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Chapter One: Introduction 

 I first want to recognize that stories of eviction and displacement are just as much 

a part of the fabric of New York City as anything else. Oftentimes we have discussions 

about the poverty that leads to eviction, and then hear about problems with homelessness 

and poverty that follow, but I became fascinated with the intermediary: housing court. 

My initial interest started during my internship with Mobilization for Justice Inc., a legal 

services organization that defends low income tenants being evicted. Right at the time my 

internship started, the New York Times released a three-part exposé on the state of 

housing, housing court, and eviction in New York City. The circumstances of housing 

and eviction in New York City became glaringly obvious to me, and increasingly 

relevant.  

Throughout my internship, most of my work was done in Bronx Housing Court, 

where I conducted intake for tenants. I was shocked by the reality of Bronx Housing 

Court. My own preconceptions about what accessing justice looked like were abruptly 

confronted with the true legal process that occurs in Bronx Housing Court. This led me to 

question my own understanding of what justice looked like in the United States. Justice is 

a word that summons sentiments of American patriotism, freedom, and democracy, and 

yet I found that the environment of housing court was not conducive nor representative of 

any of these concepts. 

 My initial interest in the spatialization of the courthouse was piqued the first time 

that I went to Bronx Housing Court to do intake. Upon entering the building, I was 

immediately viscerally aware of my body and comportment, experiencing discomfort and 

unease. This discomfort and unease was amplified after seeing people getting scolded for 
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walking too slowly, not going through the metal detector correctly, or transgressing any 

other rules and norms. I didn’t see any signs and was panicked about breaking the rules 

because I had no way of knowing what the rules were. Throughout the day I was jostled 

in the narrow hallways, unable to find a seat for hours at a time and lost my voice from 

speaking to clients over the overwhelming noise that filled the courthouse. I did not 

understand how justice could be accessed in a space so uncomfortable, full of chaos and 

frenzy. This space defied all that I had perceived spaces of justice to resemble 

beforehand: there was no professionalism, no decorum, no privacy, and no respect or 

consideration for the people that were on the verge of losing their homes.  

While I had expected the ambience of the court to reflect the gravity of the 

tenants’ situations, it seemed to be more of a circus. As sociologists we question how 

social structures reproduce inequality, and through this study I hope to show that physical 

structures are just as culpable in the reproduction of inequality, particularly with the 

understanding that how we order physical space is a reflection of broader social 

structures. 

 After this first experience in housing court, I became determined to understand 

how the organization of the physical space of the courthouse affected tenants’ court cases 

and their ability to access justice. I questioned how the physical space undermined the 

supposed fairness of the justice system, engendering an environment that acted against 

the interests of the most vulnerable populations in the courthouse.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

This review will explore the spatial organization of housing court and the 

sociological systems that create and characterize these spaces, as well as the people that 

navigate these physical structures and social systems. First, I will discuss the history and 

current state of housing in New York City, and both the environment and processes that 

occur in housing court. After establishing this context, this review will seek to discuss the 

sociological theories of space and law. 

TYPES OF HOUSING IN NEW YORK CITY 

There are numerous types of housing options in New York City. It is essential to 

thoroughly understand these different systems of housing to better investigate which 

actors and which policies each tenant is interacting with. Being knowledgeable about 

their original living situation is going to be invaluable because this study considers 

tenants of different housing backgrounds as they navigate eviction proceedings. 

Each type of housing poses its own challenges for both tenant and landlord, as 

well as the lawyers that are involved in housing court cases. These various challenges are 

discussed in the first part of the New York Times exposé in the leading article, “Behind 

New York’s Housing Crisis: Weakened Laws and Fragmented Regulation” (Barker 

2018). Although rent stabilized housing is intended to remain affordable for tenants, 

according to the New York City Rent Guidelines Report (2018), cited by Elmedni, “Rent 

stabilized tenants report a median gross rent-to-income ratio of 36.0%, meaning a 

majority of rent stabilized tenants are not able to afford their apartments” (Elmedni 

2018).  
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Barker focuses on private rent stabilized housing. The two primary kinds of 

regulations that categorize New York City dwellings include rent stabilized and rent 

controlled. Rent stabilized units are funded by the city but are privately managed 

(Elmedni 2018).  These apartments have a certain percentage that rent can be increased 

annually, and landlords are prohibited from exceeding it. This percentage is determined 

by a board of tenant and landlord advocates (Barker 2018). Barker focuses on the ways in 

which landlords manipulate the rent regulation laws to cycle through tenants and elevate 

rents. She asserts that one primary strategy utilized by landlords to justify rent increases 

includes trying to buy out tenants or harass them using noisy construction or other 

nuisances to force them out of their apartments.  

After an apartment is vacated, landlords can increase the rent due to the vacancy 

and continue this process until rent is increased to exceed $2,733.75, thus deregulating 

the apartment (Barker 2018). As a result, the city has lost 152,000 regulated apartments 

since 1993 (Barker 2018). This strategy to raise rents through the mass filing of eviction 

lawsuits has a direct impact on tenants, often resulting in many days spent in housing 

court in efforts to remain in their homes.  

Additionally, the rent stabilized sector experiences the majority of housing quality 

problems (Schill and Scafidi). There are numerous other problems that tenants encounter 

such as quality of housing. Leaving buildings in disrepair may be one way that landlords 

are able to push out tenants, and yet it also has drastic effects on the lived experience of 

New York City tenants. Schill and Scafidi establish a definition of a severe housing 

problem as including: having contract rents that exceed 50% of income and living in a 

dilapidated building. Maintenance deficiencies include: heating equipment breakdowns, 
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insufficient heat, rodent infestation, cracks and holes in the walls, ceilings or floors, 

broken plaster or peeling paint larger than 8.5 by 11 inches, toilet breakdowns, and water 

leaks (US Census Bureau 1994).    

The subsidized and affordable housing options available in New York City are 

administered by both the public and private sector, either together or independently. It 

becomes complicated when units are subsidized by federal, state or city funds but 

administered by independent developments. Public housing, Section 8 voucher and 

project-based programs are funded and managed by the public sector whereas Mitchell-

Lama Housing is funded by both the city and state and is managed by an independent 

development. Mitchell Lama houses were created as a result of the The Limited-Profit 

Housing Companies Act in 1955 and are cooperative housing developments for lower- 

and middle-class individuals and families (Schill 1999).  

New York City public housing developments experience many similar and 

different challenges. The New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) was created in 

1934 with the intention of providing jobs to tenants and an alternative to living in the 

slums (La Mort 2018). It was initially intended to be affordable housing for middle class 

families but has shifted to become lower quality housing for impoverished peoples. 

Along with the dwindling maintenance of infrastructure and increased cost of private 

housing, the demographic that predominantly resided in public housing became low-

income minorities (La Mort 2018).  

Justin La Mort is a supervising attorney at Mobilization for Justice. He 

predominantly defends tenant cases in Brooklyn and Manhattan. He describes NYCHA 

as the “largest landlord in the city, officially housing over 400,000 people” (La Mort 
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2018). NYCHA is supervised by an executive team composed of seven members 

appointed by the mayor, with one of those members being appointed as chair. There are 

also three resident members present on the board. However, the Housing Authority does 

not abide by the same system of reporting as privatized developments. When a tenant 

reports a complaint, they are required to call the Customer Contact Center, and will 

receive a response from a NYCHA employee. The inspectors are NYCHA employees as 

well (La Mort 2018). There are few consequences holding the Housing Authority 

accountable when it fails to abide by housing code, and as a result there is little 

motivation for NYCHA to be a responsible caretaker and regulator of its development 

and its tenants.  

NYCHA is exempted from abiding by numerous standard regulations including 

“lead poisoning and prevention regulations, boiler inspections, and certification for mold 

removal” (La Mort 2018). La Mort describes this as the “justice gap”. The specific health 

issues that La Mort focuses on include lead, no heat and hot water for residents, and mold 

in the units. It is essential to understand both the history and current state of public 

housing in order to gain a deeper understanding regarding different tenants’ backgrounds, 

and what may lead them to having a case in housing court, as well as the systems and 

actors they will encounter throughout their experiences in housing court. Because the 

NYCHA process is so drastically different from the processes used by private housing 

administrators, it is necessary to explore how these differences affect the tenant 

experience and outcome.   
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ADDRESSING AFFORDABLE HOUSING 

One of the initial catalysts of these conversations regarding eviction was the 

ethnography, Evicted, released by sociologist Matthew Desmond. He followed different 

individuals and families in Milwaukee that struggle to find stable housing. Evicted was 

responsible for bringing the urgency of eviction and the affordable housing crisis to the 

forefront of public consciousness (Schmid 2017). The affordable housing crisis has 

drastic implications for homeowners and renters across the United States. This is 

exemplified by the fact that home prices are growing at twice the rate of wage growth, 

and that nearly half of the renters in the United States are rent burdened as of 2016. 

Beyond the growing cost of materials needed to build more houses to boost the housing 

stock, policy restrictions are also key in hindering development. Additionally, lack of 

transportation in suburban areas due to sprawl creates other fees and expenses that 

impacts renters and homeowners (Sisson, Andrews, Bazely 2019).  

The current state of affordable housing plays a significant role in this study. Bakry 

Elmedni describes the past and current efforts made to address affordable housing, while 

evaluating their effectiveness. Both Elmedni and Kim Barker note that “the poor pay as 

much as 60% to 80% of their income on housing” (Barker, Silver-Greenberg, Ashford, & 

Cohen 2018). Seventy percent of householders in New York City are renters (Seron et al. 

2001), 27% of tenants are severely rent burdened, and 373,000 tenants fall below the 

federal poverty line (Mironova 2018). This demonstrates how embedded tenants are in 

the fabric of New York City, and the extent of rent burden. These facts show that housing 

in New York City is a widespread issue for renters, and thus proves the importance of 

examining this topic. 
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As a response to this drastic rent burden on lower income populations, Elmedni 

describes the two different approaches the city has taken to alleviate the struggle with 

housing affordability. These two different approaches include subsidizing the units that 

already exist for populations in need, and then adding more available units to the market. 

