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			Praise for 
Stuck

			
				“Insightful…compelling…[Yoni Appelbaum] skillfully blends zoning history with his own reportage.”

				—Los Angeles Times

				“Appelbaum is a lovely storyteller, and in this gentle book he emphasizes how much the historical ability of Americans to change their circumstances has depended on moving somewhere else.”

				—The New Yorker

				“[A] fascinating new account of the decline in Americans’ geographic mobility.”

				—The Economist

				“Appelbaum’s skill as a historian shines.”

				—City Journal

				“Engagingly written.”

				—Harvard Business Review

				“Fascinating…In this riveting story of mobility from the Puritans to the present, Stuck reinterprets American history and offers a key to reimagining a vibrant, more egalitarian, future.”

				—Heather Cox Richardson, author of Democracy Awakening

				“In this vivid and troubling history, Yoni Applebaum offers a provocative account of how immobility has contributed to the inequalities of income and wealth that are devastating the United States.”

				—Jill Lepore, author of These Truths

				“At once a fascinating history and a blueprint for change, Stuck unravels a powerful and urgent story about the hidden forces that have shaped—and constrained—American opportunity. With gripping historical insight and sharp contemporary relevance, Yoni Appelbaum delivers a must-read work for anyone passionate about equity and the future of American mobility.”

				—Gilbert King, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Devil in the Grove

				“Americans have always treasured the joys of moving, but Yoni Applebaum brilliantly shows how that freedom has been strangled by zoning laws, racism, and the misuse of building codes. Housing, he writes, ‘has grown artificially scarce and prohibitively expensive.’ Public anger and social divisions have embittered our politics. With verve and passion, Applebaum champions a nation not only with more affordable housing but also with stronger communities and richer social connections. Stuck should provoke clearer thinking, more productive debate—and action.”

				—E. J. Dionne, Jr., author of Why Americans Hate Politics and Our Divided Political Heart

				“Yoni Appelbaum offers readers an essential lens for understanding opportunity in America. In a rich and deeply researched tour of the country’s social and economic trajectory, he illustrates that geographic mobility is dynamism—change embodied—and without it, we remain mired in the status quo.”

				—Clayton Page Aldern, author of The Weight of Nature and co-author of Homelessness Is a Housing Problem

				“Applebaum’s masterful new book traces the history of American ideas about the freedom to move, showing how mobility finally triumphed in law only to be sapped of practical possibility by a growing morass of local restrictions on housing development. The story he tells is rich with ironies, perfectly timed, and surprisingly fun to read.”

				—Christopher Elmensdorf, Martin Luther King Jr. Professor of Law, University of California, Davis School of Law
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			A Nation of Migrants

			The last thing I ever wanted to do was move. Most of what I needed lay within an easy walk of our Cambridgeport apartment. In the mornings, I took my children to preschool, stopping to run errands at the local shops on the way home. From our back porch, I could see a city park, with a playground and basketball hoops and a broad grassy field. Our neighbors who had been strangers when we moved in had since become our friends; I could pop downstairs for a couple of eggs when I ran short and expect a knock if they needed a cup of sugar. My office at Harvard was just under a mile down the street.

			But the apartment had only two bedrooms. Rent was costing us a third of our income each month, and it kept going up. Our daughter and son wouldn’t want to share a room forever, and an apartment with a third bedroom in Cambridge was well beyond our reach. Every year, more friends in our position gave up and left. They moved out to the suburbs or to cheaper cities in other parts of the country—not where they wanted to be, but where they could afford to live. One family in our building had come back to the States with their daughter after years of humanitarian work abroad. When I learned they were expecting twins, I offered my congratulations and was met with a despondent sigh. They’d discovered what a larger apartment in the Boston area would cost—much less a freestanding house—and decided that the only rational thing for them to do was return to Africa.

			If theirs was an extreme case, it represented a common problem. Every year, fewer Americans can afford to live where they want to. The crisis shows up in lengthening commutes; the average commuter now travels almost thirty minutes each way to their job, and one in ten spends more than an hour. It shows up in soaring home prices, pushed skyward by the desperation of buyers—up by more than 60 percent over the past decade, to an average of about half a million dollars. It shows up in painfully high rents; half of all renters now spend more than 30 percent of their income on housing, the threshold for being “rent burdened,” and a quarter spend more than 50 percent. And it shows up in the record number of Americans unable to afford those rents and forced into homelessness.

			In fact, it shows up so pervasively that I hardly needed studies and statistics to see it. I thought about it every time I walked past a glitzy new condo for sale across the street from a homeless man sleeping on a sidewalk. I thought about it while sitting in traffic alongside thousands of other drivers who had infinitely better ways to spend their time. I thought about it when I encountered a school in an expensive neighborhood that had been converted to some other use, because so many families had been priced out of the area that Cambridge had lost two-thirds of its children. I thought about it as I watched anti-gentrification protests, led by neighbors concerned that they, too, would have to leave the city they loved. And I thought about it each month as I wrote a check to cover the rent.

			Some Americans have become so accustomed to the places with the greatest opportunities being effectively reserved for the rich that it somehow seems natural that they should be. In fact, it represents a recent and profound inversion. For centuries, Americans at the bottom of the economic ladder moved toward such places, not away from them, searching for a foothold on the first rung of that ladder, looking for the chance to climb. Entrepreneurs raced to erect housing to hold them. Cambridge had long been a magnet for such people. The city had hardly run out of space; it hadn’t even returned to the postwar peak of its population. And yet instead of drawing people in, Cambridge was now driving them out. And it wasn’t alone. Throughout the country, the places where ordinary Americans were likeliest to find better jobs, earn higher incomes, and give their children better lives were increasingly priced beyond their grasp. Families were stressed. Cities were struggling. And the country was growing ever more unequal.

			What happened? As a historian, I suspected the answers lay in the past, and I started right at home, with my own apartment. Digging through property records, census manuscripts, insurance maps, municipal directories, and old newspapers to piece together its story, I could tell, at a glance, that it hadn’t always been so pricey. My century-old building was a three-decker—one of the iconic flat-roofed wooden structures, with apartments stacked like layer cakes, built to house the workers of New England’s industrial cities. When they were constructed, far from being seen as luxurious, they were regarded as a sure sign of a neighborhood’s decline. “Foreigners are coming in increasing numbers,” the Massachusetts Civic League warned in 1911, bringing with them the three-decker, “which, besides being objectionable on other grounds, is a flimsy fire-trap and a menace to human life.”

