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ABSTRACT

In recent decades, scholars and policymakers have been focused
primarily on deregulatory solutions to America’s acute housing crisis,
promoting looser land use regulations to allow more private
development. This policy myopia ignores an important history of
more robust and creative interventions. During World War Il, the war
effort almost foundered due to a critical shortage of housing for
millions of defense workers migrating to new industrial centers. The
Roosevelt Administration’s innovative responses reveal a much
broader range of policies that governments can adopt to promote
housing affordability, reforms that truly meet the scale of a housing
crisis. The federal government’s reforms swept through housing
finance and construction. While stimulating private markets by
lowering borrowing costs, the government also directly intervened to
boost housing supply and served as an incubator for innovation. It
modeled conversions of underused buildings into dense housing,
piloted new forms of collective ownership, promoted research and
development on construction and design, and partnered with leading
architects, including Frank Lloyd Wright, to create models of multi-
family housing with community commons that could serve as
blueprints for new ways of living. The government itself built hundreds
of thousands of units, developing new, low-cost construction
techniques. While Roosevelt eventually retreated from the most
innovative policies in the face of opposition from anti-New Deal and
private real estate interests, the U.S. nevertheless succeeded in
bringing two million new housing units online during the war years
despite daunting shortages of labor and materials. This Article uses
the history of the World War Il housing crisis as a lens for
understanding the poverty of today’s policy conversations. Ultimately,
the Article reveals how housing crises require a full spectrum of policy
responses beyond merely relaxing zoning rules. The Article
demonstrates how much more aggressively policymakers could act
today if they treated the current housing crisis like the crisis it is.
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WAR HOUSING

Christopher Serkin® & Daniel Sharfstein™

Introduction

As the United States mobilized to become the “arsenal of
democracy” during World War |l, millions of people started
migrating to industrial centers throughout the country to work on
tank, truck, and aircraft assembly lines and in shipyards, chemical
plants, refineries, and armament factories." One of the critical
challenges for the nation was housing all of these workers. The
United States faced a severe housing crisis throughout the war, a
critical limitation on the labor supply for defense work. The search
for solutions sparked wide-ranging conversations and debates
among policymakers, housing activists, and the private sector. The
federal government responded with urgency. It reformed housing
finance, promoted new construction technologies, partnered with
leading architects and designers to imagine new ways of living,
invented new models of ownership, and ultimately built an
enormous amount of new housing units. War vastly expanded the
range of government interventions into housing markets and
provided a political impetus to act.

Today's affordable housing crisis has prompted a much
more limited policy conversation. As the U.S. approaches twenty

" Elizabeth H. & Granville S. Ridley, Jr., Chair in Law, Vanderbilt.

** Dick and Martha Lansden Chair in Law and Professor of History, Vanderbilt.
Thanks to Ezra Rosser, Joseph Singer and Ganesh Sitaraman for comments on
earlier drafts, and to Alexandre Ganten and Sylvia Nacar for research assistance.
" FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT, Fireside Chat 16: On the “Arsenal of Democracy,” (Dec. 29,
1940,  Miller  Ctr.  https:/millercenter.org/the-presidency/presidential-
speeches/december-29-1940-fireside-chat-16-arsenal-democracy.
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years of surging home prices,? liberal and conservative
policymakers and scholars alike have reached a broad consensus
that zoning and land use regulations are largely to blame for the
unaffordability of the American dream.® They argue that if not for
regulatory restrictions on supply, developers would build more
and prices would come down.* Policies to ease the housing crisis
have therefore focused on a narrow set of tools primarily aimed at
removing regulatory barriers to new development.> Even the
ambitious new bipartisan legislation, the 21st Century ROAD to
Housing Act, mostly focuses on increasing access to housing
finance and cutting regulatory red tape.® While there is growing
skepticism in some corners about both the causes of and the best
solutions to housing affordability, zoning reform and land use
deregulation have become the centerpieces of the national
conversation.” In a recent interview, Rep. Jake Auchincloss
described a 100-page billin Cambridge, Massachusetts, to address
housing affordability in which “92 of those pages were crossing out
regulations. That's a progressive Democratic city that has nine-

2 Fed. Rsrv. Bank of St. Louis, Median Sales Price of Houses Sold for the United
States, FED RSRV. ECON. DATA, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/MSPUS (last visited
July 16, 2026).

3 See, e.g., Matthew Yglesias, The Promise and Peril of Obama’s YIMBY Turn, SLow
BORING (Mar. 1, 2023), https://www.slowboring.com/p/the-promise-and-peril-of-
obamas-yimby; Jerusalem Demsas, Who's Responsible for the Housing Crisis?, THE
ATLANTIC (Sep. 3, 2024),
https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2024/09/housing-crisis-local-
government/679670/.

4Vicki Been, Ingrid Gould Ellen & Katherine O'Regan, Supply Skepticism: Housing
Supply and Affordability, 29 HOUSING POL'Y DEBATE 25 (2019).

> Ganesh Sitaraman, Morgan Ricks & Christopher Serkin, Regulation and the
Geography of Inequality, 70 DUKE L.]., 1812 (2021).

© DARRYL GETTER ET AL, CONG. RSCH SERV, R48849, HOUSING FOR THE 21ST CENTURY
ACT, see also, e.g, Emma Waters & Rebecca Orbach, What’s in the 21st Century
ROAD to Housing Act?,  BIPARTISAN  PoL.  CTR.  (Mar. 10, 2026),
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/explainer/whats-in-the-21st-century-road-to-
housing-act/. The Act also creates important new pilot programs and innovates
in other ways, especially around manufactured housing, but the largest and
most immediate effects are still market focused.

7 EZRA KLEIN & DEREK THOMPSON, ABUNDANCE (2025).
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tenths of a law about housing crossing out regulations.”® That ratio
might as well represent the nationwide focus of policies to address
the housing crisis, recent congressional efforts notwithstanding.

There is no question that something is broken in our
housing markets, but these deregulatory and fundamentally
market-driven solutions are overly optimistic. Despite the elite
policy consensus, reforms are hard to enact politically, and their
effect on supply and on development patterns is by no means
assured. Places with loose zoning, like Phoenix and Houston, are
no longer models for affordability. Worse, the lax regulatory
controls in Phoenix that allowed for a building boom have come
with acute ecological costs, creating a different kind of housing
crisis as development has raced beyond the limits of the available
water supply.’

Deregulatory reforms can be important but are no panacea
for a complex and resilient set of problems.’® The history of
housing during World War Il reveals a much broader set of policies
that government can adopt to promote housing affordability. It
was a moment when the Overton window—the range of policies
that the public broadly is willing to consider—expanded
dramatically."” This Article tells that largely forgotten story while
highlighting lessons for today. It is time to start acting like we are
in an actual housing crisis and to explore policies that go beyond
loosening zoning and hoping that private developers will satisfy
our housing needs.

8 Bret Stephens, A Democrat Who Makes Me Listen, N.Y. TIMES (May 5, 2026),
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/05/05/opinion/jake-auchincloss-democrat-
massachusetts.html

9 Christopher Flavelle & Jack Healy, Arizona Limits Construction Around Phoenix as
Its Water  Supply — Dwindles, N.Y. TiMES  (June 1, 2023),
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/06/01/climate/arizona-phoenix-permits-
housing-water.html.

10 Christopher Serkin & Ganesh Sitaraman, Post-Neoliberal Housing Policy, 174 U.
PENN. L. Rev. 783 (2026); Christopher Serkin, The Wicked Problem of Zoning, 73
VANDERBILT L. REv. 1879 (2020).

' Maggie Astor, How the Politically Unthinkable Can Become Mainstream, N.Y.
TIMES (Feb. 26, 2019),
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/26/us/politics/overton-window-
democrats.html.




World War |l created an enormous set of domestic
pressures alongside military ones. The war effort required a
massive increase in industrial output, which in turn brought
workers from around the country to new industrial centers. This
internal migration created unprecedented challenges for housing
markets. Workers crammed together into tiny apartments, if they
found places to live at all. Prices skyrocketed, illegal apartments
proliferated, and housing became increasingly unstable.

For Black workers, the crisis reached a breaking point.
Private housing markets largely excluded them even from
manufacturing centers where they were desperately needed.'
While Uncle Sam and industry leaders called for more manpower
to increase war production, segregated housing subjected Black
workers to meager supply marked by squalid conditions and
predatory landlords."® Black workers were critical to the war effort,
but many found themselves living on the street.'

In order for the Allies to win the war, America’'s giant
industrial machine needed to function at full capacity, but millions
of workers needed places to live. All the while, new housing
construction slowed as the war effort siphoned workers and
building materials out of the civilian economy.' Congress, state
governments, and labor leaders realized that addressing the
housing crisis was quickly becoming an urgent, even existential,
national crisis. They responded with a raft of innovations far
beyond anything that is part of the national dialogue today.

Expanding on earlier efforts to implement ambitious
housing programs during World War | and the New Deal, the
federal government pursued a wave of reforms that swept
through housing finance and construction. It changed rules
allowing developers of multi-family and rental units to benefit from
federal mortgage guarantees, lowering the cost of borrowing to
stimulate investment. It loosened rules for borrowers, giving

2 DOMINIC J. CAPECI, RACE RELATIONS IN WARTIME DETROIT: THE SOJOURNER TRUTH
HOUSING CONTROVERSY OF 1942 33 (1984).

'3 ARNOLD R. HIRSCH, MAKING THE SECOND GHETTO: RACE AND HOUSING IN CHICAGO,
1940-1960 18-20 (N. D. B. Connolly ed., 1983).

4 RICHARD ROTHSTEIN, THE COLOR OF LAW: A FORGOTTEN HISTORY OF How OUR
GOVERNMENT SEGREGATED AMERICA 17 (2018).

15 See infra Part |.



renters access to lower-cost money and requiring homebuyers to
put less money down. To reduce barriers to homeowning, it
encouraged  experimentation  with  collective  ownership
arrangements, expanding the legal forms that property law
recognized. It also invested heavily in converting under-used
buildings—hotels, office buildings, and large single-family
houses—into dense housing to accommodate many more people.

Finally, and most provocatively, the federal government
promoted research and development on construction and design,
becoming an incubator for innovation. It partnered with leading
architects, including Frank Lloyd Wright, to design and promote
models of multi-family housing that could serve as a blueprint and
inspiration for new ways of living compactly. These units would be
cheaper to build and easier to maintain, and could include new
forms of collective governance and ownership. Housing in these
developments promised to be both denser and more affordable
than the cookie cutter single-family homes and austere apartment
buildings that the market was otherwise providing for workers.
And the government itself took on the task of building these and
other housing units, in the process developing new construction
techniques to lower building costs. In short, the federal
government invested in a comprehensive and creative set of
housing reforms designed to meet the scale of the World War |l
housing crisis.

Not every idea was implemented in full. The exigencies of
fully mobilizing American society for war put the government
under enormous pressure to work closely with private industry
and sidestep resistance to expanded government management of
the economy. Building the broadest possible consensus pushed
federal policy towards the least common denominator. As the
United States entered the war, a growing backlash to late New Deal
policies threatened the most ambitious government interventions
in housing markets. Prominent conservative voices sought to limit
the role of government generally, while private developers and
other business interests zeroed in on what they saw as
government competition in private housing markets. They decried



it as socialist.”® The prospect of the federal government
aggressively building and promoting new forms of housing was too
bold and threatened to be too successful in driving down housing
costs. From the perspective of Congress, of course, that was
precisely the point. From the perspective of developers and
owners of developable land, however, competition threatened
their bottom line.

Simultaneously, communities voiced increasing opposition
to housing for black workers in otherwise segregated
neighborhoods, sometimes using fears of socialism to hide more
overt racism."”” “In more than any other area, racial conflict
sharpened over public housing as black and white defense
workers competed for inadequate accommodations.”’® Black
workers required housing near industry, often integrating
neighborhoods and communities in ways that white property
owners resisted, sometimes violently."

The homefront battle lines were drawn. Progressive
housing reformers wanted the government to innovate in housing
finance, construction, community design, and new forms of
ownership. They saw in the war effort an opportunity for the
government to prepare for the postwar period by ensuring

6 Shawn Watson, Public Versus Private: Portrayals of Government Housing
Interventions in the Los Angeles Times, 1940-1945 (2019) (M.A. thesis, University
of California Los Angeles), https://escholarship.org/uc/item/95j0g21qg (“What
was regarded as public housing versus private building enterprise has become
'socialism versus democracy.”); William R. Barnes, A Battle for Washington:
Ideology, Racism, and Self-Interest in the Controversy over Public Housing, 1943-
1946, 50 RECORDS OF THE COLUMBIA HISTORICAL SOCIETY, WASHINGTON, D.C. 452, 475
(1980) (“The usual objection, however, was to the socialistic character of the
program.”); Holly Knowles Chamberlain, The Defense Homes Corporation:
World War Il Defense Housing for the Home Front (May 13, 1990) (M.A. thesis,
The George Washington University) (“The general climate of opinion in the
nation held that providing housing with public money was a socialistic concept
and was not an appropriate activity of the federal government.”).

7 Barnes, supra note 16, at 483 (“The racism in the opposition to public housing
in the District was, in part, masked by anti-socialist ideology.”); Gerald J. Postema,
On the Moral Presence of Our Past, 36 McGILL LJ. 1153 (1991).

'8 DANIEL KRYDER, DIVIDED ARSENAL: RACE AND THE AMERICAN STATE DURING WORLD WAR
I1'75 (2001).

9 /d; Steven White, Civil Rights, World War Il, and U.S. Public Opinion, 30 STUD. AMm.
PoL. Dev. 38 (2016); HIRSCH, supra note 13, at 45.
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adequate housing for all workers in newly industrialized places.
Private real estate interests and segregated communities wanted
to keep the government out of housing markets. They were
especially opposed to governments building housing that might
last past the war.

In the run-up to war, progressive forces had the upper
hand. A variety of federal agencies, sometimes working through
state housing authorities, experimented with new ways of
encouraging and producing workforce housing across the country.
In February 1942, the tides turned. As the United States entered
the war, the need for compromise and consensus eclipsed the
long-term promise of innovation. President Roosevelt issued an
executive order that would have lasting consequences for housing
in this country by capitulating to the conservative opponents of the
progressive housing movement.?° The executive order centralized
the federal housing bureaucracy and pursued two different paths:
private development to satisfy long-term housing needs, and
public investment only in “demountable” or temporary housing
that was designed not to survive the war.

