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Robert Fishman is a professor of architecture, urban
planning and design at the Taubman College of
Architecture and Urban Planning at the University
of Michigan. He received his PhD and AM in his-
tory from Harvard University and his AB in history
from Stanford. He is an internationally recognized
expert in the areas of urban history and urban
policy and planning, and he has authored several
books regarded as seminal texts on the history of
cities and urbanism, including Bourgeois Utopias:
The Rise and Fall of Suburbia (1987) and Urban
Utopias in the Twentieth Century: Ebenezer How-
ard, Frank Lloyd Wright, and Le Corbusier (1977).
Scapegoat caught up with Professor Fishman at his
office in September 2012 to discuss the history of
foreclosure, the current housing market, and some

peculiar American predilections regarding urban-
ism, violence, and labour.

SCAPEGOAT SAYS .
So where should we begin? Where does Ame-

rica’s foreclosure problem start? One thing we would like

to do with this interview, given your knowledge of Ameri-

can urban history, is to put the foreclosure crisis in a

historical context, because this is not the first time that

the housing market has become radically delaminated

from the problem of housing as such.
ROBERT FISHMAN | \yas thinking about the questions you sent
me in advance of the interview, and the issues they suggest.
The foreclosure crisis was in fact global, so you can’t put it
entirely on America, or on American values. Nevertheless, it’s
interesting that it is in the United States where you first see, or
see most clearly, the distinction between the use value of hous-
es and their exchange value. I've always been struck by a com-
ment by historian Richard Hofstadter (even if it is more about
farmers than about home owners), who said, “Farmers have
always been more attached to land values than to the land.” In
both urban and rural cases this is coming out of a similar issue
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that emerged in the nineteenth century, that land values tended
to decline both for farms and for houses. American farming tech-
niques were highly exploitative of the land, so the smart thing to
do was to go in, make a lot of money, and move on, leaving the
land to whomever got stuck with it next. This was happening also
within cities with respect to housing values. As cities expanded,
the residential areas tended to become overrun with industrial
manufacturing. As a result, the smart thing was to buy at the edge,
hold it until the value went up and then dump it as soon as it
started to decline. And the result was similar in both cases: you
were attached to the farm, the village, the neighbourhood, or to
your community, but only up to a certain point. What we see is a
speculative approach to community, what one sociologist called

“the community of limited liability.” You bought in, but from that
moment you had to be looking for when to get out.

SS
But not everyone gets out. There are always a number of
losers in this story, aren’t there?

RF Of course. This is, in a sense, the tragedy of the American
farm, the American community, and the American neighbour-
hood. The people who really believe in it wind up losing because
they stay too long and they are too committed to it, whereas
the people who have a speculative attitude to land, to neigh-
bourhood, and to community are the ones who win. There is
this deep fissure because we are supposedly about neighbour-
hood, and America is supposedly about building lasting com-
munities, but the house is always really about exchange value.
If you believe in the myth of community, you end up losing.

SS . .
Was there not a need, at a certain point, for government to
intervene in these hit-and-run relationships?

*F To begin to put this in a historical context, one important
thing is that after what I think remains the biggest boom and
bust in the 1920s, when housing prices collapsed, the government
did intervene very strongly in an attempt to produce a different
model—one of steady prices and longer lasting communities.

SS -1s
There was an attempt to stabilize the market?

RF Sure, but what happened in today’s foreclosure crisis was
that essentially all of the safeguards and interventions from
the New Deal period had been eliminated or repealed, so that,
in effect, we went back to this older model of boom and bust
that was present in the 1920s.




55 In the context of the American presidential election in
2012, there is a peculiar way that the people who have
the most to gain from the government stabilizing these
systems also seem to be the people who are the most
outspoken against these controls. So, how is it that over
the course of the twentieth century these measures for
stabilization were eliminated and repealed? Did people
not notice because these are largely or relatively faraway
concerns? How did this situation repeat itself?

