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            Man did not make the earth … It is the value of the improvements only, and not of the earth itself, that is the individual property.

            Thomas Paine, 1797

            Real estate is a mind game.

            I Bobby-Fischer the shit out of situations like this.

            Christine Quinn, Selling Sunset, 2019

            The land is our mother, nourishing all her children, beasts, birds, fish and all men. The woods, the streams, everything on it belongs to everybody and is for the use of all. How can one man say it belongs only to him?

            Massasoit, Wampanoag leader, 1620s

            Own your own home.

            Proposed licence plate slogan for New York state, put forward by Fred Trump in 1939

            With the abolition of private property, then, we shall have true, beautiful, healthy individualism. Nobody will waste his life in accumulating things, and the symbols for things. One will live. To live is the rarest thing in the world.

            Oscar Wilde, 1891

            Land monopoly is not the only monopoly which exists, but it is by far the greatest of monopolies – it is a perpetual monopoly, and it is the mother of all other forms of monopoly.

            Winston Churchill, 1909
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         Property, natural and imprescriptible human right, foundation of freedom, engine of wealth, maker of peace and law. The concept that runs through Western democracy like steel through reinforced concrete, that wrote the code for the formation of the United States, that underwrote the expansion of great cities, which has been embraced by developing economies as the means to prosperity and private fulfilment, and without which neither industrial nor post-industrial society, nor uncountable cultural, social and economic benefits that follow, would exist.

         A good craved by individuals, that converts personal effort into permanent achievement. A foundation for a good home, for the shelter and setting of your life and the repository of your dreams.

         Property. Which also has a way of making the world go mad.

         Many millions are dispossessed, dislocated and excluded by the manipulations of big property. It is a currency of kleptocrats and gangsters, the medium of their transactions, the means by which they dispense patronage, entrench power and accumulate and conceal wealth. Recent years have seen a breed of developer kings – Erdoğan of Turkey, Putin of Russia, Aliyev of Azerbaijan, Mohammed bin Salman of Saudi Arabia, Trump of America – for whom property and politics have been mutually reinforcing implements of power.

         And the idea of property has physical effects on the places where people live their lives. The investment mechanisms of real estate rebuild cities into large and controlled enclaves of profit. In Gurugram, India (formerly Gurgaon), it is considered an asset 2that your child can go to school without contact with the outside world. In the same city, outside the protected boundaries of individual apartment complexes, basic systems of electricity, sewage and transport break down.

         My own country of Britain has played a starring role in the adventures and misadventures of property. Over the last four or five centuries it incubated modern ideas of private ownership and exported them to its colonies, such that they reshaped continents. It is a society where home ownership is particularly prized. It is also one where rising prices forced large sections of its population into tiny and insecure homes, lightless and airless, creating new divisions of class, age and region based on ownership or otherwise of your home.

         House price inflation creates a property-based social order that affects security, quality of life, prospects, even health, and can cause cities to atrophy, if the young, the public-spirited and the creative are shut out – a story that has played out with similar results in Sydney, Paris, New York, Tokyo.

         And then come the crashes, which bring their own miseries: negative equity, repossessions, over-leveraged owners stuck in homes they can’t sell, shocks to national economies, drastic falls in the building of new houses. These collapses, if the ability to buy is simultaneously weakened by high interest rates and a weakening economy, in practice don’t make homes much more affordable.

         Much of this property-based economic activity takes a form, the extraction of rent, which tends to attract investment away from more productive uses of capital, and so threatens the success of the economies concerned. Rent-seeking directs energy, as the economist Joseph Stiglitz put it, ‘toward getting a larger share of the pie1 rather than increasing the size of the pie’. In which case such activity is a decidedly mixed blessing.

         
            ———

         

         3The Western idea of private property makes a promise – to both individuals and nations – that it will make you happy and rich and free. It is meant to be a reward for hard work, and the device by which the fruits of endeavour and effort are protected. Often it achieves all these things, but it has also been a tool of appropriation, exclusion and enslavement. In which case it is not an absolute good in itself but a means, that can be judged against others for its effectiveness in achieving its ends.

         This book aims to show that this theory of ownership – so ubiquitous and normal that it is taken for granted, barely noticed, treated as natural – is neither inevitable nor preordained. I argue that, if property is seen as social, it can do a better job of providing shelter and security than if it is treated as purely private. If it is seen as a human instrument, and not as something given by nature, it will be more practical in serving human needs.

         I start by telling stories of the triumphs and mishaps of private property – in the predominantly black city of Kinloch, Missouri, in the suburban Levittowns of New Jersey and Pennsylvania, and in Britain’s forty-year pursuit of what Margaret Thatcher called the ‘property-owning democracy’. I explore what ownership does to your mind, its impact on the lives and values of both haves and have-nots. I describe the role of fantasy and illusion in sustaining real estate markets in Los Angeles and Las Vegas, the attractions of property deals to kleptocratic rulers, the effects on the citizens of Gurgaon of living in a city built at high speed by giant property companies.

         A powerful myth lies behind the creations of these worlds, going back to the seventeenth century, which holds that property is ‘natural’ and a ‘natural right’. The middle section of the book examines this philosophy, and its physical and human consequences: the ways in which grids of property boundaries 4were laid onto the United States of America, and the accompanying removal of native populations.