			Built in 1901 by Joseph Doherty, a local real estate man who saw opportunity in Cambridgeport’s rapid growth, our menacing building was wider than most, with a central staircase, two units on each floor, and mild delusions of grandeur. If the building showed its age, it also showed a certain pride of craftsmanship. Moldings ran along the ceilings, sliding doors separated the front parlor from the bedroom, and—a delightful absurdity—a butler’s pantry with drawers and shelves opened off the dining room. Doherty had bought the lot and the handsome ten-room, single-family home that occupied it. He tore the house down, replacing it with a pair of double three-deckers and making room for twelve families in a space that had previously accommodated only one.

			To the west lay Old Cambridge, home to Harvard and stately mansions on sedate tree-lined streets. In the opposite direction lay East Cambridge, a gritty industrial area filled with factories and recent immigrants. Cambridgeport was a neighborhood in between, in every way—neither an industrial slum nor an elegant suburb, but something new in the world. A settlement house worker named Albert Kennedy studied the neighborhood and watched as the children of immigrants moved in and then moved on to greater prosperity. Deciding he needed a novel term to capture its distinctive role, he dubbed it a “zone of emergence.”

			Doherty had made a clever investment. He had no trouble renting the units in his building, erected opposite a large Catholic church, to other second-generation Irish Americans. The butler’s pantries and other small flourishes he’d added to his buildings appealed to his tenants’ aspirations. Their parents might have sweated in the factories, but their children were now graduating from high school. Thomas Sweeney, for example, was a self-employed plumber; his daughter Margaret put her education to work as a government stenographer. My building’s six apartments also housed a telephone operator, postal letter carrier, car salesman, store clerk, and gym instructor. Half a century later, the building still housed a similar mix of residents, although as Irish Americans ascended the economic ladder, other second-generation immigrants had arrived behind them. Our own apartment was rented by Jessie White, whose father emigrated from Canada, and her two adult daughters. When Jessie’s husband, a brass finisher, died in 1940, she took in a shipping clerk as a boarder to help make ends meet. One daughter operated a boxing machine at a factory; the other, who had finished high school, found an office job at an oil company.

			And yet, by the time we moved in half a century after that, something had gone wrong. Instead of a new generation of blue-collar families, the building held a very different mix of tenants: graduate students, doctors, architects, engineers. The neighborhood was no longer a zone of emergence; only people who had already emerged could possibly afford to move in. And it wasn’t just changing in our building, or on our block. Prices throughout the city had skyrocketed. And in fact, throughout the country, in the areas where the economy was growing fastest and jobs paid the most, demand for housing far outstripped the supply.

			Today, the problem I’m describing is generally referred to as our affordable housing crisis. But that’s not quite right. If affordability were the underlying problem, then moving to places like Flint, Michigan—where housing is so cheap it can’t be given away—would be the solution. Americans, though, are not beating a path to Flint, a city of few jobs and bleak prospects. What we actually face is a mobility crisis. The distinction matters. Americans used to be able to choose where to live, but moving toward opportunity is now, largely, a privilege of the economic elite.

			The notion that people should be able to choose their own communities—instead of being stuck wherever they happen to be born—is America’s most profound contribution to the world. Many of the cherished features of our society trace, in one way or another, back to this innovation; many of our country’s most glaring injustices result from the ways in which this freedom has been denied to those who needed it most. The fact that it is now endangered is not just a problem for housing markets; it’s a lethal threat to the entire American project.

			A decade ago in Cambridge, as I began researching this book, I didn’t yet understand that. I knew only that the city where I was born no longer had space for my family—that we were going to have to move, whether we wanted to or not. But that, as it happens, is something Americans have been doing from the very beginning.

			

			 

			

			America is a nation of migrants. No society has ever been remotely so mobile as America at its peak. In the late nineteenth century, the heyday of American mobility, roughly a third of all Americans changed addresses each year. European visitors were astonished, and more than slightly appalled. The American, Michel Chevalier observed in 1835, “is devoured with a passion for locomotion, he cannot stay in one place.” On Moving Day, when leases expired in tandem, the greater part of a city’s population might relocate to new quarters between sunup and sundown, in a great jumble of furniture and carts and carpetbags. On average, Americans moved far more often, over longer distances, and to greater advantage than did people in the lands from which they had come. They understood this as the key to their national character, the thing that made their country distinctive. “We are a migratory people, and we flourish best when we make an occasional change of base,” explained one nineteenth-century newspaper. “We have cut loose from the old style of human vegetation, the former method, of sticking like an oyster to one spot through numberless succeeding generations,” wrote another.

			Every American has ancestors who decided to stop being oysters. The earliest of them came across Beringia and quickly peopled the land. Millennia later, people arrived from Europe and were just as quick to spread out, dispossessing those who had come before. But they did not simply arrive in one place and put down roots. Having come to this land, they never stopped moving. They loaded the cart, the wagon, the steamer trunk, or the moving van. They left the towns where they grew up to plant settlements, and then their children left those towns in turn to begin anew. In different eras, they headed in different directions: meadowlands and marshes, to graze their cattle; market towns, to ply their crafts; factories, to earn a wage; prairies, to lay claim to the land and till the soil; booming cities, to open a shop of their own. They went in search of economic opportunity, or liberty, or community. They went because they were forced to go, or because they sought freedom and equality. They went because they could not stay where they were, or because they did not want to. But they went.

			My own ancestors came to the United States from a wide array of places, at different times and for different reasons. One grandfather was born to Greek immigrants from a village in the mountains above Sparta; the other to Jewish immigrants from what is now Belarus. I have ancestors who fled the persecution of Puritans in England, of Jews in Ukraine, of independence activists in Spanish Cuba. In the lands they left behind, successive generations lived in the same towns, inhabited the same houses, plied the same trades, and farmed the same land. Experience had taught them that admitting new members left a community with less to go around, so they treated outsiders with suspicion and hostility. They learned that rifts and feuds produced lasting bitterness, so they placed a priority on consensus and conformity. Village life placed the communal above the individual, tradition ahead of innovation, insularity before acceptance.