RFIn my view, the housing market is so opaque to ordinary buy-
ers, but at the same time the issue of buying a house remains so
emotional that people really get sucked into the bubble. When
housing values are going up—and I know this well because I
have been through several boom and bust cycles, and I can’t
say I ever played the market right during any of them—there is
akind of panic where you don’t buy a place because it looks too
expensive, but then a year later it is selling for 25% more. You
think, “that’s too much, I should wait and save my money,”
but all of a sudden, the house is 25% more expensive, and you
certainly haven’t saved that much. You are farther from buy-
ing the house than you were a year earlier. You wait six more
months, and then the house is 15% more expensive than it was
before. So you realize the people who bought eighteen months
before you are making all the money on the value of the house,
and it is receding further and further on your horizon. And
people start to panic and think that they have to buy because if
they don’t, the cost will just keep rising.

5% The spike in real estate brokers and all those who foment
this panic is part of the story too, isn’t it? I was just in Las
Vegas where the reality of this panic—and the resulting
foreclosure relationship—is quite palpable still.

RF But what people can’t really see is that the boom was fuelled
by the tremendous availability of money that was made avail-
able by mortgage-backed securities. The way capitalism sup-
posedly works is that when prices get too high, fewer people
can afford a house, so prices level off and go down. But what
happened in the foreclosure crisis is that the profits from sell-
ing mortgage-backed securities was so high, and there was
so much money to be made from marketing them, bundling
them, selling them to pension funds, etc., that as the price of
housing went up and the bubble formed, instead of the supply
of people who would qualify for mortgages going down, they
simply changed the rules so that more and more people quali-
fied, until at the end, you couldn’t go into Countrywide or one
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of those mortgage shops and not come out without a mort-
gage! They were the so-called affordability products, or the liar
loans. The salesmen would say, “If you tell me you are earning
this amount of money, you’ll get the mortgage. You don’t have
to prove it or submit any documentation. But if you write down
a figure, say, $150,000/year, you’ll get a mortgage without a
down payment.” I mean, there were mortgages where you
didn’t have to pay anything at all—the monthly payment was
just added to the tab, as it were. Basically, the people who were
running the system were so desperate to keep it going that they
erased every requirement about who could be approved. The
result, of course, is that the buyer saw a house in Las Vegas, say
it was selling for $150,000 five years ago. But they passed up
on it. Then it was selling for $250,000, and then for $500,000.
People had the mortgage brokers telling them that this house,
which was increasing in value like that, would finally be theirs
if they just lied about an imaginary annual income.

S It is really interesting because in the very first issue of
Scapegoat, on the theme of property, the Toronto-based
political economist D.T. Cochrane wrote a piece called

“Death Grip,” which is the literal translation of mortgage.

RF [Laughs] That’s right!

55 The subtitle, “Scapegoating the Subprime Loser,” was import-
ant because what he did in the article was explain how
subprime” was not a category of loan as much as it was a
category of people. But what he goes on to examine, actual-
ly, is how there was also a moral outrage at the very people
who were swindled into taking the loans in the first place.
So, it seems like a very pernicious aspect of American
capitalism and American culture to try to blame the victims
of the mortgage policies, especially when, as you say, there

is such an emotional impulse related to home ownership.

«

R 1tsa scary phenomenon because it is a pure example of blam-
ing the victim, and sadly enough, the right wing in America has
become an expert in this phenomenon. One of the origins of the
Tea Party in the United States was a famous rant by someone

who was supposedly a real expert, Rick Santelli, who was then

employed by cNBc. The rant was about “bailing out” home

buyers, these “losers” who should have never bought their hous-
es, or renovated them, or took out money or refinanced to buy a
car, etc. And here are their neighbours, people who sweated and
strained to buy a house, but it’s the “losers” who were cheating
the system were now going to be “bailed out.” It is fascinating
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to see this clip, because he is on the trading floor, so all of the
people responding are those who bought into the system and
who had an interest in blaming someone else. I would love to
know who really wrote that rant! It was not a spur of the mo-
ment oration, and it was rather strange for someone who was
nominally a reporter to engage in not just editorializing, but
really, myth-making. It sounds paranoid, but that guy was not
smart enough to come up with that all by himself; somebody
decided it would be a good thing to inject that particular poison
into the national conversation on mortgages. They were prob-
ably surprised by the deep response it got, which could not have
been manipulated—but the message certainly was.

5% In terms of this, I’d like to bring in the myth-making
of the end of social housing, which you talk about in
the film The Pruitt-Igoe Myth, directed by Chad Freid-
richs' Obviously, there are a number of differences, but
the question of social housing in America has suffered
from similar myths.