For permanent housing, the federal government shifted its
efforts to stimulating private development—primarily through
housing finance reforms—into the suburbs, creating the
conditions for the mass suburbanization of the late 1940s and
through the 1950s. Innovative models of new types of housing, in
new places, with new forms of ownership and a focus on
community, gave way to the sprawling single-family
neighborhoods that consumed the American landscape in
development patterns that continue today.

Where public housing was still essential, the government
focused almost entirely on demountable housing. These cheap
structures, sometimes made of particle board and glue, offered a
kind of physical promise that government-built housing would not
last beyond the war. This assuaged the concerns of both private
real estate interests, who worried that they would have to compete
with public housing in the long term, and white neighbors, who
feared integration would outlast the need for war workers.
Unfortunately, some of these “temporary” units became the slums

20 Exec. Order No. 9070, 7 Fed. Reg. 1529 (Fed. 24, 1942).
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and ghettos of post-war America. In the process, the federal
government's compromise with these forces of privatization and
exclusion helped embed an idea, very much alive today, that public
interventions in housing markets will always be substandard and
counterproductive.

Nevertheless, war housing efforts did manage to produce a
lot of housing in a short period of time. The government built
approximately 900,000 new housing units and private developers
built or converted over 1,000,000 for a total of 1.9 million new
dwellings during the war.?" This was a remarkable success,
especially during a period when labor and building supplies were
not easy to find, and it shows what is possible when the
government gets serious about increasing housing. But these war
efforts also offer a cautionary tale. When Congress scaled back its
innovative housing programs, the free market replaced its
community-focused designs with suburban sprawl, turbocharged
racial segregation, and assured inadequate investment in the
urban core.

The run-up to war provided a glimmer of hope and a new
model for dealing seriously with the housing crisis. Developers
opposed government interventions in housing markets because
they recognized the disruptive potential of these measures. Today,
by taking on the risks of new forms of housing, targeting financing
to particular forms of housing, and working with local housing
authorities, state and federal governments could stimulate a
genuine housing resurgence instead of just relying on the market
to punch out, on its own timeline, more cookie-cutter single-family
homes and midrise apartments. Taking the housing crisis seriously
means focusing not just on deregulating land use controls but on
activating the full arsenal of government tools and programs. We
should return to a kind of war footing to solve our housing
problems.?

21 NATL Hous. AGENCY, PUBLIC HOUSING DURING THE WAR 2 (1945),
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/Public-Housing-During-
the-War.pdf.

22 MARY L. DUDZIAK, WAR TIME: AN IDEA, ITS HISTORY, ITS CONSEQUENCES 23 (2012)
("Wartime is . . . a central category in domestic American law and politics . . .,
enhancing the power of the government and sometimes compromising rights.”).
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This Article tells the housing story of World War Il. While
some historical work has already excavated the federal responses
to the housing crisis, this story has been largely neglected by
modern housing advocates. They are more likely to focus on the
post-war period, with the dramatic rise of the suburbs and a
different kind of housing crisis spurred by returning Gls. But the
war has its own important and largely forgotten lessons about how
much the government can do to promote housing, and the pitfalls
of some of these approaches.

Part | briefly documents the current housing crisis and the
leading proposals for addressing it. Part Il is the heart of this
Article. It offers a historical account of the housing crisis before and
during World War I, government responses, and the ultimate
outcomes. The story is political, legal, social and economic.
Ultimately, it demonstrates how much more aggressively the
government could act today if it treated the current housing crisis
like the actual crisis that it is. Part lll then pulls those lessons into
the present, sketching out a broader policy agenda that builds
upon the example of war housing in World War Il.

PART I. THE HOUSING CRISIS TODAY

There is a housing crisis today. Nearly half of America’s
renters are housing cost burdened.?® In 2022, almost 42 million
American households were spending more than 30 percent of
their income on housing.?* Affordability has become a buzzword
in politics at all levels, and the primary focus is housing.?> Even as
the market starts to soften in some places, and news outlets start

23 Press Release, US Census Bureau, Nearly Half of Renter Households Are Cost-
Burdened, Proportions Differ by Race (Sep. 12, 2024),
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2024/renter-households-
cost-burdened-race.html.

24 peyton Whitney, More Than 42 Million US Households Were Cost Burdened in
2022, HARVARD JOINT CTR. FOR Hous. STuD. (Jan. 19, 2024), available at
https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/blog/more-42-million-us-households-were-cost-
burdened-2022.

2 See, e.g, Julie Z. Weil, Why the Biggest Campaign Buzzword Tapped into a
Broader  Political ~ Hunger,”  THE  WASH. PosT  (Feb. 16, 2026),
https.//www.washingtonpost.com/business/2026/02/16/affordability-politics-
cost-living-prices/.
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referring to a “buyer’'s market,” housing costs remain extremely
high and are indeed historically high relative to income.?®

The leading diagnoses of the housing crisis have focused
overwhelmingly on regulatory limits on supply.?’ In this account,
the reason housing is unaffordable is that developers are not
satisfying demand. In the past, when economic booms have
produced significant demand for new housing, developers have
scaled up housing production. Regional economic booms have
almost always been followed by a building boom.?® That increase
in supply has largely kept prices in check over the long run.

The dynamic has shifted in recent years. Despite seemingly
insatiable housing demand, housing starts have not kept pace.
While there has been an uptick in the last few years, the overall
housing deficit has been growing steadily year over year.?? There
iS now a near universal consensus that zoning and land use
regulations are largely to blame.®® Density limits, like minimum lot
sizes and height limits, reduce the number of units that can be
developed per acre.®' Land itself can almost always be developed
more intensively by building taller, or by packing smaller units into
the area.®? Nevertheless, density limits impose a kind of regulatory
cap, making some places almost fully built out despite the physical
possibility of more development.®

The villain in this story is not just zoning, either. Other
regulatory restrictions also limit development. In some places—

26 peyton Whitney, Home Prices Surge to Five Times Median Income, Nearing Historic
Highs,  HARVARD JOINT CTR. FOR Hous. Stub. (Oct. 6, 2025),
https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/blog/home-prices-surge-five-times-median-
income-nearing-historic-highs.

27 Serkin & Sitaraman, supra note 10.

%8 Edward Glaeser, Reforming Land Use Regulations, BROOKINGS INST. (Apr. 24,
2017), https://www.brookings.edu/articles/reforming-land-use-regulations/.

29 |IbA WEINSTOCK, CONG. RSCH SERV, R48892, HOUSING SUPPLY: CURRENT TRENDS AND
PoLiCcY CONSIDERATIONS (2026).

30 Christopher Serkin, A Case for Zoning, 96 NOTRE DAME L. Rev. 749 (2020).

31 See generally ROBERT C. ELLICKSON, AMERICA'S FROZEN NEIGHBORHOODS (2022).

32 Brian Potter, Why Skyscrapers Are so Short, WORKS IN PROGRESS (Jan. 21, 2022),
https://worksinprogress.co/issue/why-skyscrapers-are-so-short/ (discussing
physical limits to building height).

33 Cf. Richard Schragger & Sarah New, Underdevelopment Despite Upzoning, 43
VA, ENVTL. L. REV. 1 (2024) (studying extent to which Charlottesville has excess
zoned capacity).
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California in  particular—environmental review has been
weaponized to resist development.®* Complying with the California
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) imposes significant procedural
hurdles and then often results in extended litigation.*> Because
delay increases the cost of development, simply stretching out the
period of environmental review can undermine development just
as effectively as an actual regulatory prohibition. Historic
preservation, too, can make it all but impossible to redevelop
whole neighborhoods in some cities.®

Other less familiar regulatory requirements can also
constrain development. Parking requirements can significantly
limit development density because so much land must be devoted
to cars.?” Building codes can drive up construction costs and
constrain building forms. For example, the requirement that
buildings above a certain height—often four stories—have at least
two stairways is justified as a fire safety measure. However, recent
evidence demonstrates that it only minimally increases safety
while significantly limiting the layout and number of units in mid-
rise buildings.?® The list goes on.

Not everyone agrees that zoning is the only or even the
primary culprit. In recent writing, one of us has argued that
structural problems in housing markets are also responsible for
high housing costs.?® In particular, financialization of the housing
sector has created a massive influx of capital into the housing
sector, whether through Real Estate Investment Trusts (REITs) or
through firms like Blackrock buying up single-family homes in
some markets.*? Likewise, competition for housing with short-term

34 See, e.g., Make UC A Good Neighbor v. Regents of the Univ. of Calif. (Cal. S. Ct.
2024); Christopher Serkin, Climate Zoning, 99 NOTRE DAME L. Rev. 1093, 1140
n.249 (2024).

3> See, e.g., Make UC A Good Neighbor v. Regents of the Univ. of Calif.

36 Sara C. Bronin, Historic Preservation Law, in A RESEARCH AGENDA FOR US LAND USE
AND PLANNING LAW 203 (JOHN INFRANCA & SARAH SCHINDLER, EDS.) (2023).

37 See, e.g., Serkin, supra note 34, at 1153 & n. 335 (citing sources).

38 Sean Jursnick & Peter LiFari, The Single-Stair Solution: A Path to More Affordable,
Diverse, and Sustainable Housing, MEeRCATUS CTR. (Feb. 19, 2025),
https://www.mercatus.org/research/policy-briefs/single-stair-solution-path-
more-affordable-diverse-and-sustainable-housing.

39 Serkin & Sitaraman, supra note 10.

40 /d.
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rentals and investment properties has put housing out of reach for
many people who want to use a home as a primary dwelling and
not a financial asset.*' At the same time, imperfections in the
housing market, through algorithmic pricing and efforts by
developers to keep too much supply from coming online all at
once, mean that prices may stay high even with regulatory reforms
that allow more development.*? In one interesting recent paper,
Richard Schragger and Sarah New used Charlottesville, Virginia, as
a case study to demonstrate that development has not come close
to reaching its regulatory limits, a point they make to argue that
greater permissiveness will not necessarily produce more
housing.*

Moreover, new economic work has begun to question the
conventional wisdom, demonstrating that rising income and
increasing wealth inequality may also be responsible for increasing
housing costs.** Indeed, there is a macroeconomic story of asset
appreciation over the last several decades that cuts across most
asset classes. Yes, housing has become dramatically more
expensive, but so have stocks, commodities, higher education,
cars, and other assets.*> Recent popular press accounts have also
started to widen the frame in diagnosing the causes of the housing
crisis. 6

41 Alberto Hidalgo & Francisco ] Velazquez, The Economic Impacts of Short-Term
Rentals and Regulations: A Literature Review (Found. for Applied Econ. Stud,
Working Paper No. 2026-02, 2026) (“STR expansion raises prices and, in most
contexts, rents”); Krista E. Paulsen, 76. Learning from Short-Term Rentals’
“Disruptions”, in THE SOCIOLOGY OF HOUSING 213, 214 (2023) (“As [short term
rentals] increase, rents and home prices typically do as well").

42 Brian Callaci & Sandeep Vaheesan, The Market Alone Can't Fix the U.S. Housing
Crisis, HARVARD Bus. REv. (Sep. 12 2024), https://hbr.org/2024/09/the-market-
alone-cant-fix-the-u-s-housing-crisis.

43 Schragger & New, supra note 33.

4 Schuyler Louie et al., Housing Affordability and Housing Demand, FED. RSRV BANK
OF SAN  FRAN. (Feb. 2, 2026), https://www.frbsf.org/research-and-
insights/publications/economic-letter/2026/02/housing-affordability-and-
housing-demand/; Maximilian Buchholz et al., Inequality, Not Regulation, Drives
America’s Housing Affordability Crisis, (2026), https://osf.io/95trz v1.

45 LISA ADKINS, MELINDA COOPER & MARTIN KONINGS, THE ASSET ECONOMY (2020).

46 Matt Thompson, We Need More Houses. Why Aren’t More Being Built?, N.Y. TIMES
(Feb. 25, 2026), https://www.nytimes.com/2026/02/25/headway/housing-starts-
newsletter.html.
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Despite this still-early pushback, the consensus view of
scholars and policymakers—on both the left and the right
politically—seems to be that regulatory limits are the primary
cause of the housing crisis and that loosening those limits is the
best and most effective response.*’ Books like Abundance have
propelled the national discourse further in this direction.*®

The solutions, then, usually take the form of loosening
regulatory limits. Modest changes, like eliminating parking
requirements, have taken hold in many places. Other places have
begun to allow accessory dwelling units (ADUs) as of right, even in
communities zoned single-family only.** More sweepingly, some
cities—and even some states—have largely eliminated single-
family zoning, allowing multiple dwelling units by right.*°

These reforms have not come easily, and forces often align
on both sides of development proposals. On the one hand, Not In
My Back Yard (NIMBY) neighbors often object to new development
on grounds that it will burden already strained infrastructure—
roads and schools, primarily—or be out of character with the
neighborhood. On the other hand, a reactionary Yes In My Back
Yard (YIMBY) movement decries the “opportunity hoarding” of the
NIMBYs, and their knee-jerk resistance to change.>' Zoning
reformers and “neighborhood defenders"—in Katherine Einstein’'s
evocative term—fight in local zoning boards and planning
commissions, in city councils, and in statehouses across the
country.”

47 Sitaraman, Ricks, & Serkin, supra note 5 (identifying a “liberaltarian consensus”
that zoning is the cause of the housing crisis).

48 KLEIN & THOMPSON, supra note 7.

49 Serkin, supra note 34, at 1116; John Infranca, The New State Zoning: Land Use
Preemption amid a Housing Crisis, 60 B.C. L. Rev. 823 (2019); Anika Singh Lemar,
The Role of States in Liberalizing Land Use Regulations, 97 N.C. L. Rev. 293 (2019).
>0 Serkin, supra note 34, at 1116.

>1 Olatunde C A Johnson, Inclusion, Exclusion, and the “New” Economic Inequality,
94 Tex. L. REV. 1655 (2016).