			But in America, the ceaseless migrations of the population shaped a new set of expectations. “When the mobility of population was always so great,” the historian Carl Becker observed, “the strange face, the odd speech, the curious custom of dress, and the unaccustomed religious faith ceased to be a matter of comment or concern.” A mobile population opened the possibilities of pluralism as diverse peoples learned to live alongside each other. The term “stranger,” Becker wrote, in other lands synonymous with “enemy,” instead became “a common form of friendly salutation.” In a nation where people are forever arriving and departing, a newcomer can seem less a threat to the settled order than a welcome addition to a growing community: “Howdy, stranger.” Mobility has long been the shaper of American character and the guarantor of its democracy.

			Americans turned migration from the last resort of the desperate and the destitute into the exercise of a fundamental right. When my Puritan forebearers arrived on American shores in the seventeenth century, they justified the abandonment of their proper homes and stations with the audacious claim that relocation can sometimes be respectable, or even laudable. They soon codified this right, the right to leave, into law. Their towns, though, were semi-sovereign entities, policing their boundaries, selecting their members, and regulating the behavior of their populations. Anyone could leave, but not just anyone could stay. Two centuries later, as the young United States pushed west, it would add a complementary liberty, if only to some: the right to belong. Together, these ideas constituted a new and transformative freedom. Instead of allowing communities to choose their own members, Americans decided to allow most individuals to choose their communities.

			As Americans moved around, they also moved up. The extraordinary geographic mobility of the United States drove its equally distinctive levels of social and economic mobility. Though the process of moving was always wrenching, the pain of relocation real, people who went to new places often found new beginnings, new connections, new communities, and new opportunities. They had the chance to break away from stultifying social hierarchies, depleted farmland, and dead-end jobs. On average, migrants have always grown more prosperous than those who stayed in place, and conferred better futures on their children—a correlation that, remarkably, has remained robust across four centuries, in a society that has changed in countless other ways.

			There were no guarantees. However green the grass appeared, many Americans crossed to the other side of the fence, only to find it withering beneath their feet. Boomtowns turned to ghost towns; entire industries became obsolete. And mobility was never uncontested. Waves of immigrants faced discrimination from those who had come only slightly before, turned away from communities they sought to join just because they were Irish, or Italian, or Jewish. Laws excluded the Chinese, and vigilantes hounded them from their homes. Women seldom enjoyed the full privilege of mobility, constrained by social strictures, legal barriers, and physical dangers. And even after the end of slavery, Black Americans had to fight at every turn to exercise their mobility in the face of segregation and racist violence.

			But members of all these groups, and others besides, kept moving whenever they were able, because they understood the link between mobility and opportunity. Where racists and nativists sought to keep new arrivals out, they insistently demanded to be let in. And when the first move didn’t work out, Americans of different backgrounds could always see some more promising destination beckoning them onward. They could light out for the territory, hit the road, stake their claim, or make a brand-new start of it in a city that never sleeps. Our culture is thick with the clichés of mobility.

			The freedom to move opened space for political and religious diversity. People unhappy with the decisions their communities made were not locked into endless feuds, but could, with a minimum of capital, move to a place they found more congenial, voting with their feet. Social identities, too, were transformed from heritable characteristics into self-fashioned choices. The voluntary communities Americans created led to a remarkable flourishing of religious and associational life as new arrivals invested effort in building up relationships, making America a nation of joiners. Freed from the heavy weight of tradition, of the constraints of habit and precedent, the new nation became famed for its entrepreneurship and innovation and for the rapidity of its economic growth. Mobility distinguished the United States from the relative stasis of Europe. American institutions were tuned for the perpetual motion of the population, adapted to individuals relocating again and again in search of greater opportunity. The most distinctive features of the young republic all traced back to this single, foundational fact: Americans were always starting over, always looking ahead to their next beginning, always seeking to move up by moving on. Mobility has been the great engine of American prosperity, the essential mechanism of social equality, and the ballast of our diverse democracy.

			But for the last fifty years, the engine of American opportunity has been grinding to a halt, throwing society into crisis. Americans have grown less likely to move from one state to another, or to move within a state, or to switch residences within a city. In the late nineteenth century, the heyday of American mobility, a third of all Americans might have changed addresses each year. In the 1940s and 1950s, about a fifth of Americans moved annually. By 2021, only one-twelfth of Americans moved. The drastic decline in geographic mobility is the single most important social change of the past half century, and perhaps the least remarked.

			Fewer kids are watching moving vans pull in to their neighborhoods or loading their own belongings into the back of a truck and setting off for someplace new. Fewer adults are starting over in a new town or taking a better job in a different state. For all its limits and despite all its costs, the geographic mobility of the American population produced an unprecedented degree of social fluidity, allowing many people to transcend the circumstances of their birth, to define their own identities, and to choose their communities. Its decline has left many Americans feeling trapped and hopeless, stripping them of agency and denying them the chance to give their own kids a better life.

			

			 

			

			What killed American mobility? There is no shortage of suspects. People have always been most mobile while they’re relatively young, and the country is aging. The median American was just sixteen years old in 1800 and twenty-eight in 1970, but more than thirty-eight today. The spread of occupational licensing might have made it more costly to find jobs in new places. Or perhaps the answers reflect positive trends. As more women have gained entry into the workforce, two-career households might have found it increasingly difficult to relocate. The prevalence of joint custody makes it harder for members of divorced couples to move. More Americans own their homes, and renters have always been more mobile. Maybe Americans are just growing more successful and better able to locate jobs and communities that meet their needs, reducing their impulse to move someplace else. Maybe they are relying on remote work to stay where they are.

			But none of these answers can possibly explain the broad, persistent declines in geographic mobility by itself, or even if you add them all together. The country may be older, but the drop has been particularly steep among younger Americans. The spread of occupational licensing is real, but most jobs aren’t licensed, and it accounts for perhaps 5 percent of the total decline. Two-earner households may be less mobile, but their mobility has declined in tandem with that of other groups. Mobility is down not just among homeowners but also among renters, and its decline antedates the rise of remote work. And just look around. Do Americans look happier and more satisfied to you?

