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Introduction

ousing is not only a necessity of life; it has a
pervasive impact on all aspects of our existence. Housing—if it is ade-
quate—provides privacy and security against intrusions, both physical
and emotional. It is the principal locus of personal and family life. It
defines our community and determines our access to jobs, to services, to
stores, and to significant other people in our lives. It contains not only
our material possessions, but our dreams and our despair.

Yet despite its intimate and profound significance, in the United States
adequate housing (indeed, any housing) is not assured to all as a matter of
right. Rather, for most of us, housing must be purchased as a commodity
in the marketplace. “Affordability” is the measure of this quest to secure
the housing we need and desire with the resources we have or can obtain.
Affordability expresses the linkage between the well-being of individual
families and the mechanisms of housing provision and income deter-
mination. The power and profundity of these relationships suggest that
the persistent inability of one-third of this nation to afford decent hous-
ing will not be overcome through the idealization of selfish individual-
ism, but through rediscovery of social responsibility and transformation
of our economic institutions.



2 Introduction

Housing Costs, Markets, and Affdrdability

It is not incomes alone, but housing costs together with incomes, that
determine the overall standard of living of most of us. Why should this be
so? Housing is physically quite different from other consumption items:
it is large, durable, tied to location, and generally must be purchased as
a complete dwelling unit, not as a shopping basket of separately selected
items (rooms, facilities, amenities, location) in the way that food and
clothing are purchased. Also, because housing is not literally consumed
as food is, and hence not purchased anew on a regular and frequent basis,
once a household occupies a particular dwelling it is hard to alter the
amount and type of housing services consumed. The cost of housing is
thus the biggest item in most families’ budgets and the hardest to adjust.
It usually makes the first claim on our incomes (after taxes), so that ev-
erything else has to be paid for out of what is left after paying for housing.
When the rent or property tax goes up, a household cannot offset this cost
by using the living room less or switching to a cheaper brand of bath-
room. It has to pay the higher housing costs and then cut back on

food, clothing, medical care, and other necessities. Obviously, in extreme

situations people will feed their children even if it means not paying the
rent. Soon, though, they will be out of their home—lucky if they can find
a cheaper place or move in with someone else, homeless if they cannot.!

Furthermore, because of the bulkiness of housing, its immobility, and
its attachment to land, when people obtain housing they are not just pur-
chasing the services of the dwelling, but the advantages and disadvan-
tages of the location: physical characteristics, neighbors, accessibility,
municipal services, and so forth. The amount that a household can and
does pay for housing thus determines the entire environment in which
it lives.

In our economic system housing affordability reflects the tension be-
tween the labor market and the housing market. Most people have to
work for wages or salaries in order to obtain the necessities of life. But
the inescapable pressure on employers to hold down costs in order to
compete and maximize profits means that the labor market in no way
guarantees any family that they will have sufficient income to pay for
adequate shelter and other necessities.

On the other side, the cost of housing in the market is determined by
the interaction of the costs of land, production, financing, marketing, op-
eration, and, in most instances, repeated resale and refinancing. The cost
of housing thus bears little relationship, at least in the short term, to
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incomes. However, since housing is both a necessity' a.nd a commo;l:t);;
over the long term its price is influenced by t‘he ablhty‘ to pay, w 1cIf
interacts with the profit expectations of the various housing m\i'lestor;.v 3
the price of housing rises, people generally have to pay, b;}tl tt ez (; 2
ously cannot pay more than they have or can _borrow.h. ath:lt, i
though the private housing market may drive prices so f1gh et
people cannot meet their non-shelter needs, so'me‘arel .orc: il
housing, and others are rendered homeless, the price is u tlllma e f);t .
by incomes. In this way the labor maxket' can restnf:t tz e profitability,
and hence the quantity and quality, of available housmg.‘ o "
While the squeeze between high housing 'costs and h_mlie mcc;rsnam
ultimately has a depressing effect on the housmg' marketl,(lt also e;zeerindif-
upward pressure on wages. Investors in the housing mar %t ma.i'h ot
ferent about whether the price of housing leaves households WL e e
income to pay for other necessities, but they flo want buyelrs .w tgj Zacoi IK
their prices. Since housing is a necessity which few peol?l :1:‘ in sirkzonh
try can any longer provide directly for themselves by bui n;g oi e
or sod huts on unclaimed land, the need to be able to purc as? cl; =y ?
and also obtain the other necessities of »life‘impels the s'fruggle or hi fan
incomes. In this way the housing market tends .to drive V.vages Sltz,alre
opposition to the pressures of the labor market. Sm'ce. houfsmge cohouse-
particularly decisive in determining the standard of thng of ev rrz'l o
hold, this tension between the housing and la.bor markets is pa il
acute and the source of problems for the entire economy as we

individual households.