         A myth, though, is what it is. Property is better understood as a tool, a convenient fiction, sometimes a weapon. And it was fundamental to these theories of natural property that there was a place called America with apparently limitless vacant land, one with unbounded opportunity for pioneering individuals to acquire territory through enterprise and endeavour. Since this infinitude of space has turned out not to be the case, where does this leave the philosophy that depends on it?

         The middle section of the book examines both this faith in the natural quality of property and its alternatives. It outlines different beliefs of what can and cannot be privately owned – all land absolutely, according to some; that it cannot be owned at all, according to others, any more than air. Or that you can own the produce earned from it, but not land itself.

         As several thinkers have observed, property is social as well as private: it cannot be held without relationships with others, and to laws, customs and states. Its wealth is based not only on the works of individual owners, but also on those of neighbours, businesses and governments, through the building of infrastructure, for example. The actions of others will affect property owners, whether they like it or not: pollution and climate change have no respect for title deeds.

         Given which, it becomes valuable to see what land and property look like when they are not purely private, which is the subject of the book’s third section: common land in medieval Europe, for example, or squats in Berlin during and after the Cold War, or the ‘wild settlers’ who formed self-governing communities around Vienna in the aftermath of the First World War, or the gigantic Co-op City in New York. There are no utopias in this section, but there are ideas and places that work. The rise of 5public housing is described – a once radical alternative to private ownership that is now ubiquitous – and the idea of the garden city, realised in post-war British new towns, which is based on the belief that uplifts in land values are shared property.

         I conclude with Thomas Jefferson’s statement that land should ‘belong in usufruct to the living’ – that what matters most is the ability to benefit from it, while passing it on in good shape to future generations. This ideal requires both that property is social and that it is a means to an end, rather than the end itself. The aim here is not to annihilate the idea of property but, through a better understanding of what it is, propose how its wondrous promises might be fulfilled.

         ‘Property’, for the purposes of this book, is land and buildings – real estate – rather than personal belongings such as jewellery or furniture, or intellectual property. It is this sub-category of the larger term, the one that has effects on food and shelter, that has most exercised philosophers and politicians, and has had the greatest effect on the world as it is now. My focus will be on the concepts of ownership that were developed in particular in Europe and North America in modern times.

         The subject requires me to explore areas of expertise that are not my own – philosophy, economics, law. I don’t claim original thought in these fields and I apologise in advance to true experts for the inevitable simplifications. My aim is to bring these ideas back to lived experiences and physical spaces. Since property is not universal, but varies from place to place, I offer no universal solutions. I hope to show, rather, that there are many productive ways of dwelling on land and in buildings.

         
            ———

         

         Although property is not natural, it has roots in nature. While it is a cold word – impersonal, unemotional, technical – it is 6an abstraction of something which an animal understands – territory – and for which humans and beasts sometimes fight to the death. Property relates to land, and land relates to food, and food relates to survival. Property, as a means of perpetuating the gains of one lifetime for the benefit of others, is a weapon against mortality, and therefore charged with emotions of fear and love. So property is a matter of life and death conducted with technical language, a struggle for existence fought with spreadsheets, instinct made into law.

         You, dear reader, might be a winner or a loser. You could be an owner who has seen your capital treble or quadruple or more, or have bought at the wrong time and be left with nothing but debt. If you live in a city like San Francisco or London, you may have reason to believe that you will never own a home in your life. If you live in one of those European countries where rented accommodation is a more reasonable proposition than it is in Britain, you might have a calmer relationship with the space you inhabit. Even so, under the widespread influence of the Anglo-Saxon model, your situation may be less stable than you thought.

         Whatever your situation, you will have been affected by property one way or another. You might well have been obliged to become a player in the turbulent and irrational markets on which that fundamental need, for a home, is traded. Perhaps you have changed your life, your location, your career, in search of a place you can afford, or found your relationships coloured by your material prospects, as a couple, of finding a place together. You might have found yourself stuck with a partner you no longer loved, for the reason that you owned something together and couldn’t afford to live apart.

         Property does things to your mind. It will have an effect on your happiness – probably negative, if you are shut out of the 7magic kingdom of ownership and do not live in well-managed rental accommodation. You might be insecure, be brought into poverty by high rents, and/or forced into the lousy living conditions that renters have to accept in an owners’ market. You might be frustrated by your lack of control – your reliance on indifferent landlords and apathetic agents, your limited power to decorate and improve your home in ways that meet your needs and express your identity. You may feel understandable fury and envy that you pay more in rent than an owner would on a mortgage for the same property, which rent is gone for ever once it is paid, whereas the landlords who receive it funnel it into their ever-enlarging capital.

         The effect of property is possibly positive, if you have watched zeros adding to your fortune, simply through owning something for a long period of time. But even then your pleasure may not be unalloyed. Unearned wealth brings its own anxieties: a lurch in the stomach at the thought that large numbers are at risk, a lurking suspicion that you don’t deserve it. You might fear the next crash in prices. And the thing about profit on your home is this: you can’t spend it. Or rather, it can generally only be realised if you sell up and move somewhere cheaper, in which case you will be stepping off the property escalator. You and your heirs can only get on again at a lower level. It is a weird sort of wealth that means so little, in practical terms, to those who have it, and so much to those who don’t.

         You may, if you are an owner, have built your financial planning around your property. It might add to your pension pot. Perhaps you plan to give tax-free portions to your children so that they too can be among the residential haves, not the havenots. This may be a rational response to your circumstances, but it means that you are now treating your home, with all the personal and emotional significance of that word, as a financial 8asset. You are made a player in a volatile market, for which you may not have much skill or liking, in order to achieve simple human wishes. Feelings are made into numbers.