Elmedni describes the partnership of the private sector and public agencies as one of the 

primary strategies to solve the housing crisis implemented by government bodies. The 

most notable of these plans was Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s New Housing Marketplace 

Plan. The plan initially started as a US$3.4 billion program, with combined funding from 

the private sector, nonprofit, and public agencies. The goal of the plan was to build and 

serve 68,000 units by 2008. Eventually it expanded to become a US $7.5 billion plan to 

build and preserve 165,000 units by 2013. In the end, the majority of these units were not 

affordable to low-income New Yorkers (Elmedni 2018). This relationship between the 

private sector and public agencies has many implications for the current housing situation 

in New York City, particularly due to organizational and administrative mistakes, 

confusions, and mismanagement. As a result of this, New York City now has an 

abundance of vacant apartments that are too expensive for low-income people to afford. 

This bureaucratic confusion and disorganization directly impact tenants that rely on 

subsidies and other funding to supplement their rent. A mistake on the part of the 

managing agency could result in a tenant being served with an eviction notice, even if 

they have been paying their share of rent.  

When a tenant is served with an eviction notice, they must enter the legal system 

and navigate eviction processes with limited resources. In order to understand the 
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difficulties that exist for tenants in navigating housing, I have explored the barriers that 

exist for low income people attempting to mobilize the law and access justice. 

UNEQUAL ACCESS TO JUSTICE 

Concerns with unequal experiences with the law for lower income individuals 

characterize an overwhelming amount of the existing literature, and is further explored by 

Jerome E. Carlin, Jan Howard, and Sheldon L. Messinger (1967). They argue that the law 

“is not a neutral instrument, but rather that it is oriented in favor of those groups or 

classes in society having the power to bend the legal order to their advantage” (Carlin, 

Howard, and Messinger 1967). The authors use housing as an example to emphasize the 

ways in which the poor are continuously affected by inequality of law, including failure 

of landlords to uphold housing code, arbitrary eviction, and the invocation of restrictive 

requirements for tenancy (Carlin, Howard, and Messinger 1967). Ewick and Silbey 

(1999) also briefly discuss how the belief of the law as a neutral instrument contributes to 

peoples’ frustrations when the law begins to impede on their agency and daily life.  

One concept introduced by Carlin, Howard, and Messinger is de facto bias. De 

facto bias exists due to the assumption that the rich and the poor should be treated equally 

with respect to the law, however this assumption does not take into account the barriers 

that certain populations encounter in mobilizing the law. The authors assert that “the 

correlates of poverty make equality impossible…it represents a failure of the law to take 

into account the differential capacity of the rich and poor to realize the protections and 

benefits which the law provides” (Carlin, Howard, and Messinger 1967). This results in 

an implicit bias against the poor. 
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De facto bias can be recognized in many of the problems introduced throughout 

the reviewed scholarship. This theory relates to Baldacci’s (2016) argument that judicial 

neutrality is not in fact neutral but in reality, it perpetuates the disadvantages and unequal 

access to justice that tenants encounter. Additionally, it can be found in Bezdek’s (1992) 

analysis of tenant speech. 

Bezdek discusses the development of legal consciousness in society. She posits 

that the way in which individuals understand the law and its actors plays a role in 

assigning it societal meaning. These interpretations occur in three levels: institutional, 

interpersonal, and cultural (Bezdek 1992). She then describes how different forms of 

tenant participation in housing court reflect or shape these interpretations. In terms of 

institutional interpretation, Bezdek describes that the common discourse used by tenants 

while advocating for themselves, usually in the form of narrative, contradicts the 

acceptable legal discourse, and thus undermines the tenant’s case. This relational 

narrative usually contains “status, relationships and the web of history between the 

litigants”, and these accounts are ultimately dismissed as “imprecise, rambling, and 

straying from the central issues” (Bezdek 1992). The acceptable language to be used 

within the legal institution is inaccessible to tenants and thus immediately presents as a 

barrier to justice. This can be considered one presentation of de facto bias, which abides 

by the assumption that all parties are expected to engage in a similar manner of discourse, 

when the accepted form of discourse used in courtroom and legal settings is adversarial to 

the natural patterns of speech that many of the tenants use.  

The importance of legal counsel for low income tenants is emphasized by both 

Seron (2001) and Kleinfield (2018), and it relates to another important factor that pertains 
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to the low-income tenant’s experience in housing court. Access to legal counsel is 

directly relevant to the ways in which tenants interact with the law, and the accessibility 

of the law itself. In order to thoroughly understand the accessibility of the law for low-

income tenants, it is necessary to review the scholarship that examines sociology of law 

and how the law exists in the common place. 

The social sciences have studied the law and society in the past, however theories 

regarding the relationship between the law and the social have shifted as scholarship 

expanded. Legal realism, which was closely tied to positivist science, began the initial 

dialogue between law and society, promoting focus on legal actions as opposed to simply 

words of law. Legal realism emphasized the need for a scientific study of social problems 

(Ewick, Kagan, and Sarat 1990). This shifted to a movement of law and society, which 

established the law as a tool to alleviate and address social problems, developed with the 

assumption that there was a neutral and unproblematic relationship between legal justice 

and social justice (Ewick, Kagan, and Sarat 1990).   

The evolution of socio-legal understandings has culminated into studies and 

theories that further examine the “common place of law”. Ewick and Silbey (1998) 

describe the law as “both strange and familiar”, as it is portrayed dramatically and 

frequently in television shows but remains somewhat forgotten in daily life. This changes 

drastically when social behaviors begin to interact with legal constructs, for instance in 

the case of an eviction lawsuit, and suddenly one’s individual agency seems to be 

relinquished and controlled by a greater, abstract system of rules and norms. Many 

individuals interpret this as a contradiction between the democratic and empowered 

ideologies that supposedly characterize American society, and the restrictive and 
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inhibiting law that they may engage with. Ewick and Silbey (1998) observe that the 

contradiction between the individual and the law emerges from the belief in the law as a 

consistent, unified, single entity. In reality, Ewick and Silbey find the law to manifest in a 

variety of agencies and actors “ranging from the Supreme Court to the local building 

inspector”. Each actor of the law operates with diverse purposes and resources. This 

extends to institutionalized processes as an extension of the law, whether it be paperwork 

filed in bureaucratic offices or forensics and criminal investigations. They dichotomize 

interactions with the law into three categories: before the law, with the law, and against 

the law. This study is going to focus on the categorization of being against the law, which 

is described as “participating in legality when people revealed their sense of being caught 

within the law, or being up against the law, its schemas and resources overriding their 

own capacity either to maintain its distance from their everyday lives or to play by its 

rules” (Ewick and Silbey 1998).  

The nature of eviction and housing court proceedings provide a unique stage in 

which tenants are regularly mobilizing the law, being impacted by the law, and 

interacting with it on numerous levels. Austin Sarat studied welfare recipients, and their 

relationships with the law. He suggests that “the law is immediate and powerful because 

being on welfare means having a significant part of one’s life organized by a regime of 

legal rules invoked by officials to claim jurisdiction over choices and decisions which 

those not on welfare would regard as personal and private” (Sarat 2013, p. 344). He 

untangles the many ways in which people who receive welfare interact with the law, are 

governed by the law, and mobilize the law. Although he studies welfare recipients, while 
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this study will focus on low income tenants, he identifies many prevalent aspects of the 

legal process that pertain to eviction proceedings as well.  

Sarat discusses the dynamics of power and dominance, as well as strategies of 

resistance that people who receive welfare will employ. He identifies the way in which 

these themes play out in terms of time and space. Because many of the interactions 

between the “welfare poor” and the lawyers occur in the lawyer’s office, the welfare poor 

are unable to find a place of their own. Sarat analyzes the titular quote “the law is all 

over”, writing that it “expresses, in spatial terms, the experience of power and 

domination; resistance involves efforts to avoid further ‘spatialization’ or establish 

unreachable spaces of personal identity and integrity” (Sarat 2013). This concept of 

power as permeating space and thus exerting a level of dominance and control over 

certain populations that inhabit these spaces is fundamental to this study. The 

significance of Sarat’s finding is corroborated by theorist Martina Löw (2016). She 

observes that spaces are gender and class specific, which contributes to atmospheres 

where people seek a sense of belonging or experience a sense of strangeness. There are 

unequal opportunities to generate spaces, particularly for groups that are frequently 

disempowered or excluded, thus reproducing unequal power dynamics. This study will 

seek to understand how these dynamics shape the physical space of housing court, how 

tenants and actors of the court navigate these spaces, and how these result in differential 

tenant outcomes.  

Another way in which Sarat recognizes the role of power in welfare recipient’s 

engagement with the law is through time. He acknowledges waiting as another prominent 

characterization of the welfare experience and argues that “power defines whose time is 
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valued and whose time is valueless” (1990). He observes that the way in which the 

welfare poor resist this exertion of power is by demanding that the bureaucracy tend to 

their needs with greater immediacy. Sarat’s analysis of time and space as key points in 

which low income people are impacted by the power dynamics intrinsic to the institution 

of law is going to be prevalent in this study. This is particularly relevant to this study, as 

it focuses on low-income individuals and the ways in which they are seemingly 

surrounded by the law and engaging with it routinely in forms that others may not.  

Sarat’s discussion regarding how low-income individuals interact with the law is 

corroborated by Sandefur’s analysis of how different demographics mobilize the law 

differently. Rebecca L. Sandefur writes that people of lower socioeconomic status are 

less likely to take legal action, even when there is no fee associated with it. She asserts 

that “deficits of money and information are not the only deterrents to action” (Sandefur 

2008). This is supported by Kleinfield’s observations that many tenants eligible for free 

legal counsel may refrain, writing that “they assume it’s not an option or don’t trust 

lawyers. They think little of a paid lawyer, less of a free one”. She exemplifies her point 

by including an anecdote of a woman in housing court who, after being advised to apply 

for a lawyer, commented, “It's not worth the trouble” (Kleinfield 2018). 