RF _. . . . .

First, let me set up a larger historical interpretation. We
should go back to the 1930s, to this critical period when the
housing market collapsed completely, and there was a real fear
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that it could never be rebuilt, as well as a certain hope from the
reformers that when it was rebuilt it would be along more so-
cial democratic lines. The essence of the social democratic
approach—and people may not believe it but there really was
in the 1930s a strong social democratic impulse in the United
States—was, in effect, to try to form a coalition between the
working class and the lower-middle class around the idea of
social housing. Not social housing as a thing for the poor, but
social housing as the way in which the majority of American
people would get their housing in the future. Private enterprise
had failed, and new housing, modern housing, would be built by
a government agency on a large-scale and not-for-profit basis,
and would be so superior to what the private market had of-
fered that not just poor people, but the bulk of the American
population would want this new social housing based on mod-
ernist, essentially Bauhaus, principles. Catherine Bauer’s great
book, Modern Housing, was based on the possibility of adapt-
ing essentially German models to the United States. And you
certainly had enough German architects in the United States
who were hoping to build in this way, as well as Americans who
had trained at the Bauhaus. Countering that very real possibil-
ity was the American real estate industry, which was picking
itself up from the worst disaster in its history. They knew that
there had to be serious government intervention in the industry,
but they didn’t want to see something they regarded as socialist
take hold. So their approach was a sharp distinction between
public housing and market housing. Both would be supported,
in a profound sense, by the government, but the people who
qualified for mortgages guaranteed and subsidized by the Fed-
eral Housing Administration thought they were in the private
market, and they believed this was something they had earned,
whereas the poorer people would have public housing which
was subsidized. Of course, both were very heavily subsidized
and couldn’t exist without the government, but only one was
stigmatized as government-run housing for the poor. But this
is what was fought out in, for example, the 1937 Housing Act,
where there would be two systems. Instead of the social demo-
cratic ideal where the working class and the lower-middle class
were together, you would have the lower-middle class and part
of the white working class with access to the FHA mortgages on
one hand, and the urban poor on the other with public housing.
And public housing was to be literally stigmatized: the amount
you could spend per unit was limited; the amount you could
spend on design was limited...

SS .
The amount on maintenance as well?
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RF Yes, instead of demonstrating, as Bauer had hoped, the sup-
eriority of this new model of housing, it would demonstrate
its inferiority. It would illustrate how you were stigmatized as
part of the urban poor. So, built into the system in a very pro-
found way was this division between the worthy people who
could afford good housing and deserved it—but who could
never have a thirty-year mortgage without serious government
intervention and subsidization—who lived in a myth that they
had a good job and deserved a house, which was a reward.
Then there was the other group who did not qualify for the
mortgage and were stigmatized as the urban poor. And the
essence of the Santelli rant was his basic claim that the people
who got mortgages during the bubble should have been in the
stigmatized group, but they lied and cheated their way into
getting mortgages with the “good people,” and now they are
coming to the government saying, “Bail me out!”

53 But in the meantime, before the current crisis, the public
housing that had been created in this context of stigmati-
zation had also been eliminated. It is not as if there were,
for the urban poor, other options of effective public hous-
ing that they had turned down. This was, for many of the
urban poor, their only option.

RF Yes, but myths have their power, and myths become even
more powerful the more removed they are from reality. The
essence of the emotional power of the myth is, as I think about
it, that there are these “others” who are constantly trying to
get what they don’t deserve. First, there’s the myth that they
don’t deserve decent public housing, and that is about the fede-
ral government throwing money at them when they didn’t de-
serve it; and second, they certainly don’t deserve a mortgage,
but lied and cheated their way into one.

5% Thereisa strange way that this argument, this myth, allows
those who have housing to say, “I deserve it, I deserve my
house.” By saying some people don’t deserve it, the myth
is really saying that some people do, legitimately, deserve
their house, their property, but that everyone else doesn’t.
It is a strange affirmation of the American work ethic.