         You may, if you own, be a good citizen, as conservative politicians have argued that you will be. If you have a stake in society you will strive to maintain it. You may be motivated to behave well and encourage good behaviour in others, to report vandals and troublemakers to the police, to press the local council to keep the street clean. You might become a governor of a local school, to help raise its standards, and support societies dedicated to the betterment of the neighbourhood.

         But ownership can also make you selfish. You might oppose wind turbines, or a treatment centre for people who use narcotics, or low-cost housing being built nearby, or indeed any housing that affects your view. You might discourage those whom you consider to be the wrong sort of people from coming to your street. This notional you may even want to exclude people on the grounds of race. In some places, at some times, this is exactly what has happened, with deliberation and method.

         You are just as likely to be a good and active citizen if you rent. You don’t have to own property to be prejudiced, but property values can multiply pettiness. If the cost of something or someone thought undesirable can be measured in figures – ‘it/they will take £50,000 off the value of my property’ – it can lend both impetus and bogus justification to excluding them.

         If you don’t own, but want to do so, the experience may not bring out the best in you. Since you are told that ownership makes good citizens, you may not feel fully part of the society that delivers this message. Or you might be magnanimous enough to overcome discouragement and make selfless contributions to public life. If so, your actions will be despite the conditions in which you live, not because of them.9

         Wherever you are on property’s wheel of chance, you are likely to be powerfully affected by it. In which case you might want to know: what is this idea that is so important? Where did it come from? How does it work? How can it work better?

         
            
279NOTES

            1 getting a larger share of the pie: Joseph E. Stiglitz and Linda J. Bilmes, ‘The 1 Per Cent’s Problem’, Vanity Fair, 31 May 2012
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            The inhabitants of the English colonies in North-America, by the immutable laws of nature, the principles of the English constitution, and the several charters or compacts … are entitled to life, liberty and property.

            Declarations and resolves of the First Continental Congress, 1774

         

         In Kinloch, Missouri, a little over a century ago, a Mrs B and her husband bought a house. There was nothing unusual about that: they were acting like countless other citizens of the United States of America, a country where private property was fundamental to its constitution, economy and self-perception, whose land was marked from coast to coast by the gridlines of property boundaries. The nation’s philosophy had been captured before its formation in Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania, written in 1767 and 1768 by John Dickinson: ‘We cannot be happy,1 without being free,’ he wrote. ‘We cannot be free, without being secure in our property.’

         Kinloch was an attractive but affordable new suburb of St Louis that was growing up around a streetcar and a railway that gave easy access to the centre of the city. So there was nothing unusual about this purchase except that Mr and Mrs B were black. The theories of freedom, happiness and ownership at the time of American independence hadn’t been constructed with people like them in mind. Rather, as slaves, they were themselves viewed as property. But by the turn of the nineteenth century there had been a civil war, followed by emancipation, and in theory Mrs and Mr B were entitled to own land.16

         So they did. They bought the house from some white friends. Then, when white residents discovered the skin colour of their new neighbours, they sold their plots. More black people moved in. Kinloch, Missouri’s First Black City, a brief history published in 2000, describes what happened next: ‘Within a few years, 30 or more black families2 came to occupy five or six blocks in the extreme southeast portion of the area.’ They began to build schools and churches, found businesses, form clubs and associations, start sports teams. ‘The good coloured people’3 of this area, to quote a condescending advertisement published by the Olive Street Terrace Realty Company in 1917, ‘have built themselves a little city of which they have a right to be proud’. The term ‘city’ is used loosely here, but in 1948 Kinloch was incorporated as such.

         There were struggles, as in practice black people’s entitlement to property was more obstructed than white people’s. Resources were limited. Some roads went without paving or street signs for decades. But according to John A. Wright Sr, the author of the history, it was ‘a community where neighbours4 once all knew each other and looked after each other, where children grew up knowing they could be a business owner or an elected official, because they saw those role models every day’. Crime was almost non-existent; doors could be left unlocked. It was ‘a place in time where there was hope and an opportunity to dare to dream of unlimited possibilities’. ‘You didn’t have to leave Kinloch,5 they had everything,’ recalled an ex-resident recently, ‘and I’m talking about the nineties.’

         This, in a nutshell, is the promise of property. You buy land and build a house, or you buy something already built, and possibly improve it. Confident that the law protects your plot from appropriation, you make a life there. You invest your hopes, effort and money in it. Your neighbours do the same. You share with them 17an interest in the well-being of the community, which you help to shape with them. There may also be conflicts with neighbours, but both law and collective interest help to resolve them. Multiplied many times, these actions help to make a town or a city.
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         18Which is a dream pursued and played out times without number.

         Consider, for example, the inhabitants of Levittown, New Jersey, a twelve-thousand-house suburban community developed in the 1950s by the private company Levitt and Sons that was entirely composed of homeowners. Then the largest builder in the eastern United States, the Levitts (the company’s founder Abraham and his sons William and Alfred) based their success on making house-owning affordable and accessible, often to people who had never owned before, many of them war veterans, through the use of mass-production techniques developed from the construction of navy housing during the Second World War. ‘The General Motors of the housing industry’,6 they called themselves, capable of completing one house every sixteen minutes. As with cars, choice was rationalised to a range of models, reflecting the buyers’ budgets and wants – the ‘Cape Cod’, the ‘Rancher’ and the ‘Colonial’, their prices ranging from $11,500 to $14,500. At the same time the Levitts wanted to create communities, to which end they provided village greens, neighbourhood shops, swimming pools, playgrounds and schools.