2 KATHERIN L. EINSTEIN, DAVID M. GLICK & MAXWELL PALMER, NEIGHBORHOOD
DEFENDERS: PARTICIPATORY POLITICS AND AMERICA'S HOUSING CRISIS (2019); see also
WILLIAM A. FISCHEL, THE HOMEVOTER HYPOTHESIS: HOW HOME VALUES INFLUENCE LOCAL
GOVERNMENT TAXATION, SCHOOL FINANCE, AND LAND-USE POLICIES (2005) (describing
similar phenomenon through the lens of “homevoters,” homeowners who vote).
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Despite some notable successes, and the important
regulatory reforms in California, Massachusetts, and New York,
many places are still resisting change. Moreover, it is not clear that
regulatory limits are in fact the main driver of housing costs in
other places. Houston, for example, has no municipal zoning at all
but has seen a sharp increase in property values in recent years.>?
Other places throughout the Sunbelt tend to be lightly zoned but
have also seen housing prices escalate even faster than many of
the traditionally heavily zoned places, like Washington, D.C., and
even New York City.>* On the other hand, Austin, Texas, has seen
prices start to moderate and policymakers there attribute the
progress to liberalized land use controls.>

Zoning reforms are important, especially in some places.
But they may not be sufficient. The question is whether and in what
specific contexts a less regulated market will produce better
housing outcomes. Focusing on zoning reform as a nationwide
agenda to address housing costs reflects a misplaced faith in
neoliberalism that the market will satisfy consumers' housing
needs.”® What is actually needed are different and broader options
for addressing housing affordability.

Politicians and policymakers have started to explore
additional kinds of solutions. Congress has just enacted—without
the President's signature—a housing reform bill.>” Many of its
provisions are still deregulatory, focusing on loosening regulatory
barriers to development, but it also includes new support for

>3 NAT'L LOw INCOME Hous. COALITION, THE GAP: A SHORTAGE OF AFFORDABLE HOMES
(2024), https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/gap/2024/Gap-Report 2024.pdf.

>+ Jonathan Jones, Cities With the Largest Increase in Home Prices Over the Last
Decade, CONSTRUCTION COVERAGE (May 14, 2026),
https://constructioncoverage.com/research/cities-with-the-largest-home-price-
growth-last-decade.

> Tobias Peters, Austin’s Simple Fix for Soaring Housing Costs, TeX. PUB. POL. FOUND.
(Dec. 9, 2025), https://www.texaspolicy.com/austins-simple-fix-for-soaring-
housing-costs/.

°6 Serkin & Sitaraman, supra note 10.

>7 21st Century ROAD to Housing Act Implementation Tracker, BIPARTISAN POL.
CTR,, https://bipartisanpolicy.org/hub/21st-century-road-to-housing-act-
implementation-tracker/ (last visited July 16, 2026); see also Ronda Kaysen,
Senate Resoundingly Passes Housing Bill, but Challenges Lie Ahead, N.Y. TIMES (Mar.
12, 2026), https://www.nytimes.com/2026/03/12/us/politics/senate-housing-
bill.html.
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financing multifamily construction and promoting manufactured
housing.”® Other places have also been expanding the range of
government support for housing. New York City's City of Yes offers
reforms that include investment in infrastructure and other
affirmative investments in housing.>® California’s SB 79, too, takes
an important all-hands approach to the affordability crisis.®
Massachusetts adopted a new law to promote development in
transit corridors creating mandatory multi-family zones in
specified areas with access to mass transit.®! Still, the primary
focus is eliminating regulatory barriers to private development.

While these are important starts, they remain somewhat
narrow. And, for the most part, they continue to rely on private
development to satisfy housing needs. World War Il offers a
different model of government intervention in housing markets.
The government's approach to housing was much broader and
included a wide range of interventions. Interrogating that
approach offers important lessons for today, both helping to
identify valuable ideas that we have largely forgotten, and to see
potential pitfalls. The story of World War Il is not a story of
unmitigated success, but rather a foreshadowing of the same
debates playing out today, just with a wartime mentality that
expanded the range of possible options.

PART II. WAR HOUSING

% S Amdt4308 @ to HR6644 - 119th Congress  (2025-
2026),https://www.congress.gov/amendment/119th-congress/senate-
amendment/4308 (last visited May 6, 2026); Kaysen, supra note 57; Stephan
Bisaha, Senate Passes Bipartisan Housing Bill Targeting Large Investors and Easing
Regulations, NPR (Mar. 12, 2026), https://www.npr.org/2026/03/12/nx-s1-
5742566/senate-bipartisan-housing-bill-investors-ban.

> (ity-of-Yes-Housing-Opportunity, ~ NYC ~ PLANNING ~ (Dec. 5, 2024),
https://www.nyc.gov/content/planning/pages/our-work/plans/citywide/city-of-
yes-housing-opportunity (last visited Mar. 13, 2026).

0 SB. 79, 2025-2026 Leg, Reg. Sess. (Cal. 2025), CALIFORNIA YIMBY,
https://cayimby.org/legislation/sb-79/ (last visited Mar. 13, 2026).

1 Multi-Family ~ Zoning  Requirement for MBTA Communities, MASS.GOV,
https.//www.mass.gov/info-details/multi-family-zoning-requirement-for-mbta-
communities (last visited May 6, 2026).
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Ours is not the nation's first housing crisis. Housing during
World War Il was so scarce in many places that it threatened the
war effort. Affordable housing had long been in short supply, but
mobilizing the country for war made the problem dramatically
worse. The vast internal migration to industrial centers, combined
with constraints on labor and building supplies, pushed housing
markets to the breaking point. In Chicago, for example, the vacancy
rate in 1940 was only 3.9%, and local officials believed that
anything less than a 5% rate reflected a genuine shortage.®? By
April 1942, the vacancy rate was 0.9%.%® Understanding the
housing crisis—and the government's responses—starts with the
decades before the war. Even a cursory understanding of that
history puts war housing in context and illuminates the scope of
the federal government’s responses. This Part presents this history
in broad strokes. Its focus is not on the minutiae of federal policy,
but rather its shifting tides and the various advances and retreats
along the way to satisfying the housing demands of defense
workers.

A. Antecedents

In 1940, housing expert and New Deal policy advisor
Catherine Bauer Wurster noted that the problem of producing
adequate housing “has been recognized for generations, even in
America, and has been considered important enough to warrant
some sort of public action and intervention almost ever since there
were any houses at all.”®* In places like New York City, local
government regulators were reporting on slum housing by the
early 1800s, “hopling] they would be able to force someone,
somehow, to build better housing somewhere.”®> Nevertheless, the
housing crisis during World War Il had its immediate roots in the
Progressive Era leading into the First World War and in the Great
Depression and New Deal.

62 HIRSCH, supra note 13, at 20.

63 /d.

64 CATHERINE BAUER WURSTER, A CITIZEN'S GUIDE TO PUBLIC HOUSING 19 (1940).

65 TIMOTHY L. MCDONNELL, THE WAGNER HOUSING ACT: A STUDY OF THE LEGISLATIVE
PROCESS 2-3 (1957).
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1. The Progressive Era. Starting in the late nineteenth century,
American cities rapidly changed as a result of industrialization and
mass immigration. “Modern” urban spaces inspired a mix of
wariness but also optimism as they became engines of productivity
and growth.®® Jobseekers from the economically depressed
countryside poured into cities alongside millions of immigrants
from southern and eastern Europe.’” The rise of large
manufacturing plants transformed how and where people worked
and lived. Those changes cast into the public consciousness the
plight of housing conditions for poor families and workers
nationwide.

In tens of thousands of tenement buildings in cities like New
York, people crammed into small units, often without adequate
light or ventilation. “The absence and, later, lax enforcement of
building, health, and land use regulations (rudimentary as they
were) exacerbated the environmental problems created by an
unfettered capitalism.”®® Housing advocates, architects, and urban
planners began to propose ambitious new public responses to
housing conditions that social reformer Jacob Riis said would “send
a chill to any heart.”®® The goal was not primarily to expand housing
supply but rather to improve how people lived. Housing reformers
split over questions of whether the government should, or even
constitutionally could, intervene directly in housing markets.”°
Early twentieth-century endeavors like the City Beautiful
Movement therefore promoted investments that were often

66 ROBERT A. BEAUREGARD, VOICES OF DECLINE; THE POSTWAR FATE OF US CITIES 44 (2002)
(“Celebration of the modern city was so engrained in educated circles, and its
benefits so widespread, that naysayers were quickly dismissed.”); Michael P.
McCarthy, Urban Optimism and Reform Thought in the Progressive Era, 51 THE
HISTORIAN 239, 239-40 (1989).

67 ALBERT BENEDICT WOLFE, THE LODGING HOUSE PROBLEM IN BOSTON 7-9 (1906).

8 BEAUREGARD, supra note 66, at 37.

69 JacoB A. RiIS, HOW THE OTHER HALF LIVES: STUDIES AMONG THE TENEMENTS OF NEW
YORK 3 (1890).

70 MCDONNELL, supra note 65; Lowell v. City of Boston, 111 Mass. 454, 472-73
(Mass. 1873) (invalidating as an unconstitutional use of public money for “private
interests” a municipal bond issue to incentivize rebuilding after a large fire);
McCarthy, supra note 66, at 259 (“American government, at all levels, was
reluctant to play a more active role in social welfare policy in areas such as public
housing."); ROY LUBOVE, THE PROGRESSIVES AND THE SLUMS; TENEMENT HOUSE REFORM
IN NEW YORK CITY, 1890-1917 (1974).
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tangentially related to housing: large public buildings, monuments,
parks, and infrastructure, designed to create morally uplifting
spaces that would help to elevate how people lived.”! Often reform
efforts pushed poor residents from centrally located housing to
the margins.”? Nevertheless, a consensus was emerging that
housing conditions needed to improve.”?

2. The First Housing Emergency: World War |. The First World
War sparked a housing emergency that recalibrated the policy
conversation, making possible calls for government action that
went far beyond traditional advocacy for improved urban planning
and health and safety regulation.”* From 1914 onward, migrating
workers were overwhelming towns where munitions factories
serving European demand were located. Thousands of people
were shunted into squalid workers’ camps that segregated native-
born workers from immigrants. Enduring ruinous rents and slum
accommodations, workers as early as 1915 began constantly
striking for better conditions.”> This rolling crisis inspired architects
and activists to propose a wide range of housing solutions.”® Once
the U.S. entered the war in 1917, the federal government
estimated that about 300,000 workers needed places to live and
that the lack of housing was causing “discontent, inefficiency, and
a labor turnover so high as to imperil the fulfilment of contracts for

/T BEAUREGARD, supra note 66, at 40; WILLAM H. WILSON, THE CITY BEAUTIFUL
MOVEMENT (1994).

72 BEAUREGARD, supra note 66, at 40.

73 David Ward, The Progressives and the Urban Question: British and American
Responses to the Inner City Slums 1880-1920, 9 TRANSACTIONS OF THE INST. OF BRITISH
GEOGRAPHERS 299, 303 (1984) (“While there was no unanimity about the kind and
degree of intervention, there was broad agreement that the deteriorating and
threatening condition of urban society and especially of the inner city slums
required an immediate response.”).

/4 Karen Dunn-Haley, The House That Uncle Sam Built: The Political Culture of
Federal Housing Policy, 1919-19321-2 (1995) (Ph.D. Dissertation, Stanford
University) (“With World War | came a remarkable reassessment of housing for
the working and middle classes in America. ... The war presented an opporunity
for significant change in the government's approach to housing, and some
scholars have lamented the fact that the government did not emerge from the
war with a larger role in providing public housing.”).

> d. at 21.

5 ld. at 16.
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war materials which were imperatively . . . required.””” In some
shipyards, fifty percent of machinery lay idle “because there were
no places for men to sleep.””® The underlying causes
foreshadowed the challenges of World War II: labor, material, and
capital shortages because of the ongoing war effort. The
emergency prompted advocates outside government to imagine a
broad new agenda for government intervention in housing.”
“Nothing else could have made our housing problem so urgent as
the war has made it,” The New Republic proclaimed. “[M]illions . . .
must be spent. .. so as to provide houses enough and of the right
kind to hold all workers needed to secure a maximum output of
every war necessity."®® Central to the war effort was, in the words
of a shipbuilding executive, “an adequate government program for
the housing of new employees of shipyards, munition factories,
etc.”®

Mobilizing the country for the unprecedented project of an
industrialized “total war” was an awkward process. While
advocates, organized labor, and much of the defense industry
recognized that private enterprise was incapable of meeting
wartime demand for shelter, Congress took nearly a year to
overcome its suspicion that government-built housing was
“socialistic.”®? As a result, publicly funded housing programs for
defense workers were up and running for a vanishingly short

/7U.S. DEP'T OF LABOR, REPORT OF THE UNITED STATES HOUSING CORPORATION 3 (1920).
8 Eric J. Karolak, No Idea of Doing Anything Wonderful, in FROM TENEMENTS TO THE
TAYLOR HOMES 63 (2000).

9 See, e.g., National Housing Association, A War Emergency in Housing: Letter to
President Wilson from the National Housing Association, (Nov. 30, 1917), 7-8, Box
28, Folder 5, Edith ElImer Wood Papers, Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library,
Columbia University ("It will neither delay operations nor increase cost to have
these communities developed in a way that will be of lasting value and that will
make each of them an attractive place to the workers. . . . Communities
developed along scientific, economic and attractive lines would have [a] great
advantage, not only over temporary housing, but over the type of quick-selling
commercial developments erected by the ordinary speculative builder.").

80 Housing the War Workers, THE NEw REPUBLIC (June 1918), at 223.

8 Thomas C. Desmond, Government Housing, THE NEw REPUBLIC (Nov. 24, 1917),
at 98.

82 Dunn-Haley, supra note 74, at 24; see also EDITH ELMER WOOD, RECENT TRENDS IN
AMERICAN HOUSING 67 (1931); KENNETH T. JACKSON, CRABGRASS FRONTIER: THE
SUBURBANIZATION OF THE UNITED STATES 192 (1985).
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period before the war ended. Even so, by spring 1918, Congress
had allocated tens of millions of dollars to two agencies to address
the housing needs of war workers.®? The United States Shipping
Board's Emergency Fleet Corporation (EFC) lent money to private
builders to produce housing under federal standards,
requisitioned private housing, mediated agreements between
landlords and tenants to keep rents low, and directly constructed
its own housing in the form of row houses, apartment buildings,
hotels, and dormitories.®* In addition, the United States Housing
Corporation (USHC) undertook its own program of housing
construction near factories and shipyards® and built “Government
Hotels” for thousands of single women who moved to Washington,
D.C,, to staff wartime agencies, only to suffer “tragic[ally]” from the
city's housing shortage .5

Although the war ended before much of the construction
had finished,®” the two agencies built fifty-five projects between
the summer of 1918 and the fall of 1919 with more than 15,000
family units and 14,000 single units that together could house an
estimated 95,000 people.?® The agencies engaged architects and
planners to develop model plans for homes and for entire
neighborhoods, often inspired by British “garden cities,” that were

83 UNITED STATES Hous. CORP, WAR EMERGENCY CONSTRUCTION (HOUSING WAR

WORKERS) 12-13 (1920),
https://web.mit.edu/ebi/www/ww1/War emergency construction housing wa
r_.pdf.