RFAsT said, the Santelli rant was just too well thought out, too
carefully crafted in advance. The whole question is really, when
the bubble bursts, who is stuck? Who is holding the bag? Every
responsible housing economist that I have read, including not
just Paul Krugman, but even the very conservative types like
Alan Blinder were all saying you have to write down the princi-
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pal, which would mean big losses for the banks. These were, of
course, losses that they deserved—the whole idea of the mort-
gage is that the value is set by the collateral, the house itself,
and if that value has collapsed by half, then the mortgage is
really only worth half of its value. But, to actually write down
the principal meant that the banks would have to accept that
as their loss. At that point, their strategy was instead to make
everybody else pay. The way they do it is through this myth:
the people who are seeking principal reductions are the losers,
the parasites, those who don’t deserve it. They should pay what
they contracted for or get tossed out of their house.

SS .
But, isn’t it the case that the banks get to repossess the house
as collateral and get bailout money from the government for
what they don’t get back on it? Don’t they win twice?

RF Exactly, and it’s horrifying because this is just what has
happened.

55 S0 what you get, in the end, is a vast amount of wasted hous-
ing stock that is ruined because weathering is more severe
when no one is living in these houses, and families forced
out on the street so the banks can maintain their profits.

RF They are faced with this alternative: continue with high
monthly payments because the house will never have the value
they are paying for it, or get tossed out. And, again, the banks
were very cynical about stringing people along. There was one
program after another of principal reduction and lower month-
ly payments—and frankly, I was horrified by what these people
went through—but what happened was that a month later, they
call back and the bank says “we lost your paper work, but send
it again, and keep paying.” And they would delay, and delay,
and say “keep paying.” And they pay and call back two months
later, and instead they get a new guy who says, “I don’t know
what’s happening, give me some time, but keep paying,” and
this went on and on. And, when the bank decided they would
make some money off a foreclosure, things happened very fast
and people were foreclosed on.

ss But, I think this is important because there was a case that
after the bank bailout, and I can’t recall off-hand which
firm it was, but they took a chunk of their bailout money
and used it to hire lobbyists to go to Washington and lobby
against mortgage reform.

RF That’s the whole industry.
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S5 But their explanation was: that is our design, that is our
genetic program. If you bail us out, we have to use the
money to protect our future profits. They are not ashamed
at all. But, all the while, in the US right now, the only dis-
cussion, and the whole presidential debate as well, is about
jobs. There is absolutely no mention of housing.

RF . P

Obama has, once or twice, acknowledged that housing is
the greatest failure of his administration, but, having said that,
he clearly doesn’t want to say anything more about it.

SS But why, really, is housing so stigmatized? I mean, listen-
ing to the presidential campaign discourse recently, the
only real thing anyone says the government should be
doing, domestically at least, is creating jobs. How did the
responsibility for housing get so lost? Where, in your esti-
mation, did this responsibility go?

RF As with so many of the Obama Administration’s economic
policies, they ran into a total refusal of the Republican Party
to allow all kinds of initiatives in housing and other areas, so
they just hope for the best. I think, within the Obama admin-
istration, there was a strong disagreement among economists,
including Christina Romer and Lawrence Summers to a degree,
and the Wall Street insiders like Timothy Geithner, the Secre-
tary of the Treasury. The sad thing is that Obama sided with
the Wall Street insiders. The arguments were made at the high-
est level and he made the decision: the key thing was whether
to change a seemingly obscure bill about bankruptcy proced-
ures that would allow judges to write down principal. The
administration seemed to support it, but they did not really
make an issue of it. Again, this is important: the genius of the
Roosevelt administration, and of all people who know how to
use government to achieve change, is to identify those seem-
ingly obscure but key points that will make a huge difference
in the larger system. The Roosevelt administration, in 1933,
identified mortgage refinancing as the key to turning around
the whole economy, and so they created something called the
Home Owners’ Loan Corporation to refinance mortgages and
bail out homeowners and mortgage holders. They did that in
three months. They set up the whole organization that gave
Americans the 30-year mortgage, the whole system of FHA
mortgages. Whereas in 2009, there was a similar moment of
decision about mortgage refinance and writing down princi-
pal, and the Obama administration punted. They allowed the
system to continue, and the banks knew exactly what that
meant. It meant that all they had to do was to forestall action
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and they would not be held accountable. It was a very real test
of strength. This is what political economy is about: how much
power a government like the Obama administration has, even
with Obama elected with a landslide and the Democrats con-
trolling both Houses of Congress with unheard-of majorities
in both, versus the plain power of money to decide the course
of action. Many responsible economists said repeatedly that you
can’t have a jobs recovery without a housing recovery. You're
not going to have a housing recovery unless you clean up the
mortgage business, and you can’t do that unless you start to
write down principal.