         The New Jersey Levittown was the subject of a famous sociological study, The Levittowners, published in 1967, whose author Herbert Gans bought a house in the development and lived there with his wife. His aim was to oppose the assumption that life in these new suburbs was as dull and repetitive as the standardised factory-made houses dotted along their endlessly curving roads, described by the urban theorist Lewis Mumford as a ‘uniform environment7 from which escape is impossible’. ‘Suburbanites 19were incapable8 of real friendships,’ was how Gans summarised the critique he set out to challenge; ‘they were bored and lonely, alienated, atomised and depersonalised.’
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         20Gans found ample evidence for his belief that Levittowns were in fact sociable and lively. New residents, he discovered, made friends, founded or joined voluntary groups and churches, had family lives as successful or otherwise as those of people who lived elsewhere. ‘Suburban life’, he wrote, ‘has produced more family cohesion9 and a significant boost in morale through the reduction of boredom and loneliness.’ Some proclaimed themselves happy with ‘quiet things10 … visiting, sitting out front in the summer, having people dropping by’. ‘Every weekend a party,’ reported one: ‘barbecues, picnics, and things like that. I really enjoy it.’ ‘We have a new house and want to keep it up nice,’ said another; ‘this is not work but enjoyment. I’ve never been more content. In the city, we looked forward to going to the shore; here my mind is occupied all the time.’

         Similar views are expressed by a fictional character, the narrator of W. D. Wetherell’s 1985 short story ‘The Man Who Loved Levittown’. ‘You talk about dreams,’11 he said; ‘hell, we had ours. We had ours like nobody before or since ever had theirs.’ Like Gans’s subjects, Wetherell’s narrator found community spirit: ‘There wasn’t anything we wouldn’t do12 for each other. Babysit, drive someone somewhere, maybe help out with a mortgage payment someone couldn’t meet.’ He was also untroubled by the unexciting architecture of the houses: ‘Sure they were little boxes13 when we first started’, but ‘the minute we got our mitts on them we started remodelling them, adding stuff, changing them around.’

         Again and again, across decades and continents, you can find tales of the bounties of property, the security and prosperity it brings, the joys, the freedoms. A dweller in a London inter-war suburb found that homeowning there ‘adds a thrill and zest to life. 21It is an experience in having no traditions to live up to.’ In 2018 the twenty-six-year-old Pan Jingyuan14 told The Economist that she was planning to buy a flat in Shenzhen so that she could live away from her parents and free herself from traditional expectations of marriage. For other young Chinese people the attraction might be the opposite: a home helps them to attract a spouse, raise a family and shelter their parents in their old age. The point is that property gives them the choice.

         Whatever their motivations, these buyers share the belief that property will make them free. It will emancipate them. It will enable them to live their lives as they want. They also believe it to be a good investment – ‘There is no way15 the government would ever let prices really fall,’ said Pan. And then these individual blessings breed and multiply until they build cities, power economies, enrich cultures and empower nations.

         You could look, for example, at the Brill Building, which the economist Edward Glaeser picks out in Triumph of the City as an example of urban creative energy. Close to Times Square in New York, it is an art deco block through whose black granite and brass-garnished portal passed what has been called ‘an evolving roster of songwriters,16 booking agents, vocal coaches, publicity agents, talent agents, and performers’, and from which emanated hundreds of hits. At its peak it housed 165 music publishers and related businesses, a competitive-creative hive where the likes of Carole King would, as she put it, be ‘squeezed into our respective cubby holes17 with just enough room for a piano, a bench, and maybe a chair for the lyricist if you were lucky. You’d sit there and write and you could hear someone in the next cubby hole composing a song exactly like yours.’ The pressure, she said, ‘was really terrific’. It contained clubs where Glenn Miller, Ella Fitzgerald and Dizzy Gillespie performed, and the Turf restaurant, a favourite of Duke Ellington’s.22

         The edifice gave its name to a musical style, the Brill Building Sound. It was the creation of Abraham E. Lefcourt, described at the time of his death in 1932 as ‘one of the greatest builders in history18 since Louis XIV and Sir Christopher Wren’, a former newsboy and bootblack who made his first fortune in the garment industry, and who then in a twenty-year career as a property developer led the way in reshaping midtown Manhattan. He was one of the builders, as Glaeser put it, who turned ‘the New York of slums, tenements19 and Gilded Age mansions’ into ‘a city of skyscrapers’.

         Lefcourt wouldn’t have intended the Brill Building to make such a contribution to the culture of New York, America and indeed the world. He didn’t mean to create the unofficial centre of pop music, as it has been called, in the United States. He had announced, three weeks before the 1929 Wall Street crash, a plan to build the tallest building in the world on this site. Even after the project had been scaled back to a mere eleven storeys, the idea would still have been to house financial businesses there, but the onset of the Great Depression meant that the building was let to whoever could be found, which turned out mostly to mean music businesses. (Nor would Lefcourt, who liked to add his name to his works, have wanted this one to carry that of the Brills, the clothiers and haberdashers from whom he had subleased the site. It seems that, with Lefcourt’s business collapsing, the property and the naming rights reverted to them.)

