: 

If you are of that socio-economic demographic, where because of your 

affluence you’re going to find an expensive town to live in for all the 

reasons of good education, safety, house, peers, that kind of thing, what 

I think Piedmont has going for it, that the other towns that we looked 

at didn’t, is that its proximity to Oakland is a good thing… In many 

ways you get the best of both worlds. We live in this wonderful, old-

school town with all the precious things I said. But right here, we get 

the vibrant community that is full of diversity and awesome food and 

incredible energy and struggles. 

 

After buying access to exclusive schools, effective police, prestigious real estate, and 

presumably elite peers, even Oakland’s “struggles” can be characterized as a good 

thing. As Pete points out, from the secure perch of their “old-school town,” 

Piedmonters can get the best of Oakland without bearing its costs. Piedmonters reap 

the best of both worlds by claiming Oakland’s cultural resources as their own while 

denying reciprocal access to their own town’s economic and social resources. 

 

The One-Way Border 

When elaborating on why she is not Piedmont Piedmont, Joan told me about the 

relationship between her town and the surrounding city. You know Piedmont doesn’t 
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have a library? Joan tells me. We use Oakland’s library. And that’s just the start – 

grocery shopping, any errands really, we need Oakland. We’re totally dependent on it. 

Many of Joan’s fellow Piedmonters likewise acknowledge their town’s reliance on 

Oakland. After all, as Pete says, “You can’t not leave. We have to drive through 

Oakland no matter where we’re going.” But while Piedmonters rely on Oakland for 

everything from grocery shopping to museums, the relationship is not reciprocal. We 

have great dog parks, Joan tells me, but you need a license to use them. She goes on,  

There was a controversy a while back about bouncy houses in the parks. 

[One park] is just on the edge of town, and so on weekends families would 

have big birthday parties or barbecues there. And there was all this 

uproar like, ‘It’s too noisy,’ ‘It’s too crowded.’ There were complaints like, 

‘We don’t have space to use our park,’ that kind of thing. 

 

Joan explained that, often, the larger parties were thrown by Oakland residents. Or, 

at least, that was the widespread perception in town, and it was the premise of a new 

city policy responding to the outcry. The City Code was amended to ban bouncy houses 

and movable furniture in parks and to require advanced reservations for picnic areas. 

These reservations, according to the code, needed to be made in person at the town’s 

Recreation Department building. There’s still a sense here that if you’re not a 

Piedmonter, you shouldn’t be here, Joan summed up. Piedmonters just want a one-way 

border. They don’t want people coming and using their things, but they don’t want to 

be closed off. 

Piedmonters construct a one-way border with Oakland through both formal 

city policy and by informally sending unwelcoming signals to outsiders. We have 

already seen how Piedmont enacts multiple layers of security to exclude people who 

threaten residents’ sense of safety. Regulations like dog park and bouncy house rules 

further enable Piedmonters to exclude those who infringe on their sense of comfort or 
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quality of life. Joan referenced a specific part of the city’s park use regulations – the 

ban on bouncy houses – because it had recently been controversial. While the ban on 

bouncy houses was relatively new, the broader intent of limiting non-residents’ use of 

Piedmont facilities pre-dates it. The portion of the city code regulating park use 

begins: 

This chapter is intended to regulate the use of municipal parks, 

playgrounds and other recreational facilities which are provided for the 

use and enjoyment of the residents of Piedmont and to ensure that 

residents of Piedmont shall have priority in the use of such facilities.8 

 

The code does not mince words; that Piedmont parks are for Piedmont residents is its 

opening statement. (The Oakland Municipal Code has no such language.) The code 

goes on to enumerate a specific order of priority for the allocation of park space and 

facilities, under a section titled “Priority Use Established”:  

The use of recreation facilities shall be primarily for the enjoyment of 

Piedmont residents. The following priority system will be used in 

allocating facility resources. 

 

a. Recreation Department programs 

b. Piedmont Unified School District programs 

c. Non-profit Piedmont organizations 

d. Piedmont residents 

e. All others 

 

Piedmonters are split based on internal affiliations into groups with claims on park 

space. All others are lumped together as low-priority park users, since Piedmont’s 

facilities are not primarily for their enjoyment. 

The city code further establishes permit and reservation requirements for 

facilities like the town’s off-leash dog parks, tennis courts, and community halls. For 

each, applications must be submitted in person at the Police Department, City Hall, 

or the Recreation Department. If a non-resident clears this hurdle, they will then be 
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asked to submit a fee that is, across the board, substantially higher than what 

residents are asked to pay. For example, a dog with a Piedmont address can play off-

leash for three years for a $38 fee. Non-Piedmont dogs owe $38 each year and can only 

buy park access in one-year increments. For big ticket items the Piedmont advantage 

is steeper. A Piedmont resident can reserve the town’s community hall for a wedding 

or bar mitzvah for $3000. For a non-resident, the same reservation will run to $4250, 

a more than 40 percent mark-up.  

Piedmont’s regulations do not ban non-residents from using the town’s parks 

and facilities; surely, many non-residents do use them. Even the regulations that are 

in place may not be adhered to, as any Piedmont city employee will admit that 

enforcement of non-criminal codes is not proactive. My non-resident dog’s 

documentation status was never checked when he joined in games of fetch. Yet, the 

preferential access granted to residents and the disparate fees owed by non-residents 

make explicit the town’s goal of limiting the presence of people who don’t live there.  

Further, formal park use regulations may give license to residents who wish to 

informally enforce the rules by questioning people who are unfamiliar. When 

Jonathan was deciding whether to move to town, a story about park access gave him 

pause: 

I heard once that the tennis courts on Linda Avenue—I’ve heard this, I 

don’t know if it’s urban legend or what—but somebody was playing 

tennis and somebody else came into the court and said, ‘Are you a 

Piedmont resident?’ They said no. And they said, ‘Well, we are, so we 

get to play. So get done and move on.’ I don’t know how accurate that 

kind of stuff is, but I get a sense that that could have happened. 

