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III. The Origins of Affordable Housing and its Relationship to the Present Day

“The working class are not considered to be rich in the quality of self-trust, or mutual trust. The business habit is not thought to be their forte. The art of creating a large concern, and governing all its complications, is not usually supposed to belong to them.”
- George Jacob Holyoake, Self-Help By the People
Despite this sentiment in the mid 19th century, Rochdale and the Amalgamated proved that the working class, though advocacy and commitment to purpose, can do something through business (a housing corporation) that addresses a larger concern (lack of quality affordable housing). When discussing the origins of affordable housing there is an overarching historical component, and there is a practical component –with some overlap between the two. The origins of affordable housing in the broader historical context relates to the English Rochdale cooperatives that served as a model for the Amalgamated and many other American co-ops. The practical component relates to the origins of an affordable housing effort, such as the laws and agreements that make an initiative come to fruition. 

The Rochdale Cooperatives had such an influence on cooperative housing in America that they are mentioned as a part of the Amalgamated/Park Reservoir’s mission statement as a standard, which the coops still aspire to live up to. The packet still includes several principles from the Rochdale Co-ops including: democratic membership and control (one member, one vote), the value of education (there has been an education department since Amalgamated’s inception), cooperation, and concern for the community and working for its betterment.
 Additionally, having co-op stores and a tenancy who are willing to protest for fair labor conditions within and outside of the co-op are traditions that have passed down from England to the Bronx. 
This is a testament to Rochdale’s lasting impact. 

According to a revised version of the Rochdale principles: “A cooperative is an autonomous association of persons united voluntarily to meet their common economic social and cultural needs and aspirations through a jointly-owned and democratically-controlled enterprise
.” Much as the Limited Dividend Act of 1926 sparked success for the Amalgamated, in 1844 several acts and works contributed to the creation of the Rochdale Cooperatives in England and the co-ops that we have today. The first was The Joint Stock Act, which established the modern stock corporation, British National Bank and currency, and was key to the birth of modern corporate capitalism. Secondly, the writings of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels began an association through the Communist Manifesto and other pieces that contributed greatly to working class activism. Third, 28 people formed the Rochdale Equitable Pioneers Society which started out as a humble store and eventually grew to serve millions of people and, along with social reformer, Robert Owen spearheaded the affordable housing movement in England. Owen was a writer, educator and workers’ rights advocate who initiated reforms for factory workers. With the help of an investment from industrialist William Allen, he created his first affordable housing project or “community experiment.”
 The community required the support of a philanthropist (like Allen and Owen), the means to make the poor self-supporting, and co-op stores that would give back to the community.
 In 1830 those affected by Owen’s message formed the Rochdale Friendly Cooperative Society, then in 1844 Owen worked with the Rochdale Equitable Pioneers, one of those vital co-op store organizations needed for his “community experiments”, and shortly after left to America to discuss colonies. The foundation for sustainable co-ops was complete. Labor activist Robert Owen’s work with the Rochdale Equitable Pioneers and Community Society to advocate for affordable cooperative housing nearly mirrors Kazan and the members of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers Union who channeled their organized advocacy for fair wages into support for the cause of affordable housing. Organized, grassroots movements are the backbone of change in affordable housing policy. 

The Narrow Picture: Abraham Kazan and The Amalgamated as a Model for Affordable Housing Projects And Quality in Housing
Kazan’s first housing projects built with the Amalgamated Clothing Workers Union (ACWU), was Amalgamated Housing, which went up in the Bronx in 1927.  In 1930, the Amalgamated Dwellings project was constructed on the Lower East Side (which would have a different fate then the Amalgamated, but I will address that later).  Over forty years later, Kazan along with the United Housing Federation (UHF) built his final, most vast… project, co-op city
 


 Incredibly, only three housing cooperatives survived the Depression—one of them being the Amalgamated.
 Many attribute this to Kazan’s fiscally savvy nature, which was more prominent than ever during the Depression. Kazan made necessary changes during this tumultuous time for the Amalgamated, which helped the co-op feel less of the blow than much of the rest of the city. In order to keep the co-op afloat and have it retain its purpose, during the Depression Kazan, allowed for a limited amount residents from higher income brackets to be admitted to the Amalgamated, who, under regular circumstances, would not have been allowed into the co-op. Additionally, cuts had to be made to the quality of life of the cooperators, including a reduction of communal activities which were a staple of the co-op and frequently put him at odds with cooperators during stockholders meetings.
 Yet these were the proper, pragmatic solutions and the residents were both involved and, while some protested early on, ultimately understood the sacrifice of austerity for the purpose of sustainability.  As Amalgamated scholar Emma Jacobs argues:

