READER’S REPORT

RECOMMENDATION: CONDITIONAL ACCEPT (BASED ON SUGGESTED REVISIONS)

Summary:

This is a very smart paper that maps the spatial inequalities of housing finance and connect them to racial structures. It is also a unique paper in that it draws from both sophisticated primary source analysis of evidence about mortgage lending and a nuanced story about the evolution of housing finance. It makes a number of important points along the way. I think the paper can come to be a nice addition to AQ. 

That said, there is something that makes the paper very difficult to read (and it’s not the tables, though more on them below); it is not clear  to me this originates from multiple authorship, or multiple audience it seeks to address, or if this is part of a longer, or perhaps book-length project and something was lost in the truncation . At times some discussions seem too long and others too short. In that spirit I offer the following suggestions for revision. I recommend acceptance conditional on making these, or similar, changes that make the paper easier to read, and highlight and clarify its argument.

Specific Suggestions

As I indicated above, despite its interesting and important contribution(s) the paper suffers from an organizational/ stylistic problem that results in its main arguments being buried and difficult to find. Some substantive issues that deserve more space are dealt with in passing; others that do not seem related to the paper get too much space. Sometimes the paper also assumes too much familiarity with disciplinary discussions and methods. Reorganizing and streamlining the paper around the main argument will help the paper reach its potential with its audience in AQ.

The paper promises, early on “to establish the connection between individual experiences of discrimination and the wider structures of America’s racial state.”

Specifically, it proposes to “map these kinds of inequalities across the American housing landscape in order to identify regional and local barriers and opportunities in the struggle for equality”
Finally, one of its punch lines is that: “Space, as it turns out, was crucial in the transformation of America’s discriminatory racial state.”
Another conclusion is that institutional spaces matter. corporate organization and securitization became decisive factors in the allocation of prime and subprime credit, while executive, legislative, and judicial decisions helped to create a complex, post-Cartesian map of state-federal relations that shaped local experiences in regional housing markets

The paper moves in parts, discussing

“1) a stream of housing research from a previous generation that helps us view the current crisis in a new light. 2) main trends in financialization, public policy, and the law that altered the spatial constitution of housing finance. 3) Next we describe a valuable set of data that allow us to document these patterns in new ways. 4)Then we narrate a set of measures and maps that highlight the dynamic and contingent relations among consumers, firms, institutions, and regulatory spaces of law. 5) In the final section we offer a few concluding remarks on the implications of our analysis”

The paper’s most valuable contributions, to my mind, are its discussion of the trends in

financialization/policy, and its discussion of the evidence about mortgages in different cities as a way to re-map housing. Its discussion of the spatial dimensions of the mortgage crisis is especially interesting.

There are some substantive issues with the argument that need to be clarified. First, the paper never defines what it means by “the racial state.” It may have a specific meaning in the authors’ home discipline, but the term can connote different things. The paper cites Omi and Winant and Goldberg, but these two sets of authors do not have exactly synonymous concepts. Both would generally agree that the state’s race neutral language hides a racialized logic (but again, so would very many authors in critical race theory traditions, many of whom would not, by the way, date “the state’s color blind racism” to the 1990s and 2000s as the author(s) do), but there are subtleties in the treatment of the state - what it is, where it ends (what are its wider structures), what it does, how it works, that are different. 

When the paper returns to its discussion of the racial state, towards the end of the paper (the hybrid state through which capital achieves its fixes, the simulacra state), it is slightly clearer. There is an implicit theorizing of the state that is present throughout, I suggest bringing that out throughout. Right now there is an interesting argument that is bookended by a discussion on the racial state. I also suggest a stronger engagement with critical race scholarship on the state, at least for definitional purposes.

In addition, I found myself wondering about segregation. Segregation is invoked a few times in the paper, but patterns in urban and suburban segregation have not followed these trends in always-expected ways. Precisely because localities and geography matter, there has been relative de-segregation of some groups during this time. Asian-Americans (who are not discussed in the paper), for example, in the suburbs of the Sunbelt. White utopias of nonwhite containment have not been fully realized. This can probably be dealt with in passing but a paper on the meaning of housing and space needs to at least make mention of this. If the central theorization were more explicit and more connected this may be less of an issue.

The section on Legal Spatial Fixes is excellent.