 

Jonathan admits that he cannot verify whether or not this exchange between a 

resident and non-resident really happened, but the story tapped into his anxiety about 
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Piedmont when he heard it and communicates his sense of Piedmont now. Jonathan 

has not read the city code – which, in fact, outlines a process residents can use to get 

a priority access tennis court decal. But without reading the code, Jonathan has picked 

up on the notion that non-residents are unwelcome at Piedmont facilities. Though 

Jonathan may not realize it, this arrangement is not the stuff of urban legend, but of 

city policy.  

If residents seek to limit outsiders’ use of Piedmont’s parks and facilities, to 

claim their priority access, they need to determine who is an outsider. According to 

many Piedmonters I spoke with, some residents resort to racial profiling and question 

the presence of people of color in Piedmont’s public spaces. When Ruth moved her 

family to Piedmont in the 1980s she felt they were highly visible as Asian Americans. 

As much as she’s come to appreciate the town, she remembers that it was challenging 

being “non-white moving into a white community.” Shortly after moving to town, she 

took her toddler and infant for a walk in the neighborhood park. “Someone came up 

to me and said, ‘This park is for residents.’ That’s an aspect of [Piedmont]. And I said, 

‘Well I AM a resident.’” Ruth thinks that people of color bear an extra burden when 

they move into Piedmont because it is not presumed that they have a right to be there. 

“If you come into a community [like this], you have to contribute if you want to— how 

should I say it? Not make your presence felt, because your presence is already felt. To 

make your presence a positive.” According to Ruth, people of color are immediately 

visible when they enter town and are treated with suspicion unless they take pains to 

prove they “have a right to be here as much as anyone else.” Ruth acknowledges that 

the situation has improved somewhat for Asian American families, who now comprise 

almost 20 percent of the town’s population, but thinks little has changed for African 

American families.  



 
152 

Strategies for keeping non-residents out of Piedmont are often subtler than 

confrontations on park pathways, whether enacted by the city or by residents. The 

Public Safety Committee, for example, does outreach at public events throughout the 

year to educate people about crime prevention and natural disaster preparedness. 

After disappointing disaster preparedness training sign-up numbers at the town’s 

Harvest Festival, a committee member lamented that the festival was mostly Oakland 

people, so their recruitment efforts weren’t good bang for the buck. This assessment 

colored future outreach campaigns. When they planned a promotion with a local 

hardware store to offer pre-assembled disaster toolkits at a discounted price, they 

worried that Oakland residents would try to buy them. They agreed to limit publicity 

to Piedmont’s local paper so that non-residents wouldn’t know about the sale or have 

the coupon required to claim the discount. When planning a disaster preparedness 

event, talk about choosing a food truck and keynote speaker centered on ways to draw 

a big crowd. Discussion of the event’s location, though, revealed that the committee 

either wanted only Piedmonters in attendance or else wanted the event held outside 

Piedmont. You don’t want people coming in and driving on your beautiful… one 

committee member trailed off. They agreed to look into holding the event on Piedmont 

Ave. in Oakland, a location that would enable Piedmont families to easily attend 

without luring Oakland residents into Piedmont. 

The Piedmont Neighbors and Newcomers Club is not affiliated with the city, 

though it has been around long enough to be a Piedmont institution. The social club 

fosters ties between residents by organizing barbecues and progressive dinners and 

sharing information about book clubs and poker games. When Jennifer and her 

husband moved to town, they were eager to “be part of a community” and found it “so 

sweet and charming” when a neighbor from the group dropped by with a jar of granola 
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to say, “We just wanted to make sure you felt really welcome.” Jennifer and her 

husband began going to Piedmont Neighbors and Newcomers events, and before long, 

Jennifer found herself in a leadership position with the club. Though a relative 

newcomer herself, she was asked to weigh in on a question the group was facing: 

should PNNC allow two couples shopping for Piedmont homes but currently living in 

Oakland to come to the club’s events? Jennifer found herself “moved by both sides of 

the argument.” On the one hand, she knows it is difficult to find a house in Piedmont 

and is sensitive to “the perception of Piedmonters and ivory castle kind of stuff… and 

we want to do our damnedest to make sure nobody feels that way!” On the other hand,  

It would be kind of a shame for somebody from Oakland or SF or any 

surrounding towns to come in and to find yourself wrapped up in 

conversation at cocktail hour and have them say, “So where do your kids 

go to school?” “Actually, we’re 45 minutes away.” That would potentially 

evaporate the connections. So we did adjust our bylaws this year to have 

that be a little bit more stringent. 

 

Jennifer loves going to Oakland for Pilates and dinner and walks with her dog, but 

thinks letting Oaklanders take advantage of Piedmont’s social organizations would 

diminish them, even if the new members are aspiring Piedmonters. Like many of her 

neighbors, she seeks connections outside of town to keep life dynamic and interesting, 

but she closes ranks within Piedmont to keep the town a tightly-knit refuge. With its 

“more stringent” rules, the PNNC reinforces the one-way border and helps 

Piedmonters maintain their exclusive claim to the town’s social resources.   

Every so often, the question of whether Piedmont should be annexed by 

Oakland enters public conversation, spurred by a newspaper column or social media 

post. A few Piedmonters acknowledge advantages of annexation, like when Dorothy 

tells me, “I read the other day a letter to the editor suggesting that all the little cities 
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are so fractured in their applications of technology and safety and all that, it’s really 

a terrible waste of money and energy. That we all should be unified. And I thought, 

‘Yes, that makes such good sense.’” But while Dorothy sees some upsides to 

unification, she does not want to lose local control over policy and resources. “I can go 

to my city hall meetings and sign up on the agenda, or phone ahead of time and get 

on the agenda, and speak to them about an issue,” she says, so ultimately she would 

not support annexation. Many Piedmonters have a less delicate view. A city employee 

recounted a newspaper article in which representatives from Oakland welcomed the 

idea of annexation while Piedmont’s mayor was bluntly opposed. The article quotes 

the mayor saying, “If I proposed [annexation], I’d be tarred and feathered. I’d be 

ousted from town.”9 A member of city council likewise rejected the idea of annexation 

immediately, dismissing it as impractical: “It’s certainly not going to make Oakland a 

rich city like Piedmont,” he deduced, saying also, “I don’t think Piedmont would 

continue paying a parcel tax if it was in Oakland.”  