         Additionally, Sandefur describes that the outcomes of legal action may strongly 

relate to socioeconomic status. She references studies that found that litigants that utilize 

“powerless language” are believed less than those that employ other kinds of language 

during their court proceedings. She also asserts that styles of communication are 

characterized by class positions (Sandefur 2008). “Powerless speech” is defined by 

Bezdek as a speech of deference. Someone using “powerless speech” may often end 
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sentences in questions, structure sentences to highlight politeness, and use adjectives to 

qualify the meaning of each sentence (Bezdek 1992). Bezdek found that powerless 

speech has a stronger correlation to socioeconomic class as opposed to gender, as was 

initially put forth by scholars. Bezdek’s finding regarding speech emphasizes one 

prominent disadvantage that tenants have, being both litigator and defendant in an 

adversarial system, as is described by Baldacci. 

         In order to examine how tenants interact with the law, Sandefur provides several 

metrics that can be used to investigate and study individuals and their interactions with 

legal institutions. She discusses behavioral approaches, accessing justice from the bottom 

up, accessing justice from the top down, and perceptual approaches (Sandefur 2008). The 

two metrics that are going to be the most relevant to this study are the top down and 

perceptual approaches. Sandefur describes “accessing justice from the top down” as a 

way to “explore aspects of the organization of civil justice institutions that may affect 

who is able to turn to law, through what avenues, for what purposes, and with what 

results, such as the complexity of legal procedures, the role of lawyers and other 

professionals as gatekeepers or as potential champions, and the provision of legal 

services” (2008). Top down approaches involve examining housing court as an institution 

of the law, and understanding the actors of the law, such as judges, lawyers, and other 

court personnel, as an extension of this institution.   

         The second metric that will be implemented by this study is the perceptual 

approach. This lens of understanding and examining inequality explores people’s own 

perceptions regarding their experiences in mobilizing the law and interacting with legal 

services and institutions. This provides another nuance that the research question of this 
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study does not account for, which is people’s evaluations of their own experiences 

regardless of outcome. She posits that certain individuals may still feel satisfied with their 

experiences engaging with the law even if they do not attain the desired outcome 

(Sandefur 2008). This study will ultimately be assessing tenants’ outcomes as they 

navigate their eviction proceedings, but through in-depth interviews, there will be an 

inclusion of perceptual approaches as well. This is particularly relevant in connecting 

how tenants perceive the physical organization of housing court as influencing their 

experiences and their outcomes.  

NEW YORK CITY HOUSING COURT 

 Although housing court was initially established as a way for tenants to enforce 

housing code and to protect the housing market, the majority of the cases that the court 

sees today are eviction lawsuits. In order to contextualize the experience of the 

individuals as they navigate housing court, it is important to understand the 

circumstances, both individual and structural, that brought them to housing court. While 

each individual and each case is unique, it is clearly a collective and shared experience in 

a sense, as ultimately it leads to housing court. 

 Matthew Desmond (2012) conducted a study relating eviction and the 

reproduction of urban poverty, considering the effects of frequent residential mobility on 

individuals and families. He focuses his study on the movement of families and 

individuals from poor neighborhood to poor neighborhood, contrary to the perception that 

residential mobility frequently aligns with upward mobility. Desmond considers the three 

current primary explanations for residential mobility within disadvantaged 

neighborhoods: neighborhood or housing dissatisfaction, gentrification, and slum 



 20 

clearance. However, he argues that these do not explain the extent of movement and 

displacement of the urban poor. Instead, Desmond attributes it to eviction. He frames his 

study using the following four questions: “how prevalent is eviction? Second, where in 

the city do evictions occur? Third, are women disproportionately affected by eviction 

and, if so, why? Fourth, what are the consequences of eviction?” (2012).  

 In his conclusion, Desmond finds that black women are disproportionately evicted 

through the court system, in comparison to the other demographics studied. Because of 

the “tenant blacklist”, once a person is evicted, it is exceedingly difficult for them to find 

stable housing again, thus leading to homelessness or increased residential mobility. The 

“tenant blacklist” is a database compiled through housing court records and it is a tool 

utilized by landlords to be able to identify potentially “risky” tenants. Although the 

supposed goal of the list is to identify problematic tenants, it includes tenants who have 

won their housing court cases or were intentionally withholding rent due to lack of 

repairs and poor living conditions (Barker and Silver-Greenberg 2016). It makes it nearly 

impossible for tenants to find another apartment. This, in turn, leads to greater social 

disorganization and community instability in neighborhoods which is linked to increased 

crime and violence (Desmond 2012). 

 Desmond concludes by finding that, while incarceration is an immense social 

issue that disproportionately impacts low-income black men, eviction has the parallel 

effect on low-income black women. However, Desmond (2012) concedes that there is not 

yet enough to research to identify the societal and sociological causes of eviction. Both 

eviction and incarceration work in tandem to reproduce poverty, and thus it is the 
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responsibility of this study to understand how these dynamics play out within housing 

court itself. 

Because the nature of eviction and the housing court process are so intertwined, it 

is necessary to understand them in conjunction with one another. Once a tenant is sued 

for eviction, they are called to answer at housing court. New York City Housing Court 

was initially established in 1972 by the state legislature as a specialized court largely due 

to dissatisfaction with how the existing courts managed housing cases. The primary 

mission of housing court was to address maintenance and repair issues as well as create a 

more flexible system to maintain the city’s housing stock (Galowitz 1999). This greatly 

contrasts with the fact that only three percent of housing court cases today concern 

enforcement of the housing maintenance code (Galowitz 1999).   

         The literature published regarding New York City housing court reinforces that 

the current environment of the court is ineffective in honoring that primary mission, 

largely in part due to its “hectic” environment (Zelhof, Goldberg, and Shamsi 2006). 

According to Paula Galowitz (1999) the physical conditions of the courts can be 

described as “deplorable” and “chaotic”. The judges in the courts are overworked, 

managing a caseload of up to 7,000 cases a year, thus relying on other court personnel to 

uphold some of their responsibilities (Galowitz 1999). 

The effects that this lack of judicial involvement has on pro se tenants (tenants 

that are not represented by an attorney) are further explored by Paris R. Baldacci (2016). 

The disordered nature of the housing court directly influences the ways in which tenants 

navigate their eviction proceedings, and as a result shapes their outcomes. 
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N.R Kleinfield, in the concluding article of the New York Times exposé “Where 

Brooklyn Tenants Plead the Case for Keeping Their Homes”, observes the conduct in 

Brooklyn housing court, as it relates to the physical nature of the space. The court itself is 

not actually a court, but a commercial building with limited privacy and faulty elevators. 

Because of this, most of the negotiations and settling between tenants and landlord 

attorneys happen in the hallways (2018). Zelhof et. al (2016) argued that this lack of quiet 

and private space presents a severe disadvantage for tenants with tenants with mental 

disabilities, hearing difficulties, or difficulties related to age. This is also true for tenants 

that are not represented by an attorney. These tenants are considered pro se. 

         One of the groups most directly affected by the nature of housing court are pro se 

tenants. According to Galowitz (1999), 97.5% of all landlords are represented as opposed 

to the 11.9% of tenants that are represented. More recent studies have found that, after 

New York City has allotted more funding for free legal services, 27% of tenants have 

lawyers while 99% of landlords are represented (Kleinfield 2018). This increase in 

represented tenants can be explained by the development of free legal services available 

to low income tenants. 

Pro se tenants exist in a complicated position; they are responsible for navigating 

housing court as a litigator and as a defendant. Justin La Mort claims that the patchwork 

of rent laws in New York City “has created an impenetrable thicket, confusing not only to 

laymen but to lawyers”. This provides telling insight into the convoluted systems that pro 

se litigants are responsible for navigating without prior legal training nor experience. 

Baldacci (2006, p. 660) supports this, explaining that “a pro se litigant is thrust into the 

role of litigator within an adversarial system which she does not understand, either 
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procedurally or substantively, and which effectively silences her” (Baldacci 2006). This 

aligns with Barbara Bezdek’s observation that “tenants are placed under a different 

burden of production, presentation, and persuasion” (1992, 575) when they represent 

themselves.  

Both Baldacci and Bezdek conclude that pro se tenants are effectively being 

silenced by the current court system, but one significant gap in the existing literature is 

how the structural organization of the court reflects underlying power dynamics and 

perpetuates unequal access to justice. Each of these authors acknowledges that 

inaccessibility of the law, and the chaotic organization of the court proceedings are some 

of the factors that impact tenants navigating housing court cases. This study seeks to 

explore the physical organization of the court and its actors, as that is a significant gap in 

the existing scholarship. While Kleinfield offers observations regarding the conduct of 

court proceedings as it relates to the structure of Brooklyn housing court itself, it is 

necessary to gain deeper insight into how the physical space impacts the proceedings that 

take place, and incorporate more tenant voices in order to understand their own 

perceptions of how the space relates to their experience in housing court.  

Much of the literature discussed thus far references the systemic silencing of 

tenants. This concept of “silencing” tenants is discussed thoroughly by Bezdek’s study 

“Silence in the Court: Participation and Subordination of Poor Tenants’ Voices in Legal 

Process” (1992). She focuses on the kinds of speech that tenants use and how it affects 

their outcomes. Both Baldacci (2016) and Bezdek (1992) explore ways in which the court 

system becomes inaccessible to tenants, focusing predominantly on the difficulty that 

tenants have understanding legal language. Legal jargon is pervasive in both the court 
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appearances and the legal documentation that tenants regularly interact with. One issue 

identified by Baldacci is the lack of judicial involvement in supporting tenants in 

interpreting these documents. These problems are exacerbated by the immense pressure 

to settle as quickly as possible, likely due to the overworked nature of the court 

personnel. (Baldacci 2006). Galowitz (1999) corroborates this, asserting that the pressure 

to settle is one of the most prominent characterizations of housing court processes (1999). 