         Private property ownership – with its paraphernalia of law and finance, its risks and gambles, its twists of fortune – didn’t write the tunes that came out of the Brill Building, but it created the spatial conditions for their creation. It drove the upward expansion of the district, the island and the city around it. It led the way (albeit with help from regulators, planners and public investment) in giving New York its world-famous urban form.23

         The story keeps repeating. If the developer-led explosion of Manhattan was spectacular in its time, so has been that of Chinese cities in this century, such that China came to have the world’s highest rate of home ownership among millennials.20 A comparable expansion, also based on private property, enabled the population of nineteenth-century London to multiply by nearly six.21 The serried skyscrapers of one and the brick terraces of the other are only different clothes on the same phenomenon.

         The Pennsylvania farmer’s point, that freedom and ownership go together, has been repeated over and over. ‘Property must be secured or liberty cannot exist,’22 said John Adams, the second president of the United States. ‘A nation of homeowners,’23 said Franklin Delano Roosevelt, ‘of people who own a real share in their land, is unconquerable.’ ‘You cannot, in my opinion,24 have a truly open and free society,’ said the twentieth-century free-market economist Milton Friedman, without private property. The kind of freedom that it fostered was specifically seen as liberal and capitalist. ‘No one who owns his own house25 and lot’, said William Levitt, who took over from his father as the main driving force behind the construction of the Levittowns, ‘can be a communist. He has too much to do.’

         The liberating power of private property has been seen as a particularly American phenomenon. As George W. Bush said of his Cuban-born housing and urban development secretary Melquiades R. Martinez: ‘He understands American values.26 He’s grown to appreciate them. And there’s no greater American value than owning something, owning your own home and having the opportunity to do so.’ It was a model that other countries wanted to emulate. Meng Xiaosu, a Communist Party member, former Red Guard and president of the China National Real Estate Development Group, put it like this: ‘In the 1950s and 1960s,27 the American dream was to own a private house and a private car. 24Now the Chinese have the Chinese dream.’

         He said this in 1998. In the same year Yukon Huang, then the chief representative of the World Bank in China, said that ‘the most important issue28 in China today is housing reform. It triggers reform in almost every sector of the economy.’ It was a prophetic description of China’s prolonged economic boom, in which property development has played a leading role. For prosperity as well as freedom is part of the bounty attributed – often truthfully – to private property.

         Nor, in theory, does ownership have to be a privilege only of the better off. Hernando de Soto Polar, a Peruvian economist celebrated by both Margaret Thatcher and Bill Clinton, and a candidate in his country’s 2021 presidential elections, has argued that squatters in informal settlements all over the world should be granted legal title to the land they occupy, which would give them freedom and security, and would release (he estimated) $9.3 trillion of untapped capital. If you give slum-dwellers legal title to the land they occupy, he proposed, they can raise loans and build businesses. They will be happier, more secure, more prosperous and better citizens. ‘When people have legally documented property29 and make deals according to accessible laws, they follow the rules.’ De Soto’s theories have not been entirely borne out in practice, but they express an idea of enduring appeal, the empowerment of the smallholder.

         And so private property might help the people of Kinloch to build a community, and the Levittowners to have their barbecues and home improvements, and young Chinese women to dream of independence, and de Soto’s squatters to be secure and prosperous. It helped Carole King to write her music and made mighty cities soar. It has made whole countries rich and powerful. And if some of these goods might in theory be achieved under some other dispensation of inhabiting land, private 25property seems to have done a pretty good job of it. ‘The rapturous idea30 of property’ is what a promoter of Kentucky land called it in 1775. Added to the ‘beauty and excellence’ of the region’s undeveloped terrain, it offered ‘so glorious a prospect’.

         
            ———

         

         The miracle of property, by the time that the people of Kinloch sought it for themselves, had some centuries of practice and theory behind it. The fact that its land was even available to be subdivided and sold to individual property owners was due to the Public Land Survey System, started in the infant years of the American republic, which over decades mapped and appropriated the best part of a continent. The survey enacted the belief of Adams and the other founding fathers of the United States in the liberating power of ownership. They in turn drew on the writings of the seventeenth-century English philosopher John Locke, for whom people had a right to retain whatever they acquired through their labour. ‘The great and chief end’,31 Locke also said, of people ‘putting themselves under government is the preservation of property.’

         Locke lived in a country where the idea of private property – the legally protected right of individuals to hold and dispose of land as they please – had supplanted feudal forms of tenure with an effectiveness unmatched in any other country. Its consequences were phenomenal: the nature of ownership in Britain was a significant reason why industrial and agricultural revolutions happened there first, rather than in other countries also blessed (as Britain was) with natural resources and human skill, such as China or France. Landowners, secure in the knowledge that their property would not be removed, were both incentivised to maximise its profits and confident that the benefits of investment would remain theirs.26

         Private property ownership in Britain, as one historian puts it, ‘brought into existence32 a widely dispersed, politically powerful, highly capitalised class of property owners. It offered an incentive to obtain profit from the land and from innovation. And most amorphously but recognizably, it fostered a highly personalized, self-motivated outlook on the use to which possessions might be put.’

         In agriculture, private ownership – and with it the ability of a single owner to enclose land on which a number of people might previously have had rights of access and use – facilitated more efficient practices, with such things as easier management of livestock, less labour-intensive methods and therefore lower labour costs, and greater incentives for the owners to invest. In industry, security of tenure and the concentration of resources provided the stability needed to pay for the high up-front costs of machinery and factories, on which a return might not be immediate.