Adding a wealthy enclave of 10,000 people to Oakland might not make 

Oakland rich, but it would make Piedmont less rich. In the councilmember’s 

assessment, Piedmonters are only willing to tax themselves at a high rate because 

they know their resources will not be shared with people contributing less; they will 

go solely to the benefit of Piedmonters. Piedmont’s one-way border ensures that while 

Oakland’s resources flow into Piedmont, Piedmont’s do not flow out. Piedmonters can 

rely on Oakland for everything from groceries to cultural cachet without needing to 

spread their wealth amongst the city’s large, diverse population.  

 

‘The Magical Gates’ 
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To reap the best of both worlds, Piedmonters rely on their town being separated from 

Oakland by a one-way border. If Oaklanders could partake in Piedmont life as freely 

as the reverse, Piedmonters worry their parks would be too crowded, their streets too 

trafficked, their social connections “potentially evaporate[d].” Piedmonters who are 

not Piedmont Piedmont, however, do not want to be associated with closing their 

town’s borders. The identities they cultivate by going to Oakland’s restaurants and 

museums and encountering its diversity would be undermined by the appearance of 

exclusivity. The Piedmonters I spoke with therefore brought up several explanations 

for how the town remains so homogenous despite its residents’ stated open-

mindedness. Some residents attributed the town’s exclusivity to weird, silly, or magic 

forces that are impossible to understand and nobody’s fault; others blamed Piedmont’s 

historical legacy and lingering older generation; and many, including city leadership, 

treated race and class interchangeably to argue that Piedmont’s expensive homes 

keep the enclave predominantly white. Explanations like these allow Piedmonters to 

acknowledge that their doughnut hole stands out from its more diverse surroundings 

without bearing responsibility for segregation or inequality. 

 When I asked Ben to describe Piedmont to me, he told me he’d had a 

conversation with his teenage daughter about the town on his way over to our 

interview and that she was blunt: “It’s an upper class, white community.” Ben agrees 

with her characterization, and admits it was a bit unsettling to him when he and his 

wife first moved to town from a more diverse neighborhood in Oakland. Even now, 

almost two decades after the move, he and his wife “always kid ourselves that there’s 

a magical gate on Oakland and Grand Avenue, so some people are repulsed when they 

hit that magical gate.” There is no physical gate at Oakland and Grand Avenue, or at 

any other entry point into town. There is a license plate reader there, creating a digital 
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checkpoint, and at some entry points pillars straddle the road marking the driveways 

of old estates. But those are not what Ben is referring to. Ben is describing an 

intangible barrier to entering Piedmont for “some people” – implicitly, people who are 

not upper class and white. “Once you get into town it’s a very different kind of place,” 

he continues. “The first thing you notice is that it’s a manicured community, it’s a tree 

community, it has a feel to it that’s– not a lot of apartments…” Ben goes on to mention 

the town’s concentration of Teslas, of start-up company founders, of attorneys, of “very 

wealthy individuals.” He sums up, “You go through those gates, and it does have a 

Norman Rockwell feel.”  

When Ben somewhat facetiously attributes Piedmont’s homogeneity to 

“magical gates,” he avoids blaming Piedmonters or Piedmont’s policies for the town’s 

exclusive feel. In his description, those who are not white or affluent are “repulsed” by 

the town’s affluence; they see manicured streets and Teslas and magically, if not 

altogether mysteriously, decide they should not cross the border into Piedmont. Other 

Piedmonters give likewise agentless explanations for why outsiders see Piedmont as 

unwelcoming. When she tells me about how funny the local paper’s police blotter is, 

Lori says,  

They have this whole page and it’s ridiculous if you read it. It’s like a 

joke on Sunday night sometimes, the things that they put in here. 

‘Called because a suspicious man was walking through the 

neighborhood.’ Just weird stuff, but you’ll see it in here. It goes through 

every incident and some are really, really lame. 

 

Lori describes a resident’s report of a suspicious person as “weird” and “lame,” treating 

it as inconsequential. But as some of her neighbors admit, “suspicious activity” reports 

often mean residents are reporting a person of color or person who looks homeless to 

the police. Julie agrees with Lori that the police blotter is often hilarious, with reports 
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about cats and teenage mischief, but she sees a more serious side too. “Some of the 

police blotter stuff is ‘suspicious youth.’ And that’s kind of code for black boy walking 

up the street.”  

Julie doesn’t treat reports of suspicious activity as agentless or harmless, like 

Lori does, but she still deflects responsibility from her peer group. When she sees 

suspicious activity reports that sound like racial profiling, she speculates of the caller, 

“That’s probably an older person. Who knows? I shouldn’t— But the sentiment in town 

is it’s probably an older person looking out their window.” To the extent that Ben 

acknowledges Piedmont’s exclusivity is not the result of magic, he likewise pins it on 

older neighbors. He says of suspicious activity reports in the police blotter,  

Usually it’s one of these funny things that we can laugh at but it’s 

unfortunately very serious, because it’s usually—this sounds really 

terrible, and it’s certainly not statistical—it’s usually the older, 

concerned citizen noticing a person of color walking on the street. And 

it’s like really? Wow.  

 

While Lori writes off incidents that might involve race or class profiling as “weird,” 

Julie and Ben know they are examples of how Piedmont is unwelcoming toward 

outsiders. Still, by speculating that only older Piedmonters report people of color to 

the police, Ben and Julie and many of their counterparts are able to distance 

themselves from the processes that keep Piedmont’s one-way border in place.  

A handful of people I spoke with in Piedmont either formerly lived there, live 

elsewhere but work in Piedmont, or live elsewhere but have kids in Piedmont’s 

schools.10 These people, who straddle the insider-outsider line, were particularly 

observant of how Piedmont’s affluence and specific instances of racial profiling 

combine to make Piedmont feel exclusive. Paula, who moved across the Piedmont line 

to Oakland but still has kids in the school district, thinks the Oakland side of the line 
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feels “comfortable and relaxed and more accepting,” whereas, “Piedmont feels more 

upper crusty, a little more exclusive, in the sense of excluding others.” Part of this 

feeling comes from school fundraisers at residents’ mansions that “look like the Ritz 

Carlton” and part from incidents she hears about in the schools, like when a black 

student repeatedly had to deal with white kids asking to touch his hair.  