Conventional Versus Critical Perspectives

The housing market and the labor market are socially created zluid.n:iamci
3 "
tained. Yet conservative analysts take them as given, n?tu;;; ;2 N et:}ele
metaphysical institutions, any tampering wit-h which 11.1ev1Ia ”).r nel;:ien_
- “optimal” outcomes they produce, generating und.e.sn:ab e “in -
cies.” (See Bassett and Short, 1980, part 1, for a critical oc;n‘arvl;ev:i.ef_ini-
most starkly, according to this perspective every l111011.sehol alls tZd o
i ing j i fford for housing, having evalua
tion paying just what it can a ] : .
nallypthe manifold housing and non-shelter choices available hto it :zid
- ; . e,
then allocated its available financial resources in 1the wfa;;hte :;tc o
izes i i ion—or “utility” in the terminology o
mizes its satisfaction—or “uti =
ists. At its most absurd, this approach suggests that the homeless
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pcople V\{ho choose to spend all of their money on things other th

ing, or, m. slightly more sophisticated terms that thf; h erlt il
place sufflcigntly high personal priority on h’ousing in C(;)I;n N e'ss . f_mt
other necessities to allocate enough of their (admitted] p; ns'on o
sources to obtain even the cheapest available housing R

usi an iti

stantial portion of the i
. Population (see, for exam le, B i
cock, _1978,- National Housing Task Force 1988) o Foume and Hitch
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homebuyer disclosure measures are viewed as ways of overcoming bar-
riers to equitable bargaining in the marketplace. Zoning and codes are
intended to contain and correct for certain externalities or neighborhood
effects, in no small measure to protect property values. From this per-
spective, problems of affordability, while rooted in the housing and labor
markets, are seen as capable of being resolved, with assistance, within
the existing mechanisms of housing financing, ownership, and produc-
tion.
The spectrum of market-based perspectives assumes essentially a
tradeoff between efficiency and equity. Those at the conservative end of
the spectrum argue that the loss of efficiency resulting from public inter-
vention in housing and labor markets is unacceptably costly in economic
terms and ultimately counterproductive in social terms. The liberal end
argues that social peace and distributive justice require some careful and
limited sacrifice of efficiency as long as the basic institutions and incen-
tives of the market are preserved.

By contrast, more critical perspectives contend that philosophical and
methodological idealization of market mechanisms ignores the behavior
of powerful actors, the defining force of legal and financial arrangements,
and the role of the ideology of individualism and private property in shap-
ing both the experience and the meaning of housing affordability. One
critical approach—the institutionalist perspective—identifies the inter-
ests, power, and interaction among landlords, developers, realtors, lend-
ers, local politicians, and their most influential constituencies in struc-
turing the choices and constraints that define the housing cost side of the
affordability relationship.*

The critique provided by radical political economy goes beyond the
institutionalist approach in arguing that the agents who shape local hous-
ing markets and the households whose residential experiences occur in
such markets all are situated within a larger context of the dynamics of
capital accumulation, the reproduction of the social order, and the pre-

vailing ideology. This context determines the institutional mechanisms
within which the major actors in the housing, land, and mortgage mar-
kets shape the objective housing choices, constraints, and conflicts con-
fronting individual households. It also shapes the perceptions people have
of their housing situations, the relative desirability of the available alter-
natives, and the likely consequences of opting for one or the other.’
As one of the contributors to the development of such a critical per-
spective, I submit that the affordability problem is the inevitable result of
real (not abstract) labor and housing markets. It is a problem that cannot
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be resolved through the “natural” workings of these institutions nor
even through social adjustments to temper excesses, sustain profits' and
assure social stability. The existing housing system has become bot}; less
equitable and less efficient, misallocating material and financial re-
sources, increasing social inequality, exacerbating overall economic in-
st.ablhty, and contributing to political cynicism as well as political con-
?hct. Thus, while affordability is, on its face, simply a way of measuri:
In monetary terms the relationship between people and housing at .
deepfer level affordability expresses a link between the social ang(i eco£~l
nomic system and the quest for the satisfaction of basic human needs

tbat is not @erely monetary. It is both an outcome and a source of ten-
sions, conflicts, and contradictions.

sist? How can shelter poverty be overcome?

