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Housing issues have been of paramount concern in developed and 
developing nations for decades because of the inability of many to 
access adequate housing based on their income, class, race, religion, or 
geography. Many associate this lack of access to housing as a result of 
local phenomena and therefore do not believe that it warrants regional, 
national, or international attention. As a result, substantive discussion of 
housing policies, programs, and production on a global and national level 
have been largely avoided. The impact of macroeconomic policies on 
housing and shelter needs are therefore not addressed. Discussions of 
housing policies and programs have often been limited to theorists and 
advocates for the poor and to those who philosophically and politically 
are committed to concepts like the “right to the city” of which “the right to 
housing” is an essential component. 

Complicating this situation is the reality that urban professionals – 
architects, urban planners, engineers – who have informed perspectives 
on housing, community development, and environmental issues are 
caught in a moral and ethical quandary trying to navigate between the 
demands of the private sector and the demands of a more equitable social, 
economic, and just society. These contradictions, or conundrums in search 
of solutions, are often magnified by the need for these professionals to 
engage in advocacy that in turn poses problems for them professionally 
and technically. Professionally, they would have to challenge government 
and the private sector who are often their clients; and technically, since 
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in many cases they are neither trained in nor have access to the tools 
and resources necessary to address the housing problems faced by a 
growing number of people – both in terms of demand and supply. Absent 
altogether from the discussion are those directly impacted – low- and 
moderate-income residents, communities of color, and others who are often 
marginalized and exploited by these decisions.

This paper seeks to address the issues of housing from a universal 
perspective. One that recognizes that, like education and health, housing 
should be considered a fundamental right and should not be treated as a 
commodity subject to speculation and profiteering. Simply stated, housing 
should not be subject to a systemic process leading to increasingly 
exploitative profits. To effectively address this, we need to understand 
what the “right to the city” and the “right to housing” mean in today’s 
socio-environmental and socio-economic context. My intention in this paper 
is to bridge the thinking of academics and theorists with urban practitioners 
and local decision makers who are tasked with the responsibility of 
implementing housing and land use policies and programs including the 
preservation and production of housing. 

EMERGENCE OF THE “RIGHT TO THE CITY” IN THE CONTEXT OF THE 
TIMES

My work has been principally as a university-based practitioner – not a 
researcher or theoretician – assisting community-based and community-
initiated housing, and community development efforts. My intention in this 
paper is to build on my experiences as a practitioner closely allied with 
researchers, theorists, and community activists to move from theories of 
“housing as a right” and “the right to the city”; to principles, policies, and 
programs that can guide housing practitioners to address some of the 
“wicked housing and community development problems” we face today and 
in the days, weeks, and years that follow. To do this, I believe that we need 
to identify and hone the tools by which urban professionals can begin to 
address these interwoven issues. Our allied professions need to develop 
policies and programs that will enable us to facilitate the development 
of housing and the communities that these concepts envision and the 
techniques necessary to address the discords that might arise when these 
rights come into conflict with other rights. 

Lefebvre, a French philosopher, and sociologist, explored this idea of 
rights and access in his 1968 monograph, entitled The Right to the City. 
Some forty years later, David Harvey, a British born economic geographer, 
astutely built upon on this concept by stating,

… the right to the city is far more than the individual liberty to 
access urban resources: it is a right to change ourselves by 
changing the city. It is, moreover a common rather than an 
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individual right since the transformation inevitably depends upon 
the exercise of a collective power to reshape the processes of 
urbanization. The freedom to make and remake our cities and 
ourselves is, I want to argue, one of the most precious yet most 
neglected of our human rights […]” 1