I also found myself skimming over the tables, not being quite able to make sense of all of

them. The description and use of technical terms (“point spread originations”, multinomial logitregression, additive models, standardized odd ratios etc. etc.) will make them entirely opaque to a non-specialist reader. A specialist reader will probably not have enough, on the other hand. (I have some familiarity with statistics from years ago, and wondered if all the variables in table 3were significant, for example) There seemed to be a Table 2 missing from my ms, also. I think the tables and statistics belong in the paper insofar as they add information that adds to the argument, but they need to be presented in a way that is accessible.

Finally, the discussion on post-materialist utopia seemed almost tangential and a bit confusing, could shorten and clarify.

Smaller points:

The essay takes way too long to get to the point. The Hill story winds up being tangential, and the essay finally gets under way on about p 6. We never return to the Hill hearings, yet the paper opens up with lengthy quotes from it. Keep? Discard? Shorten?

EDITORS’ REPORT

RECOMMENDATION: CONDITIONAL ACCEPT (BASED ON SUGGESTED REVISIONS)

We are in agreement with the external reviewer’s recommendation that this is an original and thoughtful paper that incorporates primary research on mortgage lending onto a more complex narrative of the racial politics of the current housing crisis. We feel that this article will be a pivotal piece in our special issue, helping frame the debate in terms of the US context. We want to emphasize that we appreciate the work of the authors on this important piece. 

We also recognize that the reviewer is correct in pointing out that this version of the paper requires further editing that will help with the organizational flow and logic of the arguments presented. We would suggest that the authors follow closely the recommendations outlined above and highlight more centrally the spatial dimensions of the mortgage crisis, while shortening (or deleting) the more tangential sections including (perhaps) the point of entry through the Anita Hill reference, post-materialist utopia, etc. Clarification on the data is also important in terms of the overall logic of the paper. We agree with the reviewer that the data is important, but needs to be made more accessible—showing more clearly what the tables, etc. mean in the narrative itself.  

Substantively, we would like to see the authors address the issue raised by the reader of more clearly defining what is meant by “racial state.” However, before entering into a discussion of the racial state, we would encourage the authors to take another look at Omi & Winant’s Racial Formation in the United States, specially the chapters on Racial Formation and the Racial State. It seems to us that the concept of racial formation, which focuses on the ideological dimension is more useful to support the claims about the ‘coincidence’ of self-defined (ideologically) ‘color-blind’ (and later ‘post-racial’) state and the set up of a financial architecture (mortgage-based securities) in which racial inequalities/difference enhance profit. In this regard, in the introduction, the authors may also want to consider how the framing of the post-welfare state (which is a neoliberal jewel) of the 1980s-1990s, combined with shifts in financial deregulation produce a perfect terrain for subprime lending. The interplay between ideology/economic structure would work nicely in this paper and help to bring highlight this argument.

ARGUMENT: 

It seems to us that you are trying to argue against two pervasive explanations for the crisis; (a) The argument that states that the evidence that subprime lending targeted African Americans and Latinos is only anecdotal and; (b) that the African Americans and Latinos were living beyond their means (thanks to the nanny state) and therefore the victims are blamed for their own predicament. In contrast, the authors argue that demographic shifts and a differentiated kind of economic (financial) inclusion actually reproduced racial inequality. 

If this is in fact the central argument presented in the paper, this should be addressed at the very beginning of the introduction, perhaps even in the first paragraph. This would also help situate Anita Hill discussion (although that section should be significantly shortened as the reader suggests).   

Following the (shorter) discussion of Anita Hill and the conference, we suggest an overview of the argument drawn from the summaries presented at the beginning of each subsequent section of the paper—to present more coherently the overall logic of the paper—showing flow of argument across sections.   

In regard to the sections themselves, we suggest - 

· Sign-posts: at the beginning and at the end of each section, the authors should consider including a brief summary of the argument thus far, an indication of the aspect of the argument discussed in the particular section, and how it contributes to the argument. This is again very old-fashioned but this is a complex argument, the readers need handholding. 

· Connecting the dots: A way of doing so is to ask a question, such as “How does space perform its role in this new configuration of the US American racial formation?”