         ‘Nothing but real33 and well-known landed property joined with ministerial connections’, wrote one eighteenth-century industrialist to another, was essential to the success of a bank they were proposing to found in Birmingham. The first major canal of what became a national network, which before the railways came was crucial to moving raw materials and goods around the country, was commissioned by the owner of large estates, the Duke of Bridgewater, so he could transport coal from them to the city of Manchester. He secured a loan of £25,000 against his property for the purpose. Early ironworks, leadworks and textile factories, along with the innovative machinery that served them, were also financed against land. It helped too, in the time when water was a bigger source of power than coal, if you had an estate whose rivers could supply free energy to your mills.

         Efficient agriculture and productive industry drove people from the countryside to cities, where the mechanisms of private 27property were the principal provider of homes for the new populations. Thirty to forty per cent34 of the population of Britain, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, lived in towns, compared with 4 per cent in Russia, 7 per cent in China and 15 per cent in France. The population of London grew from about 750,000 in 1760 to nearly three million in 1860 to 6.5 million in 1901. The lords of the great estates – aristocrats lucky enough to own the rural land into which the capital expanded – grew richer through raising crops of houses on their fields, in the form of the Georgian streets and squares now generally admired for their elegance. The less gracious parts of industrial cities were the work of both large and small landowners, of old families and entrepreneurial speculators, each trying to maximise the opportunities of their roods and acres of land.

         Not that protection of individual property should be confused with equality: it was a central aspect of the rise of private property in Britain that it was often achieved through the enclosing of commons and other types of land on which non-owners had had rights for such things as grazing livestock, gathering firewood and collecting building materials – the means of their livelihood – which rights were often brutally removed. Part of the seeming productive miracle of enclosed land came not only from more efficient methods of farming, but also from the transfer of resources from those newly excluded to the private owners.

         As those Birmingham industrialists said, legal ownership was not itself enough to make property truly lucrative. Landowners also benefited from their political connections and clout, through which they could get the legislation passed which would entitle them to enclose land – and four thousand ‘Inclosure Acts’35 were passed by the British Parliament between 1700 and 1830 – or (as was the case with the Duke of Bridgewater and his canal) 28would enable them compulsorily to purchase land they didn’t own for the purposes of their projects.

         And, if developments in farming meant that the average English family was better fed and better off than its counterparts elsewhere in Europe, enclosures and land clearances also created a class of the dispossessed. People who had lived off land that was now in the exclusive control of single owners became vagabonds, subject to severe punishments36 for the crime of having been deprived of the means of their existence. This established a pattern that continues to be a feature: although there is nothing in the theory of private property that says it must inevitably create extreme consequences for those excluded from it, such consequences repeatedly occur. These historical English experiences also established the poles of debates about property ever since: on the one hand the manifest cruelty of expulsion and exclusion, on the other the argument that such things are regrettable but necessary prerequisites for the prosperity and freedoms that accrue from private property.

         From the seventeenth century on, England exported its property formulas to its North American colonies, a territory far less constricted and constrained than the small island of the old country. (And the process of colonisation was accelerated by those dispossessed by enclosure in their homeland, who arrived either as transported convicts, or as desperate seekers after new livelihoods.) These formulas included the idea that land that seemed to belong to no one in particular, or was held in common, might be enclosed and cultivated or built on by those with the energy, will and might to do so. Here the clear losers were the native inhabitants of the continent, who, despite periodic hand-wringing about their plight, were over the centuries progressively displaced.

         The liberty and happiness arising from the ‘preservation’ or ‘securing’ of property, of which Locke and Adams wrote, was, 29then, more to the benefit of some than of others. It is clear that, for the framers of the United States constitution, the concept of ‘freedom’ was mostly for white property-owning males. In the early United States, indeed, you had to own property (as well as be white and male) to be able to vote. In Great Britain the right to vote was subject to property qualifications until 1918 (for men) and 1928 (for women).

         It should also be noted that property requires government. Enthusiasts for the small state, for whom private property is usually a hallowed concept, have to make it the one exception to their belief in freedom from government interference. In practice public entities – like the Birmingham industrialists’ ministerial connections, and the obliging legislators who assisted the Duke of Bridgewater’s canal – repeatedly intervene on behalf of landowners and potential buyers. The division of the North American continent into private lots by the Public Land Survey System is a spectacular example of this. The Levittowns, apparent beacons of free enterprise,37 owed their ‘very existence,’ as Colin Marshall put it in the Guardian, ‘to a rare act of American socialism: the 1948 Housing Bill, which loosened billions of dollars in credit and gave every American the chance to get one of those five-percent-down, 30-year mortgages in the first place’.

         The alliance of property with political power, and the assumption that ownership was only for whites, did not disappear with the emancipation of black slaves. If black people were now in theory allowed to play the property game, in practice the rules were stacked against them. They were forbidden from buying in many areas. They found it hard or impossible to get loans. The practice of ‘redlining’, whereby financial institutions denied mortgages and insurance in districts designated as black, was commonplace. The Home Owners’ Loan Corporation, a federal agency designed to protect homeowners from eviction during 30the Great Depression, would later develop a rating system that would grade white districts higher than black, which shaped both house prices and potential buyers’ ability to raise mortgages.

         The instrument of eminent domain, the compulsory purchase by government of large tracts of land for developments supposedly in the public good, was wielded disproportionately against black neighbourhoods. In the 1950s, for example, the District of Columbia Redevelopment Land Agency wiped out much of the south-western quadrant38 of Washington, dislocating twenty thousand predominantly black residents. The area suffered from ‘blight’, they said, using a vague, much-used and easily weaponised term; the clearances were necessary for ‘renewal’.