At about the same time that Lefebvre was focusing on the “right to the city” 
as an analytical lens with which to examine the then contemporary urban 
and community struggles, several emerging urban planning practitioners 
in the United States were also struggling to define or redefine what their 
professional roles should be given the struggles that were taking place in 
the communities that surrounded them. In essence, context and “the times” 
had an impact on both sides of the Atlantic. In the United States, the mid-
to-late 1960s were punctuated by a variety of movements – protests of the 
US involvement in the war in Vietnam, frustration with the aborted effort to 
eliminate poverty in the US, the civil rights movement and the struggle for 
women’s equality, and the growing demands of college students for more 
relevant engagement in the communities that housed their campuses. 
These issues dominated the news as did the growing unrest in BIPOC 
[Black, Indigenous and People Of Color] communities resulting in what 
some referred to as urban rebellions and others as riots. The rapid 
sequence of assassinations of civil rights leaders and other progressive 
political leaders, including the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, 
rocked the nation. President Kennedy challenged the nation to address 
“our aspirations” rather than cater to “our fears”; Kennedy was a leader who 
challenged us individually and collectively and he and the “Kennedy legacy 
initiatives” 2 had a significant impact on a generation of Americans. 

These factors led many to question their role as emerging professionals 
– especially those of us who entertained entry into fields that impacted 
the urban environment – community organizers, architects, and urban 
planners.3 During that period, Paul and Linda Davidoff wrote the seminal 
article entitled “Advocacy and Pluralism in Planning” 4 which attracted the 
attention of many of us. Their idea that planning needed to reflect the fact 
that cities were comprised of diverse and pluralistic communities, each with 
different needs and aspirations required a different approach to planning 
and development. In essence they were prescribing the work that I and my 
colleagues at Pratt were engaged in Bedford Stuyvesant under the tutelage 
of community activists such as Donald Benjamin, Elsie Richardson, 
Carlos Russell, and Shirley Chisholm. What emerged was planning and 
development work dedicated to using one’s technical and professional skills 
to assist those who heretofore had been denied access to those skills. 
Skills that could help develop plans to meet the needs and aspirations of 
an African-American immigrant community rather than the needs of the 
powerful and the politically connected. While we did not use the terms “right 
to the city” or “right to housing,” the work that we at Pratt Institute Center for 
Community and Environmental Development 5 were engaged in was a fight 
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for a “right to the city” for those we worked with – a struggle that continues 
today. The concepts of advocacy planning, community-based planning, and 
participatory planning emerged.

Many of those efforts were successful. Communities that faced 
abandonment and neglect fought back: they defeated badly conceived 
urban renewal plans; they conceived of and launched the community 
development corporation movement; fought discriminatory racial and 
religious covenants; and exposed mortgage and insurance redlining. On 
the local level they developed tenant and community-based organizations 
whose efforts led to the adoption of anti-harassment and anti-solicitation 
orders that helped to curb evictions and displacement and curtailed the 
practice of blockbusting. On a national level they initiated regulations 
governing banking institutions, such as the Home Mortgage Disclosure 
Act (HMDA) that in turn led to the Community Reinvestment Act (CRA). 
Legislation like the CRA, which required banks to affirmatively lend in low-
income areas, preserved and revitalized many neighborhoods. It was a 
vehicle that provided countless people with the ability to stay and thrive in 
the city. It enhanced and facilitated the “right to the city.” 

SUCCESS CAN CREATE FUTURE CHALLENGES

Indeed, some of those successes have led over the years to some of the 
problems we face today. Neighborhoods to which people fled because they 
feared the racial changes that occurred and the perception of decline have 
stabilized to the point where people seeking affordable housing now seek 
out those areas to move to. This has, in some places led to widespread 
displacement. My friend and former Pratt colleague, Tom Angotti, in his 
book, New York for Sale (2008) described this phenomenon:…

… as tenants and small business owners invest their time 
and money [I would add ‘energy’] to gradually upgrade their 
neighborhoods, real estate investors become attracted to these 
areas […]. As investors large and small move in, they effectively 
appropriate the value generated by others. This is the essence 
of what is known as gentrification. It is simply a change in 
demographics. It is the appropriation of economic value by one 
class from another.6

I would add that the adverse impact of this phenomenon is also the 
displacement of people, jobs, and culture. Fine-tuning the CRA to include 
anti-displacement and anti-harassment language and to focus on “people” 
and not on “geography or place” as the beneficiaries of the investment, 
could go a long way to curtail its misuse. Adding new tools such as 
community land trusts and mutual housing association models and the 
reintroduction of old interventions such as social housing (aka public 
housing), adoption of anti-solicitation, and anti-harassment protections 
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could go a long way to curtailing these abuses. We believed then and now 
that new interventions were warranted. 