P . . ’
B z;rtblll'moves in tUI‘fl from reflection on the implications of housing
f 0111' ability for the satisfaction of basic human needs, to the formulation
of the shelter-poverty scale of affordability, and thence to an overview of

'rather than a fixed percentage of income. A household paying m h

.lt can afford on this standard is “shelter-poor,” the squee):ze ietv(\)rrtairtl latrs1

;I(l);(irsl;; la:: Il:(e):;;ng cost !e.a.lving it with insufficient resources to meet its
at a minimum level of adequacy. The shelter-poverty

amatic a i i

'of the inadequacy of the conventional standardsnggozgeg(l)nﬁezle?tnafi

Income)—or any other universal percentage—for shelter affordability. cI)t
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provides a quantitative standard that can be readily adapted and applied
to a whole range of programmatic, policy, and analytical purposes.

One-third of the people of the United States are shelter-poor. Strik-
ingly, the shelter-poverty analysis does not reveal a more extensive hous-
ing affordability problem than does application of the conventional percen-
tage-of-income concept, but does suggest a rather different distribution:
the housing affordability problem among lower-income households and
among larger households is much more severe than indicated by the tra-
ditional standard, but is rather less severe among middle-income and
smaller households.

Part II examines the long historical relationship of the housing afford-
ability problem to the economic system up to the early 1990s. It traces
the interaction of affordability with short- and long-term economic cy-
cles; housing construction and financing; grassroots organizing, espe-
cially by tenants; the promotion of homeownership; and the emergence
and development of federal housing policy. I argue that the evolution of
the housing system in this country can be understood as a history of
attempts to cope with the social, economic, and political consequences of
the affordability problem without altering the primary dependence on the
labor market to distribute income and the private housing market to pro-
duce and allocate housing. In each major historical period these attempts
have provided a measure of relief for systemic stresses, and even real
housing benefits for some people, but always generated new problems
and eventually undermined long-term social and economic stability.

Most particularly, the deepening and broadening of shelter poverty and
the erosion of middle-income affordability over the past two decades are
traced to both the labor market and the housing market. The responses of
business and the government to the weakening international position of
the United States and the associated squeeze on corporate profitability
have produced widening income inequality, with those at the bottom ex-
periencing declining real incomes and those in the middle barely keeping
up with inflation, while those at the top have very substantially im-
proved their standard of living. Meanwhile, housing costs have been
driven to dizzying heights by unstable housing markets in many areas,
perverse housing policies, and an increasingly volatile national mortgage
market, as well as demand for housing from ever-richer households at the
top of the income distribution.

This analysis contrasts with conventional explanations for the grow-
ing affordability problem. For example, emphasis on recent demographic
factors tends to ignore the long-term persistence of shelter poverty and
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the institutional context of private, speculative interests in housing and
land within which demographic trends are played out. Substantial prob-
lems existed before the baby-boom generation matured, and the deep-
seated weaknesses exposed over the past two decades provide no eviden:
that such problems will “naturally” be resolved as household f ion
diminishes. A

and. mFerest rates have made it difficult for all but the wealthiest to b

their first house, this is not the only, or necessarily the most signifi 43
problem manifested by conventional homeownership The risksgnf Gy
gage foreclosure and tax foreclosure have undermine.d the secul?it;n t(;'lr:S
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above the enhancement of community, developing resentment toward
those regarded as lower in status, and erecting legal and economic bar-
riers such as restrictive zoning regulations that raise housing costs and
preclude socially responsible development.