These existing studies primarily address the challenges specific to pro se tenants, 

and Carroll Seron et al. (2001) corroborates these findings. Seron’s study aims to 

compare outcomes for represented tenants and pro se tenants, as well as gain insight into 

the effects of additional pro bono legal counsel on the efficiency of the court itself. She 

contextualizes the pro bono legal counsel efforts that New York City had previously 

implemented and provides a summary of the current state of pro bono legal services 

available for low income tenants. This context, as well as the findings resulting from the 

study, are essential to understand the different actors that low income tenants interact 

with throughout their eviction proceedings, as well as gaining greater insight into the role 

of a pro bono counselor in the tenant’s housing court case. 

Seron’s methods involved sampling a group of tenants waiting in line at the 

Clerk’s office in New York City Housing Court and responding to nonpayment petitions. 

These tenants were then randomly assigned to the control group or the “treatment” group. 

Tenants assigned to the “treatment” group were questioned to ensure that they were 

eligible for Legal Aid services, which included being below the federal poverty line. 

They were then assigned an attorney through the Pro Bono Legal Project. A total of 268 
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participants were included in the study, with 134 being assigned an attorney and the other 

134 being assigned as the control group (Seron et al. 2001). 

To evaluate tenant outcomes, Seron identifies key factors that her study used to 

assess the outcomes. These variables included (1) Whether or not the tenant defaulted 

(failed to appear). (2)  Whether the judgement favored the tenant or the landlord. (3) 

Whether or not the judgment resulted in eviction. (4) Whether or not the final stipulation 

called for repairs. (5) Whether or not the final stipulation required rent abatement, which 

allows for a tenant to only pay a portion of the rent. Additionally, the study recorded the 

number of required court appearances, the number of days from the initial answer to the 

final disposition, the number of motions filed throughout the duration of the case, and the 

number of motions filed post-judgement (Seron et al. 2001). 

Seron finds that tenants with representation were less likely to default, have a 

warrant of eviction issued, and have a judgement against them. Tenants with 

representation were more likely to have stipulations requiring rent abatements and repairs 

(Seron et. Al 2001). This addresses the primary charge of the study, which aimed to 

investigate the effect of legal counsel on low income tenant’s outcomes. Regarding the 

secondary mandate, which aimed to evaluate the effect of legal counsel on the 

effectiveness of the court, the study found that represented tenants were more likely to 

have fewer motions filed and less post-judgement motions. Represented tenants were 

more likely to have more court appearances and days from answer to final judgement. 

Seron then concludes that the effects of providing legal counsel are not a burden on the 

court and should not influence the court’s efficiency negatively (Seron et al. 2001). 
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Kleinfield (2018) provides insight into Legal Aid itself, only one of the several 

organizations that provide free legal services to low-income tenants. Kleinfield focuses 

on Brooklyn Housing Court, asserting that around 120 tenants per week seek free 

representation from Legal Aid. In order to manage the overwhelming demand, the 

organization prioritizes certain cases in a “triage” process. The most influential factors 

that determine whether or not a case will be represented by Legal Aid are financial 

eligibility, and “the inability to be helped”, thus requiring Legal Aid to turn down these 

cases. This is most often because the tenant requires “cheaper housing or more income, 

not a lawyer” (Kleinfeld 2018). In moving forward with this study, it is important to 

understand that certain tenants are disqualified from representation from legal services 

largely in part to their circumstances being simply too impossible to solve.  

 

THEORY OF SPACE  

 The theoretical foundation of this study relies heavily on the sociological theories 

of space. Martina Löw (2016) asserts “the spatial must not be delimited from the social, 

but rather is a specific form of the social. Spatial structures, like temporal structures, are 

forms of social structures”. While sociologists tend to understand space as the fixed and 

static backdrop that remains the passive stage for the actions and interactions that 

compose the social, Löw (2016) argues that “the development of space is itself an aspect 

of social processes”. She identifies ending the sociological analysis of space within the 

realm of the material as one primary shortcoming of previous sociological scholarship. 

Löw’s discussion examines the process of arranging and ordering spaces and spatial 

structures as a tangible form of the reproduction of social structures.  
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 Löw examines the relationship between space and social inequality, which 

directly relates to this study’s understanding of the spatial organization of housing court 

and low-income tenants’ experiences and outcomes. Löw acknowledges that the 

constitution of space reproduces social inequality, and at the same time is shaped by 

social inequality. She primarily identifies this reproduction of social inequality in terms 

of how spaces are synthesized to become class and gender specific. She describes that, 

because the constitution of space is taught as early as childhood, inclusion and exclusion 

are not necessarily reinforced by physical force and prohibitive measures but are 

maintained through self-exclusion. This is explained by the habitus of those performing 

this synthesis of space, being motivated by feelings of belonging and strangeness. As a 

result, the creation of these spaces provides advantages and disadvantages to groups that 

are included and privileged and those that are excluded. This is also observed in the 

distribution of space, where more privileged groups receive and control more space than 

less privileged groups (Löw 2016).  

 These theories that Löw develops build on theoretical foundations established by 

Pierre Bourdieu and Michel Foucault, relating to their concepts of space and symbolic 

power and the genesis of class, and heterotopia respectively.  

 Pierre Bourdieu theorizes social space as something different then geographic 

space, but comparable. Both concepts are constructed depending on the way in which 

groups, agents, and institutions are situated. He finds that social space acts similarly as 

symbolic space, dictating the classification of different groups of different statuses and 

lifestyles. Bourdieu writes that sociological perceptions of the social are a result of 

double structuring, in which there is an objective order and arrangement of institutions 
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and agents, but more subjectively, there are abstract ideas of “perceptions and 

appreciation” which “express the state of relations of symbolic power”. He uses dualities 

and opposites as examples to demonstrate the two contradicting and yet collaborative 

objective and subjective structures that construct the social world and social and symbolic 

space (Bourdieu 1989). He finds that space is produced by two oppositional or 

contradictory structures, and the relations of these two structures. It is how two objects 

interact and relate to one another that ultimately defines what we consider space. This is 

corroborated by Henri Lefebvre’s argument that space has a dual nature, also identifying 

it as the “object” and the “subject”, both of which imply “location, a place in society, a 

position” while also playing “an intermediary or mediating role” (Lefebvre 1905). More 

succinctly put, he writes space is always simultaneously “a field of action” and “a basis 

of action” (Lefebvre 1905).  

Lefebvre (1905) identifies three concepts of space: spatial practice, 

representations of space, and representational spaces (p. 38). These each respectively 

refer to space that is produced by society, space that is conceptualized by scientists, 

planners and engineers, and space that is lived or conceived through symbolism and 

imagery (Lefebvre 1905, p. 39).  

Lefebvre (1905) understands that space is produced as a product of the social. He 

writes, “organized gestures, which is to say ritualized and codified gestures, are not 

simply performed in 'physical' space, in the space of bodies. Bodies themselves generate 

spaces, which are produced by and for their gestures” (Lefebvre 1905, p. 216).  

These understandings of space lend themselves to the analysis of interactions 

between lawyers and tenants while in housing court. The ordering and arranging of 
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interactions and bodies while in housing court offers a site to explore power as it relates 

to access to justice, and experiences within the legal process for low-income individuals 

being evicted. This will be accomplished by analyzing the locations of the various 

interactions that tenants have, physical barriers that tenants encounter trying to navigate 

the building itself, and other signs and symbols in the physical space within the court. 

The theoretical framework allowed by Lefebvre, Foucault, Bourdieu, and Löw provides 

insight into how the interactions and processes that occur in housing court are a product 

and reflection of the greater structures of the social world and impact the tenants’ lived 

experiences.  

Finally, the courtroom itself exists as a heterotopia; a concept developed by 

Michel Foucault (1984). It is best thought of as a “placeless place”.  A heterotopia exists 

as any other space situationally, located and regarded in relation to other places, agents, 

and institutions but at the same time creates a world within another world, characterized 

by its own norms, rituals, and behaviors. The courtroom becomes a “heterotopia of 

deviance”, “occupied by individuals whose behavior deviates from the current average or 

standard” (Foucault 1984). He writes that “the heterotopia is capable of juxtaposing in a 

single real place several spaces, several sites that are in themselves incompatible”. 

Housing court aligns with this description. The hallways, loud and public, contradict the 

courtrooms which are quiet and structured, holding numerous rules and rituals that dictate 

specific roles and behaviors. Just as Foucault describes the heterotopia of the cemetery 

which exists as an “‘other’ place with respect to ordinary cultural spaces, and yet it is 

connected with all of the locations of the city” (Foucault 1984), housing court itself 

resides in a neighborhood, in a building bordered by numerous other workplaces, 
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restaurants, and residences,  and yet it exists as a juxtaposition, incompatible with its 

surroundings.  

This study seeks to analyze how tenants, lawyers and other court personnel 

navigate housing court’s physical spaces, while identifying connections between the 

physical organization of the space itself, the interactions and engagement with the law 

hosted in these spaces, and finally the experiences and outcomes of the tenants regarding 

their eviction cases. The analysis seeks to synthesize these findings with the broader 

discussions of social class, space, and place. 
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Chapter Three: Methods 

 Because this research concerns the tenant experiences and outcomes in housing 

court, I conducted eight interviews, each lasting approximately an hour. The small 

sample size of this study, with eight participants, is a clear limitation. Additionally, this 

study only focuses on Bronx Housing Court. Although the findings from the interviews 

may resemble eviction across the boroughs, the observations are specific to Bronx 

Housing Court. Because of this, the analysis of space is not accurate to the housing courts 

in the other boroughs.  

 In order to maintain my participants’ confidentiality, their names were not 

included in the recordings nor the transcriptions. I used pseudonyms when organizing the 

transcriptions and writing my data analysis. I also pseudonymized names of landlords and 

attorneys in my transcriptions, and omitted participants’ addresses or other identifying 

information if it was brought up during the interviews. I took these measures in order to 

make sure that participants remained confidential, and that their interviews did not affect 

their current housing court cases.  

Although the interviews were recorded, the recordings were lost after the phone 

where they were stored broke. As a result, notes and partial transcripts were used as the 

predominant source of analysis for the interviews. These notes and partial transcripts 

were anonymized and pseudonymized to maintain confidentiality for the participants. 