Tom, who works in Piedmont but lives in Oakland, describes his morning 

commute leaving behind Oakland’s trash and potholes and “very visible issues” and 

crossing into Piedmont, where “it’s like coming into a movie set. Suddenly the streets 

are clean, they’re paved, they’re very dense with street trees. The architecture of the 

homes…” Tom corroborates Ben’s sense that crossing into Piedmont is entering a new 

world. Justin, who grew up in Piedmont but moved to Oakland as a young adult, 

thinks Piedmont remains predominantly white in part because “it has a 

reputation…[such that people of color] might feel out of place, they might feel like it’s 

not the community they want to raise their kids in.” And, like Paula, Justin thinks 

that specific moments of racial exclusion combine with the town’s general reputation 

to keep it exclusive:  

There was an African American doctor who told the story, or wrote the 

story, about how he was stopped like eight times while he was running 

in the course of a few years, because he was African American going for 

a run. And that’s surprising. We live in the Bay Area. 

 

Justin, Paula, and Tom see the magical gates at Piedmont’s edge, but because they 

are white and are semi-insiders in the Piedmont community, they are not repulsed. 

Mitch, an elected representative, attributes Piedmont’s exclusivity to economic 

pressures. “Well, there’s not much we can do in terms of race. It’s not like we can bring 

public housing here,” he says. Mitch means that elected officials like him would be 

booted from office if they did anything to detract from Piedmont’s home values and 
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elite status. He is probably right in that assessment. His assertion that Piedmont’s 

housing costs explain its racial composition, however, is misleading. For starters, 

there are affluent black and Latino families just across Piedmont’s border who could 

afford to move to the town if they wanted to; Mitch’s suggestion that people of color 

can only afford public housing is false. Moreover, organizations in Piedmont have 

worked with the city’s government to try to increase racial inclusivity in other ways 

already. Some of the suburb’s representatives acknowledge the government can do 

something about race, though their efforts so far aren’t really working. For example, 

the city has hosted an annual Martin Luther King, Jr. Day celebration in partnership 

with Oakland organizations for about 20 years. The event is intended to open 

Piedmont’s magical gates. However, a recent celebration ended in disgrace when two 

white Piedmonters told Oakland’s black choir director that her kids “were an 

embarrassment and needed to learn some respect” and that she should “learn to 

control them.”11 There are things Piedmont representatives and residents could do to 

increase racial diversity, even if they choose not to increase their economic diversity. 

So far though, the magical gates appear to be fully operational, fueled by 

representatives and residents’ ongoing acts of exclusion. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Piedmonters don’t only want to be at the top of the economic and social ladder; they 

also want to be cultural elites. Proximity to Oakland helps them accomplish this goal. 

They can insulate themselves from urban problems, like overstretched resources and 

racial inequality, by closing themselves off behind magical gates. They can hoard their 

social and economic resources, protecting their taxes, parks and even social clubs from 

the diminishing effects of non-residents. At the same time, they can cross their 
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suburb’s one-way border to access Oakland’s cultural resources. Whether seeking out 

diverse restaurants or diverse races, Piedmonters can go to Oakland to claim affinity 

with its cosmopolitanism without bearing any of the related costs. Nobody wants to 

be Piedmont Piedmont – the caricature of a white country-clubber who reports black 

people to the police from their living room window. By selectively embracing Oakland, 

Piedmonters can project identities as the right kind of elites rather than the wrong 

kind of elitists.  
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Conclusion 
AN END TO EXCLUSIVITY? 

 

At the end of every interview I conducted in Piedmont, I asked respondents the same 

question. “If you could change one thing about Piedmont, what would you change?” 

Sarah gave a lengthy, but typical, answer: 

I would like to see more diversity within this community. If I really had 

my way, I’d like for the greater Bay Area to know that it’s not this old 

school— Get rid of some of that old school mentality, that elitist, white 

mentality that I think scares people away. Get more diversity in here. 

It’s always going to be expensive, but there’s plenty of people with 

money who are people of color in the Bay Area. Plenty. And get rid of 

that stigma of it being that old country club clan. I’m not that person 

and plenty of my friends who live here are not those people. So it would 

be nice to get rid of more and more of that. 

 

Sarah wants Piedmont’s demographics and its reputation to change. Many of her 

neighbors said the same. “I would say a little bit more diversity,” Laura said. Steve 

said, “I would like to have some more poor people in the city, I think just to make it a 

little less homogenous… and I think having a larger African American population in 

Piedmont would be good.” Julie said, “I’d make it more diverse, there’s no reason that 

it’s mostly white. There’s a lot of Asian families that are coming, which is great, but 

I’d love to see more black families and other racial [groups].” These are just a selection 

of the endorsements of diversity Piedmonters made, but you get the picture. 

Piedmonters across the board told me they want their town to be less white, less 

affluent and less exclusive.  

Piedmont may very well have a marginally more diverse residential 

composition in future years. Symbolic gestures, like celebrating Martin Luther King, 

Jr. Day or putting up progressive lawn signs, could successfully send a welcoming 
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message to some affluent families of color or immigrant families, for instance. In a 

suburb of 10,000, just a few new black or Latino families would be noticeable. Adding 

a few families of color to the mix, though, will not make Piedmont inclusive, nor will 

it reduce inequality between Piedmont and Oakland. In fact, by reducing the 

appearance of racial exclusion, it may only legitimize class-based exclusion and 

reinforce the market-logic that suburbanites use to justify having superior public 

services and facilities.  

To truly make Piedmont inclusive, residents would have to renounce the idea 

that they are entitled, by virtue of wealth, to better public services and amenities than 

their counterparts in Oakland. They would need to welcome people to use services and 

facilities in the suburb regardless of their place of residence; they would need to 

redistribute tax revenue and tax-exempt donations to create more equal services 

across the metropolitan region; and they would need to change how policing is 

organized, so it is guided not by local constituents’ interests but by a broader notion 

of the public good. To make Piedmont inclusive, residents can’t stop at persuading a 

wider array of people buy houses there. Piedmonters would need to tear down the 

magic gates, throw open the one-way border, and give up their Nordstrom’s police 

department. They would need to expand their definition of “the public” so all people, 

not just tax-paying residents, are welcome in the suburb’s public life and invited to 

share its public goods. 