			But there is one more set of suspects, and the evidence for their guilt is damning: American mobility has been slowly strangled by generations of reformers, seeking to reassert control over their neighborhoods and their neighbors. At the beginning of the twentieth century, reformers sought to apply the fruits of science and reason to manage growth, reimposing order and control on a jumbled and chaotic landscape that mixed shops and apartments in among the houses, and occupants of varied ethnicities and income brackets. Their chosen tools were building codes and restrictive covenants and zoning ordinances, designed to segregate land by use and class and race. New Deal bureaucrats next took up the cause, requiring local jurisdictions to apply these tools to their communities and putting new construction firmly under the purview of government. Then, in the postwar decades, skepticism of big business and big government led a new generation of activists to empower individuals and groups to challenge decisions made by bureaucrats. This varied lot of reformers acted from a wide mix of motives, some laudable and others despicable. Some would probably appreciate what they have wrought, while others would be appalled at the unintended consequences of their work. But taken together, the reforms that they enacted have created a peculiarly dysfunctional system. Almost all new construction in the United States now requires government approval, and anyone with sufficient time and resources and education can effectively veto that approval, or at least impose great expense and delay. The result is that in the very places that need it most desperately, housing has become prohibitively difficult to build. If the freedom to move was originally secured by allowing Americans to choose their own communities, then it has been undone by a series of legal and political changes that restored the sovereignty of local communities and allowed them again to select their own members.

			These changes took hold so gradually that most Americans are unaware of how radically they have altered their society. For most of our history, a highly mobile population moved toward opportunity. When a place prospered, it quickly swelled with new arrivals. Builders rushed to meet the demand with housing. Farms gave way to clusters of houses, which turned into town houses, which sprouted into apartment buildings or even high-rises. But in today’s burgeoning metropolises and boomtowns, restrictions have effectively frozen the built environment. As a result, housing has grown artificially scarce and prohibitively expensive. A fortunate few can still afford to move where they want. Most people, though, would have to pay so much more for housing in prospering cities that offered better jobs that relocation would leave them worse off overall. Americans aren’t moving anymore, because for so many moving threatens to cost more than it delivers.

			The costs of our national sclerosis are frightening to contemplate. More Americans have stopped starting new businesses. Between 1985 and 2014, both the total share of entrepreneurs in the population and the share of people newly becoming entrepreneurs fell by half. More Americans have stopped finding new jobs. Switching jobs frequently when you’re young correlates with occupational and economic mobility, but the share of people switching industries, occupations, and employers has fallen dramatically, particularly among younger workers; they’ve grown less likely to work for four or more employers by the time they’re thirty and more likely to work for just one or two. And more Americans are ending up worse off than their parents. In 1970, about eight out of every ten children turning twenty could expect to earn more than their parents did; by the turn of the century, that was true of only half, and the proportion is likely still falling.

			As grim as the economic indicators might be, the measures of social health are even more alarming. Compared with Americans at the beginning of the 1970s, the average American today belongs to about half as many groups. Church membership is down by about a third, as is the share who socialize with folks around them several times a week. A majority of Americans tell pollsters that their social isolation has left them anxious and depressed. Americans are having fewer children. And while half of Americans used to think most people could be trusted, today only a third think the same.

			So Americans aren’t starting new businesses, switching to better jobs, or climbing the social ladder the way they used to. They’re not joining groups, gathering in prayer, having kids, or hanging out the way they used to. They don’t even trust each other anymore. They are, in a word, stuck.

			Maybe this doesn’t worry you. Perhaps you’re living in a beautiful community, surrounded by a loving family and caring neighbors, and commuting to a fulfilling job. If so, congratulations! You lie within the privileged slice of the country where things have never been better. But over the past decade, you might have detected signs that not all Americans feel this way about their lives.

			The election of Donald Trump in 2016 shocked many Americans, including Donald Trump. But although there were many reasons voters backed his candidacy, at its core his success reflected the anger, frustration, and alienation of his most ardent supporters and was an outgrowth of America’s social decay. In 2016, I worked with Robert Jones and his team at the Public Religion Research Institute on a series of polls. As the Republican primary narrowed down to a three-way battle between Senator Ted Cruz, Governor John Kasich, and Trump, we asked respondents how often they participated in a nonreligious activity group, such as a sports team, book club, PTA, or neighborhood association. We found that Trump secured the Republican nomination by winning over voters who were disengaged from their communities. Among those who were highly engaged in their communities, participating at least once a week, Trump and Cruz were effectively tied. Among those who seldom or never participated, Trump led 47 to 25. The same was true of church attendance, where Cruz had a narrow lead among the regulars but Trump opened a dominating lead among those who stay home on Sunday.

			How had so many Americans found themselves cut off from their neighbors and isolated from any regular social structures, in a nation once renowned for its civic vitality? The short answer is that as Americans moved from place to place, leaving behind all they knew, they built their churches and bowling leagues and book clubs to create new communities. And as they’ve stopped moving, those structures have atrophied, leaving many Americans feeling alienated and alone. Trump spoke to the anger and resentment of these Americans, stuck in declining towns and regions within a prospering country, cut off from the organizations that give many of their compatriots a sense of worth and meaning.

			Once Trump had the nomination in hand, these numbers shifted; prosperous, civically engaged, and churchgoing Republicans rallied to their party’s standard-bearer. But Trump won the general election by adding to the Republican base a new tranche of typically disengaged voters. A month before the election, we found that among white voters who had moved more than two hours from their hometown, Hillary Clinton enjoyed a solid six-point lead. Those living within a two-hour drive, though, backed Trump by nine points. And those who had never left their hometown supported him by a remarkable twenty-six points. We also surveyed white working-class voters, testing a wide array of potential explanations for their votes. After adjusting for other factors, we found just three views that were independently predictive of support for Trump: his voters were much likelier to regard college as a gamble than as an investment, to be hostile to immigration, and to report feeling like strangers in their own country. If Trump won the primary by appealing to alienated Republicans, he won the general election by appealing to white working-class voters who had lost their geographic mobility. Trump supporters didn’t believe they could use education to get ahead, they stayed where they were born, and they resented the intrusion of new arrivals, a resentment that often curdled into overt racism.