ONGOING NEED TO CHALLENGE AND CONTEST 

A fundamental aspect of Lefebvre’s work was his recognition that “the 
forces of alienation” in an urban context need to be constantly challenged 
and contested. Rob Robinson, a brilliant advocate for the right to housing, 
who has himself experienced homelessness, argues that if many other 
countries can think in terms of “human rights” and frame policies to 
implement that “right,” why can’t the United States, with all its purported 
wealth, adopt it. He cites South Africa’s post-apartheid constitution and 
that of Brazil, among some others. He correctly points out that “the right 
to housing” must go beyond the “right to a bed” as it is defined in some 
places. He argues that land should serve a social purpose and that, “until 
you control the land you can’t control for sustainable affordable housing for 
poor people.”

Today that challenge is as great as it has ever been. The right to housing 
must be understood as part of today’s integral and universal struggle 
for dignity and justice and for freedom from want. National, state, and 
municipal governments too often misunderstand the right to housing as 
merely a commitment to housing production programs and ignore the 
adverse impacts of racial, social, economic, cultural, and environmental 
discrimination and the absence of access to equitable and judicially just 
support systems. The right to adequate and affordable housing is a product 
of the intersection of economic, social, and cultural justice. It should 
be conceived of as a common good, universally available and not as a 
commodity accessible only to a privileged few. 

CODIFYING THE RIGHT TO HOUSING

The commitment to “housing as a right” was articulated in the 1948 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Universal Declaration) and again 
in the 1966 United Nations International Covenant on Economic, Social, 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). They can be summarized as follows: The 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights states in Article 25 (1)] that 

… everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for 
health and well-being of himself [or herself] and his [or her] family, 
including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary 
social services. 

In the ICESCR, Article 11(1) deals most directly with housing rights: 

The States parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of 
everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself [or herself] 
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and his [or her] family, including adequate food, clothing and 
housing, and to the continuous improvement of living conditions. 
The States parties will take appropriate steps to ensure the 
realization of this right, recognizing to this effect the essential 
importance of international co-operation based on free consent.7

The difference between the 1948 Universal Declaration and the 1966 
ICESCR documents is that the Universal Declaration is not binding on 
nations; while the ICESCR requires those nations that ratified it to “take 
appropriate steps to ensure the realization” of a right to housing. By 
ratifying the ICESCR, states not only accept the principle of a right to 
housing, but also have a binding obligation to uphold and promote this 
right. 
The United States (US) Congress in the Housing Act of 1949, declared:

SEC. 2. The Congress hereby declares that the general welfare 
and security of the Nation and the health and living standards 
of its people require housing production and related community 
development sufficient to remedy the serious housing shortage, the 
elimination of sub-standard and other inadequate housing through 
the clearance of slums and blighted areas, and the realization 
as soon as feasible of the goal of a decent home and a suitable 
living environment for every American family, thus contributing to 
the development and redevelopment of communities and to the 
advancement of the growth, wealth, and security of the Nation. 