 

A BROADER PUBLIC GOOD  

Suburbs like Piedmont appeal to elites because they offer a way of insulating oneself 

and one’s property from people perceived as threatening. Suburban boundaries, 

patrolled by suburban police forces, create real barriers to entry for people who are 
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not, or do not look like, residents. At the same time, suburban boundaries prop up a 

system of resource distribution based on place of residence, delivering better schools, 

parks, roads, security, and so on to elites. Suburbanites like Piedmonters are unlikely 

to give up their claims to special advantages anytime soon. Elites benefit directly from 

access to premium public goods, and their home values depend on inequality between 

suburbs and cities. Nevertheless, if Piedmonters really did want to “get rid of some of 

that old school mentality, that elitist, white mentality that I think scares people 

away,” as Sarah put it, here are a few strategies for getting started. 

 

Open-Access Public Resources 

Hypothetically, Piedmont could allow non-residents to participate in its school system, 

recreational programs, gardening clubs and so on even if it remained residentially 

segregated. Without changing its demographic composition, it could still welcome the 

working-class and people of color within its borders. Access to suburban resources 

could provide material benefits to non-residents who live nearby, like higher quality 

education and safer play facilities. In addition, inviting non-residents to share public 

resources would counteract both the market-logic that justifies suburban resource 

hoarding and the exclusionary assumption that non-residents have no legitimate 

reason to be in Piedmont.  

By opening public programs and facilities to non-residents – without extra fees, 

priority hierarchies, parking restrictions, or other deterrents to utilization – suburbs 

would restore the notion of “public” goods. As it stands, it is reasonable for 

suburbanites to explain access to public goods using a private market logic; after all, 

that is how public goods are distributed. Piedmonters pay more for their houses and 

property taxes, and they get premium services and facilities in return. If elite suburbs 
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were to open up access to their public goods, they would alter that dynamic. 

Suburbanites could act upon, rather than merely voicing support for, the principle 

that all people should have equal access to safe play places, schools, recreational clubs 

and so forth. The impact of opening public goods to outsiders would likely be limited 

– non-residents would have to travel outside their neighborhoods to partake, whereas 

Piedmont residents would have immediate access to their area’s better public services 

on a daily basis. Nonetheless, if Piedmonters worry that outsiders see the suburb as 

a “country club clan,” including non-residents in public life would make clear that the 

suburb is not an exclusive membership club, but rather a well-resourced area open to 

all.   

In addition, welcoming non-residents in suburban schools, parks, clubs and so 

on could help reduce suspicion toward outsiders. If non-residents had equal access to 

a suburb’s public programs and facilities, residents could no longer say unfamiliar 

people were inherently “out of place.” Currently, Piedmont residents and cops alike 

assume that people who are “out of place” or “have no reason to be in Piedmont” are 

suspicious. That assumption provides a socially appropriate pretense for questioning 

people of color and people who look poor; residents and cops do not profile on the basis 

of race or class, they would say, but rather on the basis of residence. If non-residents 

shared fully in Piedmont’s public life, however, that rationale would no longer be 

persuasive. Whether Piedmont’s residential composition diversified or not, its 

streetscape would. On an everyday basis, residents would be forced to accept that all 

people have a right to be within city limits.     

Opening access to suburban public goods would be a relatively narrow change. 

Even so, most suburban elites would not agree to making it. Granting outsiders equal 

claim to Piedmont’s resources would leave residents feeling like they didn’t get what 
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they paid for. Unequal processes from birth to adulthood sort elites into communities 

like Piedmont, and by the time they buy homes they are deeply invested in the myth 

of meritocracy. Letting outsiders share in the benefits of residence would undermine 

residents’ belief that because they have worked hard in school and professionally, and 

because they chose to spend their money on a house in an expensive suburb, they 

deserve exceptional neighborhood amenities and city services.  

Moreover, many Piedmonters moved out of Oakland specifically so they would 

not need to share public resources – namely, schools and police – with lower income 

neighbors who would dilute their high tax contributions. Families who paid a 

premium to move to Piedmont would likely cling to their unique claim over the 

suburb’s public goods to validate the price they paid and to protect their investment 

going forward. If public resources were opened to non-residents, Piedmonters may 

even disinvest in public goods, refusing to pay high taxes for services that they do not 

uniquely benefit from and turning to private services instead. Elite suburbs are 

designed to hoard resources for residents, and even a relatively minor change to the 

status quo would engender opposition. 

In lieu of proactive steps by suburbanites themselves to create open access to 

public goods, cities could try to force suburbs into a compromise. For instance, 

Piedmonters depend on many of Oakland’s public resources. If Oakland threatened to 

charge non-residents higher fees for services ranging from parking fees to park passes, 

perhaps the city could pressure Piedmont to shift from a one-way relationship to a 

reciprocal one. If suburbs did not respond to the ultimatum, higher fees could pull 

revenue from suburbanites who opted out of Oakland’s property tax pool. Whether 

achieved through good will or political maneuvering, opening suburban resources to 

non-residents would be a first step toward changing not only the perception, but also 
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the reality, that elites get better public services than the less affluent, and could help 

ensure that non-residents who enter elite suburbs will not be met with suspicion. 

Pooling Public Funds 

Rather than merely opening access to its public goods, Piedmont could share funding 

more equally with other municipalities in the metropolitan region. At present, many 

city services – especially schools and police, but also public works, recreation 

programs, and so on – are funded through a combination of local taxes and tax-

deductible donations. Piedmont schools, for instance, benefit from high property 

assessments, high tax rates, and high contributions from residents to a non-profit 

education foundation. Living amongst wealthy people ensures well-funded services. 

Redistributing resources so public goods were equally funded across municipalities 

could reduce suburban exclusivity in a few ways. First, if suburban money were 

pooled, boundaries between municipalities would be less stark. Second, equalizing 

public resources would reduce incentives for wealthy families to leave the city for the 

suburbs. Finally, leveling resources would reduce disparities in urban and suburban 

housing markets in the long term by lowering suburban home prices. By pooling public 

resources, suburbs could set in motion a slow process of class re-integration. 