5% 1t seems like there is, or there was, a space where the
Obama administration could have said there isn’t going
to be a jobs recovery without addressing housing. But,
in your estimation, Wall Street flexed its influence and
Obama recoiled?

RF Yes, that is exactly what happened. It is not as if the argu-
ments weren’t presented at the highest level. There were econo-
mists who understood perfectly what was going on, but, under
the influence of Geithner, they administration recoiled at the
implications of reform and said, instead, that we should just
muddle through.

SS . o
But it seems that the argument was that constraining the
banks in any way is almost a question of national security?

RF . . . .

It was a very revealing moment in American history, and to
me, a very depressing one, because you couldn’t ask for a more
opportune time, the election had spoken so clearly. But in the
end the election didn’t matter, because even McCain would
have done pretty much what Obama did.

5% Half way between the division of the FHA mortgage and
public housing that appears in the 1930s and the free fall of
the banks in the 2008, there is the destruction of Pruitt-Igoe.
Where does the currency of the idea of public housing go
astray? In the context of “no jobs recovery without a housing
recovery,” this is an important historical point as well, isn’t it?

RFIcan give you my interpretation of this problem. It might
get us into some controversial areas, but why not? Things start
to go wrong, in my mind, in 1937, as soon as public housing is
defined as housing for the poor, and everyone else has deeply
subsidized housing but they are told it is something they de-
serve. At this moment, the trajectory is set for the destruction
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of public housing by its own definition. The way out is to go
back to that turn and to see housing in a different way. That is
why, despite its many issues and problems, I was actually en-
couraged by the HOPE vI program of the 1990s, which demol-
ished most of the old high-rise public housing. HOPE vI was
also an attempt to create new, mixed-income urban housing,
in which there would be a range of highly subsidized rental
units and market-rate condo units in a single development.
That, to my mind, is the only way to address this problem. This
is controversial because a mixed-income project will by defi-
nition have fewer units for the people who need subsidized
units, and HOPE VI rarely delivered a one-to-one replacement
of units. But I think we have to admit that public housing just
for the urban poor is over. It is deemed to have failed, and it
just can’t be made to work.

ss In the context, for example, of Toronto, the Regent Park
development is being rebuilt because subsidized housing
is said to have failed. It is being rebuilt, but not one-to-one
for the public component, partly because there is money
to be made from the development of the land through
public-private partnerships. This has led to a strange spatial
argument that basically contends: if the urban poor live
in close proximity to the wealthy, there will be a trickle-
down opportunity from the rich to the poor. Maybe this is
a much simpler description, but is the Reagan-era imagin-
ary of trickle-down a myth as well?

RF I think that a lot of the foreclosure bust was based on the
concept that the American metropolitan area will expand in-
definitely, so land at the edge will always become more valu-
able. Even if you write a mortgage on a house for someone who
obviously can’t afford it, and is going to default on the mort-
gage within months, the house will still hold its value because
the land at the edge of a metropolitan area will always increase
in value. One meaning of the bust has been the end of that per-
ception, and people now understand that there is actually a big
risk in building at the edge, and that it isn’t necessarily going
to become more valuable. Also, conversely, they understand
that there is less risk building closer to the center of metro-
politan areas in places that are served by transit. These areas
are now, and will be in the future, mixed-income. It is kind of
ironic that in many metropolitan areas, such as Chicago, the
sites on which many housing projects stood is getting increas-
ingly valuable. I think it makes sense to define the areas where
public housing stood as places for mixed-income development.
Everyone benefits from being close to the core, from having
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transit, from being close to a wide variety of jobs, so I think
this model makes sense. The real danger, in our cities, is now
what Alan Ehrenhalt has called “the great inversion,” where
the city centres are just for wealthy people. So, what these de-
velopments aim to achieve is the preservation of a mix of in-
comes for the future of the city.

5% When you commented on the Foreclosed: Rehousing the
American Dream exhibition at the MoMA, was this part
of what you were looking for?

