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Introduction

The	Residential	Is	Political

The	 symptoms	 of	 housing	 crisis	 are	 everywhere	 in	 evidence	 today.
Households	are	being	squeezed	by	the	cost	of	living.	Homelessness	is	on	the
rise.	Evictions	 and	 foreclosures	 are	 commonplace.	Segregation	 and	poverty,
along	with	 displacement	 and	 unaffordability,	 have	 become	 the	 hallmarks	 of
today’s	cities.	Urban	and	suburban	neighborhoods	are	being	 transformed	by
speculative	 development,	 shaped	 by	 decisions	 made	 in	 boardrooms	 half	 a
world	away.	Small	towns	and	older	industrial	cities	are	struggling	to	survive.

In	America,	the	housing	crisis	is	especially	acute	in	New	York	City.	The
city	 has	 more	 homeless	 residents	 now	 than	 at	 any	 time	 since	 the	 Great
Depression.	 More	 than	 half	 of	 all	 households	 cannot	 afford	 the	 rent.
Displacement,	gentrification,	and	eviction	are	 rampant.1	Two	pillars	of	New
York’s	 distinctive	housing	 system—public	 housing	 and	 rent	 regulation—are
both	under	threat.

But	housing	problems	are	not	unique	 to	New	York.	Shelter	poverty	 is	 a
problem	throughout	the	United	States.2	According	to	the	standard	measures	of
affordability,	 there	 is	 no	US	 state	where	 a	 full-time	minimum	wage	worker
can	afford	to	rent	or	own	a	one-bedroom	dwelling.	Nationwide,	nearly	half	of
all	renting	households	spend	an	unsustainable	amount	of	their	income	on	rent,
a	figure	that	is	only	expected	to	rise.	This	is	not	only	a	big-city	issue.	Around
30	percent	of	 rural	households	cannot	afford	 their	housing,	 including	nearly
half	of	all	rural	renters.3

In	 fact,	 the	 housing	 crisis	 is	 global	 in	 scope.	 London,	 Shanghai,	 São
Paulo,	 Mumbai,	 Lagos,	 indeed	 nearly	 every	 major	 city	 faces	 its	 own
residential	 struggles.	 Land	 grabs,	 forced	 evictions,	 expulsions,	 and
displacement	 are	 rampant.	 According	 to	 the	 United	 Nations,	 the	 homeless
population	across	 the	planet	may	be	anywhere	between	100	million	and	one
billion	 people,	 depending	 on	 how	 homelessness	 is	 defined.	 It	 has	 been
estimated	that	globally	there	are	currently	330	million	households—more	than
a	billion	people—that	are	unable	to	find	a	decent	or	affordable	home.4	Some
research	 suggests	 that	 in	 recent	 decades,	 residential	 displacement	 due	 to



development,	extraction,	and	construction	has	occurred	on	a	scale	that	rivals
displacement	 caused	 by	 disasters	 and	 armed	 conflicts.	 In	 China	 and	 India
alone	 in	 the	 past	 fifty	 years,	 an	 estimated	 100	 million	 people	 have	 been
displaced	by	development	projects.5

And	yet	if	there	is	broad	recognition	of	the	existence	of	a	housing	crisis,
there	is	no	deep	understanding	of	why	it	occurs,	much	less	what	to	do	about
it.	 The	 dominant	 view	 today	 is	 that	 if	 the	 housing	 system	 is	 broken,	 it	 is	 a
temporary	crisis	 that	can	be	resolved	through	targeted,	 isolated	measures.	In
mainstream	 debates,	 housing	 tends	 to	 be	 understood	 in	 narrow	 terms.	 The
provision	of	adequate	housing	is	seen	as	a	technical	problem	and	technocratic
means	are	sought	to	solve	it:	better	construction	technology,	smarter	physical
planning,	 new	 techniques	 for	 management,	 more	 homeownership,	 different
zoning	laws,	and	fewer	land	use	regulations.	Housing	is	seen	as	the	domain	of
experts	 like	 developers,	 architects,	 or	 economists.	 Certainly,	 technical
improvements	in	the	housing	system	are	possible,	and	some	are	much	needed.
But	the	crisis	is	deeper	than	that.

We	see	housing	in	a	wider	perspective:	as	a	political-economic	problem.
The	 residential	 is	 political—which	 is	 to	 say	 that	 the	 shape	 of	 the	 housing
system	 is	 always	 the	 outcome	 of	 struggles	 between	 different	 groups	 and
classes.	 Housing	 necessarily	 raises	 questions	 about	 state	 action	 and	 the
broader	 economic	 system.	But	 the	ways	 in	which	 social	 antagonisms	 shape
housing	are	too	often	obscured.	This	book	is	an	attempt	to	bring	them	to	light.