FINANCIALIZATION OF HOUSING

As long as fifty years ago, Sharon Segretta Sutton spoke to the 
dissonance between these two documents. She observed:

We need to reorient the 1949 construction industry stance to 
human well-being and then we can refine that stance to reflect the 
effects of climate change and racism on people’s ability to secure 
their needs.8

Sutton explained that the focus historically has been on brick-and-mortar 
development, responsive to the hegemony of the construction industry 
inclusive of developers. The deviation and slippage from the international 
focus on human well-being is significant and should be specifically 
acknowledged and addressed, period. This is more pressing than ever with 
banks and others purchasing houses as a place to park capital – a process 
which we refer to as the “financialization of housing.” A process that is 
rapidly emerging and is the antithesis of the right to housing.
Leilani Farha, as the former UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to 
Housing, was the key author of the report entitled “Financialization of 
Housing and the Right to Adequate Housing (2017)”: 9
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Housing and commercial real estate have become the “commodity 
of choice” for corporate finance and the pace at which financial 
corporations and funds are taking over housing and real estate in 
many cities is staggering. 

(1) The value of global real estate is about US$ 217 trillion, nearly 
(2) 60 per cent of the value of all global assets, with residential real 

estate comprising 75 per cent of the total. 
(3) In the course of one year, from mid-2013 to mid-2014, corporate 

buying of larger properties in the top 100 recipient global cities 
(4) rose from US$ 600 billion to US$ 1 trillion.
(5) Housing is at the centre of an historic structural transformation in 

global investment and the economies of the industrialized world 
with profound consequences for those in need of adequate 
housing.

Leilani Farha, in a speech at Yale University argued that 

Neoliberal stalwarts imposed now known-to-be-erroneous notion 
that if you just deregulate, take away tenant protections, remove 
the government from social housing, things will run smoother, more 
housing will be built, it’ll trickle down, and benefit everybody […] but 
trickle-down economics has been debunked – it is the neoliberalism 
that has allowed the likes of Blackstone [one of the largest private 
equity firms] to do what it has done in the area of housing […].[they] 
went on a shopping spree in which they bought more than 50,000 
foreclosed homes from banks […] [these purchases] contributed 
to destroying the lives of already destroyed families – they created 
high cost rentals, made a killing and then remove[d] themselves 
from the equation with lots more zeros in their bank accounts.10

The challenges that today’s market forces pose, aided by the neoliberal 
policies of developed nations, are coming into direct conflict with the 
problems that we encounter daily. The same UN report goes on to 
demonstrate the need for greater accountability. They write:

The “Practical guide to ESG [Environmental, Social and 
Governance] integration for equity investing,” for example, makes 
no reference to human rights in relation to investments in housing 
and other real estate. The International Organization of Securities 
Commissions, whose members regulate more than 95 per cent of 
the world’s capital markets, has not addressed the central role that 
human rights in general and the right to housing in particular should 
play in the regulation of capital markets.11

This is simply wrong and must be changed.
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BEYOND RIGHTING A SET OF WRONGS

All the foundational policy statements regarding the right to housing cited 
above must be refined and updated to meet the needs and challenges of 
tomorrow. The interrelated impacts of climate change and racism have 
forced millions to be uprooted, while countless other lives are lost and 
many more are threatened by gentrification, homelessness, poverty, and 
inadequate housing. These violations of human rights, in particular the right 
to housing and the right to life, as well as other rights, such as the rights to 
health, physical integrity, privacy, water and sanitation, are rarely addressed 
as such by governments, human rights institutions, or our judicial systems. 
The reality is that climate change will force increasing numbers of people 
to be displaced due to what many are calling climigratory (climate change 
related) issues. Given that already and increasingly grim reality, our 
responsibility today is to guarantee future generations of their “right to 
housing,” and to make sure that their rights can be met without dramatic 
disruptions. 

If we are barely able to meet the “right to housing” today, how will we be 
able to address that right in the future given the anticipated and dramatic 
increases in the numbers of people projected to be displaced due to climate 
change? How will we be able to assure our children and their children their 
right to housing and the ability to live lives where dignity and justice coupled 
with the enhancement of one’s ability to satisfy their basic needs exists? 
Present programs and policies are not designed to address the “wicked” 
challenges that face us. The level of funding to address the issues, while 
a fraction of the cost of not acting, is nowhere near what it needs to be. 
Failure to act today, in turn, will be costly in terms of lives lost and in the 
uncontrollable disruptions that will inevitably cascade throughout our planet, 
disrupting lives and uprooting nations.