Participants were compensated with a $25 gift card for their time. The Institutional 

Review Board at Wheaton College formally reviewed and approved this project.  

Participants were selected based on the following criteria: they fell below the 

federal poverty line, had an active eviction case in housing court, and they must either 
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live in rent stabilized or subsidized housing. The interview questions were read and 

approved by Mobilization for Justice (MFJ), a free legal services organization that 

represents low income tenants in the Bronx, Brooklyn and New York City housing 

courts. I have interned with Mobilization for Justice Inc. in the past. One of the 

supervising attorneys introduced me to the participants individually after they completed 

their intake process with one of the lawyers from their organization. Both myself and the 

lawyer that was introducing me informed the participants that my project was separate 

from their business with Mobilization for Justice, and their participating in my project 

would in no way impact their housing court case. All of the participants were identified at 

the Bronx Housing Court during their intake process with Mobilization for Justice, with 

the exception of one participant who approached me and asked to participate.  

When I was introduced to the participants, I reminded them that their participation 

was completely voluntary, and that they could choose to stop the interview at any time. 

Because my interviews took place in housing court, oftentimes while participants were 

waiting to be seen by the judge, I made sure that they knew if they had to get up or attend 

to their case during our interview, they should do so and we could either resume when 

they were finished or end the interview. I gave them a flyer, written in both English and 

Spanish, that explained the nature of my project and included my email in case they had 

any follow up questions for me. Participants were also asked to sign a consent form that 

outlined the details of my project and stated that participation in my project was 

voluntary and confidential. Although I recorded the interviews, I also used a notebook to 

record short notes and follow up questions as I thought of them.  
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The interview questions asked about the events that occurred during participants’ 

court visit, as well as their own perceptions about the environment of the court and the 

legal process that they endured. Demographic information was also collected. The 

interviews occurred in Bronx Housing Court itself, oftentimes while participants waited 

to be seen by the judge or a lawyer. Although I originally intended on meeting with 

participants outside of the courthouse during their free times, all of my participants made 

it clear that it was more convenient for them to conduct the interview at that moment, 

particularly because they have such lengthy waiting periods throughout the day.  

The questions that I asked can be grouped into several themes. At first, I asked 

about the participant’s background: what type of apartment they lived in, how long they 

lived in that apartment, how many people they shared the apartment with. I then asked 

about the nature of the case: if it was their first time in housing court, why they were 

being evicted. My next set of questions asked about their experience in housing court, 

starting with how they got there that morning and walked them through everything that 

they had done so far. Finally, I asked them about next steps, and what they thought the 

future of their case was. 

 In addition to interviews, I conducted observations for two hours a day over the 

course of four days. Observations were recorded in a notebook and described the layout 

of the physical space, the interactions that occurred between tenants, lawyers, and court 

personnel. Changes from day to day were also recorded, such as openings and closures of 

certain courtrooms, written signs, broken elevators and escalators etc. These observations 

occurred on the first, second, and third floor of Bronx Housing Court. Field notes 

recorded events in which people interacted with me, normally either inquiring what I was 
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doing or asking me for assistance in navigating the court. I recorded my response to these 

interactions as well.  

 Unfortunately, my data collection was interrupted by COVID-19, which shut 

down Bronx Housing Court. This prevented me from returning to the court to conduct 

further observations and asking follow-up questions. Thankfully, because of my previous 

work with Mobilization for Justice, I have had the opportunity to develop a more intimate 

understanding of the court as both an intern and an observer. Should I have been able to 

continue my data collection, I would have asked more in-depth questions regarding 

tenants’ strategies in navigating the court. While my interviews focused on the events of 

their current appearance in court and their perceptions of the court, I would have been 

interested in understanding the ways in which tenants empowered themselves in the legal 

process. This would allow for a more thorough understanding and analysis of the 

“perceptual approach” outlined by Sandefur (2008). 

 I analyzed the interviews and field notes, guided by Anselm Strauss’s Qualitative 

Analysis, Grounded Theory (Strauss 1987). Because my recordings were lost, I used my 

interview notes and partial transcriptions as well as my field notes for my analysis. 

Initially I conducted theme analysis and coded for core themes in my data, such as 

accessibility, privacy, location throughout my data collection process. These themes were 

established due to the presence of empirical indicators. After reviewing the data again for 

a second round of coding, I found sub-categories within those themes, and linked them to 

other emerging categories. I continued to sort quotes and observations into these 

categories, thus “densifying the theory” (Strauss 1987, p. 24), and following the coding 

paradigm outlined in Strauss’s Qualitative Analysis (1967, p. 28). After coding the data, 
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identifying the categories, sub-categories, and linkages, and sorting the interview quotes 

and observations, I developed my data analysis. 
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Chapter Four: Data Analysis 

 THE BRONX 

 In order to understand Bronx Housing Court, it is first necessary to contextualize 

it within the borough of the Bronx. While each borough has its own courthouse for 

eviction disputes, Bronx Housing Court has a reputation as being the most intimidating 

and difficult to navigate. While the conduct within the court certainly contributes to this 

reputation, it is also important to recognize the significance of the Bronx as well. The 

Bronx is the most impoverished borough in New York City, with a poverty rate of 27.3% 

according to the 2019 Census. Additionally, the borough is 56.4% Hispanic or Latino, 

44.9% White, and 43.6% Black. According to Matthew Desmond’s Eviction Lab, the 

Bronx has an eviction rate of 6.23%, which is 3.89 more percentage points than the 

national average (Eviction Lab). Because of the substantial poverty rate in the Bronx, the 

majority of eviction cases in Bronx Housing Court are non-payment cases, meaning that 

the tenant is behind on rent. The majority of tenants being evicted in housing court are 

people of color (Eviction Lab).  

 Demographics aside, the Bronx’s reputation is cultivated through various other 

means as well. It is home to Yankee Stadium (which can be seen from the courthouse 

itself), is prized as the place where hip hop was born, and has a unique and rich history 

that distinguishes it from the other boroughs. However, the Bronx is also frequently 

perceived as dangerous or unsafe. In 1955 when Robert Moses constructed the Cross 

Bronx Expressway, the division between the north and south of the borough were 

solidified. Homes were destroyed and people were forced to leave the borough, while 

living conditions and gang activity worsened for those who stayed. This event is largely 
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thought of as the turning point in the Bronx’s history, when the South Bronx became 

popularized and synonymized with danger and violence. 

 Today, the Bronx is burdened with these associations still. Perhaps the language 

and media representation of the Bronx are racially coded, interpreting the Bronx’s 

diversity and resistance to gentrification as an indicator that the borough is still unsafe. 

However, these perceptions may affect the conditions of Bronx Housing Court, and the 

treatment that tenants encounter there.  

 In Crook County, Nicole Gonzalez Van Cleve (2016, p. 20) found that “space 

becomes place through the meanings and collective narratives that people attach” and the 

Bronx is rife with these meanings and collective narratives. It is quite shocking to me to 

be able to see Yankee Stadium from the entrance to the courthouse. It is saddening and 

striking that this structure that symbolizes the greatness and pride of New York City 

resides in such close proximity to the building where so many residents of this borough 

may lose the physical homes that make them New Yorkers. 

 In this chapter I will begin by analyzing the process of appearing in housing court 

as a tenant with an eviction case. This process begins with transportation to the 

courthouse, entering the courthouse, and the many hours spent waiting inside the 

courthouse. I will synthesize tenants’ experiences undergoing this process with the 

observed barriers posed by the physical space of the courthouse. Ultimately, I will 

identify how tenants navigate housing court, and how their cases are impacted by both 

the organization of the physical space and legal system. 
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TRANSPORTATION 

Accessing Bronx Housing Court was one of the first barriers that emerged for 

tenants. The courthouse, at 1118 Grand Concourse, is accessible by the 4, B, and D trains 

at two different subway stops, however the closest subway stop at 167th street, only one 

block away from the courthouse, is not wheelchair accessible. In order to exit the station, 

one must walk up four different flights of steep staircases. The closest wheelchair 

accessible subway stop can be found at 161st street, however that is six blocks away from 

the courthouse. Louis Ramos, an interview participant that walks with a cane relies on 

Access-A-Ride, a form of public transportation for people with health conditions or 

disabilities that prevent them from using the subway or city buses, to get to housing 

court. He has had eight previous court dates before his interview which occurred during 

his ninth court visit. He has used Access-A-Ride to get to housing court each time, 

although when asked about the reliability of Access-A-Ride he responded, “there is 

nothing more unreliable than Access-A-Ride”. Louis recounted times that Access-A-Ride 

was late, or simply failed to come pick him up entirely. He said he was thankful that he 

was able to get to housing court successfully that morning, particularly since if a tenant is 

late, they default their case. 

Gina Gomez, another participant with a disability has used Uber to get to housing 

court. At the time of her interview it was her first court appearance for her current case, 

although she had a housing court case ten years prior as well. She expressed concern over 

the cost of using Uber, saying that if she had to return to court numerous times as she had 

in the past, she wasn’t sure how she was going to afford transportation. When asked why 
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she didn’t use Access-A-Ride, she disclosed that she did not trust it and preferred to be in 

control of her own means of transportation. 

The rest of the participants relied on public transportation to get to housing court 

except for Laura Mason who drove. She had moved to the Bronx three years ago from 

Coney Island, Brooklyn. The morning of her first court visit it took her thirty-five 

minutes to find metered parking near the courthouse, and she was concerned about the 

meter running out as she waited for her appearance in front of the judge. When asked 

about her commute to housing court she was quick to say, “I am never doing that again”. 

Van Cleve (2016) identified similar issues with transportation in Chicago. She 

found that the courthouse was also surrounded by high priced meters, although once 

people entered the courthouse there was usually not sufficient time for them to leave and 

re-feed the meter without missing their hearing. Van Cleve recalled being driven to the 

courthouse by a lawyer from the suburbs who claimed she drove her “for her own safety” 

(2016, 16). This reflects the racially coded perceptions of the Bronx and of safety in 

predominantly black and brown neighborhoods.  