Lower income neighborhoods would benefit directly and immediately if 

resources were pooled across metropolitan areas, reducing the appearance – and 

reality – that suburbs are unfairly advantaged. Piedmonters complain that their 

suburb is perceived as snobby or selfish, but the physical environment they have 

helped to create supports that impression. A popular park in Piedmont and popular 

park in Oakland are separated by about a 15-minute walk. Both have grassy lawns 

and scenic views and are usually busy with kids running arond. In Piedmont, though, 
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the park is pristine: little trash, certainly no liquor bottles or used syringes, a working 

bathroom complete with toilet paper and a sink for handwashing. In Oakland, litter 

and graffiti are taken for granted and bushes and building walls smell of human 

waste. Oakland has many wonderful parks, but the city simply does not have the 

money to maintain a level of upkeep on par with Piedmont. Treating parks as an 

example, if funding were pooled Piedmont’s upkeep might get a little worse and 

Oakland’s a little better. In a tangible, everyday way, people in the city and suburb 

would see that they are equally entitled to public space for recreation and entitled to 

the same standards of cleanliness and maintenance. Inequality in resources creates a 

constant reminder that Piedmonters get better public goods than Oaklanders; the 

suburbanites might say everyone is equal, but their public goods belie the claim. 

Pooling resources would move the metropolitan area toward material equality, 

eroding the perception that elite suburbs are set apart.  

Because suburbs are able to hoard public resources, they are attractive places 

for wealthy urbanites to move. There would be less incentive for elites to cluster 

behind suburban boundaries if that weren’t the case. For example, Piedmonters often 

calculate that they are better off financially if they buy property in Piedmont and send 

their kids to its public schools than if they stay in Oakland and send their kids to 

private schools. Whether in Piedmont or Oakland, they plan to ensure that their kids 

have access to better schools than low income kids do. But whereas staying in Oakland 

would require paying taxes to the city’s schools alongside paying private school 

tuition, Piedmont offers a chance to contribute only to the schools one’s own kids 

attend. Piedmont residents contribute nothing to Oakland’s public schools. If revenue 

were pooled across municipal lines, elites would not be able to opt out of contributing 

to under-funded schools. Perhaps they would put their kids in private school if their 
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local public school received less funding. Still, they would be sharing the financial 

burden of public education, and would not be tempted to move to suburbs to avoid that 

shared burden. Funding for schools and parks are just examples, but broadly, by 

joining with surrounding cities to fund programs that serve diverse people, elite 

suburbanites would symbolically and materially challenge the perception that they 

have an “elitist, white mentality.”  

Over the course of decades, pooling resources could have the effect of closing 

the gap in real estate prices between municipalities. Piedmont homes are expensive 

because of social structural inequalities, not because of their structural qualities. 

Residents pay high prices to access the suburb’s school district, police, and public 

facilities. If services overall in Piedmont and Oakland were more equal, Piedmont 

would likely become a more affordable place to live. Residents would take a financial 

hit if home values dropped and are therefore unlikely to support pooling resources. 

Indeed, local political decisions are often organized around ensuring that home values 

stay stable or rise, as when Piedmonters whose kids have graduated continue to vote 

for increases in local school taxes because school rankings affect their home’s value. 

Yet if elite suburbanites are serious about making homes affordable to the middle 

class, reducing the gap in services across municipal boundaries would be one way to 

do it. If resource allocation did not map onto suburban boundaries, elites would have 

less to hoard and everyone else would have less cause for envy.  

 

Widening Community Policing 

Rather than focusing on the distribution of public goods, attempts to make enclaves 

more inclusive could focus on reorganizing public security. The contemporary zeitgeist 

holds that policing needs to become more local and more responsive to residents. The 
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push for community policing is premised on the idea that police are not responsive to 

the communities they serve, and that closer collaboration between police and 

residents will limit abuses of power and improve police efficacy. Whether reforms in 

that vein would help alleviate police violence in marginalized urban neighborhoods is 

beyond the scope of this dissertation, but what is clear from the case of Piedmont is 

that the tight alignment of police and residents in elite spaces reinforces race and 

class exclusion.  

Local control over policing makes it possible for elite suburbanites to harness 

the state’s power to serve their own interests, however exclusionary those might be. 

In suburbs like Piedmont, police are only accountable to residents. Residents pay their 

salaries via local property taxes. Residents elect the city council members and mayor, 

who in turn hire municipal staff, who together regulate department hiring, funding 

and oversight. As departments have embraced community policing, residents 

increasingly collaborate directly with officers, weighing in on department policies at 

public forums and encouraged to serve as auxiliary “eyes and ears.” All of these levers 

nudge suburban police departments to shape their practices around residents’ 

interests. The interests of non-residents are not represented.  

For policing to become more equitable, it needs to be reformed not only in cities 

hit hard by mass incarceration and police violence, but also in suburbs where officers 

help protect elite advantages. That reform might require reducing community control 

over policing rather than bolstering it. So long as suburbanites are treated as paying 

customers entitled to steer local policing, democratic ideals may be overshadowed by 

the undemocratic interests of community stakeholders. In elite suburbs like 

Piedmont, residents do not act as a check on police power; they authorize practices 

that serve their interests regardless of potential impacts on non-residents. 
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Centralizing and professionalizing policing could help ensure that officers 

answer to the public good rather than local interests. Centralized, professional 

departments would be guided by best practices and regulated by outside oversight and 

bureaucratic processes, in contrast to local precincts that are currently guided by 

constituents’ interests and accountable to local political pressure. Typical 

suburbanites are not trained to make careful assessments of risk and are not required 

to go through implicit bias training before calling 911; policing guided by resident 

input is bound to mirror residents’ baseless and biased suspicions. Moreover, elite 

suburbanites have an interest in keeping outsiders out of their enclaves; policing 

guided by their input is bound to target outsiders.  Organizing policing in a way that 

encourages officers to rely on professional judgment rather than resident input would 

help blunt the impact of elites’ exclusionary interests. It would limit suburbanites’ 

ability to use police as a tool to achieve exclusion. Restructuring policing as a 

profession endowed with expertise and subject to outside oversight by increasing 

professional training, centralizing hiring, and standardizing evaluations of best 

practices would not fix all the problems of policing, but would decouple policing from 

suburban resource hoarding. 