THINKING DIFFERENTLY – ECOSYSTEMS, INTEGRATIVE/HOLISTIC 
THINKING, TRANSDISCIPLINARY AND BIOPSYCHOSOCIAL MODELS

Today many urbanists, ranging from geographers, social worker, 
psychiatrists, community activists, and environmentalists, refer to places 
as ecosystems. They seek to look at places in a holistic manner and 
compel us to address the complex interplay of social, economic, physical, 
and environmental issues that impact people and places. Manfred Max-
Neef, the Chilean philosopher and barefoot economist, urges addressing 
a problem from a transdisciplinary perspective, arguing that an expert can 
describe a problem, a multidisciplinary group can explain a problem, but 
only when one reaches a transdisciplinary state can we understand the 
problem, and understanding is necessary for us to address that problem. 
Mindy Fullilove, a psychiatrist, author, and friend, suggests that a 
biopsychosocial model be used to assess a problem, building on the work 
of George Engel (1977). In describing some of her early work in Harlem, 
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Mindy writes:

The structure of the neighborhood had been destroyed and its 
vitality vitiated. I could not explain in scientific terms how the 
built environment and social system were connected. Using 
the biopsychosocial model as my guide, I began to search in 
geography, environmental psychology, anthropology, sociology 
and history to find the answers. The geographers taught me about 
“place,” bounded areas that have social and psychological meaning, 
such as one’s home. The environmental psychologists explained 
that there are essential connections between individuals and place, 
as well as among residents of a given place, and between and 
among residents of different places. 

Mindy goes on to add that:

Reading history was a major part of that work. The United States, 
despite arguing that its revolutionary fight was for “freedom,” 
established itself as a slave nation, preserving and protecting 
the rights of slave owners, and counting enslaved people as only 
three-fifths of a person. […] African Americans and their white allies 
carried out a sustained struggle to abolish slavery and establish 
freedom and equality. However, gains in the Reconstruction era 
were largely lost as inclusive democratic institutions were replaced 
by the Jim Crow system, […]

A paradox of the post–civil rights era has been that the problems 
supposedly “fixed” by the movement have endured and even 
worsened. What emerged instead of an integrated nirvana 
was the “urban crisis,” a polite way of saying “inner-city black 
poverty.” Conservative politicians promulgated the idea that this 
was a failure of “personal responsibility,” which took hold in the 
public’s imagination but was patently false. The perspective of the 
psychology of place helps us track a different story, that of a series 
of forced displacements that had devastating effects on inner-city 
communities […].12

Mindy Fullilove’s use of the biopsychosocial model enabled her to go 
beyond a superficial understanding to a far more substantive understanding 
of the interconnected issues we as urbanists face. Susan Motley and I, 
writing about the impact of community development organizations in the 
1990s, argued for a holistic and integrated approach to addressing urban 
problems. We argued:

Successful community development, as originally envisioned, 
required an integrative and comprehensive planning approach that 
recognized all of the community’s needs – social, economic, and 
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physical – and that sought to develop opportunities for personal, 
group, and community growth. Peirce and Steinbach quote Stewart 
Perry, whom they describe as a chronicler of the CDC (Community 
Development Corporation) movement, as saying: “The conception 
was that being poor is not an individual affair but rather a systematic 
disease.”

[Motley and I went on to say] “This integrative approach is often 
alien to macro planners, grants officers, and government officials, 
who tend to view things programmatically and categorically, but 
it is viewed as essential by area residents who experience the 
cumulative impact of all of these phenomena. Indeed, it is at the 
community and/or neighborhood level that one feels their impact 
and senses the potential for developing and delivering integrative 
approaches to achieve community development objectives. For 
this reason, the [community development] movement and other 
integrative and comprehensive planning initiatives were embraced 
by many people and communities.”