84 Karolak, supra note 78, at 65; John L. Tierney, War Housing: The Emergency Fleet
Corporation Experience, 17 J. OF LAND & PUB. UTIL. ECON. 151, 154 (1941); Christian
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Housing” Experiment in the United States, 1917-1919, 17 J. OF URB. HisT. 14, 15
(1990); Kristin M. Szylvian, Industrial Housing Reform and the Emergency Fleet
Corporation, 25 J. OF URB. HIST. 647 (1999).

8 Karolak, supra note 78, at 65.

8 U.S. DEP'T OF LABOR, supra note 77, at 300; Dunn-Haley, supra note 74, at 45-
46.

87 Dunn-Haley, supra note 74, at 25. (“[T]he record reveals eager planning and
design combined with over-cautious implementation. Rather than taking a
'ready, aim, fire’ approach, the USHC readied, aimed, and aimed.”)

8 Topalov, supra note 84, at 15; Dunn-Haley, supra note 74, at 23 (detailing
extent of building by war's end: 9443 dwellings, 60 dormitories, 95 apartment
buildings, 27 boarding houses, 300 tents and temporary bunk houses, for
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tailored to surrounding communities and anticipated the needs
for housing after the war.® Public projects yielded dense but
livable neighborhoods that “experimented with economies of scale
and standardization in building” and best practices for rationally
laying out infrastructure such as utility lines and pipes.?® Even
though the government built relatively few units, the design
standards established by wartime agencies—electric lighting,
furnaces, coal and gas ranges, upstairs bathrooms—and the
agencies' sophisticated community planning “qualitatively
improve[d] American housing [and] remained important long after
the war.””" However short-lived, these policies and approaches
that the government adopted during the waning moments of the
First World War became a model and foil for the government's
efforts during the Second World War.

During the “return to normalcy” of the interwar period,
Republican administrations sold off federally built housing and
resisted direct government intervention into housing markets.
Notable exceptions to the shutdown of federal housing projects
included the construction of military housing for an expanded
post-World War | army as well as the continuing operation of
government hotels for women in Washington, D.C., which stood
until 1930 on B&O Railroad land near Union Station and the
Senate Office Building.”® In the war's aftermath, opponents of
government housing regained the upper hand as “[r]eaction to
wartime . . . construction . . . galvanized anti-statist efforts to

8 U.S. DEPT OF LABOR, supra note 77, at 39-40 (describing the USHC's
architectural staff of 450, which drew five thousand pages of plans for eighty
projects “for over 21,000 families and for over 23,000 single men or women”);
Dunn-Haley, supra note 74, at 18-19, 37 (“policymakers, almost to a person,
recognized workers' desire for a detached or semi-detached home surrounded
by a garden and connected to community services by roadway”).

% Dunn-Haley, supra note 74, at 18-19.

o1 /d. at 34-36, 44.

92 World War | housing largely excluded Black workers and often segregated
white residents by ethnicity, with specific developments for Polish- and Italian-
Americans. /d. at 38.

% Id. at 57-58, 89. While the hotels were initially conceived as temporary
structures, their decade of use anticipated the afterlives of much of the
“demountable” housing built during World War Il. R. CHRISTOPHER GOODWIN &
ASSOCIATES, ARMY INTER-WAR ERA HOUSING HISTORIC CONTEXT 32-42 (1919-1940).
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improve American housing through private channels.”** Congress
attacked the wartime housing agencies as dens of “crackpots and
utopians” that were continuing to spend money on construction
projects despite the Armistice.®” Jolted by the Russian Revolution,
many Americans equated government production of housing with
“bolshevism,”® and the Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover
administrations reflexively supported the idea that private markets
were not just better suited, but were the only appropriate way to
meet housing needs.”’

To be sure, the federal government remained acutely
interested in housing policy, actively promoting single-family
homeownership as a goal and working closely with volunteer
organizations such as Better Homes in America to develop “a
national housing standard in the belief that properly designed
homes would reorder and stabilize the nation.””® The Department
of Labor mounted “Own Your Own Home" campaigns, publicizing
the National Association of Real Estate Boards' efforts to attract
new homebuyers.”® Social reformers believed that encouraging
workers to become homeowners would increase productivity,
decrease absenteeism, and give workers a stake in their
communities. Labor leaders, however, were not convinced. “The
men find some industrial disadvantage in being tied to a house
and, consequently, a job.”" In other words, labor saw that
homeownership reduced mobility and locked people into jobs in
ways that undermined their ability to move for better wages and
working conditions. Nevertheless, thanks in part to persistent
federal policy, the dream of owning a home started to take hold.
As a result, many urban centers with abundant rental housing
started to decay while new suburbs emerged with detached

% Janet Hutchison, Shaping Housing and Enhancing Consumption, in FROM
TENEMENTS TO THE TAYLOR HOMES (2000).

% Dunn-Haley, supra note 74, at 27.

% Dunn-Haley, supra note 74, at 2, 18. The British, by contrast, invested heavily
in postwar public housing in order to stave off the threat of Bolshevism. Id. at
29-30.

97 Hutchison, supra note 94, at 85.

% Dunn-Haley, supra note 74, at 15; see also Id. 131-33 (describing BHA as “a
propaganda arm of the Department of Commerce”).

9 Id. at 29; JACKSON, supra note 82, at 193.

190 Karolak, supra note 78, at 67 (quoting federal official).
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houses, yards, and household amenities. This was not yet the
dramatic suburbanization of the 1950s, but it still reflected a shift
in where people were choosing to live. Lewis Mumford referred to
this inter-war suburbanization as the “fourth migration.”"®" The
result was that some urban communities were hollowing out and
becoming de-capitalized slums. Metropolitan areas were growing
faster than ever, yet the urban core was shrinking and losing
capital.

3. A New Housing Emergency: The Great Depression. The
Depression shifted these dynamics once again, greatly expanding
the policy levers that governments might pull. Real estate
development during this period came to a virtual halt, falling 95
percent between 1928 and 1933."%2 By the spring of 1933, millions
of homeowners were too poor to make their monthly payments;
more than half of all mortgages were in default, with a thousand
going into foreclosure every day.'® Instead of regulating growth,
municipalities were simply trying to survive in the face of withering
economic pressures. The Depression also saw private investment
pulling back from building, with “[ulnemployment . . . at
unprecedented heights, construction at unprecedented
depths.”'® Progressive Era reforms—like the City Beautiful
movement—were left dying on the vine.

The Depression, however, catalyzed renewed government
action, eventually culminating in the New Deal. Drawing on the
experience of World War |, the New Deal inserted the government
into many economic spheres that had been unthinkable in the
1920s. In the context of housing, the New Deal's broad goals were
to “stimulate construction in the housing sector, protect
homeowners through mortgage insurance, expand the
opportunities for families to purchase a home, encourage the
reinvestment in existing homes, and provide some housing for
low-income citizens.”'% The mechanisms for pursuing these goals,

101 | Ewis MUMFORD, THE URBAN PROSPECT: ESSAYS (1968).

192 BEAUREGARD, Supra note 66, at 57-58.
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195 Zenia Kotval, Opportunity Lost: A Clash between Politics, Planning, and Design in
Defense Housing for Pittsfield, Massachusetts, 2 J. PLANNING HIST. 25, 27 (2003).
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however, remained fiercely contested and proceeded on two
separate tracks. The first involved indirect federal support for
housing through financial reform to spur private development. The
second involved more direct public involvement in the building
sector.

The first, less controversial track, financial reform, was the
focus of the Hoover Administration’s largely insufficient response
in the years following the 1929 crash. The Great Depression was a
credit crisis, and there were severe limits on capital that were
constraining development. Widespread mortgage delinquencies
and fewer deposits meant that local and regional banks stopped
lending money to new borrowers, exacerbating housing
shortages. In 1931, President Hoover convened a national
conference on home building and home ownership that
recommended a series of measures to encourage “private
initiative taken by private capital.”'% Following the conference’s
recommendations, the Hoover Administration in 1932 created the
Home Loan Bank System, overseen by the Home Loan Bank Board,
with twelve district banks that lent money to savings and loans and
other institutions making home loans."%” These created liquidity in
the banking sector and helped spread money for housing loans
nationwide. That same year, the Hoover Administration also
created the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC), which was
tasked with stabilizing the financial system by lending directly to
banks, insurance companies, and other large institutions.'® As the
Depression wore on, however, its mandate expanded to include
broader lending power including to state and local governments
for public works and relief programs.

Government support for private finance continued
throughout Roosevelt's New Deal, which “essentially adopted—

196 JACKSON, supra note 82, at 194 (“The conference made four recommendations
... (1) the creation of long-term, amortized mortgages; (2) the encouragement
of low interest rates; (3) the institution of government aid to private efforts to
house low-income families; and (4) the reduction of home construction costs.”).
97 Ruth G. Weintraub & Rosalind Tough, Housing War America, 17 SOC. SERVICE
Rev. 38, 40 (1943); SCHWARTZ, supra note 103, at 60.

198 JACKSON, supra note 82, at 194-95 (noting the relative ineffectiveness of
Hoover's policy responses to the Depression).
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and significantly advanced—Hoover's approach.”'% In 1933, the
Home Loan Bank Board created a new corporation, the Home
Owners' Loan Corporation (HOLC), to refinance private mortgages
that were in foreclosure. During the Depression, this corporation
owned nearly one sixth of “the total urban home-mortgage debt in
the country.”"'% Many of those mortgages eventually failed, but the
HOLC ultimately lent $3 billion to over 1 million mortgages,
“nelping to save 10 percent of all owner-occupied nonfarm
residences.”"" The HOLC's refinancing “introduced, perfected, and
proved in practice the feasibility of the long-term self-amortizing
mortgage with uniform payments spread over the whole life of the
debt.”"'? The agency also pushed for “uniform national appraisal
methods throughout the real estate industry” to encourage
efficiency in lending over the long term.'® The HOLC’s rating
system pioneered red-lining; it assigned top value to "new,
homogeneous” neighborhoods while devaluing “dense, mixed, or
aging” neighborhoods, “appllying] notions of ethnic and racial
worth to real-estate appraising on an unprecedented scale.”!

The National Housing Act of 1934 created the Federal
Housing Administration (FHA), which sought to restructure
housing markets. The FHA insured loans by private lenders for
housing construction and for the repair and modernization of
existing homes as a way of inducing private lending without the
federal government having to commit too much capital directly.
“The FHA initially provided guaranteed backing of up to 90 percent
of the cost of dwellings which could be built for six thousand
dollars or less."">

Prior to this federal insurance, banks would generally
require downpayments of 25 or even 30% and then extend
interest-only loans that required balloon repayments at the end of
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the mortgage term. By de-risking home loans, the federal
insurance allowed banks to require no more than 10%
downpayments. Building on the HOLC's work, it also created new
self-amortizing loans that borrowers paid off regularly over time.
This is now so familiar as to feel natural or inevitable, but it was
new in the 1930s and dramatically increased housing consumers’
purchasing power. The borrower actually paid for this federal
insurance by adding .5% to the outstanding mortgage balance, but
they were happy to pay because federal insurance drove down
interest rates from 11% to under 6%.""® It was a wildly successful
program, insuring 750,000 mortgages before the start of World
War Il and often making homeownership cheaper than renting. It
also continued and expanded the HOLC's discriminatory policies
that excluded racially mixed and historically black neighborhoods
from federal assistance, “openly exhort[ing] segregation” and
“enshrin[ing] it as public policy.”""”

The Federal Housing Administration was also tasked with
directly financing affordable housing. It helped facilitate the
creation of 632 different local housing authorities.'® It granted
loans to those authorities for up to 90% of development costs for
housing for the poor, plus ongoing subsidies to keep the housing
affordable. Each local authority was required to contribute one-
fifth of those annual federal funds in the form of either cash or a
tax exemption.” The FHA produced 146,000 housing units
through these programs before the start of World War 11.72°

A final key piece of the New Deal program for housing
finance was the establishment in the FHA amendments of 1938 of
the Federal National Mortgage Association (Fannie Mae). Originally
a subsidiary of the Reconstruction Finance Corporation, Fannie
Mae purchased FHA-insured mortgages from lenders, infusing
more capital into mortgage markets and further reducing the risk
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in home finance. The corporation raised money by issuing bonds
with interest paid from individual mortgage payments.'?’

In addition to these financial policies, many housing
reformers and policymakers advocated for more direct federal
intervention in the production of new housing. In advice to
President Roosevelt, economist John Maynard Keynes singled out
federal construction of housing as “by far the best aid to recovery’
because of the large and geographically dispersed potential
demand.”'?? Across the New Deal administration, multiple
agencies stepped up and started innovating piecemeal, essentially
becoming laboratories for new experiments in affordable housing.
The Public Works Administration (PWA) created a Housing Division
that focused on building entire communities to promote middle-
class values. This meant developing large-scale model
communities, often in suburbs. These so-called “garden cities”
offered a new vision for middle-class living. Planners set aside
space for community amenities, churches, schools, and even the
occasional movie theater “with one seat for each family in the
community.”'?* These projects were not just about producing
housing units. They were intended to demonstrate new ways of
living and new models of collective ownership. They had shared
“garden areas, community laundries, playgrounds, swimming
pools, and other services to help create a suitable environment for
living."124

At the Division of Rural Rehabilitation within the Federal
Emergency Relief Administration, administrator Lawrence
Westbrook promoted government development of new
communities not just for the poor, but also for the middle class.
“Between 1932 and 1940, he directed the development of a series
of publicly and privately funded residential communities whose
purpose was to elevate wage earners by giving them the
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opportunity to own and govern their own communities. Some of
these communities offered an opportunity for gradual ownership
of dwellings and others anticipated joint ownership.”'?> The plan
was for the developments to be sold to non-profit corporations
created to hold the property in trust for their residents. Housing
units could then be leased or eventually sold to residents after a
multiyear trial period to prevent pure land speculation.’®

Initially based in a back-to-the-land ethos and focused on
rural revitalization, plans for these communities spread to the
suburbs and to urban areas during the late 1930s. In those
settings, Westbrook advocated for cooperative ownership of a
corporation that would lease individual units back to shareholder-
residents.'?’ This ownership model, still common in New York City's
Co-ops, was intended to offer lower-cost housing than fee-simple
ownership because the cooperative itself could finance low-
interest long-term loans to their residents.