Housing	 is	 under	 attack	 today.	 It	 is	 caught	 within	 a	 number	 of
simultaneous	 social	 conflicts.	Most	 immediately,	 there	 is	 a	 conflict	between
housing	as	lived,	social	space	and	housing	as	an	instrument	for	profitmaking
—a	 conflict	 between	 housing	 as	 home	 and	 as	 real	 estate.	 More	 broadly,
housing	is	the	subject	of	contestation	between	different	ideologies,	economic
interests,	 and	 political	 projects.	More	 broadly	 still,	 the	 housing	 crisis	 stems
from	the	inequalities	and	antagonisms	of	class	society.

Many	of	the	examples	here	are	drawn	from	housing	struggles	in	the	city
that	we	know	best,	New	York	City.6	But	our	target	is	much	broader:	the	role
of	 housing	 within	 contemporary	 society,	 economy,	 and	 politics.	 Housing
inevitably	 raises	 issues	 about	 power,	 inequality,	 and	 justice	 in	 capitalist
society.	 Much	 of	 this	 book	 is	 thus	 about	 helping	 to	 recover	 a	 language
through	 which	 to	 understand	 housing	 conflicts	 and	 to	 contest	 residential
injustice.	We	want	to	refocus	the	debate	around	political-economic	processes
like	 commodification,	 alienation,	 exploitation,	 oppression,	 and	 liberation.
And	we	seek	to	develop	a	critical	understanding	of	the	actors	and	forces	that
have	produced	the	housing	system	in	the	past	and	the	present.



Reposing	the	Housing	Question

The	 classic	 statement	 on	 the	 political-economic	 aspects	 of	 housing	 was
written	by	Friedrich	Engels	 in	1872.	At	 the	 time,	 few	disputed	 the	 fact	 that
housing	conditions	for	the	industrial	proletariat	were	unbearable.	What	Engels
called	“the	housing	question”	was	the	question	of	why	working-class	housing
appeared	in	the	condition	as	it	did,	and	what	should	be	done	about	it.7

Engels	was	generally	pessimistic	about	the	prospects	for	housing	struggles
per	 se.	 Criticizing	 bourgeois	 attempts	 at	 housing	 reform,	 he	 argued	 that
housing	problems	should	be	understood	as	some	of	“the	numerous,	smaller,
secondary	 evils	 which	 result	 from	 the	 present-day	 capitalist	 mode	 of
production.”8	 He	 concluded,	 “As	 long	 as	 the	 capitalist	mode	 of	 production
continues	 to	 exist,	 it	 is	 folly	 to	hope	 for	 an	 isolated	 solution	 to	 the	housing
question	or	of	 any	other	 social	 question	 affecting	 the	 fate	of	 the	workers.”9
For	 Engels,	 housing	 struggles	 were	 derivative	 of	 class	 struggle.	 Housing
problems,	then,	could	only	be	addressed	through	social	revolution.

We	 take	 from	 Engels	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 housing	 question	 is	 embedded
within	 the	 structures	 of	 class	 society.	 Posing	 the	 housing	 question	 today
means	uncovering	the	connections	between	societal	power	and	the	residential
experience.	 It	 means	 asking	who	 and	what	 housing	 is	 for,	 who	 controls	 it,
who	 it	 empowers,	 who	 it	 oppresses.	 It	 means	 questioning	 the	 function	 of
housing	within	globalized	neoliberal	capitalism.10

However,	 residential	 struggles	 today	 are	 not	 simply	 derivative	 of	 other
conflicts.	 Housing	 movements	 are	 significant	 political	 actors	 in	 their	 own
right.	The	housing	question	may	not	be	resolvable	under	capitalism.	But	 the
shape	of	the	housing	system	can	be	acted	upon,	modified,	and	changed.

The	social	theorist	Henri	Lefebvre	helps	us	understand	the	political	role	of
housing	and	the	potential	for	changing	it.	In	his	1968	book	The	Right	to	the
City,	Lefebvre	argued	 that	 industrial	 insurrection	was	not	 the	only	 force	 for
social	 transformation.	 An	 “urban	 strategy”	 for	 revolutionizing	 society	 was
possible.11	Given	changes	 to	 the	nature	of	work	and	of	urban	development,
the	 industrial	 proletariat	 was	 no	 longer	 the	 only	 agent	 of	 revolutionary
change,	or	even	the	predominant	one.	Lefebvre	claimed	that	there	was	a	new
political	 subject:	 the	 city	 dweller.	 More	 generally,	 Lefebvre	 invokes	 the
politics	 of	 “the	 inhabitant,”	 a	 category	 that	 includes	 any	 worker,	 in	 the
broadest	 sense,	 seen	 from	 the	perspective	of	everyday	social	and	 residential
life.12