			And Trump won in 2016, and again in 2024, because by making the nation’s most prosperous places prohibitively expensive, Democrats have undercut their own political power. Red states are gaining electoral votes while blue states are losing them, as Americans migrate toward places that are still willing to build. The rapidly escalating cost of housing in Democratic strongholds has squeezed younger and lower-income voters particularly hard, eroding the party’s traditional base of support. And these divides are increasingly present even within individual states, where prosperous urban enclaves have walled themselves off, becoming islands of deep blue. Exurban and rural areas, meanwhile, are tinged in ever brighter shades of red. Partisan sorting within states has never been this high, going back to the first election between Democrats and Republicans in 1856, and the differences between states have been increasing for the past fifty years. Democratic voters are now tightly concentrated in the densest places, facilitating Republican gerrymandering and undercutting Democratic political power even in its absence. And as they have retreated into these enclaves, Democrats have walled themselves off from new arrivals. A study of California found that as the share of liberal votes in a city increased by ten points, the housing permits it issued declined by 30 percent.

			The journalist Bill Bishop famously dubbed this rising geographic concentration the “big sort” and blamed it on mobility. “We have built a country where everyone can choose the neighborhood…most compatible with his or her lifestyle and beliefs,” he wrote. “And we are living with the consequences of this segregation by way of life: pockets of like-minded citizens that have become so ideologically inbred that we don’t know, can’t understand, and can barely conceive of ‘those people’ who live just a few miles away.” But that explanation gets the problem precisely backward. Over the past fifty years, as Americans have moved less, spatial polarization has risen sharply. We’re less able to choose our neighborhoods freely and less likely to move anywhere new. At the same time, we’re more divided than ever.

			The problem isn’t that we’re sorting ourselves out; it’s that we’ve ceased to mix ourselves together. Zoning has made our neighborhoods far less economically diverse, reducing the odds we will come into sustained contact with people of different backgrounds or with those who hold different perspectives. And regulations have separated areas with rental housing from areas with single-family homes. When one in five Americans moved each year, neighborhoods were regularly infused with new arrivals, often bearing the views they’d adopted in their previous communities. Now, with only one in twelve Americans moving, that happens much less often. A more sedentary community will homogenize itself over time as social forces press longtime residents toward conformity and the flow of new neighbors bearing novel ideas and customs and beliefs slows to a trickle. The result is deepening polarization.

			Geographic mobility long served as a counterweight within American politics against the more virulent strains of racism, nativism, and populism. When people can move toward opportunity, confident that they can improve their own prospects and give their children a better life, they are likely to feel hopeful and empowered. Arriving in new communities, they might invest in relationships and join organizations. They might find new jobs, switching from declining sectors to thriving industries, or even starting new businesses of their own. And in prospering places, people are less likely to resent other new arrivals, or to believe that the success of others comes at their own expense. Take away that mobility, though, and the world looks very different. Americans who feel locked into place lack the chance to fashion their own identities through the choices they make, making them more likely to gravitate toward the identities they inherit. Those who live in communities where economies are shrinking see new arrivals as threats who diminish their own prospects. Those who are unable to leave home tend to settle into habits, without the impetus to forge new relationships that moving to new places imparts, so their connections, even to the surrounding community, atrophy over time. American society was shaped by our extraordinarily high rates of mobility, and as these have declined, it has become sclerotic.

			

			 

			

			Most Americans live in freestanding houses set along quiet streets. If you ask them, nine out of ten will tell you that they prefer these sorts of single-family homes. Americans say they would rather live on larger lots, some miles from the nearest stores, than packed closer together, but with shopping close at hand. And they prefer to own their houses, not to rent them. Drive around the periphery of any American city, and you can see these preferences translated into the comfortably familiar landscape of suburbia.

			But there are other things that Americans say they want, too—things they expected to have and worry may be slipping from their grasp. They would like more affordable homes and shorter commutes. They want young families to be able to move in down the block, and they want economic opportunities to be widely shared. They want lively communities with an active civic life and a rich array of locally owned businesses. They want good jobs so they can provide for their families. They want to do better than their parents did and for their children’s success to outstrip their own. They want to live in a diverse, tolerant, democratic society where people of all backgrounds and faiths can thrive. And they want to be in control of their own destinies.

			Fifty years ago, these desires seemed broadly compatible. The nation had suburbanized, even as it grew more prosperous and diverse. But there was, it turned out, a catch. A nation built around the idea that people should be able to choose their communities functions properly only so long as those communities are prepared to let them in. As America’s most prosperous communities developed a new set of legal tools that enabled them to bar the doors to most new arrivals, however, they drove the price of new housing too high for almost anyone to afford, or barred new development entirely.

			The good news is that addressing this crisis of mobility doesn’t depend on your moving anywhere, if you’d rather stay where you are. It doesn’t depend on your surrendering your single-family home, if you’re lucky enough to have one. You can keep your freshly mowed green lawn and your white picket fence, your driveway and your garden. Solving crises often requires tremendous sacrifice. The simplest solution to this one, by contrast, promises to leave everyone better off. All you have to do is make room for some new friends and neighbors to join you, by allowing them to build new housing on their own property. If you put it this way to Americans—if you ask them whether they’d be prepared to allow construction in their neighborhoods, if it meant making room for young families—they suddenly become overwhelmingly supportive of the idea.

			When Americans seized the right to choose their communities, they gained a strong sense of personal agency. Instead of leading the lives to which they were born and wearing the identities they had inherited, they began to believe that they could decide where to live, what to do, who to be—that they were the agents of their own destiny. The curtailment of mobility has eroded that belief. When people can choose where to move, they can also choose not to move. But either way, it is their choice. Today, too many Americans no longer feel as if they can make that choice for themselves. They live where they are able, not where they want; they experience their lives less as the result of their own decisions than as the consequence of vast and impersonal forces. And with that decline in agency has come a deep embitterment.