Finally, inherent weaknesses in the system of housing finance led to
expansion of secondary mortgage markets and financial deregulation,
contributing to higher interest rates, inflation, and an explosion of debt
that grew far faster than the ability to repay it. These problems interacted
with speculative investment in existing housing and shifts in housing
production toward luxury housing, pushing housing costs and mortgage
debt up to outrageous levels, leading to spreading mortgage defaults and
foreclosures, and thereby adding to the forces bringing about the collapse
of lending institutions.

Once again a crisis point has been reached in which the cumulative
effects of private actions and public policies have not only failed to solve
the affordability problem for a very large proportion of our people, but
have indeed contributed significantly to the broader and serious problems
of the overall economy—particularly the instability of the financial Sys-
tem—as well as to the problems of the housing market itself.

Part III of the book builds upon the recognition of the extraordinary

significance of housing for our individual and social well-being and upon
an understanding of the deep sources and consequences of the afford-
ability problem. This section seeks to bring the implications of the pre-
ceding sections together with the theme and goal of “the right to hous-
ing”—affordable housing as a social entitlement. It defines a framework
for fundamental and long-term changes that can also guide new kinds of
progressive and responsible public policies for the current period. The
emphasis is primarily on transformation of the systems of housing own-
ership and finance. I examine the concept and various models of “social”
housing—housing under various forms of non-profit, public, and resident
ownership—that would ensure affordability, security of tenure, and other
social benefits associated with homeownership, but without the possi-
bility of sale into the private speculative market. I demonstrate the ad-
vantages of financing the production of new social-sector housing and
acquisition of existing private housing for social ownership through di-
rect public capital grants, rather than any form of debt.

I also present a number of specific programs and policies consistent
with these long-term principles and goals. Many of these innovations are
already being supported and implemented by a growing network of com-
munity groups, non-profit organizations, local governments, and even
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several state governments—albeit in a limited way. Included are pro-
posals for gradually expanding non-speculative and social forms of hous-
ing ownership, instituting public capital grants as well as financial
reform to provide affordable and responsible financing, supporting com-
munity-based and non-profit housing development, responding to the par-
ticular needs of women and communities of color, and increasing private-
sector accountability for housing and employment.

I then explore the role of housing affordability issues in the process of
social change. The accomplishments and limitations of various home-
owner and tenant organizing efforts of the recent decades, issues of gen-
der and race in housing organizing, and the role of ideology in relation to
Organizing are examined. [ conclude, finally, that apart from being a more
logical way of defining affordability, the shelter-poverty concept might
also have more radical implications. It fits people’s experience of housing
affordability more closely than does some arbitrary percentage of income.
It reveals more clearly the dual bases of the affordability problem—in
both the maldistribution of income and the private housing market. In
these respects the shelter-poverty notion may not only challenge the con-
ventional wisdom about affordability, but also contribute to building an
effective challenge to prevailing institutions of housing provision. Politi-
cal action around shelter poverty has extraordinary potential for contrib-
uting to the growth of consciousness and organization needed for achiev-
ing a society that is truly just and democratic, and also equitably and
responsibly productive and prosperous.

Part |
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Chapter 1

Human Needs and Housing Affordability

- ,ousing is more than physical shelter. The resi-
dential environment consists of not only the dwelling unit but the site
and setting, neighbors and community, municipality and public services,
habitability and accessibility, rights and responsibilities, costs and bene-
fits. Yet housing is even more than the residential environment, for it is
only in relation to those who inhabit and use it that housing has meaning
and significance—not only physical and economic, but emotional, sym-
bolic, and expressive. We occupy our houses, and, for better and for
worse, they become our homes.

The residence is both the primary setting for physiologic reproduction
through eating, drinking, resting, and procreating, and a major realm in
which our personality, values, and many of our social roles are defined,
shaped, and experienced. It is here that our most intimate experiences
and memories—painful as well as pleasurable—are situated. In our
dwellings and residential communities we first encounter the definitions,
expectations, and contradictions not only of individual identity, but also
of class, race, and gender.