 

RESISTANCE TO CHANGE 

Piedmonters say they want their suburb to be more diverse and inclusive. To go 

beyond a slight uptick in the number of black or brown families who call Piedmont 

home, though, would require a real commitment to change from Piedmont residents. 

Piedmont housing will only get more affordable if residents accept a hit to their own 

home values. Piedmont’s public spaces will only become more diverse if residents 

agree to share public goods without consideration of property ownership. Broadly, 
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Piedmont will only become more diverse and inclusive if residents agree that they are 

not entitled, by virtue of wealth and place of residence, to special public goods and 

services. In reality, residents are unlikely to take that position anytime soon. 

A reporter from an Oakland newspaper asked Piedmont’s former mayor what 

he thought about re-annexing Piedmont to Oakland. The mayor said that if he 

suggested the idea, he would be tarred and feathered. Annexation would not 

necessarily change the residential demographics of Piedmont’s 2.6 square miles, but 

it would eliminate residents’ ability to hoard resources. They would not have a unique 

claim to local schools, police and parks. They could not insist on a better level of service 

or upkeep than their Oakland peers would get. Their tax contributions would be 

shared with people who were not paying as much and who had different priorities. 

Piedmonters want to live in a place with a high quality of life, and they rely on their 

suburban boundary to ensure that they do. 

Even as many Piedmonters said they want Piedmont to be more diverse and 

less elitist, many also said they don’t want anything about the suburb to change. As 

Beth put it, 

Unfortunately, what makes us good makes us bad. What I mean by that 

is… We’re surrounded by this really vibrant, interesting, dynamic city, 

which is Oakland, and to an extent, San Francisco. A lot of what makes 

Oakland exciting is there’s many cultures. There’s wealth, there’s 

poverty, there’s conflict, there’s drama. There’s all these pieces of a city 

that are awesome. But with that comes crime, comes violence, comes 

strife, plight. 

 

Beth says what many of her neighbors leave implicit. She likes diversity at arm’s 

length, because it’s vibrant, interesting and exciting. She doesn’t want to be immersed 

in a diverse city, though, because of its crime, violence, strife and plight. In the end, 

Beth says, “I really don’t think I would change anything about Piedmont. I wouldn’t 
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change anything about Piedmont because I wouldn’t want to give up the wealth in 

culture and diversity that we have access to to have perfectly manicured lawns.” Beth 

wants to keep her access to culture and diversity. She doesn’t want to make Piedmont 

more closed off, so that it resembles the perfectly manicured suburbs further from the 

Bay Area’s urban core. She also doesn’t want to make Piedmont more open, so that it 

is more vulnerable to Oakland’s conflict and drama. Beth is happy with the balance 

between cosmopolitanism and closure that Piedmont offers. And why shouldn’t she 

be? Beth and her neighbors get the best of both worlds. 

 Beth is somewhat more candid about the tension she feels between wanting to 

feel secure and wanting to embrace diversity than many of her neighbors are. Many 

express similarly contradictory values, though, even if they don’t acknowledge the 

contradiction. Tina says she doesn’t like how “bubble-esque” Piedmont is, saying she 

was taken aback by a neighbor’s offhand comment at a dinner party that “if there’s 

ever an earthquake, we need to shut our borders and close off Piedmont.” She is 

critical of an incident wherein a resident reported a black student who was taking 

photographs for a school project to the police. She says Piedmont is “super-

homogenous.” Ultimately, though, she says she wouldn’t change anything about the 

town. She thinks Piedmont is “kind of Stepford-y…[but] if everything seems kind of 

perfect and nice and clean, especially with kids, that’s nice to have.” She concludes, 

“Even for all the things that kill me about Piedmont, not in a positive way, I honestly 

do feel so blessed to live here.” Tina sees that the suburb she inhabits does not line up 

with her values. She sees that it is closed off and homogenous while she likes to think 

of herself as open and accepting. She’s willing to accept that as a trade-off for all the 

tangible benefits Piedmont offers her, though. She feels fortunate to live in Piedmont, 
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and she is – she gets all the benefits of living in a tight-knit community that effectively 

hoards resources to advantage its residents.  

Many residents acknowledged that, given the opportunity, they wouldn’t 

change a thing about Piedmont. Ben says he “would like to see a little more racial 

diversity” in the suburb. When asked what he would change, though, he says, “The 

easy answer is nothing… It’s a very easy community to live in. Extraordinarily easy.” 

Jason wants his kids to grow up around diversity, and says, “Piedmont itself is not 

super diverse,” but ultimately he likes that it hasn’t changed in the years he’s lived 

there. Since moving to town, he says, “I don’t know that much has changed, which is 

part of the charm of the place, quite honestly. It’s pretty nice from a quality of life 

standpoint. I can’t think of any place that we’d rather live.” Jonathan says that before 

moving to Piedmont, he saw it as “snobby and chichi and all this kind of stuff” and 

avoided going there. He thought, “I’ll never live in that town, that’s not what I’m 

about.” Once he had kids though, he says, “Your priorities change. Living in a place 

that’s best for the whole family, and especially your children, becomes what’s most 

important.”  

Ben, Jason and Jonathan all express discomfort with the idea of living in a 

place that is not diverse. They are willing to live with the discomfort though, because 

ultimately Piedmont serves their interests. It provides the ease, charm and resources 

that give them a high quality of life. As Griffin sums it up, the reason people like him 

move it Piedmont “is all the services, right? It’s having access to all the entertainment 

and restaurants and everything [in Oakland], but then creating a situation where 

there’s plenty of police and fire… If crime was bad in Piedmont, there would be no 

Piedmont. It doesn’t matter how good the school is. That’s the big one.” Piedmonters 

move to town to protect themselves and protect their interests. 
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 Piedmont’s representatives and staff, for their part, get the message that 

Piedmonters do not want to make any changes that might lessen their advantages. “If 

I changed anything about Piedmont, I’d get fired!” Tom says with a hearty laugh while 

acknowledging that he isn’t really joking. He says there are some things he is working 

to gently change, like updates to facilities and technology, but that mostly it is his job 

to stay the course. When he came onto the job, he says, “The residents told me, ‘Don’t 

screw it up!’” Tom said he would like to see more affordable housing in town, but that 

as far as city representatives and staff are concerned it isn’t on the table. “[Residents] 

will wear their politics and emotions on their sleeve and talk the talk, but they don’t 

want affordable housing,” he says. They don’t want to open the border to their enclave. 