Post-Materialist Housing?
“This is where utopias of social process collide with (white) America’s utopias of spatial form (Harvey, 2000), where the spatial segregation of the metropolis keeps the “once-marginalized” populations at a safe distance to ensure the health of white property values in a racist society.  Some of the old-fashioned materialist concepts of place and geography, we contend, still matter even amidst a twilight materialism of local housing financed by globally-traded electronic mortgage instruments.  Locality matters, especially at the site of innovation that was so crucial in the crisis -- the frontier between traditional, closely regulated “prime” credit governed by white privilege and scarcity (Stiglitz and Weiss, 1981) and newer forms of high-risk, deeply-racialized “subprime” credit driven by supply-side competition to maximize volume and velocity.” (11)

This section presents an interesting engagement with developments in geography. Developments that are significant to the study of racial inequalities in the US precisely because, as the authors show, scale as a figuring of space captures how locality makes a difference. The quote above is from the forth paragraph into the text; such a point should have come earlier in the section. Further, as the reader points out, an engagement with segregation is missing. For one thing, it would give a better sense of whether and how it plays (directly or in its historical effects) in the State-Federal tensions discussed in the following section.  
New Laws of Spatial Organization
This section, again, need a sign post, an explicit but short explication of how this fits in terms of the overall argument. This should include of course a summary of the arguments of each of the two sub-sections and of how they connect to support the particular argument in this section about the new legal (deregulation) and economic (financialization) instruments that would facilitate the racial exploitation of subprime products.


New Spaces of Law


Legal Spatial Fixes

Data

This does not need to be a section. Some of it can be brought into the next three sections and most of it (the description of the database, etc) can be placed in footnotes. 
All that is Solid Melts into TARP (we suggest for a new section title)

the key question involves geographical contingency.  Is the general relationship between the old patterns of denial and the new contours of subprime inclusion more important than the exceptional outliers -- the distinctive circumstances of particular regions, cities, or suburbs? (24)
This question seems to organize the next three sections (which now we propose become sub-sections). It, or another version of it, should come at the very beginning of this section and fore-grounded in the introduction of the paper. 
Two Views of Subprime America
*differences in conventional denial rates

* interactions between past and present: Latin@ and African Americans

This section brings segregation to mind immediately. It would help to make it explicit in which ways it matters or doesn’t matter to the trends shown in the data. More importantly, for the most part in this section, the data is left to speak for itself. As the reader indicates, it will help to be walked through the findings. For instance, the section ends with

“Variations in Black-White disparities are not entirely random:  the worst inequalities appear in the South and East, with only three of the worst-thirty counties West of the Mississippi, in Arkansas, Nebraska, and Texas.  The West, by contrast, is more prominent in the places with lower disparities towards the bottom of the list.  Unequal geographies of credit seem to constitute a separate, independent axis of racial inequality.”

The authors need to say why all this matters. And, if it is the end of the section, we need to know what was the point of it all. Incidentally, this point applies to all the sections. In short, the last sentence should open the section, and the body of the section should then be just about justifying or demonstrating the statement.
Alternative Cartographies
This section (now suggested as a subsection) opens with 

“Understanding a map of America today requires us to see states, cities, and neighborhoods from the perspective of finance capital.”

And closes with

“Capital and law are constantly reconstructing this map of American federalism, and the ongoing struggles of governors, legislators, judges, and lawyers present a complex narrative of change in what kinds of activities are allowed and encouraged in housing finance.”  
However, it does not say much, in an organized manner, about why such circumstances matter to anyone interested in how the subprime crisis reflected a shifting in the US American racial formation. This has to be in there, at the beginning and the end.
Securities, Subsidiaries, and Space
This section (suggested as a subsection) opens with
Can we disentangle the individual, institutional, and geographical aspects of the subprime boom?
And then it goes on to discuss the methodological choices and to discuss findings.

Again, the main argument should come up to the front and the remainder of the section should be about how the section goes about demonstrating the argument.

Conclusions:  A Paler Shade of the American Racial State?
The conclusion does not need to be that long. Some of what is in there might be moved to the body of the paper,  and some can go to the footnotes.

FOOTNOTES: the text will benefit from them.

GENERAL COMMENT ON STYLE: Giving the nature of AQ readers, the authors can be comfortable telling the story in the body of the paper, and leaving the ‘technical’ aspects to footnotes and appendix.