Lefebvre	is	vague	about	what	exactly	the	inhabitant	as	a	political	subject
will	 accomplish	with	 the	 urban	 revolution.	But	 he	 does	 point	 to	 a	 different



way	 of	 inhabiting.	 He	 imagines	 a	 future	 where	 social	 needs	 would	 not	 be
subordinated	to	economic	necessity,	where	disalienated	dwelling	space	would
be	 universally	 available,	 where	 both	 equality	 and	 difference	 would	 be	 the
basic	principles	of	social	and	political	life.13

Whether	 or	 not	 anything	 like	 Lefebvre’s	 urban	 revolution	 is	 on	 the
horizon,	 we	 can	 use	 his	 ideas	 to	 understand	 a	 basic	 point:	 the	 politics	 of
housing	involve	a	bigger	set	of	actors	and	interests	than	is	recognized	either
by	mainstream	debates	or	by	conventional	political-economic	analyses	 such
as	 that	 offered	 by	 Engels.	 In	 the	 orthodox	 account,	 the	 only	 conflicts	 that
matter	are	those	surrounding	exploitation	and	value.	But	the	ruling	class	also
needs	 to	 solidify	 its	 rule,	 and	 preserving	 the	 ability	 to	 exploit	 is	 only	 one
aspect	of	this.	There	are	also	political,	social,	and	ideological	imperatives	that
significantly	affect	residential	conditions.

In	 the	 financialized	 global	 economy—which	 was	 only	 beginning	 to
emerge	 when	 Lefebvre	 was	 writing—real	 estate	 has	 come	 to	 have	 new
prominence	in	relation	to	industrial	capital.	Housing	and	urban	development
today	are	not	secondary	phenomena.	Rather,	 they	are	becoming	some	of	 the
main	processes	driving	contemporary	global	capitalism.	If	Lefebvre	 is	 right,
housing	is	becoming	an	ever	more	important	site	for	the	reproduction	of	the
system—a	 change	 that	 might	 open	 new	 strategic	 possibilities	 for	 housing
movements	to	achieve	social	change.

Whose	Crisis?

Critics,	 reformers,	 and	 activists	 have	 invoked	 the	 term	 “housing	 crisis”	 for
more	than	a	hundred	years.	The	phrase	once	again	became	pervasive	after	the
global	economic	meltdown	of	2008.	But	we	need	to	be	careful	with	this	usage
of	the	concept	of	crisis.

The	 idea	 of	 crisis	 implies	 that	 inadequate	 or	 unaffordable	 housing	 is
abnormal,	 a	 temporary	 departure	 from	 a	 well-functioning	 standard.	 But	 for
working-class	 and	 poor	 communities,	 housing	 crisis	 is	 the	 norm.14
Insufficient	 housing	 has	 been	 the	 mark	 of	 dominated	 groups	 throughout
history.	Engels	made	exactly	this	point:

The	 so-called	housing	 shortage,	which	plays	 such	a	great	 role	 in	 the
press	 nowadays,	 does	 not	 consist	 in	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 working	 class
generally	 lives	 in	 bad,	 overcrowded	 or	 unhealthy	 dwellings.	 This
shortage	is	not	something	peculiar	to	the	present;	it	is	not	even	one	of
the	sufferings	peculiar	to	the	modern	proletariat	in	contradistinction	to
all	earlier	oppressed	classes.	On	the	contrary,	all	oppressed	classes	 in



all	periods	suffered	more	or	less	uniformly	from	it.15

For	the	oppressed,	housing	is	always	in	crisis.	The	reappearance	of	the	term
“housing	 crisis”	 in	 headlines	 represents	 the	 experiences	 of	 middle-class
homeowners	 and	 investors,	 who	 faced	 unexpected	 residential	 instability
following	the	2008	financial	implosion.

The	idea	of	a	housing	crisis	 is	politically	 loaded.	Though	the	concept	of
crisis	 has	 a	 long	 history	 in	 critical	 theory	 and	 radical	 practice,	 it	 can	 be
deployed	 for	 other	 purposes.	 In	 the	United	 States,	 the	 discourse	 of	 housing
crisis	is	often	used	to	condemn	state	“interference”	in	housing	markets.	In	the
UK,	 the	 crisis	 frame	 is	 invoked	 in	 support	 of	 granting	new	 legal	 powers	 to
developers	in	order	to	override	local	planning	guidelines.

