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' X Drawing on two years of ethnographic
' fieldwork, Dispossessed considers the 2008
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'3 subprime crisis through the eyes of
F | ARRERTE Sacramento homeowners and the daily work
L of bank officers tasked to enforce the Home

Affordable Modification Program (HAMP),
intended to encourage lenders to modify
dispossessed o mortgages. It analyses how public assistance
j programs such as HAMP can eventually
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’:L __ | benefit those tasked to enforce them rather
P ‘bg’, S ! than their target beneficiaries - in the same

- _ .e ﬁﬁ way development funds sometimes fail to

ﬁn.-nimwnf-nﬁl : FORECLOSED reach local populations.

~ ONTHE AMERICAN MIDDLE CLASS

In this case, because HAMP was outsourced to lending companies with
incredibly complicated, absurd, opaque and often predatory bureaucratic
practices, it eventually facilitated foreclosures instead of helping residents keep
their properties.

Based on a series of in-depth case-studies, the first two chapters of the book
describe how Sacramento residents signed up for subprime mortgages on their
house, often as a result of deceptive, sometimes even fraudulent practices, how
they struggled to make their increased mortgage payments during economic
recession and eventually applied for a modification of their mortgage, hoping to
be able to keep their house.

In the third chapter, Stout describes how residents’ applications got sucked into
the inextricable labyrinth of mortgage modifications’ predatory bureaucracies:
documents kept getting lost or expired, intermediary payments deleted, and
phone calls redirected until, months or years later, the request was eventually
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denied - or the house foreclosed. She delves into the affects (Laszczkowski &
Reeves 2015) of homeowners, describing the future that they envisioned in their
homes and their emotional attachment to particular places, people, and lifelong
projects on the one hand, and their frustrations and anger towards mortgage
bureaucracies on the other. Residents’ difficult experiences with these
bureaucracies were indeed unprecedented: their other routine interactions with
public services or sales representatives normally allowed them to use
intermediaries who could either facilitate or take over the administrative burden.
By making face-to-face interactions rare and social leverage nearly impossible,
mortgage modifications bureaucracies made the middle-class’s usual strategies
redundant.

Homeowners, Stout argues, often understood the difficulties that they
experienced as a form of betrayal, a breach of the social contract underlying
American society as a whole.

Chapter four turns to the loan modification bureaucracies themselves, the daily
work and the conflicted feelings of their employees. Contrary to street-level
bureaucrats working within public institutions (Spire 2008, Dubois 2010, Evans
2020), loan modification officers have very little discretion in the way they handle
modification requests. Their work and conversations with applicants were
surveilled and followed a specific script; the paperwork that they collected was
fed to automated systems producing administrative decisions eventually aimed at
maximizing profits for the banks, which often meant foreclosing people’s homes.
These algorithms also ended up discriminating against black and Latino
homeowners, whose properties were located in lower value neighborhoods and
therefore, were almost always denied mortgage assistance - confirming the fact
that underneath their often assumed neutrality, algorithms can also (re)produce
biases. Between the lines, this book therefore reads as a story about new
governance models involving private actors and new technologies.

In certain contexts, hybrid governance - the idea that public service are, in
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part, provided by private groups or individuals - seems to compensate for the
ineffectiveness of the state (Poncelet, André & de Herdt 2010 ; Tshitenge 2018;
De Herdt & Titeca 2019). By contrast, Stout demonstrates how, instead of
providing relief, private banks robbed the American middle class of their
homes, and of the tax dollars that were meant to help save these homes.

Photo (cropped) found on Pxhere (CCO Public
Domain)

Still following residents’ trajectories, the last chapter of the book describes
homeowners’ strategies once their application had been denied and they were
facing foreclosure: some squatted their home until eviction, others left after they
stopped paying for their mortgage. Stories of people destroying their properties
flourished, suicidal rates increased.

Beyond daily interactions between homeowners and mortgage bureaucracies,
Dispossessed shows how predatory finance resulted in the downward mobility of
millions of Americans, whose middle-class subjectivities - and hopes for a stable,
more prosperous future - were altered. It also raises questions about governance
and the nature of statehood, describing dynamics similar to those associated with
African states in the 1990s (Darbon 1990) - such as the idea that public funds are
appropriated by those close to, or working for the state. I personally would have
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appreciated a more in depth discussion of some analytical issues, such as the
(social, political and legal) meaning of property, the role of affects and the place
of law in Sacramento’s foreclosure epidemic, but Stout’s thick description of
people, places and situations nevertheless make for a fascinating read.
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