Although the New Deals planned communities and
innovative ownership arrangements reflected utopian ideals, they
were stubbornly conservative on issues of race.'?® In addition to
the HOLC's and FHA's red-lining practices, housing agencies built
separate communities for black and white residents, and plans to
develop “biracial subsistence homestead communities near
Dayton and Indianapolis” were scrapped due to opposition by
white community members."?® Nevertheless, Westbrook's new
communities were generally lauded as well designed and they
appealed even to people who could have afforded privately built
housing.® This turned out to be part of their problem, as private
developers and others with a stake in private residential markets
increasingly objected to government competition.

As the Depression continued, housing reformers pushed
for more direct federal development of housing for workers. The
political history of this movement is complex but, in broad strokes,
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New York Senator Robert Wagner, who favored “large-scale,
European-style public housing programs,”'3! proposed a new law
that would replace the PWA with a permanent housing agency.
That agency would also work through local housing authorities but
with a broader mandate than simply to build housing for the poor.

Although aligned roughly with his goals, housing activist
Catherine Bauer worried about Wagner's reliance on local housing
authorities. As one commentator explained, “at the local level most
politically powerful groups reacted to the idea of public housing
with . . . the same enthusiasm as they might have greeted the
introduction of the bubonic plague.”’®? Bauer and her allies
drafted competing legislation that would have created a
standalone housing agency with greater autonomy and also more
power to work directly with innovative private entities, like
community cooperatives and non-profits, to bypass recalcitrant
local housing authorities.

Private real estate interests resisted both proposed bills,
objecting to all but the most limited government involvement in
housing markets. Notably, the National Retail Lumber Dealers
Association lobbied heavily against any new legislation because
they expected federal development programs to rely on steel and
concrete, threatening their business.'?® Ultimately, these
conservative and private interests succeeded in killing the
legislation, at least for a time.

After years of wrangling, Congress finally passed the
Wagner-Steagall Housing Act of 1937 to “remedy . . . the acute
shortage of decent, safe, and sanitary dwellings for families of low
income."’3* The statute was a “pallid vestige” of Wagner's original
legislation that “only timidly encouraged the development of public
housing projects.”*> Although Wagner-Steagall succeeded in
creating the United States Housing Authority as a permanent
agency inside the Department of the Interior, the Act included
numerous concessions that largely hobbled the efforts of housing
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reformers. For example, the new legislation imposed a stringent
per-unit cap of $5,000 for construction costs."® It eliminated the
authority to work with cooperatives and non-profits, and it also
imposed a strict requirement that for every housing unit built with
federal funds, a dilapidated unit must be torn down. Ostensibly a
measure to support slum clearance, the provision effectively
ensured that the government could not fund a net increase in
housing units, protecting private builders and developers from
government competition. The result of these compromises was
federal support only at the lowest end of the market. “To the
dismay of housing advocates, the public housing that was allowed
under federal programs was cheap, repetitive, unimaginative, and
did not reflect the American dream.”’3’ The compromises of the
Wagner-Steagall Act discredited public housing and the idea that
it could open new possibilities for affordable housing, and that it
could challenge and reform private markets. These fights would
reappear as housing confronted a new challenge: World War II.

136 Radford, supra note 111, at 111.
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B. War Housing

1. Anticipating the Emergency, 1940-41. For nearly two
years before the United States entered World War II, the American
economy began preparing for war by ramping up military
production and industrial capacity across the country. While
industrial production expanded in many urban places, the growth
often occurred in smaller, less strategically vulnerable places that
were deliberately located away from the coasts.'*® As war loomed,
vast numbers of people began moving in search of jobs, especially
to these new industrial towns that did not have an adequate
workforce. “Most American communities were ill-prepared for the
inevitable quick surges of population, but the housing of 4,000,000
defense workers and their families—some 9,000,000 persons in
all—became one of the essential tasks of the United States in
mobilizing for war.”!3? This migration created immediate pressure
to house these new workers. “Within a year, the population of
certain cities and towns [all over the country] doubled or in some
cases tripled”™® By late 1940, ‘[t]railers, railroad cars,
automobiles, and even grain bins were enlisted to provide shelter
for housing-hungry defense workers.”#!

In June 1940, the United States Housing Authority shifted
funds originally appropriated for low-income housing to building
twenty public housing developments for defense workers.'* This
was combined with early efforts to stimulate or at least support
private development. By the end of the summer, representatives
from labor, housing and social welfare organizations became
convinced that the “private home-building industry was unable to
provide an adequate supply of rental housing.”'* They called for a
more systematic program of government construction of new
housing for war workers. While the most ambitious reform agenda
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had stalled with the Wagner-Steagall Act, the prospect of war
reanimated the policy conversation. All the same, reformers
worried that actual hostilities would prompt the government to
compromise with private interests.

While the scope of the housing crisis was impossible to
ignore, the government was pulled in multiple directions, reflecting
fault lines that had formed during the prior emergencies of World
War | and the Great Depression. Throughout 1940 and 1941,
advocates of government production of new housing proposed
measures with an eye towards postwar housing needs, while
private real estate interests pushed for the government merely to
fill in gaps in affordable housing for the poor. Both sides could
claim modest victories in the run-up to war.

In June 1940 Congress passed the Defense Housing Act
(often called the Lanham Act), which called for the construction of
700,000 public housing units."* To prepare for defense
production, Congress appropriated $1.3 billion, at the time “vast
sums,” to build low-cost housing that the market was not expected
to provide and to otherwise stimulate housing production to meet
the demands of defense workers.'* The goal was to build housing
in places that did not compete with private efforts, thereby
minimizing opposition to the legislation by the real estate industry.
A later amendment provided even more protection of private
interests by prohibiting the conversion of any defense housing to
low-income housing  without  express  congressional
authorization.'®

Despite the Lanham Act's focus on protecting private real
estate interests, other parts of the government were quickly
innovating, often looking back to Progressive and New Deal-era
approaches to housing. The Defense Homes Corporation (DHQ),
created in 1941 within the Reconstruction Finance Corporation,
was charged with building and operating single-family homes,
garden apartments, and dormitory-style units at affordable
rates.'” President Roosevelt capitalized it with $10,000,000 in
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start-up funding that was converted into 100,000 shares of capital
stock as a mechanism for recouping the investment in the future.,
It was designed to be nimble and quick. According to one leading
history, “federal officials may have viewed it as a means of
demonstrating to private developers how permanent defense
housing could be built in a profitable manner for moderate-
income persons.”4®

It was important that the projects be successful, and they
were often carefully designed, taking regional aesthetics into
account.' The DHC strove to create a sense of community among
the tenants of any project, and to be a responsive landlord—
functions that would be sorely lacking in the maligned public
housing authorities of the 1950s and 1960s."*® The DHC also
sought to innovate in housing design and building practices. In one
project, the agency commissioned a small community of “bubble
houses” in Falls Church, Virginia, “test[ing] [an] experimental
system of spraying concrete onto hemispherical balloon forms”
that would conserve materials necessary for the war effort by
using neither wood nor metal."™" Wonderful, if slightly surreal,
photographs show houses shaped like two balloons connected by
a modest hall."?

The DHC also worked with localities, often to build out the
infrastructure required to support new construction. To alleviate
the risk that infrastructure investment created for local budgets,
the DHC paid a deposit that would be returned to the DHC if
revenue from the utility expansion reached a target threshold.'>?
This approach recognized that infrastructure development can
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present something of a chicken-and-egg problem. Building out
infrastructure before new housing is developed can create
significant financial risks to utilities and local governments. By
paying a refundable deposit, the DHC was effectively taking on that
risk—an appropriate role for the less risk-averse federal
government to play.™*

Like the DHC, the United States Housing Authority hired
leading architects, including Eliel and Eero Saarinen and Louis |.
Kahn, to design housing that could serve as a “showcase for
postwar urban housing” with a focus on community design.'>> The
Agency also chose certain defense housing projects to serve as
“small laboratories, where architects could function as the chief
scientists.”1°°

The Federal Works Agency (FWA) also took the crisis as an
opportunity to innovate. FWA administrator John M. Carmody
pushed to create “[r]esearch and pilot projects in architecture and
design, construction, and home finance.”’” Carmody was a
committed housing reformer who thought good design could help
shape the post-war development landscape. “FWA policy makers
believed that once workers had lived in modern housing designed
by talented architects, they would not choose to return to isolated
suburban life.”8

In one notable development planned for Pittsfield,
Massachusetts, the FWA hired architect Frank Lloyd Wright to plan
new affordable housing for industrial workers. Wright proposed a
“cloverleaf” design that relied on low-cost prefabricated
materials.’ These attached four-apartment structures were
arranged in geometric patterns to create both privacy and
community, with rooftop sundecks and play spaces for children,
and garages tucked into the center of each building."®® According
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to the curators of a Frank Lloyd Wright retrospective, the cloverleaf
design meant that “you had all your plumbing, electric and services
to service the whole building contained in these two major walls
that divided all the units which then allowed the rest of space to
be a freer, lighter construction while having an efficiency of scale
by having four units work off [the] same utilities.”"®" From above,
the site plan resembles a field of pinwheels or cloverleafs that feel
almost organic in their design.' War housing was a chance to
innovate with new design ideas and building technologies.'®?

Lawrence Westbrook, the New Deal reformer now working
in the FWA, also pushed to develop new designs. He teamed up
with organized labor to offer a new model for community living
and, ultimately, community ownership. The twin goals were to
satisfy the housing needs of defense workers, but also to provide
stability and protection for workers from the vagaries of purely
market-rate housing both during and after the war. Westbrook
and his allies explicitly saw these early projects as a blueprint for
post-war industrial housing.'®* Westbrook promoted “bright and
easy-to-maintain dwellings; safe streets and play areas; and nearby
civic, educational, recreational, and commercial facilities and
amenities.”'®> Instead of atomized single-family homes in the
suburbs, he advocated designs that foreshadowed today's New
Urbanist movement.

In eight federally funded projects for ship builders, the FWA
worked with unions to design new communities through a “mutual
housing plan” that would transition from public to private
ownership over time:
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Dwelling units were grouped together in clusters
surfaced by cul-de-sac roads. The front doors of most
residences faced a large interior park or green that
served as an extended living room and fostered
resident interaction. Pedestrian paths linked groups of
houses with the community center and, depending on
the size and location of the community, an elementary
school and a shopping center.'%®

This mutual housing contemplated a new form of shared
governance over the community, with residents slowly
transitioning into owners who would exercise control over
community rules and common spaces.'®’

Another innovative FWA design came from Walter Gropius
and Marcel Breuer, who built the Aluminum City Terrace in New
Kensington, Pennsylvania, for workers in Alcoa’s aluminum plant
nearby. The 250 residential units were efficient to build, relying on
prefabricated, standardized forms. The development also included
shared spaces for play areas, laundries, and recreational facilities,
all designed to foster a sense of community.'®® “The site planning
marked a sharp break from the long lines of housing determined
by the logic of German railroad tracks. ... [T]hey were able to place
standard units on a difficult site of sinewy hills and ravines, allowing
maximum flexibility at minimum cost.”"®?

Many other agencies also had a hand in housing. In fact, “a
hydra-headed enterprise had emerged; sixteen different agencies,
functioning under divergent and sometimes diametrically
opposed philosophies.”'”® As one contemporaneous scholarly
account described the landscape of federal housing construction:

[N]Jew mushroom-growth agencies with similar
names appeared so rapidly that few persons either
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in or out of the government could distinguish their
functions. Both the Mutual Ownership Defense
Housing Division and the Division of Defense
Housing operated under the Federal Works
Agency; the Defense Homes Corporation was set
up in the old Federal Loan Agency with funds from
the Reconstruction Finance Corporation; the
Division of Defense Housing Coordination was
established in the Office of Emergency
Management.  Although  the  first  three
organizations varied as to legal and financial
structures, they were alike in that they were all
building agencies.'”"

The inefficiencies of decentralized war housing became harder to
justify after the attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941.

2. Entering the War: Fighting Over Government Housing. Once
the United States actually entered the war, pressures on housing
increased drastically. More and more people moved to industrial
centers.'”? Some 16 million service members moved during the
war and, even more importantly for housing, approximately 15.3
million civilians moved to a different county, mostly for jobs."”?
According to one contemporaneous study, “the war has brought
mass movements of workers and their families; these have
effected shortages of housing at points of production.”’”# The scale
of the housing problem—and the response—dwarfed earlier
periods. When Herbert Emmerich, who eventually headed federal
war housing efforts, compared his work to that of earlier eras, he
observed: “A little over 35,000 [housing] units were built . . . during
all of World War |, which is about the rate at which publicly financed
housing alone was being built every month in World War I1.”'7> The
federal government's spending on housing during World War I was
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only about 8% of the money it would ultimately spend during
World War 11,176

Meeting housing needs became a challenge throughout the
country. Starke, Florida, had a population of 1,500 before the war
but became the state's fourth largest city when the government
built Camp Blanding nearby, employing 20,000 workers simply in
its construction.””” The effect on the housing market was
immediate and “some who were unable to find other housing slept
in cars or lived in lean-tos, roadside brush piles or even packing
cases.”'’® The population of Mobile, Alabama, increased by 60%,
and landlords began renting beds in 8-hour shifts.’” Utah saw a
large influx of new workers. Government officials anticipated
needing to house 3,150 new workers in Ogden, Utah. Of those, “20
percent were interested in buying homes and could afford to do
so, but the other 80 percent wanted to rent and pay no more than
$27.50 a month."18

The sprawling federal bureaucracy was having trouble
responding to these problems. According to congressional
findings at the time, “the defense housing agencies were plagued
with gross waste, extravagance, inefficiency and petty
jealousies.”’®" President Roosevelt personally tasked Samuel
Rosenman, a trusted advisor, to examine the housing problem. His
primary charge was structural: simplifying and centralizing the
dispersed federal authority over housing.'®? But fierce political
fights emerged over how that centralization should occur.

Rosenman’s wife, Dorothy Rosenman, was a notable
housing expert. Continuing the goals of the New Deal, she and
other progressive housing reformers pushed to empower the
United States Housing Authority to produce more housing,
specifically with the goal of ensuring “permanent gains for the
communities in which so much new housing shot up.”'® They
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argued that private developers would not solve the housing crisis.
Private developers were focused primarily on high-priced new
housing that was unaffordable to most workers in the war effort. '8
“According to one estimate, only one defense worker in four could
afford the rent charged for new homes built by private
enterprise.”’® Dorothy Rosenman and her allies argued that
“large-scale private construction for war workers was a myth,” and
that government intervention was necessary.'%® And they saw the
United States Housing Authority (USHA) as a critical player in
producing high-quality, innovative housing that would outlast the
war.