In its complexity and contradictions, the residential environment may
be the setting of confusion, pain, and violence, yet it nonetheless con-
tinues to offer the hope of security, love, and expressive and aesthetic
fulfillment. Thus, while many wish they could escape from homes and
neighborhoods that are physically or emotionally oppressive, insecure,
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needs. Specifically, this society has created a set of definitions of identity
and fulfillment that most people have come to believe can be achieved
only through housing, as Rakoff, for example, verified through his in-
depth interviews with a sample of middle-income people (1977, 93—94):

First, the house was defined as a place where child rearing occurs;
... my subjects agreed that it is the presence of children and the
activity of family life that makes a house into a home. Second, the
house was seen as an indicator of personal status and success, both
one’s own and others’. In part, this was an obvious variant on con-
ventional status-seeking and conspicuous consumption, in which
people were concerned with the judgments others would make of
them on the basis of their residences. But more often, people spoke
of the self-judging they went through, seeking evidence of their
own success or failure in life in the quality or spaciousness of their
houses, in the ability or inability to “move up” to better houses
periodically, or even in the mere fact of owning some property or a
house.
... |A)] third aspect of the house’s meaning revolved around the
sense of permanence and security one could experience in his or
her own house. In this regard, people spoke of “sinking roots,”
“nesting,” and generally settling down. The house . . . seemed to
be a powerful symbol of order, continuity, physical safety, and a
sense of place or physical belonging. . . . Closely connected . . .
was a fourth aspect of the house’s meaning—the common notion
that the house was a refuge from the outside world or even a bas-
tion against that world . . . : a desire to escape from other people
and from social involvement, the establishment of a place from
which others could be excluded, and where, consequently, one
could truly be oneself, in control, “more of an individual,” capable

of loving, and fully human.

In some ways these are legitimate expectations that are being frus-
trated, not only for lower-income people who have nurtured a receding
dream of such fulfillment, but for increasing numbers of middle-income

. people who can no longer afford the “ideal home” they had come to ex-
pect as their birthright. From a more critical perspective, however, even
though these desires may reflect legitimate underlying needs, placing
such a heavy burden on housing—making it the principal means for sat-
isfying so many needs—is problematical. In a society that is not able to
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The existence of a “home,” an address, a place where someone
we know can always be found, where we belong, is the only source
of solace for that universal dread. [Emphasis in original.]

In some instances, “the sharing of a common fate and need to cooperate
in some enterprises facilitates socialization among homeless people”
(Jahiel, 1987, 113), and sometimes such collective action has actually be-
come a source of empowerment. For the most part, though, self-esteem is
undermined by the inability to obtain a home, and by the way a homeless
person is regarded and treated by others.

The next level is the experience of being trapped in an unsafe housing
environment. The dangers posed by unsafe wiring, plumbing, heating,
porches, and stairs, or the presence of lead paint and vermin, threaten not
only physical safety but emotional security. Above the basic physical
threshold established in building and health codes, one’s dwelling may be
relatively free from threats to health and physical security, but may be
less than fully safe physically and psychologically if there is the real dan-
ger of, say, violent intrusion or arson. QOutside of the dwelling and struc-
ture, there are of course the physical and emotional dangers of being un-
able to escape from neighborhoods overwhelmed by crime or by noxious
noises or chemicals {see, for example, Wilner et al.,, 1962; Rainwater,
1966; Schorr 1966). The thin line between entrapment and homelessness
is captured poignantly by Hirsch (1989) in her tales of homeless women
who can afford no emotionally safe alternative to the abusive and oppres-
sive “horror of home” other than “the sanctuary of the shelter.”

At the next level, involuntary displacement can undermine people’s
basic needs. Although some instances of displacement stem from natural
disaster, accidental fire, or a similar cause, most involuntary displace-
ment is experienced by lower-income people who cannot pay the price
required by the private housing market and its present or potential inves-
tors. Whether such displacement is caused by redevelopment, private
conversions to condos or luxury rentals, eviction for non-payment of
rent, foreclosure, or arson for profit, affordability is implicated directly or
indirectly (see, for example, Hartman et al., 1981).

Displacement from one’s present housing, even if the housing is inade-
quate in some respects, is demonstrably threatening to the needs for se-
curity and identity. The threat depends upon the degree of attachment to
the lost home, which may be due to particular characteristics of the
dwelling or the neighborhood and how they are experienced, or simply to
the security of a familiar and personalized “nest.” For some people the