Because of their direct and experiential engagement with people and 
neighborhoods, Max-Neef, Fullilove, Engel, Motley, and many others 
from differing perspectives and disciplines, discovered the importance of 
addressing the issue of the “right to the city” from a holistic and integrative 
perspective – in reality an understanding of the ecosystem that has 
evolved. The same integrative and holistic approach is necessary when we 
seek to address the “right to housing.”

THE NEED INTENSIFIES 

The right to housing underlies a wide range of urban policies and programs; 
ranging from patterns of land ownership and land use to the techniques of 
construction and the beneficiaries of the use of the land, and the level of 
privatization of land uses.13 The right to housing defies a narrow definition 
and challenges us as professionals to develop a holistic and integrated 
means of achieving the benefits that are being sought. The challenges we 
face today require us to redefine the role of urban professionals so that we 
are capable of addressing the challenges of today and tomorrow. This will 
not happen overnight or as quickly as we need it to occur. New York City, as 
in many parts of the United States (US), has long suffered from a chronic 
shortage of affordable housing. The US has never seriously embraced 
housing as a national priority – unlike, for instance, post-war Europe where 
recovery demanded massive government housing production. Even the 
federal public housing program was a reluctant and parsimonious effort, 
poorly crafted in ways that exacerbated racial and social inequalities. 

New York City’s public housing program, while generally seen as 
successful, was the result of not one federal program but rather a series 
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of six or seven different programs undertaken between 1937 and today. 
Financial support for housing production on the supply side has all but 
ended at the federal level, with tax credits being the main incentive to 
entice private developers to subsidize some housing. Demand-side 
subsidies such as Section 8 help renters but have not proven successful 
in stimulating production of housing at affordable rents.14 Home ownership 
programs have similarly fallen short of providing support below the level of 
the working middle class, leaving lower income families in need. 

A steep decline in housing production, the pandemic, and climate change 
– particularly with respect to rising sea levels and flood hazard – means 
that we now face a crisis of unprecedented proportions and complexity. 
We have a present need and we know that need will grow exponentially if 
not addressed quickly and intensively. The current moment may offer an 
opportunity for a call to arms, to finally focus our attention. New York City 
and New York State should be urged to use its resources and capacities to 
forge innovative approaches to achieve “housing as a right” goals and in 
doing that, model for the nation a “new agenda for housing as a right.”

The convergence of the racial reckoning underway and the emergence 
from the COVID-19 pandemic may offer an opportunity for a call to arms to 
finally focus our attention on housing as a human right. We need to design 
and adapt new sustainable building tools such as mass timber, and/or the 
development of carbon-free concrete and the aggressive and creative use 
of wind and solar. We need to dramatically increase sustainable housing 
production and to face up to the inevitable consequences of sea level rises, 
riverine flooding, excessive heat, and generally chaotic weather patterns. 
We need to develop and utilize a range of humanistic planning approaches 
to redress the long-ignored environmental and social inequities that 
adversely impact too many people. However, unless we begin to challenge 
ourselves and our professions the change necessary for our collective 
survival will be deferred. 

First and foremost, we must stop the loss of the existing supply of 
affordable housing and curtail efforts to privatize our low-cost housing stock 
or any land that is now in public ownership or subject to public oversight. 
The idea of land trusts, mutual housing associations, and adoption of 
a panoply of community housing ownership models should be studied, 
crafted, and adopted. Granting tenure rights to tenants and protections 
against harassment and unconscionable increases in rent must be on 
the table and a part of the tool kit for planning and policymakers to utilize. 
A massive expansion of social housing, public housing, co-housing, 
and community-owned non-profit housing models should be developed, 
financed, and launched.
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In the August 26, 2022, Next City newsletter, there is a piece about a 
recently released Brookings Institution report on gun violence and mental 
health. At first blush, one can ask what has this to do with housing as a 
right? To quote the newsletter,