			

			 

			

			I wrote this book in our new home, in the Washington, D.C., neighborhood of Shepherd Park. As I typed, a mixed-use development rose outside my window, and the shuddering rumbles of earth being dumped, the metronomic chirps of heavy machinery moving in reverse, and the insistent chattering of jackhammers have provided my soundtrack. Soon, I will have thousands of new neighbors, moving in search of better lives for themselves and for their children—just as my own ancestors came to this country and then moved ceaselessly around it, seeking to build better lives for themselves and for me. In that sense, this book is unavoidably a personal narrative as well as a national one.

			The house in which I am typing these words was built in 1923 by a high school mechanical arts teacher named Joseph Wilson who came here in pursuit of his own dreams. Like most Americans of his era, Wilson spent his life on the move. Born to a shoe merchant in a western Pennsylvania boomtown, he left home for college and then landed a job as an instructor at the Thaddeus Stevens Industrial School in Lancaster. From there, he moved to Washington, D.C., into a dismal four-room rental in a large apartment building. Smoke-damaged wallpaper was tacked to the wall. On the front lawn, where rowdy kids threw fruit skins at each other, there was not a blade of grass to be seen. It wasn’t much, but there was a wartime housing crunch, and at least it was affordable. When World War I ended, though, and rent control eased, his monthly payments jumped by a third, up to $40. The notion that a prospering city might not be able to provide affordable places for workers to live was then sufficiently novel that it sparked a congressional investigation, and Wilson testified about his struggles.

			When he had a daughter in 1922, he sought a home of his own in which to raise his family. He found one in a Sears catalog for $1,947. The model he chose, the Puritan, fit six rooms into a two-story square, twenty-four feet to a side, topped with a peaked roof. It arrived by rail in thousands of pieces with instructions for assembly, like a life-sized Lego kit. Wilson bought a lot on which to build it, in a recently subdivided neighborhood near the top of the District of Columbia. His mortgage from Sears, for the land and the house together, worked out to $30 a month—just what his rent had been before the landlord jacked it up. Instead of a run-down apartment, though, it bought him a house with a green lawn and a one-car garage on a tree-lined street of single-family homes. Here was the American dream of homeownership made manifest.

			At least for some. Because then, and now, the neighborhood where Wilson landed was not for everyone. In the words of one developer, the land had been “legally safeguarded by covenants from every element that might endanger its value,” housing, as a resident later put it, a “solid Anglo-Saxon yeomanry.” Most of my neighbors would not have been welcome here in 1923. The deeds stipulated that the land could not be “rented, leased, sold, demised, transferred, or conveyed unto or in trust for any negro or colored person or persons of negro blood or extraction.” I would not have been welcome, either; Jews were barred by convention, not generally by legally enforceable covenants, but the rule was equally rigid. Other restrictions in parts of the neighborhood set street frontages, minimum dollar values for homes, and setbacks from the street. Only detached and semidetached houses were allowed. The developers aimed to create a bucolic refuge from the bustle of city life—and from the diversity of its people—and sell it to prosperous white families. In 1920, Washington layered onto these covenants the force of law, adopting a zoning ordinance that set maximum heights in the neighborhood and restricted it to residential use.

			At one level, exclusion failed. Jews arrived in the 1940s, setting off a massive wave of white flight. By the 1960s, according to one estimate, 80 percent of the neighborhood was Jewish—complete with synagogues, butchers, and delicatessens. That same decade, Black families began to arrive, following Supreme Court rulings striking down racial covenants and desegregating the schools. Realtors used blockbusting tactics in nearby neighborhoods to precipitate racial panic, but local civil rights activists were determined to show that integration could work. They banded together into a group dubbed Neighbors Inc. “You shouldn’t have to tell a Jew what is wrong with ghettos,” Marvin Caplan, the driving force behind the group, wrote in The Atlantic. Soon, Neighbors Inc. was advertising for new residents to come “live your convictions.” Today the neighborhood is 55 percent Black, and as integrated as any in America. One local resident, a leading expert on housing, inequality, and racial discrimination, recently praised it as a “diverse Eden.”

			But there is trouble in paradise. The rules intended to enforce economic segregation proved more effective, and more lasting, than those aimed more explicitly at racial and ethnic segregation. High school teachers like Wilson cannot afford to build homes here anymore, nor can anyone build a house like mine on so narrow a lot. Although Neighbors Inc. pushed for racial integration, it achieved that by standing fast against economic diversity, agitating, for example, against the conversion of basements into rental apartments. Its goal was less ensuring affordability than preserving affluence. “Stabilization has been achieved…in terms of property values,” its executive director boasted in 1969. He was right. The median value of a house in the neighborhood jumped from $25,000 in 1960 to $132,000 in 1980, nearly doubling in inflation-adjusted terms, even as integration proceeded. In previous decades in other parts of the city, rising demand had led developers to build town houses or apartment buildings, providing affordable places for new arrivals to live. But while the courts might have invalidated racial restrictions, they upheld the legality of single-family zoning. Rising demand for a fixed supply of houses kept prices climbing. As professional-class families had fewer kids and eschewed intergenerational households, and as the rising affluence of the residents led them to renovate apartment conversions back into single-family homes, the community actually began to shrink. The population has declined by a quarter since 1970, and the number of children by more than a third.

			I love my neighbors, and my neighborhood. I think more people should have the chance to live here, and in Cambridge, and in places like them around the country—where jobs are abundant and incomes are climbing and services are robust. I want them to be able to raise their kids in a place that will expand their horizons and let them go further than their parents. But instead, American mobility is in sharp decline. The places that today offer the greatest opportunities have grown exclusionary, turning away the next generation of Joseph Wilsons. And there is a bitter irony at work here. Progressive communities like Cambridge and Shepherd Park, which pride themselves on their openness and tolerance and diversity and commitment to social justice, are the worst offenders. That mixed-use development out my window? It’s just on the other side of an invisible line. The children who live there won’t be able to attend our schools. When a developer tried to build a similar mixed-use project in my own neighborhood a few years ago, adding nearly two hundred new apartments atop a grocery store, residents rallied to kill the proposal. The objections they lodged offered a survey course in NIMBYism—the impulse to say, “Not in my backyard.”