Discrete	 moments	 when	 housing	 crises	 become	 acute	 tend	 to	 be
interpreted	away	as	exceptions	 to	a	fundamentally	sound	system.	But	 this	 is
an	 ideological	 distortion.	 The	 experience	 of	 crisis	 in	 the	 residential	 sphere
reflects	and	amplifies	 the	broader	 tendencies	 towards	 insecurity	 in	capitalist
societies.	 Housing	 crisis	 is	 a	 predictable,	 consistent	 outcome	 of	 a	 basic
characteristic	of	capitalist	 spatial	development:	housing	 is	not	produced	and
distributed	for	the	purposes	of	dwelling	for	all;	it	is	produced	and	distributed
as	a	commodity	to	enrich	the	few.	Housing	crisis	is	not	a	result	of	the	system
breaking	down	but	of	the	system	working	as	it	is	intended.16

We	should	reject	ideological	versions	of	the	concept	of	housing	crisis.	But
the	 term	 is	 still	 useful.	 For	 those	 compelled	 to	 dwell	 in	 oppressive	 and
alienating	conditions,	housing	crisis	 is	not	empty	 rhetoric;	 it	 is	daily	 reality.
To	millions	 of	 households,	 “crisis”	 describes	 precisely	 the	 chaos,	 fear,	 and
disempowerment	 that	 they	 experience.	 The	 state	 of	 their	 housing	 is	 critical
indeed.

Our	objective,	 then,	 is	not	to	argue	for	the	resolution	of	some	temporary
crisis	and	return	to	the	status	quo.	We	use	the	concept	of	crisis	to	highlight	the
ways	 that	 the	 contemporary	 housing	 system	 is	 unsustainable	 by	 its	 very
nature.	 We	 point	 to	 the	 crisis	 tendencies	 in	 housing	 under	 contemporary
capitalism,	in	order	to	draw	attention	to	the	urgent	but	systemic	character	of
these	problems.

In	Defense	of	Housing

We	do	not	seek	to	defend	the	housing	system	as	it	currently	stands,	which	is
in	many	ways	 indefensible.	What	 needs	 defending	 is	 the	 use	 of	 housing	 as
home,	 not	 as	 real	 estate.	We	 are	 interested	 in	 the	 defense	 of	 housing	 as	 a
resource	that	should	be	available	to	all.



Housing	 means	 many	 things	 to	 different	 groups.	 It	 is	 home	 for	 its
residents	and	the	site	of	social	reproduction.	It	is	the	largest	economic	burden
for	many,	and	for	others	a	source	of	wealth,	status,	profit,	or	control.	It	means
work	for	those	who	construct,	manage,	and	maintain	it;	speculative	profit	for
those	buying	and	selling	it;	and	income	for	those	financing	it.	It	is	a	source	of
tax	 revenue	 and	 a	 subject	 of	 tax	 expenditures	 for	 the	 state,	 and	 a	 key
component	of	the	structure	and	functioning	of	cities.

Our	 concern	 is	 squarely	with	 those	who	 reside	 in	 and	use	housing—the
people	for	whom	home	provides	use	values	rather	than	exchange	value.	From
the	 perspective	 of	 those	 who	 inhabit	 it,	 housing	 unlocks	 a	 whole	 range	 of
social,	cultural,	and	political	goods.	It	is	a	universal	necessity	of	life,	in	some
ways	 an	 extension	 of	 the	 human	 body.	Without	 it,	 participation	 in	most	 of
social,	 political,	 and	 economic	 life	 is	 impossible.	 Housing	 is	 more	 than
shelter;	 it	 can	 provide	 personal	 safety	 and	 ontological	 security.	 While	 the
domestic	environment	can	be	the	site	of	oppression	and	injustice,	it	also	has
the	 potential	 to	 serve	 as	 a	 confirmation	 of	 one’s	 agency,	 cultural	 identity,
individuality,	and	creative	powers.

The	 built	 form	 of	 housing	 has	 always	 been	 seen	 as	 a	 tangible,	 visual
reflection	of	the	organization	of	society.	It	reveals	the	existing	class	structure
and	 power	 relationships.	 But	 it	 has	 also	 long	 been	 a	 vehicle	 for	 imagining
alternative	 social	 orders.	Every	 emancipatory	movement	must	 deal	with	 the
housing	question	 in	 one	 form	or	 another.	This	 capacity	 to	 spur	 the	political
imagination	is	part	of	housing’s	social	value	as	well.

Housing	 is	 the	 precondition	 both	 for	 work	 and	 for	 leisure.	 Controlling
one’s	housing	is	a	way	to	control	one’s	labor	as	well	as	one’s	free	time,	which
is	why	struggles	over	housing	are	always,	 in	part,	 struggles	over	autonomy.
More	 than	 any	 other	 item	 of	 consumption,	 housing	 structures	 the	 way	 that
individuals	 interact	 with	 others,	 with	 communities,	 and	 with	 wider
collectives.	 Where	 and	 how	 one	 lives	 decisively	 shapes	 the	 treatment	 one
receives	by	 the	state	and	can	facilitate	relations	with	other	citizens	and	with
social	 movements.	 No	 other	 modern	 commodity	 is	 as	 important	 for
organizing	citizenship,	work,	identities,	solidarities,	and	politics.

