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Suggestions, Remedies, and a Reaffirmation of Housing as an American Value

Tenancy has endured a negative connotation in America. In New York, this sentiment could be partially due to the tenements of old, but throughout this country’s history tenants have had less security against displacement from their homes,
 and being a tenant has never been a part of the traditional “American Dream.” In many ways, especially with regards the creation of affordable housing, it does not comport with this nation’s idea of living in a way that leads to an investment and accumulates capital. As Heskin asserts:

“…The status of tenants in this society has never been secure or comfortable. Tenants have been, in an essential way, the unpropertied in a society in which property is central. In that tenants’ immediate interests seem to lie in opposition to those of property, their issues appear to present conflicts to basic to the ideological fabric of the country.
”


Nonetheless, an apartment is a common option, and for many it is the most practical option. Presently, in New York, a densely populated city with counties and districts that display great disparities between the affluent and poor separated by mere city blocks, the American dream needs reform. The concept of property ownership is frankly subservient to the clear need for housing. While a two-bedroom co-op may not fit the traditional, picturesque vision of the “dream” home, the idea of home, as a place of comfort and quality, no matter what shape it takes has always been an American value—one worthy of relentless advocacy. 

There is a song called “The House I Live In,” written in 1943 by Earl Robinson and Lewis Allan and made famous by Frank Sinatra.
 The song begins with the question—“what is America to me?” To which it immediately answers: “the house that I live in.” This is symbolic in many ways. Yes, the word house is used, not apartment, and this may be, if anything, indicative of the time it was written, as the home ownership aspect of the American dream may have shifted in a new direction after the mortgage crisis proved that it is not a practical option for everyone, but the message still resonates—for one’s house, like one’s apartment, still is their home. The song concludes with the line “especially the people—that’s America to me.” If anything is clear from the Amalgamated, it is that the people, and the “progress of the people”,
 were what created it, the people are what sustain it, and it’s the people that most affect its management and commitment to affordability. 

And, on a broader scale, it will be the people, the advocates, the new Kazans, that will revitalize an affordable housing movement. Advocacy among tenants, and co-operative leaders coupled with legislation and meaningful subsidy arrangements, such as cross-subsidies though mixed incomes, extended, even limitless, tax abatements, and the presences of more Community Land Trusts are clearly basic factors necessary to creating and sustaining affordable housing. While no wars of the magnitude of the World Wars have transpired, there still can be a focusing event—in the form of the recent mortgage crisis. That crisis displayed that ownership has proven in many cases to be unworthy speculative investment
.  Home ownership is not viable option for everyone, and de-commidified housing may be more pragmatic. Yet, as the Amalgamated’s has proven, pragmatism, quality, and the American dream, need not be exclusive of one another. 
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