We describe those social determinants and document how local 
leaders are using that knowledge to make their communities safer. 
A well-known concept in public health, “social determinants” are 
the physical and social conditions that shape the places where we 
live, learn, work and play – and thus, our ability to live [a] long and 
healthy life […] What’s less widely acknowledged is that “social 
determinants” also shaped the safety of our communities. This 
becomes clearer when looking at patterns of gun violence in cities 
and towns, in which gun homicides are spatially concentrated in a 
small set of streets within a small set of disinvested neighborhoods 
that have high rates of poverty, pollution and racial segregation. 
A large body of evidence shows that addressing [the] social 
determinant of safety at the hyperlocal [or community] level is vital 
to reducing this violence. These efforts can include increasing 
the quality of housing, adding greenery,15 improving air quality, 
employing at risk youth, revitalizing vacant lots and many other 
examples. 

They conclude by urging that we look beyond the specific issue at hand 
and focus on the broader array of place-based social determinants. In 
essence, reinforcing the idea of a “comprehensive and integrative” or 
“ecosystem approach” or, as Fullilove called it, a biopsychosocial model.

NEED FOR A NEW AGENDA – A REPARATIONS AGENDA

In essence we need to forge a new agenda. That new agenda should 
weave together policies and programs that

(1) maximize housing choice for those seeking housing, as well as 
for those to be relocated as a result of climate change, including 
the ability to relocate communities in their entirety, if the situation 
warrants it;

(2) establish choice as a framework for providing affordable housing,  
and building equitable and healthy multi-racial, multi-class 
communities; these should be accompanied by qualitative 
educational and economic initiatives. 

(3) guarantee equitable opportunities including reparational financial 
and programmatic assistance for those most egregiously 
discriminated against in the United States: black, indigenous, and 
other people of color (BIPOC) – whether for housing, employment, 
health, education, upward mobility, access to resources, political 
power, and more.
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(4) explore and utilize creative and potentially lucrative sources of finance 
such as a stock transfer tax 16 or the “Robin Hood Tax” as proposed by 
Professor James Tobin 17; or innovative financing strategies proposed 
by Louis Kelso,18 the father of the “employee stock ownership plans,” 
who argued that access to capital and the democratization of money 
could and should be used to achieve economic justice.19 

These financial strategies, coupled with hyperlocal innovative financing 
strategies like QUIPO 20 or Asia Initiative’s SoCCs,21 are efforts that could 
benefit, enhance, stabilize, and finance healthy, vibrant multiracial, multi-class 
communities built upon the principles of “housing as a right,” and thus should 
be explored and utilized. 

While it is tempting simply to point out that if we did not spend $10 bn per 
month on misguided wars and even more on tax breaks for the wealthy, 
all funded by deficit financing, there would be ample capital for housing 
subsidies, it is probably more realistic to look at redistributing those federal 
funds that are already allocated to housing and at other regulatory changes 
that might support low-income housing production.22 Most European 
countries (the UK included) have now eliminated any mortgage tax credit for 
homeowners. While it is probably politically unrealistic to expect the US to 
follow suit, it may be possible to free up as much as $30 bn per annum simply 
by restricting the mortgage tax credit to those most in need, and/or to first-
time home buyers. With redistributed mortgage tax relief and Low-Income 
Tax Credit (LITC) funds, it would be possible to look at more effective use 
of supply-side subsidies to build more housing and create viable multiracial, 
multicultural, mixed-income communities of opportunity.