Although there is very little scholarship in the existing literature about commuting 

to Bronx Housing Court, transportation and access to courthouses is clearly problematic 

in numerous locations. These interviews demonstrated the need to widen the scope of 

discussion in terms of access. Tenants that are unable to appear in court on time default 

their cases, disadvantaging them and placing them at severe risk of losing their eviction 

cases and subsequently their homes. This includes a broader critique of other government 

services such as Access-A-Ride, the effectiveness and accessibility of the MTA and city 
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subway systems, and resources available for tenants to demonstrate the best ways to 

access the court. 

“NOTHING WORKS HERE”: ISSUES OF ACCESSIBILITY 

Once tenants enter the courthouse, those issues of accessibility still remain 

prevalent. There are two metal detectors at the entrance of the building, expected to 

accommodate the more than 2,000 people that visit Bronx housing court each day. Each 

day of observation I noticed long lines trailing down Grand Concourse. The line was the 

longest at around 9:15am, with check-in for tenants being at 9:30am. Once again, the 

threat of defaulting their case loomed over the tenants towards the back of the line. At the 

entrance of Bronx Housing Court there are two separate doors: one for tenants, and one 

for lawyers and court personnel. Van Cleve (2016) noted that the two entrances are 

reminiscent of segregation and Jim Crow laws, where tenants (who are mostly people of 

color) are assigned one entrance, and the lawyers (who are mostly white) enter 

separately. She asserts that these separate entrances reflect the continued racialization of 

justice, and the immense inequalities that characterize criminal and civil justice 

institutions. The separated entrance to housing court signals to tenants that they are 

already otherized and demeaned in the eyes of the law before they even appear before the 

judge. 

After passing through the metal detectors, tenants that are appearing in court for 

the first time have to wait on another line to “answer” their eviction notice. Once a tenant 

is served with an eviction notice, they typically have ten days to appear in court and file 

an “answer”. This means that they are going to defend their case in court. After 

“answering” their eviction notices, tenants are given a hearing date to return to court. 
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Inside the court, there are six lanes of different tellers, the one on the far left has a dimly 

lit placard labeled “ANSWERS” and is the only teller with a long line of tenants waiting. 

The process of waiting characterizes one’s experience in housing court. Tenants 

wait in lines to enter the court, wait in lines to speak to a lawyer, wait for the lawyer to 

tell them the state of their eviction case, wait to appear before the judge, and then wait for 

their next court date. Austen Sarat identified the control of time as one way in which 

tenants are continuously disempowered by the legal process. Sarat asserts that, “power 

defines whose time is valued and whose time is valueless” (2013, 347). This signals quite 

clearly to tenants that their interests are not being prioritized within this legal system.  

Van Cleve (2016) corroborates this with her findings as well, noting “time is a 

currency. But it was a currency wielded by professionals. In this case, the currency was 

exerted through ‘waiting’ and spending the public’s time in a seemingly endless game of 

guessing when a case would be heard” (p. 31). After receiving their court date on their 

“answer”, tenants must then wait until their hearing date. Typically, tenants that are 

eligible for free representation will be assigned a lawyer on their first hearing date. It is 

common for lawyers to then adjourn the tenant’s case so that they have time to research 

and investigate the case to prepare to either settle or write a motion. This means more 

court dates, and more waiting for tenants.  

In 1118 Grand Concourse, courtrooms reside on the third and fourth floors of the 

courthouse. The hallways are lined with benches as the only seating, with two three-foot-

long ledges used as desks for lawyers. The benches fill up by 9:30am, leaving the 

remaining tenants and lawyers to stand wherever they can find space. Gina Gomez, 

during her interview, remarked, “I am just so grateful I have a seat”. Maria Rodriguez, 
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twenty years old, was in court with her two children, giving up her seat for them. She said 

that she was exhausted, having been in court for three hours already, but it was easier to 

keep an eye on her children when they were playing games on her phone, seated on the 

bench. 

The hallways are lined with different posters behind dusty plastic covers, most of 

which are written in English. The posters advertise free legal services, or pro bono 

opportunities for lawyers. Set up on the end of one bench is a small placard with the 

name of the legal service organization working that day. The tenant lawyers standing 

beside the sign would take out a list of names and call out the individuals eligible for free 

representation. Some tenants would approach the placard and ask for assistance, only to 

be told by the lawyers that their income was too high, that they weren’t in one of the 

allotted zip codes designated for free legal assistance, or that they simply did not have 

any defense. 

Sometimes even getting to the correct floor in the courtroom poses a challenge. 

On three of the four days of observations the “up” escalator was broken, leaving the 

elevator as the only option for tenants with difficulties with mobility. There is only an up 

and down escalator bridging the first and second floor, with the rest of the floors having 

either stairs or the elevator. I observed the average wait time for the elevator to get from 

the first to the third floor to be twelve minutes. On the final day of observation, one of the 

elevators was broken, prolonging the wait time as queues built up. This difficulty in 

getting from floor to floor, particularly for tenants with physical disabilities, posed a 

significant barrier to justice. One challenge is simply being able to easily access and 

acquire resources in a timely manner. Numerous times, tenants were observed being told 
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by lawyers that if they wanted free legal counsel, they had to get a referral from the 

Human Resources Administration (HRA), which can be found on the first floor. Tenants 

would have to go back to the lobby, wait on line for their referral, and then go back to the 

third floor to find the lawyer that had initially sent them. It was not uncommon for that 

lawyer to have left to help another client with the case, leaving the tenant looking 

confused, holding their HRA referral, asking other lawyers to help them find the person 

they had spoken to initially in the crowded and chaotic hallways. 

CONFUSION  

Confusion is common for many tenants in housing court, largely due to the busy 

atmosphere and lack of structure and direction for tenants. Laura Mason did her in-take 

with her free legal counsel standing up, leaning against the wall between the staircases. 

She told me that she did not expect housing court “to be this way”. When I asked her 

what she meant, she clarified, “it’s just so hectic”, and admitted that she was intimidated 

by the court environment. The hallways are consistently crowded and loud. This becomes 

problematic for many reasons, corroborated by the existing literature as well. Zelhof et al. 

(Zelhof et al. 2006) note that the hectic environment of housing court makes tenants with 

mental disabilities, hearing difficulties, or difficulties related to age more susceptible to 

judicial pressures to settle and creates a severe disadvantage for more vulnerable 

populations throughout the legal process. Zelhof identifies numerous other areas 

throughout litigation in which housing court does not have adequate support for these 

populations, such as lack of signage and procedural structure, all of which cause 

confusion for many tenants unfamiliar with the court process.  
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These findings align with my own observations. On the second day of 

observation, one of the courtrooms on the third floor closed unexpectedly for the day, 

leaving the cases that were assigned to it to be relocated to another courtroom in the 

building. One sign was written in Sharpie on the door of the courtroom, simply stating 

“closed today”. A security guard verbally announced the courtroom where the cases 

would be held. These announcements were made only twice an hour, and only in English. 

Practices such as this contribute to the confusion of tenants, particularly tenants that are 

monolingual speakers of languages other than English. 

While conducting my observations, four different tenants approached me and 

asked me if I could direct them to a specific room, person, or office in the courthouse. 

When I asked my interview participants how they found out where to go or what to do for 

their court appearance, all of them answered that they would ask lawyers or other court 

personnel. This signals the power of lawyers and court personnel in the space of the 

courtroom, serving as the “interpreters” or “directors” of the courthouse. This perpetuates 

a hierarchy within housing court that assigns lawyers as those with most power, 

regardless of whether they are landlord or tenant attorneys. Laura Mason, an interview 

participant, confirmed this hierarchy, saying that the judge was the only figure in the 

court more important than the lawyers. 

This ascription of power to lawyers can mean trouble for tenants, and possibly 

jeopardize their eviction cases. Landlord attorneys patrol the hallways, yelling the names 

of tenants that they have cases against. It often seems as though they are in competition 

with the legal services lawyers, each yelling at competing volumes in the hallways. It was 

often that landlord attorneys mispronounced tenant names in the hallways. I observed one 
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landlord attorney repeatedly yelling “NYCHA” which stands for the New York City 

Housing Authority and is pronounced NY-CHA. The attorney pronounced it, “NY-KA”. 

One tenant seated next to me said, under his breath, “it’s pronounced ‘NY-CHA’”. He 

didn’t correct the attorney, or even say it loud enough to draw attention to himself but it 

demonstrated to me that the issues that circulate housing court are closely connected to 

the tenants and their lived experiences. They are personal. However, the attorneys are still 

ascribed “insider” status within the court, and reap the privileges associated with their 

status. 

Additionally, the shouting of names continues to publicize tenants’ information, 

without respect for privacy or confidentiality. This abrasive exposure of the tenants' 

names in a hallway full of other people resembled a ritual of shaming, particularly 

considering the stigmatized and deeply personal nature of eviction.  

I observed one landlord find a tenant, saying to him, “don’t worry, I want what’s 

best for you both. Let’s settle this and get you out of here”. In these interactions, landlord 

attorneys can take advantage of the tenant’s confusion, and capitalize on the tenant's 

perception of the lawyers as a knowledgeable and powerful entity within housing court. 

None of my participants except for Hector Chavez had engaged in direct negotiating with 

the landlord attorneys on their cases. When asked, Louis Ramos included, “no, thank 

God. He seems like a real bad guy, a crook”. Hector had previously signed a stipulation 

with the landlord’s attorney, one that required him to pay an exorbitant amount of money 

and still have to evict his apartment. He told me that fortunately he was able to gain free 

legal representation and his lawyer reversed the stipulation. When I asked why he 

negotiated with the landlord’s attorney he said that he was confused, and he thought that 
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the lawyer was going to help him. He said he should have known better than to trust the 

“white guy in a suit”. This alludes to the various racial and class tensions that exist in 

housing court, where most tenants are people of color and the majority of landlord 

attorneys are white. 

Maria Rodriguez told me that she didn’t ask anyone for help because she was too 

shy and too tired. She waited for the legal service organization working that day to call 

out her name and approach her, telling her that she was eligible for free legal 

representation. When I asked her if she understood what was happening with her court 

case that day, she said no, but she had to trust that her lawyer was going to do the right 

thing. 