It	 is	 this	 side	 of	 housing—its	 lived,	 universally	 necessary,	 social
dimension,	and	its	identity	as	home—that	needs	defending.	Our	challenge	as
analysts,	as	residents,	and	as	participants	in	housing	struggles	is	to	understand
the	causes	and	consequences	of	the	multidimensional	attack	on	housing.	Our
goal	is	to	provide	a	critical	understanding	of	the	political-economic	nature	of
housing,	 such	 that	we	may	develop	a	greater	 sense	of	 the	actions	needed	 to
address	housing’s	crises	today	and	in	the	future.



1

Against	the	Commodification	of	Housing

On	January	16,	2015,	a	 limited	liability	corporation	named	P89-90	bought	a
single	penthouse	apartment	in	Midtown	Manhattan	for	$100,471,452.77.	The
name	of	the	actual	buyer	was	kept	secret,	as	were	the	identities	of	those	who
control	the	array	of	shell	companies	from	around	the	world	that	own	much	of
the	 rest	 of	 the	 building.	 It	 hardly	matters,	 as	 the	 luxury	 tower	 that	 it	 tops,
branded	 as	 One57,	 is	 not	 likely	 to	 be	 a	 particularly	 sociable	 environment.
Chances	are	that	none	of	the	building’s	ninety-two	condominium	units	will	be
their	owner’s	 sole	 residence.	 In	 fact,	many	of	 the	 apartments	 in	One57	will
remain	empty.	They	will	be	held	as	investments	or	as	vanity	homes	for	people
who	do	not	lack	for	places	to	live.	One57	is	not	high-rise	housing	so	much	as
global	wealth	congealed	into	tower	form.1

As	One57	was	constructed,	across	town	in	Bushwick,	Brooklyn,	residents
of	a	vinyl-sided	tenement	building	at	98	Linden	Street	saw	their	home	being
destroyed.	Carlos	Calero	and	 five	 family	members	paid	$706	per	month	 for
apartment	1L,	a	rent-stabilized	two-bedroom	apartment	where	they	have	lived
for	 twenty	 years	 alongside	 friends	 and	 relatives.	 In	 2012,	 the	 building	was
purchased	 in	 the	name	of	Linden	Ventures	LLC.	On	 the	morning	of	June	4,
2013,	the	new	owners	allegedly	hired	a	contractor	to	take	a	sledgehammer	to
the	 family’s	kitchen,	bathroom,	 and	 floors.	The	apartment	was	 left	 in	 ruins,
and	 a	 campaign	 of	 harassment	 followed.	 According	 to	 New	 York	 City’s
Tenant	 Protection	 Unit,	 the	 landlords’	 purposeful	 destruction	 of	 their	 own
building	was	 part	 of	 an	 effort	 to	 drive	 out	 the	Caleros	 and	 raise	 the	 rent,	 a
strategy	 they	 have	 used	 in	 properties	 throughout	 the	 gentrifying	 Brooklyn
neighborhoods	of	Bushwick,	Williamsburg,	and	Greenpoint.2

In	 every	 corner	 of	 New	 York	 City,	 real	 estate	 is	 attacking	 housing.	 In
some	places	it	is	evident	in	the	weathering	steel	or	blue	glass	that	clads	luxury
towers.	Elsewhere	 it	 can	 be	 seen	 in	 the	 shoddy	materials	 used	 to	 subdivide
apartments	 into	 tiny,	 fire-prone	 warrens.	 Sometimes	 the	 tactic	 is	 tenant
harassment.	Other	times	it	is	the	state’s	power	of	eminent	domain	drafted	into
the	service	of	developers.	These	are	all	perverse	manifestations	of	 the	 same
basic	 phenomenon:	 the	 subordination	 of	 the	 social	 use	 of	 housing	 to	 its



economic	value.

What	 is	 happening	 in	 New	 York	 is	 happening	 around	 the	 country	 and
around	 the	 world.	 The	 form	 that	 the	 housing	 crisis	 takes	 is	 different	 in
Manhattan	 than	 in	 the	 foreclosed	 suburbs	 of	 the	 American	 southwest,	 the
bulldozed	 shacklands	of	South	Africa,	 the	decanted	council	blocks	of	Great
Britain,	and	the	demolished	favelas	of	Brazil.	But	they	have	a	common	root:
they	 are	 all	 situations	where	 the	 pursuit	 of	 profit	 in	 housing	 is	 coming	 into
conflict	with	its	use	for	living.