			Not far to the south, two lawn signs sit side by side on a neatly manicured lawn. One proclaims, No Matter Where You Are From, We’re Glad You’re Our Neighbor, in Spanish, English, and Arabic. Beside it, another reads, Say No, urging residents to oppose the construction of an apartment building that would house the new neighbors the other sign welcomes. Ironic, yes. But also instructive. In theory, the drives toward inclusion and exclusion should exist in tension. In practice, though, progressivism has produced a potent strain of NIMBYism, a defense of communities in their current form against those who might wish to join them. Mobility is what made this country prosperous and pluralistic, diverse and dynamic. Now progressives are destroying the very force that produced the values they claim to cherish. How could that happen?

			This book is my effort to answer the question that I first encountered in Cambridge and that has been repeated insistently by what I see around me each day. The story that unfolds in these pages, though, is not quite the one I set out to write. I thought I knew the basic contours of the tale. But as I dug into archives, scrolled through microfilm, talked to people around the country, and read through the brilliant work of historians and sociologists and economists, I found a richer and more complicated narrative than I expected, filled with colorful characters, questionable motives, and unintended consequences. I also encountered unlikely heroes—people like Hang Kie and Fred Edwards—whose stories we’ve largely forgotten, but who fought to secure the freedom to move at great personal risk. And I learned that while this country has always been imperfect, it was also once remarkably fluid, allowing its people to pursue their dreams and make it more perfect. And that gives me great hope that it can do so once more.

		

	
		
			
				
					Chapter Two

					 

				

			

			The Death of Great American Cities

			All his life, Rudolph Hechler moved toward opportunity. Born into a Jewish family in Austrian Galicia around 1886, he was perhaps thirteen when he boarded a steamship for New York. Within a decade, he was living in the East Village—married, with a young son and twin daughters—and working in a sweatshop, making ladies’ clothes. Soon, he’d saved enough to rent an apartment in the Bronx. And after decades of working as a tailor, he made his biggest move of all. Hechler left his occupation, and then, by 1940, he left the Bronx for the West Village—moving downtown but moving up.

			His new neighborhood was lined with warehouses and town houses and small apartment buildings and generously sprinkled with storefronts. It was filled with immigrants—from Spain and Latvia, Holland and Cuba, Italy and Ireland—and the families they were raising. On his own block of Hudson Street stood a row of three handsome redbrick town houses, built a century before by a local mason. The first housed a Welsh housepainter and his family. The second was rented by Samuel Halpert, a Russian immigrant, for $40 a month. With the help of his two adult sons, Halpert operated the Palace Laundry on the ground floor—“A service to suit every need”—and lived with his family on the top two floors.

			Hechler rented the last town house in the row, capped with a handsome cornice, its top two stories adorned with pairs of sash windows. Below the windows, he put up a large sign that read, Fountain Service—Soda—Candy, and a cheerful awning adding cigars, sodas, and toys to the list of promised delights. Smaller signs advertised Coca-Cola and 7-Up, along with Horton’s MelOrol ice cream—three-inch cylinders of frozen ecstasy served atop a cone to any child with a nickel. To adults, the Hechlers sold loose cigarettes for a penny apiece. A rack by the door held newspapers, their headlines inviting passersby into the store.
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					DOF Manhattan 1940s Tax Photos, New York City Department of Records & Information Services.

				

				
					Rudolph Hechler’s store at 555 Hudson Street, shown in a photo taken by New York City tax survey, between 1939 and 1941.

				
			
			You could find Hechler working behind the counter with his thirty-five-year-old son, Louis, sixty hours each week. Like Halpert, and many of the other shopkeepers in the neighborhood, Hechler lived above his store, along with his wife, Bertha, and one of his adult daughters. He pulled in just $1,200 a year to support his family, and rent for the building claimed a quarter of what he earned. But if it wasn’t much, it was his.

			In the middle of the twentieth century, the United States was filled with Hechlers—people on the move. They were doing what Americans had done for generations, changing where they lived in order to change their fortunes. But although Hechler could not possibly have suspected it, within a few decades few working-class Americans would have the chance to do the same. Something fundamental was about to change in the United States. In fact, it would change right there where Hechler lived. He moved into the redbrick apartment at a time when America was still defined by its remarkable geographic mobility, and the social and economic mobility it produced. But the next resident of 555 Hudson Street would do as much as anyone to change that, celebrating American dynamism even as she helped bring it to a crashing halt. Hechler died in 1945, and his landlord died the following year. The building was sold “well below market values to quick buyer,” who promptly flipped it to an eager pair of purchasers. And Jane Jacobs moved in.

			

			 

			

			In 1947, when Jacobs and her husband moved to the West Village, it was still a zone of emergence, filled with immigrants and their children, people constantly moving in and moving out. Robert and Jane were different. The young, urban professionals both held full-time jobs, Robert working as an architect and Jane writing for a State Department magazine. And they came to stay. With dual incomes, and no kids, they were able to pay more for their house than the Hechlers earned in five years, putting down $7,000 in cash. Their purchase placed them among the scarcely 1 percent of families in all of Greenwich Village who owned their homes at the time.

			Instead of finding a new tenant who could turn the candy store back into a social center, the Jacobses set about adapting the building to meet their needs. They cleared the bricks from the lot behind the house, turning it into a fenced-in garden. On the first floor, they ripped out the counters and the shelves, installing a modern kitchen, dining room, and living room, with French doors opening on to the backyard. “The front of No. 555,” a city report later noted, “was rebuilt in 1950 at considerable expense, using metal sash and two-colored brick to complete the horizontality of the wide windows. It retains no vestige of its original appearance.” (The “unsatisfactory alterations” of the “badly remodeled” facade, the report concluded, rendered it “completely out of character” with the neighborhood.) In 1956, in front of her house, Jacobs planted “the only tree on Hudson Street for many blocks.”
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					New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission.

				

				
					555 Hudson Street in 1969 after the Jacobses’ renovation replaced the facade with two-tone brick and metal sash, leaving “no vestige of its original appearance.”

				
			
			Jacobs arrived in the West Village just as many Americans were abandoning dense, urban neighborhoods for the attractions of suburbia. For decades, city officials and reformers had worried about the spread of urban blight. They looked at the crowding, chaos, and confusion of immigrant neighborhoods like the West Village with horror. They wanted to sweep away neighborhoods that grew and decayed organically and replace them with carefully planned blocks, bringing stability to urban life. Urban planners sought to provide families with affordable homes, consolidate the jumble of corner stores into supermarkets, and keep offices at a remove. Everything would be rational, everything modern. They wanted to plate the rich stew of urban life and separate out its components like a toddler’s dinner—the peas to one quadrant, the carrots to another, the chicken to a third—safely removed from direct contact.