TRUST 

Trust, or lack thereof is an important component in many tenant experiences in 

housing court. Laura Mason is being evicted because her Section 8 payments were not 

being made by the government, even though she was paying her share on time each 

month. Although it wasn’t her fault, she had to take the day off of work to answer the 

eviction notice in court. She said that she doesn’t trust the agency responsible for paying 

the subsidized portion of her rent, but she has no choice.  

Multiple participants deemed different services and actors as untrustworthy. Louis 

Ramos told me he didn’t trust any lawyers. He had a lawyer at the beginning of his court 

case but went on to fire him. He told me, “If you were going to rate him from 1-10, I 

would give him a 1. He supposedly advocated for the other side. That’s what it seems like 

but everything the other side said, he agreed to. I thought he was supposed to argue the 

mission, and for my situation.” In this case, Louis not only didn’t trust his lawyer, but felt 
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as though his personal situation was misunderstood and invalidated. He said to me 

afterwards, “He didn’t know what I was going through”. 

While Maria Rodriguez implied that trusting her lawyer was done out of 

necessity, both Gina Gomez and Laura Mason described their lawyers as trustworthy, 

compassionate, and kind. This contradicts Kleinfield’s assertion that tenant’s eligible for 

free legal counsel “think little of a paid lawyer, less of a free one” (2018).  Gina and 

Laura told me that their lawyers were understanding and empathetic of their situations. I 

noticed that when someone showed the ability to recognize the tenant’s situations and the 

hardships that they have endured, they were considered trustworthy.  

It is possible that this allocation of tenants’ trust as capital is a strategy of 

resistance against the perception of the courtroom as a heterotopia of deviance. As a 

place of deviance, tenants are perceived to be there due to a lack of moral character. This 

conveys that they are in court due to an individual moral transgression and as per our 

punitive justice system, they must be held accountable for their actions. The association 

of trustworthiness with understanding and empathy may emerge from the tenants’ desire 

to have their situations humanized, and to demonstrate that their circumstances are 

beyond their individual actions and control, not a reflection of their moral character. 

Just as Van Cleve identifies time as currency, trust also holds significant value for 

tenants. For my interview participants, I was allowed trust because I sat and listened to 

them and affirmed their stories. At the same time, I was also spoken to as a “court 

insider” (Von Cleve 2016), with several tenants approaching me during my observations 

and asking me for directions or other forms of assistance in navigating the court. I 

presume that my whiteness was the primary contributor to this perception, as I conducted 
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my observations on the benches in between tenants and was dressed casually, in no other 

way distinguished from the rest of the people gathered on the benches. This demonstrates 

that tenants did not have an entrenched distrust for courtroom personnel or “insiders”, but 

instead recognized empathy and listening as a key quality that proved if someone was 

trustworthy. The ability to grant trust seemed to be an act of power that tenants could 

exert, and perhaps one of the only means of re-assuming a sense of autonomy and agency 

within the legal process. In allocating trust, tenants seemed to attempt to resist the 

ascription of immorality that was imposed on their character due to their presence in 

housing court. 

This sense of immorality is not just connected to their status as a defendant in 

housing court, but it has racial implications as well. Van Cleve (2016) found that “the 

‘immorality’ of defendants is both a criminal distinction and a racial one. In this logic, 

disdain for defendants is not based on the color of their skin but on the moral violations 

they embody. With the authority of the law, a host of racialized abuses are not only 

allowable in public spaces but are seen as deserved and justified” (p. 6). According to 

Van Cleve, moral deviance is conflated with racial identity, justifying racial abuse as an 

extension of a punitive law system that judges morality as well as a tenant’s legal case. 

 

HOSTILITY IN THE HALLWAYS 

         Just as confusion permeates the environment of housing court, so does hostility, 

especially from the lawyers and court personnel. Frequently, it was the landlord attorneys 

that were observed as the predominant group that acted in a hostile manner. Hostility 

manifests in housing court in numerous ways and was noted in both the interviews and 
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observations. One way in which hostility was fostered was through the weaponization of 

language against tenants who were monolingual speakers of languages other than 

English.  

One tenant was negotiating with a landlord attorney, who commented, “let’s get 

you out of here before the holidays so you can enjoy all of that ‘cerveza’”, which is the 

Spanish word for beer.  In this exchange, the attorney is mocking the tenant as a 

monolingual Spanish speaker, while also acting performatively to elevate his status 

among other landlord attorneys. Van Cleve (2016) observed in her own ethnography that 

lawyers and court personnel would engage in certain behaviors in order to reinforce an 

“us” versus “them” mentality, placing professionals in opposition to the civilians. She 

observed that, “by performing degradation ceremonies to defendants and the general 

public, professionals can elevate their own status while degrading the status of blacks and 

Latinos to the point of abuse” (p. 68). The lawyer in this situation is engaging in a 

“degradation ceremony”, faking comradery with the tenant by using a word in Spanish, 

while mocking him. Ultimately, he engaged this strategy to pressure the tenant to settle as 

quickly as possible, the most prevalent goal in housing court. 

Although all tenants have a right to an interpreter, there were many instances in 

which one wasn’t available and the tenant still engaged in negotiating with lawyers, 

appearing before the judge, or signing a stipulation. This is most likely due to the 

looming pressure to settle as many cases as quickly as possible, an issue developed by 

Paris Baldacci (2016) in his research regarding judicial neutrality. In this case, the 

absence of an interpreter was not only a barrier to justice, but it was used to humiliate and 

mock the tenant who was having trouble understanding the landlord attorney. 
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         I also observed a conversation between two landlord attorneys, who were 

speaking loudly to one another from across the hallway on the third floor of the 

courthouse. One attorney said to the other, “cocaine and broads, it keeps me going”. 

When the other attorney made a face of disbelief and gestured to the tenants surrounding 

them, the initial attorney responded, saying, “they’re not going to rat me out”. This 

interaction not only creates a hostile environment for the tenants, many of which have 

young children accompanying them, but serves as a reminder as to who in housing court 

has the most power and control over the space. It reinforces the hierarchy that exists 

within housing court and serves to continue making tenants feel powerless in this 

environment. This exchange reinforces the “us versus them” division in housing court, in 

which tenants are continuously otherized and isolated from the legal process despite the 

high stakes of each court case. 

         Powerlessness, confusion, and hostility go hand in hand in housing court. Louis 

Ramos recalled a previous court appearance he had, when he appeared before the judge. 

He was confused about his court case and kept attempting to ask the judge a question. He 

became frustrated after he was reprimanded for speaking out of turn and continued to ask 

the judge questions which resulted in his removal from the courtroom. He said that he felt 

humiliated and still did not understand why he was removed from the courtroom, and 

why the judge would not answer his questions.  

This aligns with Bezdek’s (1992) research, where she noticed that the way in 

which tenants defend and advocate for themselves often results in them being penalized. 

She explains that this occurs because the accepted legal language is not a language that is 

accessible or natural for people who have not been legally educated to use or understand. 
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This also reflects Baldacci’s research which finds that judicial neutrality, along with the 

pressure to settle, penalizes tenants, as it prevents judges and other actors within the court 

from supporting and empowering tenants. Instead, by attempting to remain “neutral” 

judges remain complicit in a legal system designed to benefit those with more power. In 

this case, that is the landlords. This is an example of de facto bias, a concept developed 

by Carlin, Howard, and Messinger (1967), which states that neutrality does not take into 

account the barriers that certain populations encounter in mobilizing the law and does not 

do anything to dismantle or address those barriers.  

In this instance, the law acts against the tenant. This exchange reflects Ewick and 

Silbey’s (1999) findings, that when the law begins to restrict or impede upon an 

individual’s agency, leaving its place of abstractness and dormancy in everyday society, 

it seems to contradict democratic ideals and our notions of freedom, thus evoking an 

angry and frustrated reaction from the individual it is acting upon. This explains the anger 

and powerlessness that Louis Ramos felt during his encounter with the judge. Not only 

was the judge acting in a hostile way, but it is likely that experiencing the law mobilized 

in such a way against him can also be perceived as an action of hostility. 

Hostility is not limited to landlord attorneys. I observed numerous instances of 

court officials admonishing tenants for not following a specific code of conduct that is 

expected within the courthouse or getting confused and asking the wrong court official a 

question meant for a different office within the courthouse. This re-establishes the 

courtroom as a heterotopia of deviance, a place for people that have violated the rules of 

society in some way. The courthouse has its own set of rules, norms, and actors that are 

all organized to maintain the hierarchy that disempowers tenants. Hostility seems to be 
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the enforcer of this heterotopia of deviance, and it relies on the confusion and isolation of 

the tenants. 

         Hostility is also maintained by the lack of privacy available to tenants. Hector 

Chavez recounted an instance when his landlord’s attorney shouted at him aggressively 

from down the hall about his case. Hector told me that he was angry and embarrassed, 

stating, “now everyone knows my business”. He said that it was disrespectful, and he 

wished that he had a place to sit and speak privately. There is no place in housing court 

for private meetings between tenants and lawyers. Most of the negotiations and 

interactions where sensitive information is discussed happens on the crowded benches if 

they’re lucky, or more frequently standing up. I observed lawyers taking pictures of 

credit card statements, paychecks, government benefit statements, and social security 

numbers in the hallways surrounded by crowds of people. Cathy Douglas, a tenant who 

was back in court for her second eviction case in eight years told me that having just one 

conference room that allowed privacy to tenants would make a significant difference in 

her experience in court. This was corroborated by every single one of my participants. 

         This environment of hostility alienates tenants, and the lack of space to gather and 

confer also potentially impacts the ability of tenants to network and form advantageous 

and supportive relationships with other tenants. Isolation is intrinsic to the structural 

organization of housing court, where the narrow hallways are inadequate for formation of 

groups, and the benches are opposite one another but too far away to allow for easy 

conversation.  