The USHA was the agency with the most extensive
experience in developing multifamily housing at scale.'®’
According to its administrator, Nathan Straus, the Agency was well
positioned to act quickly through local housing agencies to
produce more housing. Indeed, it was the first agency to start
funding the production of new housing in anticipation of the
war.'8 Straus, a New Dealer and longtime housing advocate in
New York, championed “the argument that only the government
could afford to build for war workers.”'®® He wanted the USHA to
build communities that would live past the war.

Straus and Dorothy Rosenman both viewed the necessary
government investments as an opportunity to plan for workers’
post-war housing needs. In both the 1937 Wagner-Steagall Act and
the 1940 Lanham Act, Congress had constrained government
housing expenditures and focused primarily on low-income
housing. For example, the USHA limited new construction to low-
income housing, defined as housing for families “who cannot
afford to pay enough to cause private enterprise in their locality or
metropolitan area to build an adequate supply of decent, safe and
sanitary dwellings for their use.”’ Straus and Dorothy Rosenman
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thought this had been a mistake. Along with other advocates, they
pushed for greater government investment in permanent housing,
removing the constraints on the USHA and encouraging
innovation in how workforce housing could be produced. In 1942,
two scholars recognized that war housing could, in theory, be
repurposed as low-income housing after the war."®' However, they
cautioned this would be undermined by poor planning and poor
construction. Their fears were well-founded.

Opponents of broad government intervention in housing
markets repurposed old arguments that any public money used
for housing was essentially socialistic and inappropriate.'®? Groups
like the National Association of Building Owners and Managers, the
United States Chamber of Commerce, and the National
Association of Real Estate Boards supported strict limits on
government-provided housing.'® Real estate operators, lenders,
and some members of Congress argued that broader public
support for housing was unnecessary because “properties vacated
by the purchasers of new high-priced housing accommodations
were becoming available to war workers and were thus alleviating
housing congestion.”'?* Moreover, they argued that the quality of
the housing built by private developers far exceeded the barracks-
like buildings produced by the federal bureaucracy—quality and
design limitations that were, of course, partly a function of the legal
constraints on public investment in housing. They also highlighted
racial tensions that were exacerbated by the integration of many
white communities as minorities, black workers in particular,
moved in to meet the intense need for increased war
production.'>

Indeed, racial tensions around housing were simmering
and occasionally boiling over. The vast migration of defense
workers included, in many places, an influx of black workers,
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meaningfully changing the demographics of communities.’® For
some housing reformers, this was an important opportunity to
promote integration. But policymakers worried that racial unrest
could spiral into violence and derail war production efforts. Some
called unsuccessfully for the federal government to restrict the
migration of black workers from the South to cities like San
Francisco.’” Limiting and controlling housing was a more effective
lever for stopping black migration, but it threatened the labor
supply for the war effort.

An extended battle over the location of housing for black
defense workers in Detroit reveals the complex confluence of
interests that opposed government efforts. In 1941, the Division of
Defense Housing Coordination (DDHC) recommended building
1,000 housing units and financing an additional 10,000 privately
built units to accommodate the more than 80,000 new defense
workers that would be needed in Detroit.'® Of those, 200 units
were allotted to black workers, and federal and local officials
almost immediately disagreed about where they should be
located.” Once a site was selected, protests and counterprotests
swept the area. Some local politicians pushed for the new
buildings to house white workers, and to relocate the housing for
black workers elsewhere. The DDHC, however, ultimately named
the new development the Sojourner Truth Homes, signaling in no
uncertain terms that the housing would be for black workers.?%
The units were completed in early 1942, but when federal officials
went to move in the first black families, protesters swept through
the nearby Polish neighborhood to rally people to block entry.
Hundreds arrived, some armed, and soon a thousand people,
black and white, were facing off against each other.2%! Mobs fired
shots and overturned cars, and the area descended into chaos.
The standoff continued—first physically and then politically—for
months before black families started to occupy the housing under
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police escort.?%? A similar dynamic played out in Chicago's Frances
Cabrini Homes, which the Chicago Housing Authority built in 1942,
where threats of violence against black war workers left 140
apartments vacant for months.?®®> While the Sojourner Truth
Homes were ultimately occupied by defense workers, opponents
of federal war housing used the incident to highlight the risks of
racial violence surrounding federal housing.

Opponents of government development were sensitive to
the economic consequences of a significant increase in permanent
housing in communities that were not expected to retain their
industrial employment after the war. As Herbert Emmerich
described it, “a great deal of harm could be done by over-building
the permanent housing supply and thus depreciating the values of
real estate in the hands of homeowners in small communities
suddenly mushroomed by the influx of thousands of war
workers.”?% In their view, any housing developed by the
government should be limited to temporary structures that would
not remain after the war.

In 1942, the New York Times reported that the National
Association of Real Estate Boards passed the following resolution:

Housing for war workers built with public funds
[should] be temporary in character with minimum
facilities essential to a healthful life for war workers,
and such housing [should] be erected on the basis
that it shall be removed or disposed of in accordance

202 d. at 137.
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with the wishes of the local community as soon after
the conclusion of the war as possible.?%

Permanent housing, in other words, should be left to the private
market. According to the National Association of Real Estate
Boards, the best policy for the government to produce more
permanent housing was simply loosening regulations. Liberalizing
regulations of private construction should “enlist the resources of
private enterprise to produce all housing for war workers which
can reasonably be expected to be permanent in character . .. ."2%

Samuel Rosenman had ample explicit warning of these
competing visions for federal housing efforts. Coleman Woodbury,
the head of the National Association of Housing Officials,
submitted recommendations to Rosenman, writing, “I believe [the
new Administrator] should be a man of proven sympathy for the
public housing. If not, this vital part of the larger program might
very easily be stunted by the pressures of better organized real
estate, mortgage-finance and building groups in Congress and
generally throughout the country.”?%” Similarly, Louis Brownlow,
Director of the Public Administration Clearing House, wrote to
Rosenman:

For years, | have looked forward to the establishment
of a department of urbanism which would do for city
dwellers what the Department of Agriculture has done
for rural dwellers, and, if such a department were set
up, housing and planning would be the principal task.
But | have a healthy respect for the opposition in the
Congress, an opposition made up of elements of plain
conservativism, simple ignorance, and an alliance of
powerful pressure groups with nation-wide support
which, for various reasons, are implacable in their
unreasoning struggle against any kind of public
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housing or public conversion or control of private
housing.?%

3. The War Years: The Victory of Temporary Housing. All of
these conflicts came to a head when Roosevelt changed the
federal housing landscape with the stroke of a pen. In February
1942, following Rosenman’s report, Roosevelt issued a sweeping
executive order to centralize and coordinate the federal
government's efforts to provide housing for defense workers.?%
That order created a new National Housing Agency. At the urging
of Rosenman, Roosevelt appointed John B. Blandford, Jr. its
administrator, and tasked it with meeting the need for 1,320,000
new housing units.?'

The National Housing Agency had a broad mandate. It
combined all the levers of federal housing policy. Echoing World
War | and the Great Depression, the new housing agency
channeled government interventions into finance-related
incentives for private-sector construction as well as public
construction projects. The agency actually combined four distinct
entities, each with its own separate function: The Federal Home
Loan Bank Administration to finance private building; the Federal
Housing Administration to insure private financing of buildings; the
Homes Use Division to convert single-family houses and other
buildings into multi-family units; and the United States Housing
Authority, which Roosevelt's Executive Order renamed the Federal
Public Housing Authority, to construct new housing using public
funds.2"" All were important for meeting the needs of war housing.

The Federal Home Loan Bank Administration absorbed the
operations of the Federal Home Loan Bank Board, increasing bank
lending in regions that faced the most significant demands for new
housing.?'? Interestingly, the Home Owners' Loan Corporation had
much less to do during the war than it had during the Depression.
Increases in wages meant that workers had plenty of money to
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avoid foreclosure if they could find a home to buy.?"® The problem
was not money but housing supply.

The Federal Housing Administration continued its
Depression-era model of supporting private financing of home
construction and home buying by insuring private mortgages
against default. But Roosevelt significantly increased this insurance
program during the war and also liberalized it so that it could be
used to insure construction loans for rental properties.?'
Congress authorized the Federal Housing Administration to insure
up to $800,000,000 worth of mortgages for defense-related
housing, an enormous sum designed to stimulate lending for
housing production.?™ By 1942, it had insured over $6 billion
worth of mortgages.?'® Financing private development remained a
centerpiece of the war housing effort.

The Homes Use Division acquired or leased property,
converted it to multi-family use, and then leased the units to
tenants. This was especially appealing during the war because it
reduced the need for building material and new units could be
brought online faster than with new development.?'” The
government anticipated re-selling the property at the end of the
war.?'® In 1942, Blandford announced that he anticipated 1.6
million workers moving to production centers within a year, and
that 650,000 of those would need to be housed through
conversion of existing buildings.?"®

Interestingly, the effort was only partly formal. Blandford
identified three approaches. The first was simply to encourage
people to take in additional boarders into their own homes. The
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second was for the government to lease property and convert it to
multifamily use. The third, and most speculative, was “the
remodeling and repair of large vacant structures, such as
warehouses, abandoned hotels, et cetera.”*?® Moral suasion aimed
at homeowners with extra rooms was the primary focus, however.

The Federal Public Housing Authority (PHA) was where
private interests decisively won the political battle to shape
government housing development. Led by Herbert Emmerich, the
PHA was tasked with producing new housing that defense workers
could afford.??! It anticipated producing three-fifths of the nearly
670,000 new housing units that the National Housing Agency said
were needed.??? And Blandford directed that all new defense
worker housing be temporary unless there was a demonstrated
need for permanent housing in a particular community.

Building temporary housing, called “demountable housing,”
all but eliminated competition with private developers.??® It also
put an end to most of the innovative thinking that Nathan Straus
and Dorothy Rosenman had championed through the USHA. The
PHA severed ties with Frank Lloyd Wright and other leading
designers and thinkers and went all-in on mass-producing housing
that was designed from the outset not to last. Housing reformers
saw the change for what it was. The committed New Dealer Straus
felt compelled to resign just seven days before President
Roosevelt's executive order.??*

Beyond the National Housing Agency, the Coordinator of
Defense Housing in Roosevelt's Office of Emergency Management,
Charles F. Palmer, an Atlanta real estate developer, also opposed
direct governmental interventions that would compete with
private business.??> In a policy speech, he framed the problem
succinctly: “The planning of war housing has to be carried through
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under three more or less conflicting sets of criteria. The war
requires speed. Congress and public opinion demand economy.
The needs of the future demand that the emergency housing be
well located and well built. None of these conflicting objectives can
be entirely attained, but when speed can be obtained by any
means, speed has to take first priority."22°

Ostensibly, favoring temporary or demountable housing
was a response to the scarcity of building materials.??” It was also
more efficient and cost-effective in the short-term. It relied on a
small number of standard types that could be mass produced,
while scarce resources could be allocated specifically to the places
that most needed new housing. According to one vision, owners
of demountable housing should be able to pick up their house and
take it with them when they move.??® Reflecting on the effort a
decade later, Emmerich recalled, “The design problem and the
priorities problem were no longer bottlenecks and in two and one-
half years we were able to complete almost half a million units.”2?°

Focusing on demountable housing also reflected a
capitulation to opponents of racial integration. They first
succeeded in convincing Carmody to use “local custom” and
“prevailing racial patterns,” in allocating public housing,
perpetuating segregation in already segregated places.?®
Demountable housing was like a physical promise by the
government that their communities would return to the pre-war
character once the war was over.

The perils of the housing fight were on full display in Willow
Run, Michigan. Approximately 30 miles west of Detroit and near
Ann Arbor, it became a symbol of the problem—and eventual
political dysfunction—around housing workers in the war effort. A
relatively small community of 80,000 prior to the war, Willow Run
became a major industrial center for producing airplanes, and the
B-24 in particular. That factory alone employed 42,000 people,
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over 32,000 of whom had to move to the area, increasing the size
of Willow Run by 50% almost overnight.?*

To relieve the housing burden, the government initially
proposed building a model community with 6,000 permanent
housing units and 10,000 temporary ones, all conveniently located
near the factory and with amenities for the workers. The plan’s
champions saw the development as a way of modeling urban
revitalization and proposed commissioning leading architects to
design housing that could eventually be sold to workers “on a
mutual or cooperative basis.”?

Opposition to the plan was strong and predictable. Henry
Ford and other leaders feared that the influx of new workers would
tilt the traditionally Republican community decisively into
Democratic and union hands after the war. Reluctant to pick a
nasty political fight on the homefront during a harrowing stretch
of the war, the federal government dramatically scaled back its
housing plans to 2,500 units that would accommodate only 5,000
people.?*

Moreover, the National Housing Agency announced in late
1942 that it was shifting all the new housing from permanent to
temporary. PHA Commissioner Herbert Emmerich announced
“that the 2,500 family dwelling units programmed for construction
by the Federal Public Housing Authority near the Willow Run plant
should be constructed in a temporary manner rather than the
permanent type originally designed for that location.?** The
ostensible justification was speed. Emmerich determined that the
housing units could be available four months early if built as
temporary housing.?®> But that pivot should be informed by the
background political fights and, fundamentally, seen as a
capitulation to Ford and others concerned about the long-term
demographic changes if the housing had been permanent.

The effects were predictably terrible. Many people moved
into one-room trailers that were exempt from local health codes,
leading to horrifically unsanitary conditions. According to one
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contemporaneous reporter: “Privies and septic tanks literally
deposit their contents in the same puddle from which drinking
water is drawn.”?*® Some lived in houses, but in conditions that
today are difficult to imagine: “In one frame house five men lived in
the basement, a family of five occupied the first floor, four men
slept on the second floor, nine men slept in the garage, and four
families parked their trailers in the yard."*’

Nevertheless, this was the overall trajectory of war housing.
Nationwide, and in many specific communities, it began with bold
ideas to model new ways of living, new manufacturing techniques,
and even new legal forms to make ownership accessible to more
people. But in the face of opposition—primarily from private real
estate interests and racist neighbors, sometimes operating in
tandem—those efforts scaled back to focus primarily on
temporary housing that was designed not to last. One song
referred to the housing in Willow Run as shoeboxes.?*® The
description was apt.