			In 1916, the year Jacobs was born, New York City ushered in an ambitious effort to achieve this sort of separation, the first comprehensive zoning code in the United States. By the time she moved to New York almost two decades later, the once-radical scheme of zoning, with sections of the city separated out for different uses, seemed less a startling change than a natural feature of the city’s environment. The reformers who introduced zoning had hailed it as a cure for poverty, slums, and urban blight; it was supposed to ensure a better future for the city. Measured by that standard, it failed. In the years after World War II, the flight of middle-class families from the city to suburban single-family housing accelerated the economic segregation of the neighborhoods of town houses and apartment buildings they left behind and produced a sense of acute crisis. Government officials soon embraced a more radical scheme of urban renewal, bulldozing old, dense neighborhoods in the name of slum clearance. And Jacobs, to her great and lasting credit, had the courage to stand up and demand that it stop.

			From her home on Hudson Street, Jacobs fell in love with the city as it was—not the city as urban planners dreamed it might be. Sitting in her room, looking out at the streetscape below, she saw the shopkeepers greeting customers and the schoolchildren buying candy. She watched Samuel Halpert wheeling his laundry handcart, in what she later described as the “intricate ballet of the sidewalk.” She realized that the things professional planners hated about cities were often precisely what most benefited their residents.

			At a Harvard conference on urban planning in 1956, she told the assembled mandarins that they were thinking about cities all wrong. The small stores peppering residential streets, she said, were not dangerous intrusions, but instead the “glue that makes an urban neighborhood a community instead of a dormitory.” The storefronts were hubs of activity, the storekeepers anchors of their neighborhood. They were social centers, Jacobs said, especially the bars, the diners, and the candy stores. Where many of her contemporaries saw chaos and tumult and noise, it was the genius of Jacobs to discern order and vitality and the hum of human interaction. Storekeepers who kept their eyes on the street, allowing people to walk about in safety. Countermen who doubled as concierges for the working classes, holding their keys or their packages. Shop owners who dwelled amid their customers and cared for their communities.

			Returning home to Hudson Street, Jacobs pounded out The Death and Life of Great American Cities on her Remington. Her book, published in 1961, took aim at urban renewal and painted a vivid picture of all that it destroyed in the name of progress. When, that same year, Jacobs learned that the city intended to designate her own neighborhood for renewal, she rallied the inhabitants to its defense. And it worked. Jacobs and her collaborators were the first residents of a city neighborhood to successfully block an urban renewal scheme. Jacobs’s book—its brilliantly observed account of urban life, its adages and conjectures—paired with her success as an activist to catapult her to fame. She became the apostle of urbanism, and eager disciples sought her out to learn how they might defend their own neighborhoods or persuade their communities to see cities as resources and not as problems to be solved.

			

			 

			

			In 1969, Greenwich Village was landmarked, safeguarding it from redevelopment in perpetuity. The city’s official report ratifying its landmark designation credited the neighborhood’s “united effort to preserve the distinctive character of their community.” But that character was frozen at a very particular moment in time. For centuries, the built form of the West Village had continually evolved. Old buildings were torn down and larger structures erected in their place. The three-story houses adjacent to Jacobs’s at 553 and 551 Hudson, which had once held small businesses of their own, had been bought up by a developer in 1901 and replaced with a six-story apartment building. By the time Jacobs moved in next door, though, that building had acquired the patina of legitimacy conferred by the passage of time. Instead of decrying a long-ago redevelopment, she gave the tenement pride of place in her account of her neighborhood.

			But Jacobs’s activism put a halt to efforts to add any more buildings like it. Other three-story houses could no longer be consolidated into six-story apartment blocks; the existing six-story walk-ups couldn’t be turned into twelve-story elevator buildings. Any effort to replace an existing building with one that might accommodate more residents, after all, might risk displacement, and that was where Jacobs and her allies drew their line. “Nothing that was done in connection with the community association could displace any person or business in the area,” she later explained. “That was like a rule against murder.” Always before, the neighborhood had grown to accommodate demand, to make room for new arrivals. Old buildings had come down, and new ones had gone up in their place. Now it froze.

			Simply preserving the historic buildings that constitute a neighborhood, though, cannot preserve its character. At an intellectual level, Jacobs understood this, warning that zoning should not seek “to freeze conditions and uses as they stand. That would be death.” A neighborhood is defined by its residents and their interactions, as Jacobs herself so eloquently argued, and it continually evolves. It bears the same relation to its buildings as does a lobster to its shell, periodically molting and then constructing a new, larger shell to accommodate its growth. But Jacobs, charmed by this particular lobster she’d discovered, insisted that it keep its current shell forever.

			Jacobs, in short, had moved into a vibrant immigrant neighborhood, bought a historic mixed-use rental property, and transformed it into a modern, single-family home. Then she pushed to change the rules so that no one else could easily do the same. Nor was Jacobs alone. A newspaper columnist visiting shortly after the publication of Death and Life praised her affection for the “spontaneous hubbub of her neighborhood,” citing her neighbor working on a sculpture in the yard behind his house “while not laboring for his pay-check at Macy’s.” But what sounded bohemian was actually bourgeois. Her neighbor Abe Greiss wasn’t sweating in the loading dock at the department store; he was an art director. When his work was exhibited at MoMA, it was not the sculpture he pursued in his free time but an advertisement promoting savings bonds. Like Jacobs, he had purchased the house in which he lived, taking it off the rental market. And as the president of the West Village Committee, he would become one of Jacobs’s key allies in her fight to freeze the physical form of her neighborhood. Instead of new apartment towers, the West Village Committee pressed for development on vacant lots, with the new buildings carefully scaled to match the old and with no one forced to move. “Not a single person—not a single sparrow—shall be displaced,” they vowed.

			Jacobs’s book crystallized a shift in American attitudes. Where civic boosters once sketched fantastical visions of future development, competing to lure migrants their way, by the 1960s they had begun to
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