Within the courtrooms themselves, speaking is prohibited entirely, preventing 

tenants from speaking with one another either to seek support, or ask questions. When a 



 53 

courtroom opens, a bailiff announces the rules, “no speaking, take your hat off, no 

sleeping, no cell phones”, and then stands at the front of the courtroom as the enforcer. I 

remember hearing the rules being listed off for the first time, and was stuck by two in 

particular. “Take your hat off” was reminiscent of elementary school, when hats were 

consistently associated with disrespect. I found this to be a demonstration of one of the 

ways in which the tenants were patronized by the court system. The second rule that 

called my attention was “no sleeping”. The eviction process is characterized by lengthy 

waiting, long days, and intense stress, with many tenants being older or having 

disabilities. This rule recalls Foucault’s theories of bodily punishment. Tenants are being 

controlled by the rules of the courthouse to the point of physical discomfort. Once again, 

tenants are reminded that they are in an institution of deviance, and they must surrender 

their own bodily autonomy to the rules and processes that define that space, even when it 

becomes physically uneasy.  

         While there are clearly strong relationships between the lawyers and court 

personnel (both positive and negative), who encounter each other daily, this does not 

extend to the tenants. While tenants are often crowded together and in close proximity to 

one another, each going through a somewhat similar ordeal, not one of my participants 

established any relationships with any other tenants. When I asked Gina Gomez if she 

knew anyone else who had a court case either currently or in the past she laughed and 

said, “no and I hope I never do. I don’t want this for anyone.” When I asked if she had 

anyone with her, or if she was appearing in court alone, she became much more somber 

and said, “no, I am alone”.  
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         This lack of space designated for tenants is an issue that is also brought up in 

Sarat’s research, where he describes that, because his subjects are required to navigate 

spaces that aren’t their own, they cannot escape the power and domination of the law. As 

a result, they cannot escape the actors that serve as the arbiters and interpreters of the law 

(in this case being the lawyers, judges and court personnel), and thus cannot escape the 

law itself. In terms of the spatialization of housing court, lack of designated private space 

not only is inconvenient for tenants, but it is one of the ways in which tenants are 

disempowered and demeaned throughout the legal process and their eviction case. 

         The only times when I observed tenant’s interacting with one another was for 

assistance in interpreting and translating. When the court officer announced the relocation 

of the court cases from the closed courtroom, one tenant asked the other, in Spanish, what 

he had said. This demonstrates the potential utility of a tenant network within the 

courthouse. The lack of space for these connections to form once again demonstrates that 

the physical space in housing court is a barrier to tenants accessing justice. 

THE SPACE IS BIASED 

 In Bronx Housing Court, law and space coincide time and time again, shaping the 

legal process as it exists for tenants. Ewick and Silbey (1999) and Sarat (2013) observe 

that the law becomes a regular and frequent force with which impoverished people 

interact, although it takes on a different form than people commonly think of. While 

Ewick and Silbey (1999) find that many people consider the law as something abstract 

and distant, Sarat identifies how low-income people experience the law and its 

intrusiveness daily. When this intrusion happens, Ewick and Silbey (1999) note that it 

evokes feelings of restriction, lack of agency, and frustration. In Sarat’s research, he 
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considers people on welfare. As opposed to the law depicted in the media and TV shows, 

in which there is an obvious sense of justice, in housing court the law manifests as 

bureaucracy, long waits, and other intrusive practices. It acts on low-income people by 

commanding their time, total disclosure of their finances, and demanding their presence 

in court. The construction of the law itself with regard to housing court is responsible for 

disadvantaging tenants. Landlords are not required to appear in court, whereas tenants 

must miss work to make numerous court appearances. These legal practices become 

especially demeaning when they are carried out in a space that is not designed to consider 

the needs of the most vulnerable populations using it.  

 Carlin, Howard, and Messinger’s (1967) description of de facto bias, which 

claims that legal neutrality favors those in power, can also be applied to the physical 

space in which these legal processes occur. Carlin, Howard, and Messinger identify that 

this supposed neutrality often acts against low-income people, who do not have the same 

resources nor legal training to mobilize the law as effectively as those with more power, 

and Low (2016) finds that space is class and gender specific. This means that the way in 

which different people access or navigate space is not an equal experience, instead space 

holds different significance depending on class and gender. As a result, when thinking 

about how space and the law work in tandem, it is intuitive to think that the way in which 

this legal space is organized abides by similar structures of inequality. 

 This became visible in watching lawyers conduct intake with tenants. Without a 

private space to meet, the tenant lawyers ask a series of personal questions in the bustling 

hallways. These questions include information such as social security numbers, public 

assistance case numbers, income, and the details of their eviction case. Even if tenants are 
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uncomfortable sharing this information, they have no other option due to the limitations 

of the space. They either share their information or give up free legal representation. This 

is an example of the way in which the pervasive nature of the law, as articulated by Sarat 

(2013), is enabled by the organization of the physical space.  

 The law is inflexible. Once a tenant enters the legal process in housing court, they 

are expected to abide by the law’s expectations and rules and face punitive measures if 

they fail to do so. The physical space of housing court often becomes the obstacle that 

prevents tenants from being able to meet the expectations of the law. Difficulties with 

accessibility lead to lateness and cause tenants to default their court cases, without any 

existing measures to address these obstacles.  

 In this sense, the very space is biased. It does not account for the needs of the 

tenants, instead facilitating a hostile environment in which landlord attorneys are able to 

prowl the hallways, courtroom officers are able to keep a watchful eye on tenants and 

enforce courtroom rules, and tenants are left without clear direction.  
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 

 This study identifies numerous barriers, both spatial and institutional, that impact 

tenants’ ability to access justice in Bronx Housing Court. The physical space itself poses 

issues of accessibility for tenants, alienates and isolates tenants, fosters hostility against 

tenants, and demeans tenants by denying them privacy. It is an environment that creates 

confusion for tenants, and then capitalizes on their confusion in order to pressure them 

into settling their eviction cases even when it is not in their best interests or defaulting 

their court appearances. The lack of consideration for tenants’ time, as demonstrated by 

excessive waiting and unspecific scheduling, signals that tenants are not prioritized 

within the housing court system of justice. The way in which the space is arranged, as a 

space of deviance, reinforces the perception of tenants as immoral and justifies the lack 

of decorum and professionalism within the court, and the ritual degrading treatment of 

tenants throughout the legal process. Throughout this study, I identified trust as one of the 

ways in which tenants resist these rituals of degradation. By deeming people (whether it 

be lawyers, other courtroom insiders, etc.) as trustworthy, tenants make alliances within 

the legal process and humanize themselves and their stories in a system that doesn’t 

recognize them as people enduring traumatic and devastating events, instead favoring 

those with more power. 

Throughout my interviews I found that tenants desired a private place within the 

courthouse to confer with their lawyers. By designating a space within the courthouse 

that is entitled to tenants and their needs, there would be an acknowledgment of the 

importance of space and privacy in the legal process. This would allow the tenants some 

of the autonomy and respect that they are deprived of throughout their eviction case 
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within the court. Additionally, it would be impactful to have a space for tenants to confer 

with one another. Tenant associations are influential in protecting tenant rights outside of 

housing court, and it would empower tenants to be able to make those connections and 

receive support from their peers within the court as well. Giving tenants their own space 

in the courthouse would be one way of addressing the power imbalance between lawyers, 

landlords, and tenants.  

While this re-evaluation of the space, and the environment that it fosters would be 

an immense step in improving conditions within Bronx Housing Court, there are many 

other steps that would alleviate some of the issues tenants encounter. Clear signs and 

readily available instructions and information about tenant rights would make this 

experience less confusing. While many of these resources are available online, this would 

be important for tenants that do not have internet access.  

Because pro se tenants experience unique challenges within the housing court 

process, it is also necessary to consider ways to continue evening the playing field. 

Expanding free or affordable legal representation initiatives, such as Right to Counsel, 

would address the immense disparity in representation between tenants and landlords.  

Additionally, it is imperative that the court strengthens its offering of interpreters 

and broadens development of resources for non-English speaking tenants. It is not only 

important that interpreters be offered, but it is necessary that court personnel, lawyers, 

and judges are trained in how to work with interpreters and non-English speaking tenants.  

When viewing housing, eviction, and housing court in New York City, it is 

important to understand the many ways in which they are interrelated. It is necessary that 

we broaden the scope of our discussion to include critiques of different facets of services, 
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policies, and legal protocols. This involves making Bronx Housing Court more accessible 

by transportation, by removing metered parking or designating free parking spots 

particularly for those with disabilities. Improving services such as Access-A-Ride and 

making the closest train station wheel-chair accessible would also address issues 

regarding transportation. Additionally, government agencies responsible for housing must 

be improved as tenants are being penalized for bureaucratic mishaps and disorganization, 

especially with regard to Section 8 subsidy payments. 

Particularly following COVID-19, which has stalled evictions in New York City, 

there is going to be an influx in evictions immediately following. This is true for tenants 

that are behind in rent, either from before the pandemic or as a result of it. It is also 

possible that landlords will be eager to evict tenants and vacate apartments so that they 

are able to increase rents to compensate for lost profits during the pandemic. It is 

important that rent laws and tenant rights are made accessible to tenants following this 

crisis. It is also necessary that the tenant associations are allowed more recognition, 

representation and official governmental support in order to solidify and strengthen 

tenant rights and tenant visibility. Finally, implementing a rent freeze in the coming year 

would be essential, particularly given the economic hardships people are enduring as a 

result of the pandemic. 

It is necessary to continue these studies of spatialization, power, and the law, and 

there are countless other spaces in which this analysis can be applied. For future efforts, I 

would read more about design, architectural justice, spatial justice, and geographical 

studies. While my understanding of space in this study was informed by my observations 

and my interviews, it is important to develop an understanding of the mechanics of 
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developing the physical space itself, particularly since I make the argument that physical 

space is created as a product of social structures and inequalities.  

Just as we examine race, gender, and other social structures, it is important to 

examine space as a means of reproducing greater inequalities. Space is pervasive; it 

affects access, organizes and acts upon bodies, and determines power and privilege. It is a 

necessary structure to consider in broader sociological scholarship. 
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