Commodification	 is	 the	 name	 for	 the	 general	 process	 by	 which	 the
economic	 value	 of	 a	 thing	 comes	 to	 dominate	 its	 other	 uses.	 Products	 “are
only	 commodities	 because	 they	 have	 a	 dual	 nature,	 because	 they	 are	 at	 the
same	 time	objects	of	utility	and	bearers	of	value.”3	The	commodification	of
housing	means	that	a	structure’s	function	as	real	estate	takes	precedence	over
its	 usefulness	 as	 a	 place	 to	 live.	 When	 this	 happens,	 housing’s	 role	 as	 an
investment	outweighs	all	other	claims	upon	 it,	whether	 they	are	based	upon
right,	 need,	 tradition,	 legal	 precedent,	 cultural	 habit,	 or	 the	 ethical	 and
affective	significance	of	the	home.4

Our	 economic	 system	 is	 predicated	 on	 the	 idea	 that	 there	 is	 no	 conflict
between	 the	economic	value-form	of	housing	and	 its	 lived	 form.	But	across
the	world,	we	 see	 those	who	 exploit	 dwelling	 space	 for	 profit	 coming	 into
conflict	with	those	who	seek	to	use	housing	as	their	home.

The	Making	of	a	Commodity

In	 the	contemporary	era	 it	may	be	difficult	 to	conceive	of	a	housing	system
that	 is	 not	 ruled	 by	 the	 commodity	 form.	 Yet	 in	 the	 history	 of	 human
settlements,	the	commodity	treatment	of	dwelling	space	is	relatively	new.5

Historically,	 housing	 was	 not	 an	 independent	 sector	 of	 the	 economy.
Rather,	 it	 was	 a	 by-product	 of	 broader	 social	 and	 economic	 relationships.
When	peasants	were	tied	to	 the	land,	housing	and	work	together	formed	the
harsh	feudal	system	to	which	they	were	yoked.	Dwelling	space	was	shaped	by
what	 Lewis	 Mumford	 describes	 as	 “the	 intimate	 union	 of	 domesticity	 and
labor.”6	The	loosening	of	this	bond	proceeded	over	centuries.

The	 historical	 precondition	 for	 the	 commodification	 of	 land	 and	 of
housing	was	the	privatization	of	the	commons.	Before	land	and	housing	could
become	 exchangeable	 sources	 of	 privately	 appropriated	 profit,	 ancient
systems	of	communal	regulation	had	to	be	swept	away	and	traditional	tenures
destroyed.	 Marx	 calls	 this	 original	 or	 “primitive	 accumulation,”	 when



peasants	are	“suddenly	and	forcibly	torn	from	their	means	of	subsistence,	and
hurled	onto	the	labour	market	as	free,	unprotected	and	rightless	proletarians.”
This	 entire	 historical	 process	 is,	 Marx	 writes,	 “written	 in	 the	 annals	 of
mankind	in	letters	of	blood	and	fire.”7

The	 enclosure	 movement	 in	 early	 modern	 England	 was	 the	 classic
example	 of	 primitive	 accumulation,	 and	 a	 crucial	 episode	 in	 the	 early
development	 of	 capitalism.8	 In	 a	 sequence	 lasting	 centuries,	 common	 land
was	fenced	off	and	claimed	by	individual	landowners.	Masses	of	dispossessed
people	migrated	to	cities,	where	they	became	laborers.	For	Karl	Polanyi,	this
process	 constituted	 “a	 revolution	 of	 the	 rich	 against	 the	 poor,”	 where	 the
“lords	 and	 nobles	 …	 were	 literally	 robbing	 the	 poor	 of	 their	 share	 in	 the
common,	tearing	down	the	houses	which,	by	the	hitherto	unbreakable	force	of
custom,	the	poor	had	long	regard	as	theirs	and	their	heirs’.”9

Enclosure	was	a	violent	and	complicated	process	that	laid	the	groundwork
for	 the	 eventual	 commodification	 of	 land	 on	 a	 planetary	 scale.	 What	 was
accomplished	 in	 early	 modern	 Europe	 by	 the	 alliance	 of	 the	 landed
aristocracy,	large	manufacturers,	and	“the	new	bankocracy”10	was	brought	to
the	world	through	colonialism.	In	the	process,	countless	precolonial	systems
of	land	tenure	were	destroyed.11

Even	 in	 early	 commercial-capitalist	 society,	 housing	 was	 still
predominantly	shaped	by	the	organization	of	work	rather	than	being	produced
as	 a	 commodity	 in	 its	 own	 right.12	 In	American	 colonial	 cities,	 households
acted	as	integrated	economic	units	providing	both	the	dwelling	space	and	the
work	 space	 for	 the	 artisans,	 indentured	 servants,	 slaves,	 and	 other	 laborers
involved,	willingly	or	not,	in	the	value-production	process.	“For	artisans	and
merchants	 in	 the	colonial	city,	 the	 internal	 integration	of	house	and	shop,	of
living	space	and	work	space,	was	social	as	well	as	spatial.”13	In	exchange	for
labor,	property	owners	provided	housing	 for	 their	workers	on	 terms	 ranging
from	violently	exploitative	to	obligingly	friendly.