The government continued to support private efforts to
develop more housing by supporting housing finance broadly. It
also provided short-term protection for tenants. New rent
regulations and other protections were designed to stop landlords
from taking advantage of workers. In 1942, the United States
imposed rent freezes in designated areas to protect defense
workers.?3? By early 1942, 86 million tenants were protected by
new price controls on rental housing.?*’ Landlords figured out
ways to circumvent the rent regulations. They could convert
housing units to businesses, which were not subject to rent caps.
Or, they would require tenants to give non-refundable deposits or
purchase the furniture in the unit as a way of extracting additional
money up front.?*! Nevertheless, this widespread rent regulation
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helped to provide stability for defense workers. Between financing,
building, repurposing, and regulating housing, the federal
government pulled many levers simultaneously to meet the needs
of defense workers.

C. The Post-War Period

Following the war, the federal government began the
complicated task of disposing of all its war housing. Most was sold
off in private sales or torn down or “demounted.” This was a slow
process, made slower because of the post-war housing boom.
Many veterans were living in the wartime temporary housing units
and the political costs of evicting them were too high to bear.
However, private real estate interests continued to object to the
maintenance of federal public housing, and so the disposition
process continued until nearly 87% of the housing units had been
liquidated.?*

The federal government grudgingly took a different
approach with some of the innovative permanent housing built
during the early period of the war. Some of these communities,
championed by Westbrook and built expressly as laboratories for
post-war housing, were sold to the residents who formed mutual
housing associations to create a kind of collective ownership of the
community.

Housing reformers, still steeped in the lessons of war
housing, continued to push for an ambitious public agenda later in
the 1940s. In 1945, Dorothy Rosenman, the housing activist, wrote
A Million Homes A Year, advocating a slate of policies to address
both the availability and condition of housing at the end of the
war.?** Rosenman identified three specific policy goals: to “provide
homes at lower cost’; to “provide stability in home values”; and to
“provide homes in a convenient, prosperous, and pleasurable
milieu."24

Historically, the focus on stable property values and a
“pleasurable milieu” was deeply rooted in the Depression-era
foreclosure crisis and the acute problem in urban slums—a
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preoccupation of housing policy at the time. Rosenman saw the
deterioration of buildings and neighborhoods as a threat to
housing markets. She was therefore focused on mechanisms to
encourage adequate maintenance of homes and investment in
community resources, like schools, playgrounds, and libraries. She
imagined community-wide maintenance covenants, assertive local
planning and zoning, and expansion of public infrastructure to
keep homeowners invested in their communities.?*

Rosenman also thought strong regulations—and, in
particular, planning—were essential to solving the housing crisis.
Reducing the costs of infrastructure development and site
preparation were key to keeping construction costs low. Moreover,
careful planning would stabilize property values and help
borrowers avoid foreclosure.?*® Rosenman’s views of zoning are
like looking in a fun-house mirror; they are a familiar but distorted
version of debates that continue today. She believed that zoning
by the 1940s had largely failed in its promise to improve how and
where people lived. Governments, in her view, were too
permissive; allowed too much development; and were under-
protective of neighborhood character. That permissiveness,
“conspicuous in the 1920s, contributed to the excessive,
premature, and vastly wasteful subdivisions of that period.”?*’ She
called the suburban sprawl “madness” and saw more planning as
crucial to creating development that would genuinely benefit the
community.

Most provocative today are Rosenman's prescriptions
around housing costs. To make homeownership affordable,
Rosenman called for sweeping efforts to change how buildings
were constructed. Innovation in building techniques could result
in enormous savings. What counted as cutting edge for Rosenman
may not have the same punch today: “Plastics! Cellulose!
Cement!”?*® But her general argument was that housing
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production could be made much cheaper and more efficient by
focusing on industrial manufacturing techniques. That, in turn,
could be aided by government coordination over building
interoperability, what she called “dimensional coordination.” As
she explained, “A typical house is a conglomeration of thirty
thousand to forty thousand parts of all sizes and shapes. By
supplying and standardizing the sizes and measurements of parts,
great savings in man-hours can be affected.”?* The government
could play a central role in coordinating all the various participants
in housing construction by creating those standards and
lubricating supply channels. “It is said that lumbermen, plumbing-
supplies houses, furnace manufacturers, electrical contractors,
insurance companies, all unite in a witchlike profit dance around
the unborn house. . .. The root of the evil of excess costs does not
usually lie with one individual. It lies mainly in the multiplication of
uncoordinated interests, each with a separate ‘take’.”**° She was
also adamant that building codes should not slow the deployment
of new technologies.

Rosenman argued for programs that would reduce the
monthly expenses for homeowners. Government-backed
mortgage insurance remained important to keep interest rates
low.?>" More innovatively, she suggested offering a kind of FHA-
style insurance to developers of rental property, guaranteeing
them adequate rent-rolls and a return on investment, in order to
stimulate development of rental housing.?>?

From a modern perspective, many of the housing market's
dysfunctional dynamics in the 1940s are still unsolved today. While
some of Rosenman’s specific prescriptions are not aligned with
modern conditions, the book nevertheless serves as a compact
summary of the kinds of innovative ideas for solving the housing
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crisis that goes far beyond the deregulatory approaches dominant
today.

PART lll. LESSONS FOR TODAY

In political fights over the current housing crisis, most
people have focused primarily on loosening land use regulations.
As Part | described, YIMBY reformers push for liberalized zoning to
unlock private development, while NIMBY neighbors object to the
changes in community character that new development will bring.
They echo the opponents of New Deal and World War Il housing
innovation. But the story of war housing demonstrates that the
breadth of governments’ power goes far beyond adjusting land
use regulations. World War Il does not provide a blueprint that can
be adopted today. The world, and housing markets, have changed
in profound and important ways. Even so, the story of war housing
does offer a framework and some cautionary lessons for
identifying additional policy levers that the government could use
to address today's housing crisis.

Looking back, it is easy to tell a pessimistic story about
political in-fighting and the undermining of some of the more
meaningful government interventions into housing markets.
Kristin Szylvian characterized the government's efforts in terms of
three distinct phases: the Defense Phase, which sought to extend
New Deal-era policies; the War Phase, which saw private interests
reassert themselves to limit government involvement in housing;
and the post-war Disposition Phase, which saw the federal
government divest itself of most of the homes and communities it
had built.?>? It is less a pendulum than a line, starting with
innovative public involvement in housing production and then
slowly giving way to private interests. In this story, developers and
private real estate interests are the forces primarily limiting new
development—they wanted a monopoly on housing production
and fought bitterly to keep housing markets free from government
competition. 2>
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Prioritizing demountable or temporary housing looks
particularly ill-conceived in hindsight. It abandoned the innovative
ideas that might have provided new models of workforce housing
after the war. It was also terrible quality on its own terms.
According to Emmerich, “It was nothing less than a miracle that
there were no disasters during the war in the temporary
communities vulnerable to fire, flood, and epidemics, for these
were communities that were improvised and substandard in every
way.”?> In other settings, the federal government relied on mobile
homes or trailers that could be shipped around the country.?>

But maybe the story is not quite so disheartening. Yes, there
may have been significant missed opportunities, and yes, the
government presumably could have been more ambitious in ways
that would have created lasting benefits. But the necessity for
expedience and compromise does not detract from the very real
innovation that occurred. Although still recognizing its deficiency,
one historian offered a more charitable description of the
demountable housing that the federal government built in Ogden,
Utah:

The foundations and floors were built at the project
site. Sides, windows, and doors were manufactured
at mills in California or Ogden and shipped to the site
for quick assembly. Hardwood floors were used
throughout, and outside walls were covered with
cedar board or asphalt shingles. Each home had a
kitchen, dinette, living room, bathroom, and one-to-
three bedrooms. Homes were equipped with ranges,
refrigerators, and heating equipment, although
wartime scarcities were reflected in the use of ice
refrigerators. On the outside, lighting fixtures and
wooden skirtings were added to give attractiveness.
Such temporary units were not as charming and
comfortable as privately-built homes, nor were they
as soundly constructed or as easily maintained, but
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under the circumstances they served adequately the
emergency needs of war workers.?’

Fundamentally, war housing during World War Il reflected a
momentary triumph of policymakers expanding the provision of
public housing beyond affordable housing for the poor. Feeding
the war machine required housing workers who were several
rungs up the economic ladder from the most common objects of
public housing. But in that moment, new models of housing
emerged—Ilike mutual housing—that created communities that
are still vibrant 70 years later.?>® According to Kristin Szylvian, 37
mutual housing associations from this period were still in
existence as of 2015.2°° Many have proven more resilient than
other developments in post-industrial communities. As Szylvian
writes, “Had the war and the postwar housing situation unfolded
[the way housing reformers expected], federal housing officials
would have hired leading modernist architects to design
residential communities earmarked for sale to their residents . . .
wherever there was an ongoing need for affordable housing."2¢°

There is also no question that the government produced a
significant amount of housing in a very short time. As one
contemporaneous account in 1942 described, “Demountable
dwellings for 13,700 war workers and their families [in one Virginia
community] are becoming available at the rate of more than 200 a
day in one of the most spectacular public war housing
undertakings . . . "?®" That is a number that private developers
acting on their own are unlikely to achieve today, even in America's
largest cities, regardless of the regulatory landscape.

Today's debates resemble many of the fault lines in World
War Il housing fights. During World War Il, many private real estate
interests argued that private developers would solve the housing
crisis if the government simply got out of the way. Even though
they acknowledged that developers were not building housing that
was affordable to middle-income homebuyers, they argued that
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“properties vacated by the purchasers of new high-priced housing
accommodations were becoming available to war workers and
were thus alleviating housing congestion.”?%? This is a version of
“filtering” in today’s housing debates.?®® But in the end, private real
estate interests did not solve the World War Il housing crisis. They
did not produce enough housing quickly enough, and they
exploited defense workers in tight housing markets.

The federal government’s ultimate capitulation to people
trying to maintain racially segregated communities and to private
real estate interests fighting to protect their profits, hobbled some
of the most innovative opportunities of war housing. Imagine what
our built environment might look like today if instead of
demountable housing, the government had continued to build
permanent housing in dense, walkable, garden communities.
These developments could have modeled an entirely different
vision of urban and regional growth that might have proven more
compelling than the single-family sprawl that has consumed the
landscape.

still, the fight continues between those advocating primarily
for private markets to address our housing needs and those
favoring a more robust role for the government. Is it enough for
government to simply get out of the way and to remove barriers
to building, or should the government act like we have an actual
housing crisis and deploy more of the tools at its disposal? World
War Il revealed that governments have a more extensive toolkit
than they recognize.

Stepping back from the narrative of World War Il housing,
we can see government interventions on four dimensions: (1)
building housing; (2) purchasing and repurposing existing
buildings; (3) providing capital to builders and homebuyers; and (4)
developing and promoting alternative ownership structures.
Admittedly, these do not all translate perfectly into the present
day. We know more about housing markets than we did at the
time, and we have also developed new and more sophisticated
tools, both physical and legal, than were available in the 1940s. Still,
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war housing can serve as a source of inspiration for the kinds of
policies that we might consider today.

A. Building

The federal and state governments have largely shifted
away from building public housing. Even the term “public housing”
is now largely associated with poor conditions, concentrated
poverty, and mismanagement. Instead, most public support for
housing takes the form of tax incentives to private developers to
build affordable housing, and tenant-based vouchers. But the
history of war housing reveals opportunities for governments to
play an important role in the production of housing, as well. By
expanding the public production of housing, governments can
build a significant number of housing units, de-risk
experimentation, and more actively achieve other regulatory goals
like the development of transit-oriented development.

A government building program can significantly increase
housing inventory. Indeed, other countries have demonstrated the
capacity of governments to produce housing, if they have the
political will. The most striking example is the Million Programme
in Sweden. Between 1965 and 1974, the Swedish government
produced over one million housing units for a country with a
population of only 8 million.?%* The number is staggering. And the
country relied on some of the same kinds of lessons of war
housing, specifically prefabricated building design and strong
central direction with municipal implementation. Vienna, Austria,
has over 200,000 public housing units—called social housing—in
a city of approximately 2 million.?®> Governments in this country
could simply build more.

Not only can governments produce a significant number of
housing units, but they can also innovate and demonstrate new
models for housing development. The government can act as a

264 Thomas Hall & Sonja Viden, The Million Homes Programme: A Review of the
Great Swedish Planning Project, 20 PLAN. PERsP. 301 (2005).

265 Philip Oltermann, The Social Housing Secret: How Vienna Became the World's
Most Livable City, THE GUARDIAN (Jan. 10, 2024),
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2024/jan/10/the-social-housing-
secret-how-vienna-became-the-worlds-most-livable-city.
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market maker and take risks that developers may be unwilling to
take. Many housing consumers today express some interest in
new urbanist design principles featuring density and walkability.
But the market still produces far more suburban single-family
homes than any other form of housing.?%® Ask developers and they
will often say that single-family homes are less risky.?®” Developers
know how to build them, and they are what consumers actually
prefer. But those preferences are not innate or natural. They are
themselves a product of government intervention during the inter-
war period, when the federal government saw the single-family
home as a mechanism for social engineering. That is now so baked
into our collective consciousness that many people have trouble
imagining other forms of housing. But just as the government
helped to create the market for single-family homes, it could help
Create a vision for those alternatives.

The government can also help to derisk new building
technologies by serving as a buyer at scale. On the one hand, the
kinds of demountable war housing that the government ultimately
built during World War Il are bad models for modern housing. The
units were temporary by design. Many relied on the development
of new materials, like softwood plywood, literally glued together
with a “noncritical adhesive.”?®® They deliberately built in
obsolescence. But the proliferation of this housing still
demonstrated the government’s ability to build at scale, quickly,
using new technologies.

The government could employ the same kind of approach
to deploy quality housing at higher volume. Even in the 1940s, off-
site and prefabricated building technologies—already pioneered
for different purposes during the War—showed tremendous
promise for increasing efficiencies in the construction process.
They have had limited use in private settings partly because they
remain highly capital intensive. But with the government as a
regular customer—or, indeed, as an innovator—these kinds of

266 Press Release, US Census Bureau, New Residential Construction, May 2026
(June 16, 2026), https://www.census.gov/construction/nrc/current/index.html.
267 Serkin, supra note 34, at 1126 (“[L]arge, multifamily construction takes much
longer than building single-family homes and usually involves much more
development risk.").

268 tHHousing . . .., VICTORY 9 (Dec. 29, 1942) .
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building technologies could reduce construction costs for
everyone.

Public housing production is also a more direct way of
creating desirable forms of housing. For example, many cities and
states, from California to Massachusetts, have been trying to
increase density around transit hubs in order to decrease
automobile dependence, reduce carbon emissions, and increase
housing supply in places best able to accommodate growth.?® The
primary tools to encourage this transit-oriented design involve
loosening density restrictions, or offering density bonuses for
certain designs. In other words, the governments’ approach is to
create regulatory conditions that allow for the desired
development and then incentivize or hope that developers will do
the work. A more direct government intervention is simply to build
the housing itself. If the intuition is that certain building forms in
certain locations—dense development near transit—produces
positive externalities, governments can produce those benefits by
building what they want where they want, instead of relying on
complex tax and regulatory incentives to induce private
development.