         And homes in the Levittowns of New Jersey, New York and Pennsylvania, celebrated by Gans for their friendly neighbourliness, came with the condition that their residents ‘agree not to permit39 the premises to be used or occupied by any person other than members of the Caucasian race’. After this clause was struck down in court as unconstitutional, William Levitt continued to operate a de facto whites-only policy.

         When in 1957 a black middle-class war veteran and his wife, William and Daisy Myers,40 managed to buy a house in the Pennsylvania Levittown, they and their children faced threats, violence and angry mobs gathered outside their house, both by day and at night, throwing stones through windows and burning eight-foot crosses in their yard. Confederate flags were waved from a daily parade of cars past their home. Confederate anthems were blasted out. If post-war American suburbia ‘offered growing families a private haven41 in a heartless world’, as the urban historian Kenneth Jackson put it in his 1985 book Crabgrass Frontier, such peace and security was very much more available to some than to others.

         In Kinloch black residents’ pursuit of the American dream encountered obstacles that would ultimately prove 31insurmountable. From the beginning banks wouldn’t accept their credit notes as collateral, which caused the realty company that owned the plots to set up a scheme whereby white citizens could buy plots, underwrite the credit and sell them on to black buyers, who would have to pay double or more what the whites had paid. The banks got the collateral they wanted, the realty company sold the lots and the white intermediaries made a handsome profit. The blacks got their houses, but at inflated prices.

         In 1938 a new municipality, Berkeley,42 was set up by whites unhappy at sharing schools with blacks. This move made Kinloch into a racial peninsula, surrounded on three sides, and reduced the tax base from which schools and roads might be funded. But the heaviest blow came from the hand of eminent domain. In the 1980s the City of St Louis started buying up and emptying land43 in Kinloch, as part of a noise abatement programme for the nearby St Louis Lambert International Airport, which destroyed most of the private homes in the city, made businesses unsustainable and devastated the community.

         In 2014 the neighbouring city of Ferguson, which joins Kin-loch on the side where it is not encircled by Berkeley, achieved unwelcome fame for the fatal police shooting of the eighteen-year-old Michael Brown and subsequent unrest. Much was made of Ferguson’s dangers and poverty, but ‘compared to Kinloch’, according to a Vice reporter who went there in 2015, ‘it’s absolutely thriving’.44 The first black city in Missouri was, he said, ‘in danger of falling off the map – literally. A whole grid of streets in the southwest part of town are unlabelled on Google Maps. When you take a real-life trip to visit them, you see power lines and paved streets there, but the homes are now rubble, and wilderness has overtaken nearly everything.’ Ferguson’s population had dropped from ten thousand to fewer than three hundred. Once there were ‘barber shops, chicken shacks, pharmacies, 32a YMCA, turkey farms, and even a cab company. B. B. King played a club here, called 12 Oaks, before it closed in the 50s. But now, beyond a salvage yard and an auto body shop, Kinloch doesn’t have a single business, according to its city manager.’

         It was a terrible outcome for a place in which so much aspiration and courage had – for a while successfully – been invested. But its failure does not disprove the miracle-making powers of property. Rather, through negative example, it affirms them. What went wrong at Kinloch was the deprivation of the full rights, protections and freedoms of property as imagined by John Locke, the founding fathers and any number of philosophical, economic and political champions of private ownership.

         At the same time the Kinloch story demonstrates an important truth about property. It is not, as its greatest enthusiasts claim, automatically benign, unlocking prosperity and freedom wherever it goes. It is rather a tool, an instrument, a weapon, capable of great things for those who can wield it, but also of inflicting damage on those who find themselves on the wrong side of it.

         It embodies a classic liberal dilemma: if you believe in freedom and prosperity and opportunity for all, achieved through the unfettered operations of private ownership and enterprise, how can this belief be reconciled with outcomes of manifest injustice? Are they just regrettable necessities, unavoidable collateral damage?

         This is not a remote historical question but one that affects billions of daily lives today. The last forty years have seen private property become an ever more powerful force – socially, economically and politically – in the world’s largest and richest countries. A pioneer of this tendency was the British prime minister Margaret Thatcher, whose pursuit of what she called the ‘property-owning democracy’ was a defining feature of her career.33

         Her government successfully brought home ownership to millions who would not previously have thought it possible. It helped make fortunes, large and small. But her ideas and policies, as continued by other governments in Britain and elsewhere, have also created new inequalities based on tenure. They have come to defeat their own stated objectives: rates of ownership have gone into reverse, dividing society into those who own and those who have little hope of doing so.34

         
            NOTES

            1 We cannot be happy: John Dickinson, Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania, to the Inhabitants of the British Colonies, 1768, Letter XII

            2 30 or more black families: John A. Wright Sr, Kinloch, Missouri’s First Black City (Charleston, SC: Arcadia, 2000), Chapter 1, Kindle location 67

            3 The good coloured people: Wright, Kinloch, Kindle location 49

            4 a community where neighbours: Wright, Kinloch, Kindle location 49

            5 You didn’t have to leave Kinloch: Ben Westhoff, ‘The City next to Ferguson Is Even More Depressing’, Vice, 3 June 2015

            6 The General Motors of the housing industry: Quoted in Colin Marshall, ‘Levittown, the Prototypical American Suburb’, Guardian, 28 April 2015

            7 uniform environment: Lewis Mumford, The City in History (1961; repr. Harmondsworth: Pelican, 1966), p. 553