Elsewhere,	 housing	 also	 remained	 stuck	 within	 traditional	 structures	 of
landownership.	 In	 seventeenth-century	 England,	 for	 example,	 vast	 estates
controlled	 by	 aristocratic	 families	 were	 usually	 held	 in	 trust,	 unable	 to	 be
sold.	A	 complex,	 speculative	 building-lease	 system	 developed	 in	 cities	 like
London.	Landlords	maintained	ownership	of	land	that	they	leased	for	decades
to	 builders,	who	might	 construct	 housing	 directly	 or	 sublease	 their	 plots	 to
other	builders.	Rent	gouging,	displacement,	and	other	features	of	the	modern
housing	market	emerged	in	what	was	in	many	ways	still	a	feudal	system.14

Even	 as	 industrialization	 and	 commercialism	 proceeded	 to	 transform
urban	 space	 throughout	 Western	 societies,	 home	 and	 work	 remained



connected—especially	 so	 for	 laborers.	 In	 the	 nineteenth-century	metropolis,
the	 sharp	 division	 between	 work	 and	 home	 was	 a	 sign	 of	 class	 privilege.
Successful	 merchants	 and	 other	 wealthy	 urbanites	 created	 a	 world	 of
domesticity	 that	 they	 sought	 to	 distinguish,	 architecturally	 and	 culturally,
from	 the	savage	world	of	 the	market.	Meanwhile,	working-class	households
were	forced	to	resort	to	homework,	child	labor,	and	taking	in	boarders.15

Slowly	and	 fitfully,	housing	was	disembedded	 from	 the	circuits	of	work
and	production	to	become	a	direct	bearer	of	economic	value	in	itself.16	In	the
nineteenth	century,	Western	cities	came	to	feature	an	industrial	proletariat	no
longer	housed	in—or	chained	to—their	place	of	work.	Now,	for	the	first	time,
majorities	 of	 people	 looked	 to	 the	 open	 market	 to	 secure	 their	 place	 of
residence.	 Cash	 payment	 became	 the	 main	 nexus	 between	 house	 and
householder.17	 The	 conditions	 that	 enabled	 the	 commodification	 of	 housing
had	emerged.

In	 the	1840s,	when	Engels	was	surveying	the	dwelling	conditions	of	 the
great	 towns	 of	 industrial	 Britain,	 he	 was	 in	 part	 describing	 the	 emerging
impact	 of	 the	 commodification	 of	 housing.18	 The	 residential	 landscapes	 of
industrial	capitalism	created	enduring	urban	patterns.	Industrialization	saw	the
rise	of	new	forms	of	segregation	in	metropolitan	space	and	the	unprecedented
misery	of	the	“slum	problem”	that,	in	Western	cities,	reached	its	peak	in	the
late	nineteenth	 and	early	 twentieth	 centuries.19	Even	 in	 this	 context,	market
forces	 did	 not	 operate	 alone.	 In	 cases	 where	 commodified	 housing	 did	 not
provide	 adequate	 shelter	 to	 ensure	 the	 reproduction	 of	 the	 industrial
workforce,	some	municipalities	and	charitable	organizations	built	some	of	the
earliest	examples	of	social	housing.

In	 the	 first	 decades	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century,	 it	 became	 clear	 that	 the
commodification	of	dwelling	space	had	proven	to	be	a	social	disaster.	Many
governments	moved	 to	 contain	or	neutralize	 the	 resulting	unrest.	Reformers
created	new	rent	 regulations	and	building	standards,	and	social	housing	was
developed	on	a	larger	scale.	At	the	same	time,	the	value	of	housing	within	the
overall	 political	 economy	 was	 becoming	 clearer.	 Residential	 and	 urban
environments	were	becoming	crucial	circuits	of	 investment	 that	could	act	as
an	escape	valve	through	which	capital	sought	to	manage	the	problem	of	over-
accumulation.20