It can be argued that many of these proposals are a form of reparations 
since they are designed to overcome existing and future problems – “wicked” 
problems – whose origins are embedded in the social and economic injustices 
of the past and are sustained by many present-day policies. Thomas Piketty, 
the author of A Brief History of Equality (2021), observed:

… the current distribution of wealth among the countries of the 
world and within countries bears the deep mark of the slaveholding, 
colonial past. Knowledge of this past is indispensable for improving 
our understanding of the origins and injustices of the past present 
economic system, but in itself it does not suffice to formulate solutions 
and remedies. The question is complex and requires thorough, 
detailed examinations. […] Rejecting any discussion of reparations, 
even when other spoliations and injustices that are just as far in 
the past continue to be indemnified, considerably complicates the 
development of new norms of universal justice that are acceptable 
to all. It is time to understand that the logic of “remedial justice” and 
“universal justice” are complementary and have to move forward in 
concert the one supporting the other. 
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For all that it is very clear that reparations alone will not allow us 
to settle all the problems to repair the damage done by racism 
and colonialism, we also have to change the economic system 
on a systematic basis, by reducing inequalities and ensuring that 
everyone has the most egalitarian access possible to education, 
employment, and property, independently of his or her origins. 
To fight discrimination, we must also pursue policies that are as 
ambitious, coherent and verifiable as possible, but without rigidifying 
identities, which are always plural and multidimensional.23 

THE NEED FOR COLLECTIVE ACTION

We need to revisit our codes of ethics and professional conduct and 
strengthen our commitment as urban practitioners to benefit the public. 
We need to develop and hone our technical capabilities to redress actions 
that have contributed to racial and class discrimination. We need to rethink 
our roles to benefit the whole, to benefit the collective rather than enhance 
the private. In essence, we need to recognize that for us to flourish as 
individuals, that we as urban professionals need to be concerned about 
our neighbors and the environment we inhabit and impact. Exploitation 
of the “other” undermines our ability to flourish and grow as individuals 
and undermines our ability to build community. It means that we as urban 
professionals need to rethink the movement of the past four decades 
toward privatization and move toward a collective effort to address 
problems of colonization, sexism, classism, racism, and the exploitation of 
people and our natural and constructed ecosystems. 

Urban professionals tend to rely on their particular professional sets of 
expertise and as a result prioritize and categorize issues rather than 
thinking differently – thinking holistically. We need to rethink our approaches 
and to depend on teamwork – based on an assessment of the whole, 
of the woven fabric rather than the individual threads that comprise that 
fabric. The fact is that our survival as individuals is dependent on our 
collective actions. There are no silver bullets and we need to acknowledge 
that superheroes are based on fiction, not reality. We have to rediscover 
government, rebuild its capacity, and rebuild people’s faith in governmental 
institutions. To do that we must rebuild trust and to do that we must learn 
to listen and to be free to talk truth to power. Without effective government 
institutions we will not be able to meet the needs of people now and into the 
future. 

Most importantly we need to understand the important role that a vibrant 
and dynamic multiracial, multicultural democracy plays in the development 
and success of governmental structures. Today, urban planning 
professionals, architects, and designers cannot be dispassionate. We 
cannot be apolitical, and we cannot abdicate our responsibility to address 
the challenges we face. We cannot hide behind the cloak of neutrality. 
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Neutrality is to ally with those who deny climate change, deny existing 
structural inequities; with those forces that would curtail opportunity for 
future generations. Collectively we must lead and not allow ourselves to 
surrender to cynicism – the need to build a sustainable future is and should 
be the goal of our collective efforts.

We have the ability, the ideas, and the creativity to bring about change. We 
know what we need to do to start on the path to recovery and to protect 
our planet and our people. What we need is the courage to start. We 
must turn our backs on the naysayers and, like the structural engineers, 
design a system based on a structure that will not collapse. A system that 
denies people the right to the city and the right to housing is like a building 
with a structure incapable of carrying the loads that it needs to sustain. 
An engineer would not allow a building to be built that cannot carry the 
loads contained within it. We as urbanists, as ecologists, as architects and 
as planners can no longer engage in a system that endangers us all if it 
doesn’t guarantee the right to housing for our most vulnerable populations.

Figure 1. Container 
Housing, Williamsburg, 
New York 2011.
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