Kazan knew at all times that not everyone interested in the Amalgamated was interested in cooperation, but his desire to keep the projects themselves viable led him to take advantage of all available opportunities to forward his cooperative vision. An integral part of that, for Kazan, meant restoring confidence in the financial viability of cooperatives. Here again, Kazan’s choices seem to have made the most sense for his tenants. The Amalgamated Housing was a monument to the strength of Kazan and his fellow-organizers’ idealism, but as importantly, to their practical commitment to providing a workable housing alternative.

Amalgamated/Park Reservoir is a success story in affordable housing because of its longevity. But what does longevity really mean? Is it simply that the building remains standing? For the purpose of this paper, that is not a sufficient criterion. A success story is a co-op that has not only physically endured the test of time, but has also retained its original purpose: to provide affordable, quality housing.  For the majority of this paper, affordability relates to how much of one’s income goes to their rent, specifically among those who fall within or below the city’s median income. It also entails how the rent fluctuates and is stabilized based on the household size of the residents and putting certain caps on how much the rent can be raised. Quality is a more ambiguous term and is largely comparative. Even within the projects there can be disparities in quality. For the sake of this paper, quality refers to the value that the tenant is receiving in exchange for their monthly payment. How much of the daily living needs of a resident or a family are met by their apartment complex, e.g.: utilities, repairs, security, services for children, services for seniors, the upkeep of the building and surrounding area, etc.  Yes, the terms “affordable” and “quality” are subjective ones, but I will qualify them in greater detail later on. 

AmPark is a co-op in name, and in practice. Much of its existence was made possible by the Limited Dividend Housing Companies Act of 1927, and the leadership of Abraham Kazan and the Amalgamated Clothing Workers Union. But before I delve into those key contributing factors, I want to explain what Amalgamated/Park Reservoir is –and what it isn’t. Amalgamated/Park Reservoir Cooperatives is a rental co-op. Residents cannot own their apartment; they buy stock in the Co-op and become shareholders. Through legal agreement, residents become immediately immersed in the interests of the greater community that they are a part of and financially obligated to. If one wasn’t already enamored with the sense of community upon deciding to live in Amalgamated/Park Reservoir this agreement, the default involvement in the co-op, and lack of profit-centered options such as reselling one’s apartment, almost ensures that one will gain a substantive involvement in the community as well if they wish to remain living there. The legal notion of greater community involvement is significant to the Amalgamated Park Reservoir’s success as well as that of any longstanding affordable housing unit. But the sentimental aspect is equally important.

The Element of Community  
As I left my building one afternoon, I bumped into my neighbor on the long walkway to the street. She said that she had forgot to buy bread at the supermarket, so I told her I’d get it for her, as I was on my way to the strip of local stores anyway. When I got back, I saw a couple of young kids playing chess with one of the older residents outside the lobby area while a cat was perched on his shoulder, watching the entire scene. Elderly women, an eclectic mix of immigrants, sat on a bench in the background, taking on this spring day, sharing co-op news and recent happenings, with their heavy, distinctive accents one-by-one popping into the conversation and serving as a backdrop to my entrance. As I returned to the lobby, my next-door neighbor was leaving; we exchanged our daily handshake and “What’s up, boss?”…chillin’?” before continuing in our opposite directions. This was a normal day. It could be any day, really. This is what I come home to. 


The idea of community is embedded into the structure of a co-op. They are “collectively owned by shareholders/members joined in a corporation”
—that arrangement is inherently communal. When the Amalgamated Co-ops (coops as they were affectionately called) were first being constructed, Kazan aimed to do just that: create the foundations for cooperation. He carried out this vision in every aspect of the cooperative’s development, starting with the location. The founders chose Van Cortlandt Village, in the Kingsbridge Heights area of the Bronx because it was a rural area that wouldn’t compete with the surrounding projects, and it was near Van Cortlandt Park, which provided an escape from the rest of the borough. Kazan was very involved in every aspect of the construction of the Amalgamated. He was adamant, as many co-op developers were during this time period, in preserving 50% of the land for greenery and non-residential purposes in order to keep some of the land’s natural appearance and requiring that no window should directly look into a neighbor’s window. He wanted every cooperative to have a window that overlooks this scenery. He insisted on including common spaces like the long walkways that I met my neighbor on; he demanded that there be courtyards in the first few buildings. Kazan wanted cooperators to inevitably interact as they enter and exit their residences.   