RF That was the perspective: if you look at the metropolitan
area from the perspective of risk, and from an understanding
of risk, what this means is that capital will not flow as easily
and or in such massive quantities to the edge. The simple fact
is that there is no cheap land at the edge any more. No matter
how low it’s marked down, the cost of transportation alone
means it is expensive land. So the way in which the American
metropolis expanded by way of cheap land at the edge doesn’t
work anymore. Instead, the places where capital is flowing now
are relatively dense, mixed-use, and mixed-income areas close
to transit. So the challenge of design, of urban and housing de-
sign, is to maximize the social benefits of that kind of density
and that kind of mixed-economic reality. It has to be con-
sciously fostered.

%S pid any proposals from the Foreclosed show do that?

RF I think Studio Gang’s proposal for Cicero, Illinois was cer-
tainly the one that was most attuned to this new reality and
tried to comprehend not just mixed income, but also mixed
use. The Hispanic families who live in Cicero are much more
used to this mixing of commercial and domestic space. If you
look at public housing, it was always very insistent that this is
housing alone, and it even tended to exclude ordinary, day-to-
day retail uses. But this was actually a reaction to the slums that
existed prior, where there was very intense mixed use, where
there were people sewing garments in their apartments, so the
new world would be one where people went from a wholly dome-
stic urban environment to very efficient urban factories. And
you wouldn’t have people sewing garments or doing repair
work in domestic environments. Obviously, we don’t want to
go back to the worst of what was called “home work” in the
past, but it is clear that this deep division should no longer
apply. It is a mode of economic improvement for people to
have the opportunity to work in or close to their living spaces.
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SS . . . e [PSRE TR
Is this a peculiarly American division? The rigid distinc-
tion between work and residential?

RF Europe has zoning regulations, but they generally recog-
nize a closer relationship between home and work. I think in
America this comes out of an ideal of domesticity; also, the
sordid realities of working at home were associated not only
with immigrants, but with the poorest of immigrants. It is just
amazing, in some ways, that the regulations which we still live
by were formed by the extreme conditions of 100 years ago.
So, part of the challenge, which is both very obvious and at
the same time very difficult, is summed up in the two simple
phrases: mixed use and mixed income. If we can design dense
urban neighbourhoods with both, that is the whole solution.

S5 But there is also the very peculiar American insistence on
the sanctity of work, that there is a work place, a work day,
and this too is waning as we see the trend of working cities
emptying out as jobs are shipped overseas, etc. Where do
these so-called shrinking cities fit into the real estate story?

REA few years ago I was in Rochester, New York, which has
certainly suffered from these losses, with Kodak going bank-
rupt—and yet they are not doing too badly. They didn’t have
much of a housing boom, so they didn’t have a bust. There is a
university, hospitals, and so on, and surprisingly they have a
lot going for them. But, the key that Rochester had, for what-
ever reason, is something of a more entrepreneurial culture.
Rochester was not, in fact, dependent on Kodak the way Flint
was and is dependent on General Motors, for example. It is
fundamentally difficult for us to see that the era where com-
munities organized their whole being around the big corpora-
tion was a temporary phenomenon, and that small-scale entre-
preneurship is the more lasting response. There is a phrase that
I heard about Eastern Europe after the Communists that goes:
“we know how to take an aquarium with beautiful fish and
turn it into fish soup, as the communists did, but what we don’t
know is how to take fish soup and turn it into the aquarium.”
In other words, how do we reverse very destructive processes?
In the United States, we have the advantage that this is a
place where people want to come. They bring with them all
of their skills and possibilities; what places like Flint, MI and
Schenectady, NY have to do is to attract a lot of immigrants.
Perhaps the availability of cheap housing can be leveraged to
attract them?

SS . . . . .
We are doing an event in Flint this weekend, with Andrew
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Herscher and Andrew Perkins from Buftalo, called Ruin
+ Value, which is meant to suggest that in addition to use
value and exchange value, there is something else, another
value after capital recedes. As you know, Herscher’s Detroit
Unreal Estate Agency, which was also featured in the first
issue of Scapegoat, is committed to exploring these “unvalues.”

