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Homeownership has let us down. For generations, Americans believed that owning
a home was an axiomatic good. Our political leaders hammered home the point. Herbert
Hoover argued that homeownership could “change the very physical, mental and moral
fiber of one’ s own children.” Franklin Roosevelt held that a country of homeowners
was “unconquerable. ” Homeownership could even, in the words of George H.W. Bush’s
Secretary of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), Jack Kemp, “save babies, save
children, save families and save America.” A house with a front lawn and a picket
fence wasn’t just a nice place to live or a risk—free investment; it was a way to

transform a nation.

Houses owned by the people who lived in them, we believed, created social and
financial stability — more—involved citizens, safer neighborhoods, kids who did
better in school. No wonder leaders of all political stripes wanted to spend more
than $100 billion a year on subsidies and tax breaks to encourage people to buy.

The dark side of homeownership is now all too apparent: foreclosures and
walkaways, neighborhoods plagued by abandoned properties and plummeting home values,
a nation in which families have $6 trillion less in housing wealth than they did
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just three years ago. Indeed, easy lending stimulated by the cult of homeownership

may have triggered the financial crisis and led directly to its biggest bailout,
that of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac. Housing remains a drag on the economy.
Existing—home sales in July dropped 27% from the prior month, exacerbating fears
of a double-dip

And all that is just the obvious tale of a housing bubble and what happened when
it popped. The real story is deeper and darker still
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