Piedmont is not going to become a more inclusive place without significant 

changes. Yet, residents are resistant to changing Piedmont because they are 

advantaged by the way resources are currently allocated. Residential segregation by 

class puts more money in Piedmont’s coffers and ensures that it is spent only on goods 

that are attractive to affluent people. Since public goods in Piedmont are funded 

primarily through local property taxes, if the population were less affluent and 

property assessments were lower, there would be less money to spend. Moreover, since 

local taxes are spent on local programs, if the population were less affluent some 

constituents might demand programs or services that are irrelevant to the wealthy. 

Piedmont does not allocate local funds to affordable housing or drug treatment 

programs or subsidizing homeowners’ repairs or subsidizing public transportation, for 

example. Because Piedmont does not need to allocate local revenue to programs 

designed to alleviate poverty, funds are freed up for projects like swimming pool and 

park renovations and street beautification projects. The organization of public 

resources strongly incentivizes Piedmont’s class segregation.   
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 It is possible to imagine a world in which Piedmont’s residential segregation 

persists, but its bubble is popped. It is possible to imagine its population remaining 

one percent black while its public spaces diversify. That would require fundamentally 

reorganizing how resources are distributed, though. It would require persuading elites 

that they are not entitled to better public goods on the basis of their higher tax 

contributions. It would mean sharing tax-funded goods across municipal borders, 

rather than treating suburbs as islands in a metropolitan archipelago. With the 

current organization of resources, outsiders threaten not only Piedmonters’ sense of 

safety, but also their quality of life, and police are available as a tool for keeping them 

out. For enclaves like Piedmont to become more welcoming, the distribution of public 

goods and services needs to be reorganized to eliminate incentives and mechanisms 

for exclusion.  

  

LOOKING AHEAD 

Piedmont is not predominantly white “for no reason” as Julie says. It is not 

predominantly white just because housing is expensive, as so many Piedmonters say. 

It is predominantly white because people of color, and black people in particular, are 

routinely identified as outsiders and treated as suspicious. It is predominantly white 

because, while residents state support for diversity, they are unwilling to confront the 

costs of inequality. It is predominantly white because the city has built a multilayered 

security apparatus to identify people who are out of place, ensuring that the suburb’s 

public spaces match its residential composition, effectively banning people who are 

black or homeless or otherwise unfamiliar from passing through the magical gates.  

 Piedmonters vote for liberal policies on national, state, and even regional 

levels. Like so many of their suburban counterparts throughout the U.S. though, they 
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have done little to make their local policies more progressive over time. They closed 

their borders in 1907 and have never reopened them. Whether protected by stout oak 

pick-handles or license plate readers, the borders have remained a barricade keeping 

out people who threaten residents’ sense of security and quality of life.  

If Piedmonters and suburbanites like them want to stick with the status quo, 

all the tools of governance are on their side. They can exert local control over policies 

ranging from zoning codes to surveillance protocols to perpetuate their homogeneity. 

Doing so is, frankly, in their interest. By keeping suburbs “exclusive and unique,” 

residents get not only absolute advantages, but also relative advantages. Their better 

schools, greater safety, more connected networks, and so on give their kids a 

competitive edge in the global economy. But if suburbanites like Piedmonters decide 

to perpetuate their enclaves’ exclusion, they should have to reckon with the affront to 

their stated ideals that it implies. Suburbanites might be willing to sacrifice their 

ideals to maintain their idylls. They should have to admit, though, that their interests 

are at odds with inclusivity. Making elite spaces less exclusive will require making 

them less elite. Securing suburban advantages as Piedmont does will secure the 

continuation of race and class inequality.  
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influence. See Cecilia Ridgeway, “Why Status Matter for Inequality,” American Sociological 

Review 79, no. 1 (2014).  

3 In addition to “The Forms of Capital,” see Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of 

the Judgement of Taste, translated by Richard Nice (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

1984). 

4 Shamus Rahman Khan, Privilege: The Making of an Adolescent Elite at St. Paul’s School 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011). 

5 Josée Johnston and Shyon Baumann, “Democracy versus Distinction: A Study of 

Omnivorousness in Gourmet Food Writing” American Journal of Sociology 113, no. 1 (2007). 

6 Marianne Cooper, Cut Adrift: Families in Insecure Times (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2014). 

7 Ellen Berrey, The Enigma of Diversity: The Language of Race and the Limits of Racial 

Justice (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015). 

8 Excerpted from Chapter 3: Parks in Piedmont’s City Code, accessed Sept. 1 2018 at 

http://www.ci.piedmont.ca.us/citycode.shtml.   

9 Carolyn Jones, “Oakland, Piedmont borders at issue,” San Francisco Chronicle, Nov. 23, 

2012 https://www.sfgate.com/bayarea/article/Oakland-Piedmont-borders-at-issue-

4060364.php. 

10 As a rule, non-residents cannot send their kids to Piedmont’s public schools. In cases 

where parents are divorced, however, kids may attend Piedmont schools while one parent is 

a non-resident. Additionally, Piedmont is home to an alternative high school that accepts 

special needs students from Oakland as a condition of receiving state funding.  

11 Statement from Piedmont Appreciating Diversity Committee, published on their website 

on Jan. 23, 2016 http://www.padc.info/home/shameful-blight-on-mlk-day-celebration. 

 

 

http://www.ci.piedmont.ca.us/citycode.shtml
https://www.sfgate.com/bayarea/article/Oakland-Piedmont-borders-at-issue-4060364.php
https://www.sfgate.com/bayarea/article/Oakland-Piedmont-borders-at-issue-4060364.php
http://www.padc.info/home/shameful-blight-on-mlk-day-celebration
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