RF I have had this conversation with Andrew, or at least started
it. I see Andrew as a kind of successor to the anarchist trad-
ition, to people like Peter Kropotkin, who said that when the
State withdraws, it allows people to organize in wonderful ways.
It allows them to make their own world. But, the other thing
that happens when the State withdraws is violence. So much
could happen, for example, in Detroit, if there wasn’t the factor
of fear and violence, and the way in which violence cuts at the
heart of community organization. That’s the part of the with-
drawal of the State that anarchists need to deal with.

%% The question of the ability of emerging community organi-
zations to take on all of these responsibilities is also signi-
ficant. Again, in Detroit, for example, we can’t imagine
grassroots groups being able to suddenly manage all of the
arsons taking place.

RF What is striking to me, at least in reading about places
where you're also working, like Jakarta, is that there is much
more poverty, but without the extreme levels of violence. The
American association—a deep association—between poverty
and violence does not exist there, so people can and do orga-
nize in ways that are economically creative in very difficult
circumstances.

5% The association between poverty and violence in America
could really be seen as a second mutation of what began as
State violence and led to extreme poverty for, again to use
the example of Detroit, the high number of veterans living
there who were basically abandoned by the government
after their service. I would also add the incredible impedi-
ments to basic mobility for the urban poor in the United
States also have to be addressed in this argument.

RF s . . .

Detroit is the worst of any major metropolitan area in terms
of the distance to travel and the absurd state of public transit.
I'm not sure if this is on the subject, but this is what we are

dealing with.

5% What about the city as a problem of bankruptcy? Not home-

...and the American City




owners, but American cities themselves. What happened
in the history of American urbanism that we have cities
declaring bankruptcy?

RFltisa big topic, but one that I enjoy talking about. One way
to define a city in a legal sense is that it is a corporation. It is
incorporated as a legal body so its principal right is to bor-
row money. If you go back to the nineteenth century and ask,
where did all the infrastructure come from, it comes from the
legal capacity of an incorporated city to borrow money with
its collateral being its tax base. At the time, there was such a
firm belief in urban growth that you could borrow with a tax
base of 1x and expect to pay it back with a tax base of 2x or
3X. You were borrowing against growth. It was a wonderful
system, but it stopped working when cities stopped growing,
either because they were constrained and could not annex their
suburbs, or because growth within the city stopped. So, cities
began to become dependent on the federal government for
infrastructure.

SS . . .
Is there a moral connotation to this as well, as in the case

artificial division that allows for moral claims about deserving
and undeserving municipalities.

SS . . . . e
But, morality notwithstanding, if the city is destroyed,
there is a cost to the suburbs!

RF We have been fighting this battle, as planners, for over sixty
years! But the fact of the matter is that as some major cities
like Chicago come back, they develop a tax capacity that is lar-
ger than many of the suburbs around it. And suddenly these
suburbs now want to be part of a regional government. The
sad thing about Detroit is that while the worst of the urban
crisis has been overcome in other metropolitan areas, it is still
at its worst in Detroit. Detroit will recover, but more slowly
than other cities. Theoretically, then, you could say that there
is more opportunity in downtown Detroit than there is any-
where else in the country. It is just a question of how long be-
fore that opportunity is realized. Unfortunately, a lot of people
will suffer before things turn around. O

of the home buyer? ENDNOTE

RF . o
Most urban bankruptcies result from the fact that growth 1 www.pruitt-igoe.com

is taking place outside the boundaries of the city that is bor-
rowing money. Even though they are providing infrastructure
for the whole metropolitan region, the tax base for the central
metropolitan unit is not growing. So, you have this tremen-
dous disparity between the responsibilities that are placed on
the central city and their capacity to tax. There is an economist
named Myron Orfield who has done studies of what he calls
the “tax capacity” of different municipalities within a given
metropolitan region, asking, “What is the ratio between the
tax base and their basic responsibilities?” And what you find
is that the central cities or metropolitan units with the great-
est responsibilities are those that have the least tax capacity.
What is sad about it is that it is not really a problem inherent
in the reality of the modern metropolis; it is inherent in the
way we draw boundaries, and the capacity of suburbs to wall
themselves off.

It’s actually interesting in terms of where we began because
you create a completely artificial division between city and
suburb, in effect cutting the city off from the growth at the
edge that is due to the city, and then you say, “Look at this los-
er city that can’t afford anything!” And then you can suggest
that the suburbs shouldn’t pay in to the central city because it
is already lost, and it will just waste the tax income. It is this
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