There are, of course, risks to a revitalized public building
program. Government building has a reputation for ugly design,
bad quality, and inefficiencies across the board. Some of that is a
function of legal compromises that were designed to prevent the
government from competing with private developers—building
only affordable housing, for example, subject to price caps. Others
may be more structural and reflect concerns about industry group
capture and waste. One need not be pollyannish about
government building to see that it could play an important role.

B. Purchasing and Repurposing Property

A central feature of the war housing effort was repurposing
existing structures, like hotels and empty warehouses, to provide
low-cost apartments for defense workers. Governments may
continue to have an important role to play here as well. As housing

269 SB 79, supra note 60; Multi-Family Zoning Requirement for MBTA
Communities, Mass.gov, supra note 61.
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costs have ballooned, other real estate sectors have languished. A
sectoral decline in retail has left commercial spaces empty,
including shopping malls and big box stores in some places that
have proven difficult to put to productive use. Commercial office
space, too, has seen falling rents and increased vacancy rates.
These are all structures that could, in theory, be quickly
repurposed for housing.

The Biden Administration made some early moves in this
direction, supporting pilot programs for converting government
buildings and other commercial buildings into housing.?’°
Conversion of shopping malls, in particular, has gained some
notable traction.?”"

These efforts face significant challenges. The biggest
obstacle is often building codes. It can be very difficult to retrofit
commercial and retail spaces into residential apartments that
require windows in bedrooms, ventilation, and adequate utilities,
for example. Often, developers have discovered it is cheaper to
tear down large commercial buildings and rebuild them than it is
to try to convert them to residential use. And sometimes
conversions can go very wrong, as with the recent near-collapse of
a building in New York City.?"?

When developers talk about converting commercial
buildings to residential use, they are typically focused on
commercial office buildings in high-rent urban centers.?’? But

270 Press Release, The White House, FACT SHEET: Biden-Harris Administration
Takes Action to Create More Affordable Housing by Converting Commercial
Properties to Residential Use (Oct. 27, 2023),
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/fact-sheet-biden-harris-
administration-takes-action-create-more-affordable-housing .
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shopping-malls.html.
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there are other opportunities for even greater innovation through
redevelopment or adaptive reuse of vacant or abandoned big box
stores and retail shopping centers. These sites usually have robust
infrastructure, including street and even transit connectivity.

There are impediments to such redevelopment that the
private market may have trouble solving. For example, most of
these sites are zoned for commercial use and may not allow dense
multi-family development. There may also be legacy legal
constraints—leases, financing obligations, and so forth.
Government actors have tools to cut through both of these kinds
of restrictions, preempting local zoning for adaptive reuse, and
even using eminent domain to clear title to the property.

It is easy to picture a depressing warren of tiny units stuffed
into the hulking remains of a Home Depot or suburban mall. It is
harder to imagine the innovative designs that might be possible.
But war housing provides a model of government partnerships
with leading architects and design firms to solve just these kinds
of problems. The federal government’s ability to cut through
regulatory and other legal constraints, coupled with its ability to
take advantage of national scale in developing and modeling best
practices, could produce new ways of repurposing underused
property.

For example, the federal government could expand funds
for residential conversions.?’* More assertively, new federal
standards for residential conversions could preempt state and
local building codes, creating templates for such conversions that
make the process easier, while ensuring adequate safety and
consumer-protection measures. The government could undertake
conversions itself, as it did during World War I, and could also
create design templates for private developers.

conversions.html; Jenny Baker & Leah Mo, Here's What It Would Take to Turn
Empty Office Buildings into Residential Housing, PBS News (uly 15, 2023),
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/economy/analysis-heres-what-it-would-take-to-
turn-empty-office-buildings-into-residential-housing; Cara Eckholm et al,
Understanding  Office-to-Residential Conversion, BROOKINGS (MAR. 26, 2025),
https.//www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-office-to-residential-
conversion/.

214 See  Commercial to Residential Conversions Guidebook, Oct. 2023,
https://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/wpcontent/uploads/2023/10/Commerci
al-to-Residential-Conversions-Guidebook.pdf (listing existing grant programs).
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In addition to physical conversions, the government asked
people to put underused property to more productive use.
Homeowners were encouraged to rent out spare bedrooms or
take in boarders, for example. This was not renovation and
adaptive reuse but simply promoting more intensive use of
existing residential buildings.

Without the moral authority created by World War 1,
governments are unlikely to be able to get people to increase the
use of their property by asking nicely. But governments have more
assertive ways of encouraging more active use of existing housing
stock, as when they back up their requests with a financial stick.
For example, imposing a tax on unoccupied units, or even on
housing that is bigger than a certain size as a kind of luxury tax for
housing, would discourage sitting on unproductive property. Taxes
on second homes, unoccupied investment property, or short-term
rentals could similarly free up existing housing to be used to
actually house people. Likewise, tax breaks could support adding
accessory dwelling units or reconfiguring housing for multiple,
smaller units. Vermont already has a model of this approach,
offering significant grants—up to $50,000—to create an accessory
dwelling unit on a single-family property. This is not conceptually
different from the redevelopment and repurposing efforts during
World War I, but now with government subsidizing the effort
instead of just imploring people or doing the work itself.

C. Finance

Among the most durable wartime housing interventions
were the federal government's credit and insurance programs,
many of which left a lasting institutional impression. They are
viewed, even in retrospect, as unmitigated successes. Many of
today's mortgage markets still have the imprint of those early
innovations. The creation of self-amortizing loans increased
consumer buying power. Government insurance of certain types
of mortgages stabilized the financial sector, drove down borrowing
costs, increased construction, and disciplined the market by
incentivizing banks to make loans on consumer-friendly terms.

The plumbing of housing finance has changed since the
war. It is driven more by securitization, through Fannie Mae and
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Freddie Mac, than through insurance—although federal mortgage
insurance remains an important feature of the housing market,
especially for low-income and first-time buyers, for veterans, and
as part of the Department of Agriculture.?’> Securitization itself can
create new kinds of risks as the subprime mortgage crisis of 2008
laid bare. But fundamentally, insurance and securitization amount
to government subsidies of certain kinds of mortgages. These have
reduced borrowing costs and have disciplined the mortgage
markets, at least for the specific beneficiaries of these programs.

There is still room for innovation. During World War Il, the
federal government adopted place-specific, objective-condition-
based federal credit support that redirected private capital toward
the public goal of producing specific kinds of housing. Title VI did
not merely expand mortgage insurance in the abstract; it altered
underwriting to redirect private capital toward specific public
objectives, like increasing rental housing, in places of critical
need.?’® Today, the government could use the same technique in
more fine-grained ways to encourage particular kinds of buildings
in especially valuable places—like dense multi-family housing near
mass transit or in other less car-dependent places. The lesson is
straightforward: reducing borrowing costs based on substantive
housing outcomes can affect builders’ incentives.

This already happens to some extent. The federal
government subsidizes credit for specific development
characteristics in diverse and complex ways, even aside from the
most obvious subsidy in the mortgage interest deduction.?’”” The

275 John M. Quigley, Federal Credit and Insurance Programs: Housing, 88 FED. RES.
BANK OF ST. Louis Review (2006), https://escholarship.org/uc/item/41d5k3bd;
Alexei Alexandrov, Laurie Goodman & Ted Tozer, Urban Inst, Access to
Sustainable Mortgage Credit, July 2023.

276 Lindsay Peterson, The Lanham Act and the Modernization of American Housing,
1940-1945 (2017) (Ph.D. Dissertation, N.Y.U.); Weintraub and Tough, supra note
203, at 159-60.

277 Press Release, Fed. Hous. Fin. Ass'n, 2025 Multifamily Loan Purchase Caps
for Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac (Nov. 18, 2024),
https://www.fhfa.gov/news/fact-sheet/2025-multifamily-loan-purchase-caps-
for-fannie-mae-and-freddie-mac (last visited Mar. 20, 2026); PROGRAMS OF HUD:
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Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) also promotes housing
with specific locational characteristics through state Qualified
Allocation Plans.?’® But the existing programs are fragmented.
They support multifamily as a category, affordability in particular
contexts, or transit-oriented development in others. A
comprehensive approach would reward the combined package of
traits that the market undersupplies and that cities most need:
modestly sized multifamily units in places where density makes the
most sense.

A contemporary version could take the form of a dedicated
federal credit window for what might be called location-efficient
multifamily housing. Eligibility would turn on objective criteria
designed to address housing supply and affordability: smaller, less
amenity-laden apartments near transit corridors or in the most
housing-constrained places, for example. Projects satisfying
specific conditions could then receive the kinds of advantages the
federal apparatus already knows how to deliver in other
contexts—lower mortgage-insurance premiums or guarantee
fees, modestly higher leverage, longer amortization, or a more
favorable securitization execution.?’”? The mechanism is less
important than the insight: federal credit can price the public value
of a particular urban form. The possibility for innovation is not
simply federal support for housing finance or for promoting
explicitly affordable housing, which we already have, but a much
more general federal effort to allocate credit to address housing
costs.

Governments can innovate in other ways, too, to reduce the
costs of home buying by investing in better public infrastructure

Press Release, Freddie Mac, 2025 Freddie Mac Multifamily Production Volume
Tops $77 Billion, Up 17% Year Over Year (Jan. 15, 2026),, https://freddiemac.gcs-
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around property transactions. For example, a public version of title
insurance could reduce transaction costs. lowa guarantees up to
$750,000 for a flat fee of $175.28° Appraisal modernization and
standardization, especially for low-value properties, could also
make transactions faster and cheaper, and perhaps less racist in
the process.?®" A public mortgage lien registry—analogous to a
public version of the mortgage electronic registration service that
banks currently use—could increase transparency and reduce
friction in financing by making it more apparent who holds
mortgages on property.

None of these is a silver bullet. But World War Il
demonstrates the various ways that governments can leverage
private markets to produce more housing and reduce transaction
costs. Including these kinds of ideas in modern discussions of the
housing crisis simply expands the government's toolkit.

D. Forms of Ownership

Finally, and perhaps most abstractly, the story of war
housing demonstrates how government can help to innovate new
legal structures as well as physical ones. The Progressive and New
Deal efforts of reformers like Westbrook imagined a new kind of
mutual or cooperative housing that combined collective
governance in the community with ownership or long-term
stability of tenure in individual units. At the time, conservative
voices were wary that this resembled socialism and sought to limit
or dismantle the efforts to create these new models of ownership.

Interestingly, this vision for mutual housing may have simply
been ahead of its time. Today, homeowner associations provide a
market-based private model of just this ownership form.
Fundamentally, HOAs are a form of community governance that
Creates and enforces community rules and oversees shared
space. Residents of many HOAs today would be surprised by the
charge of socialism.

280 Owner Coverage, 10WA ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT & FINANCE AUTHORITY,
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True, HOAs are hardly the model for collective self-
governance that early reformers championed. More often, they
have become the location of bitter fights over trivial property
conflicts. Moreover, they are not affordable. In fact, housing units
in HOAs tend to sell at a premium over other housing. Still, the
lessons from war housing show the potential of innovation in how
property is owned, and not just in how it is produced.

For example, some of the early forms of mutual housing
allowed only limited—or no—capital appreciation. That is, the
property was restricted so that it could only be sold at the price
originally paid, perhaps plus some modest appreciation. Limiting
capital appreciation effectively disaggregates the use value and the
investment value of housing. The effect is easy to predict.
Prohibiting capital appreciation will make the property much more
affordable.

Although unfamiliar to most people today, this model has
proven itself in some places. It is commonplace in Switzerland
where, under the cooperative model, “new residents buy shares to
gain admission to the building . ... The co-op uses the money to
maintain the building, keep rents below market rate and, often,
provide communal amenities like childcare. When a resident
moves out, their shares are returned at face value. There is no
capital gain.”?®? In New York City, too, certain limited equity co-ops
have been around for decades and have managed to sustain long-
term affordable communities with real stability.?®® They create
some predictable problems and can struggle with ensuring

282 Thomas Fuller, A Third Way’' Between Buying or Renting? Swiss Co-Ops Say
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adequate ongoing investment in maintenance and improvements.
But the model exists and has been successful.

Community land trusts are another legal mechanism for
affordability. In these, ownership of the land is separated from
ownership of improvements on the land. A community group or
non-profit may own the land, while the homeowner owns the
house and leases the land. In theory, this structure can reduce
housing costs because it allows buyers to purchase a house
without having to purchase the land. In practice, affordability is
built into a community land trust model because the leases often
cap homes' resale value.?®* Community land trusts are credited
with advancing many social values—from land conservation?® to
human flourishing?®®—but here, they primarily demonstrate how
innovations in legal forms can serve affordability.

Other features can serve similar functions, albeit indirectly.
For example, rent-to-own arrangements, where residents must
rent for some period of years before being given an opportunity
to buy, can reduce property speculation and create a kind of self-
selection for people who are invested in the community.

There are many other creative proposals for different forms
of ownership. In an insightful article, with the wonderful title Fee
Simple Obsolete, Lee Fennell explored new rental models for
residents. In Homeownership 2.0, she also proposed different ways
of allowing people to buy houses without subjecting themselves to
the risks of property value fluctuation. For Fennell and others,
proposals around new forms of ownership have generally been
directed towards private actors, at least implicitly. But war housing
shows how the government can be a catalyst by creating and
deploying new ownership structures to address affordability, or
other consequences of housing policy.
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Conclusion

The housing affordability crisis imposes terrible costs.
Economically, it has reduced mobility and depressed economic
growth. Individually, it has put homeownership out of reach for
many and has even forced some people into homelessness.
Politically and socially, housing costs have drawn younger people
into conflict with older generations who are caught in a zero-sum
game over housing affordability and housing as an investment.

We need to start acting like we have a housing crisis. We
need to expand our policy toolkit and find new ways of addressing
housing affordability that go beyond reducing regulatory barriers
for private development. World War Il modeled what is possible
when a government is motivated to act. While the specific policies
may not translate into contemporary housing policies, that
forgotten history shows the breadth of policies to consider. We
were able to house millions of workers in a short amount of time,
despite a shortage of both labor and building supplies. Imagine
how much housing could be produced today if we pointed our
housing policies at a broader range of targets.
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