My daily experiences are a microcosm of the interactions via architecture that the Amalgamated founders envisioned in fostering a sense of community. The courtyards along with the pseudo-Tudor style of the buildings were also an indication of the type of image Kazan desired for the coops. He felt that it was important for them to have style—and above all, quality. Low to middle income-housing units need not mean uncomfortable, unaccommodating, and visually unappealing living spaces; these units were not going to be even vaguely reminiscent of the tenements. Another aspect that makes this community possible and sustainable is the services, utilities, and stores that are built into the Amalgamated/Park Reservoir’s design. 

Since the co-op’s inception, the Amalgamated has always included utilities in the monthly rent and community staples in its layout. In each building there were laundry rooms, servicemen, and a service/security office was placed in one of the buildings and made accessible to all co-operatives. A credit union, nursery, and community center were incorporated into the original design of the coops as well with schools, supermarkets, and bodegas to follow. Within walking distance there was a maintenance crew to keep the appearance and functionality of the apartments and buildings up to par, a place to do food shopping, deposit money, enroll one’s child in school—and a security team to survey the entire neighborhood. Also, the Amalgamated is a NORC (Naturally Occurring Retirement Community) and has a large elderly population, like many of old Jewish residents in the buildings that Moses built. Yet, unlike Moses’ projects, the co-op makes many accommodations for seniors such as ramps, elevators, and benches near greenery help to give the elderly residents, too, a high quality of living. Kazan and the Amalgamated’s founders created a community infrastructure based on the basic needs of families that was also destined to serve the long term needs of its residents and for residents to come. 

Why do I go into such great detail regarding the planning and construction of the housing? Why do I share these anecdotes on my community? I do so simply because both are essential and frequently overlooked in the development of housing in urban areas. It is this attention to detail, the land chosen, the amount used for environmental preservation, the layout of the building, the layout of the community, the deep planning into how the spaces will be used by residents, that contributes to the benefit of those who live there. These foundations preserve the quality aspect of quality affordable housing. It is important to note that all of these components that Kazan championed came from an altruistic, not profit-based, perspective, centered towards benefiting the residents above all other parties involved. These efforts are also easier to accomplish through a communal and unionized effort, which I will expound upon in a later section.  And when the affordable aspect of affordable housing is also preserved, the co-op will retain popularity among its targeted working-class to middle-class group. Given the three to seven year waitlist for an apartment in Amalgamated/Park Reservoir that I am currently on, it is as popular as ever. So why the stories? Because they are part of the proof of success. The notion that the ideas of a co-op’s founders went from a vacant space to thoughtfully crafted, yet lifeless, blueprints, to the construction of brand new empty cooperatives, to a neighborhood that 85 years later continues to fulfill that group’s aspirations for membership and interaction, displays success. I will attempt to describe the affordability of housing through statistics. I aim to list tangible factors that contribute to the quality of one’s residence. But I cannot quantify community. That factor—and probably the strongest contributor to success in affordable housing—can only be proven by the people who compose it. That sense of community still lives in the Amalgamated, as it did during its initial stages of development. And the tradition of community coupled with advocacy demonstrated by the Amalgamated Clothing Workers Union continues in organizations like Community Voices Heard which adamantly fights for the causes Kazan, a product of the tenements, and the original Amalgamated tenants fought to achieve decades ago: affordability, fair living conditions, and tenants rights and place in policymaking. The major difference between Kazan’s time period and our present generation lies in the growing divide between those grassroot voices and administrations that will respond by creating effective housing policies. Nonetheless, the impact of community, both as a product and driving force of affordable housing, cannot be minimized. 

Community, location, diversity, and sustained purpose are the hallmarks of this model for affordable housing. One of the primary purposes of my work is to examine these factors and their influence on a successful affordable housing project. 
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