            8 Suburbanites were incapable: Herbert Gans, The Levittowners (1967; repr. New York: Columbia, 1982), p. xxviii

            9 more family cohesion: Gans, The Levittowners, p. 220

            10 quiet things: Gans, The Levittowners, p. 200

            11 You talk about dreams: W. D. Wetherell, The Man Who Loved Levittown (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1985), Kindle location 103

            12 There wasn’t anything we wouldn’t do: Wetherell, The Man Who Loved, Kindle location 96 280

            13 Sure they were little boxes: Wetherell, The Man Who Loved, Kindle location 94

            14 Pan Jingyuan: ‘China Is Trying New Ways of Skimming Housing-Market Froth’, The Economist, 15 February 2018

            15 There is no way: ‘China Is Trying’, The Economist 

            16 an evolving roster of songwriters: Matthew A. Postal, ‘The Brill Building’, Landmarks Preservation Commission, 23 March 2010, https://s-media.nyc.gov/agencies/lpc/lp/2387.pdf

            17 squeezed into our respective cubby holes: Simon Frith, The Sociology of Rock (London: Constable, 1978), quoted at https://the60sofficialsite.com/The-Brill-Building.html

            18 greatest builders in history: Postal, ‘The Brill Building’

            19 slums, tenements: Edward L. Glaeser, Triumph of the City (London: Macmillan, 2011), p. 141

            20 highest rate of home ownership among millennials: BBC News, ‘The Country Where 70% of Millennials Are Homeowners’, 6 April 2017

            21 multiply by nearly six: according to the United Kingdom Census, 1,096,784 in 1801, 6,506,889 in 1901

            22 Property must be secured or liberty cannot exist: John Adams, Discourses on Davila, XIII, written 1790, published 1805

            23 A nation of homeowners: ‘Homeowners Hailed in Roosevelt Note’, New York Times, 17 November 1942

            24 You cannot, in my opinion: Milton Friedman, ‘The Foundations of a Free Society’, keynote address and Nobel Prize Memorial Lecture, 1988

            25 No one who owns his own house: Quoted in Richard Lacayo, ‘Suburban Legend William Levitt’, Time, 7 December 1998

            26 He understands American values: speech by George W. Bush, 20 December 2000, published on the American Presidency Project

            27 In the 1950s and 1960s: Steven Mufson, ‘Happy Homeowners Living the New “Chinese Dream”’, Washington Post, 2 June 1998

            28 the most important issue: Yukon Huang quoted in Mufson, ‘Happy Homeowners’

            29 When people have legally documented property: Hernando de Soto, ‘What Pope Francis Should Really Say to Donald Trump’, Fortune, 25 February 2016

            30 The rapturous idea: Andro Linklater, Owning the Earth: The Transforming History of Land Ownership (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), p. 186 281

            31 The great and chief end: John Locke, Two Treatises of Government (1689), ¶124

            32 brought into existence: Linklater, Owning the Earth, p. 180

            33 Nothing but real: Linklater, Owning the Earth, p. 180

            34 Thirty to forty per cent: Romola J. Davenport, ‘Mortality, Migration and Epidemiological Change in English Cities, 1600–1870’, International Journal of Paleopathology, vol. 34, September 2021, pp. 37–49

            35 four thousand ‘Inclosure Acts’: Linklater, Owning the Earth, p. 176

            36 vagabonds, subject to severe punishments: Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra (London: Verso, 2000), p. 18

            37 apparent beacons of free enterprise: Marshall, ‘Levittown, the Prototypical American Suburb’

            38 wiped out much of the south-western quadrant: Charlotte Allen, ‘A Wreck of a Plan’, Washington Post, 17 July 2005

            39 agree not to permit: Bruce Lambert, ‘At 50, Levittown Contends with Its Legacy of Bias’, New York Times, 28 December 1997

            40 William and Daisy Myers: Sarah Friedmann, ‘Trailblazers: The Story of the Myers Family in Levittown, Pennsylvania’, Daily Beast, 25 July 2019

            41 a private haven: Kenneth T. Jackson. Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the American West (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985)

            42 a new municipality, Berkeley: Wright, Kinloch, Kindle location 214

            43 buying up and emptying land: Kinloch, Kindle location 47

            44 absolutely thriving: Westhoff, ‘The City next to Ferguson’

         

      

   

OEBPS/images/a019_01_online.jpg
One of four different styles of the Jubilee One of four different styles of the Colonial

One of five different styles of the Pennsylvanian One of four different styles of the Country Clubber





OEBPS/images/landing_logo.png





OEBPS/images/a017_01_online.jpg
@he St. fonis Argus

St. Louis’ principal negro newspaper.

And now we are giving land toa
certain number of white people of good
standing at a nominal price because we
believe their money, their influence
and their good will are going to help
South Kinloch Park.

o s e LTS WHTE N
wer Gy Y DOUBLED I
PRCETONEGREES

Realty Company Engages to Re-
sell Sites in New South
Kinloch Park Subdvision.,

Map Showing Kinloch Park’s New Negro
Subdivision and Its Relation.to St. Louis






OEBPS/images/a019_02_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/title_page_online.jpg
Rowan Moore

PROPERTY

THE

MYTH

THAT BUILT
THE
WORLD

faber





OEBPS/images/9780571350117_cover_epub.jpg
Rowan Moore

PROPERTY

THE

MYTH

THAT BUILT
THE
WORLD





OEBPS/images/a0x_aix_online.jpg