In	 the	United	States	 after	World	War	 I,	Herbert	Hoover,	 as	 secretary	 of
commerce	and	later	as	president,	promoted	housing	as	the	key	to	growing	the
consumer	 sector.	 By	 stoking	 demand	 for	 refrigerators,	 vacuum	 cleaners,
washing	machines,	and	other	domestic	appliances,	the	privately	owned	home
became	 the	 heart,	 both	 economically	 and	 ideologically,	 of	 a	 world	 of



commodities.21

When	consumer	purchasing	power	collapsed	during	the	Great	Depression,
governments	moved	to	shore	up	effective	demand	for	housing.	In	response	to
the	 crisis	 posed	 by	 the	 Depression,	 the	 federal	 government	 created	 the
regulatory	structure	that	made	the	modern	housing	system	possible.	Through
the	Federal	Housing	Administration,	 the	Glass-Steagall	Act,	 and	other	New
Deal	initiatives,	the	standardized	mortgage	was	born.	Without	this	stabilizing
federal	 presence,	 widespread	 homeownership	 would	 have	 been	 impossible.
But	 in	 the	 process,	 government	 and	 real	 estate	 together	 used	 redlining,
discrimination,	 and	 restrictive	 covenants	 to	 entrench	 racist	 patterns	 of	 land
use	 and	 to	 exclude	 African-Americans	 from	 home	 finance,	 creating	 unjust
housing	patterns	that	continued	to	have	destructive	consequences	far	into	the
future.22	The	oppressive	potential	of	 the	housing	system,	harking	back	to	its
function	 as	 a	 locus	 for	 the	 supply	 and	 exploitation	 of	 the	 workforce,	 was
apparent—a	 function	 that	 was	 not	 in	 conflict	 with	 housing’s	 commodity
character,	but	supported	by	it.23

Many	 of	 the	 national	 housing	 systems	 that	 emerged	 after	World	War	 II
had	a	partially	decommodified	character.	In	the	socialist	world,	and	in	many
countries	throwing	off	the	shackles	of	colonialism,	housing	was	established	as
a	 social	 right,	 and	 state-owned	 housing	 sectors	 accounted	 for	 most	 or	 all
residential	growth.	In	the	growing	Fordist–Keynesian	economies	of	the	West,
housing	organized	the	mass	consumption	that	underpinned	mass	production.24
In	 the	 UK	 and	 other	 European	 countries,	 for	 example,	 national	 and	 local
government	built	a	majority	of	new	homes.

In	America’s	postwar	boom	years,	the	housing	system	was	also	anchored
by	state	support.	In	some	cases	this	involved	the	direct	provision	of	dwelling
space.	But	the	postwar	expansion	of	housing	in	the	United	States	did	not	take
the	form	of	the	partial	or	total	nationalization	of	the	housing	system	that	it	did
in	 Europe.	 Instead,	 it	 was	 built	 upon	 massive	 government	 investment	 in
infrastructure	 and	 equally	 massive	 government	 action	 around	 mortgage
lending	 to	 finance	 private	 dwellings	 with	 debt.	 The	 result	 was	 a	 state-
supported	 system	 dominated	 by	 private	 ownership.	 Only	 in	 the	 1940s	 did
homeownership	become	the	embodiment	of	the	American	dream.	Throughout
the	 first	 half	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century,	 less	 than	 half	 of	 Americans	 were
homeowners.	After	1950,	ownership	 rates	 increased	sharply.	By	1980,	more
than	60	percent	of	Americans	privately	owned	their	homes.25

It	 was	 not	 until	 the	 second	 half	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century	 that	 housing
would	become	a	liquid	asset	and	real	estate	a	global,	corporate	behemoth.	The
commodity	character	of	housing	has	ebbed	and	flowed.	 Its	growth	has	been



uneven	and,	as	struggles	worldwide	demonstrate,	it	continues	to	be	so.	But	it
has	always	depended	upon	state	action	to	make	it	possible.	And	it	has	never
been	 a	 purely	 economic	 process—it	 has	 always	 had	 social	 and	 political
dimensions.

The	Age	of	Hyper-Commodification

If	 the	 extent	 of	 commodification	 expands	 and	 contracts	 historically,	we	 are
currently	 living	 through	 a	 period	 of	 unprecedented	 expansion.	 In	 today’s
transnational,	 digitally	 enhanced	 market,	 housing	 is	 becoming	 ever	 less	 an
infrastructure	 for	 living	 and	 ever	 more	 an	 instrument	 for	 financial
accumulation.	The	extreme	ways	in	which	housing	is	dominated	by	real	estate
today	can	be	called	hyper-commodification.

Under	hyper-commodification,	all	of	 the	material	 and	 legal	 structures	of
housing—buildings,	 land,	 labor,	 property	 rights—are	 turned	 into
commodities.	In	the	process,	the	capacity	of	a	building	to	function	as	a	home
becomes	 secondary.	What	matters	 is	how	a	building	 functions	 in	 circuits	of
economic	accumulation.

The	 hyper-commodification	 of	 housing	 occurs	 in	 the	 context	 of	 broad
political-economic	developments	that	magnify	its	impact.	Most	significant	is
our	 era’s	 growing	 inequality,	 which	 is	 reaching	 unprecedented	 levels.
Inequality	 multiplies	 the	 power	 of	 economic	 elites,	 who	 benefit	 from	 the
commodification	of	housing	and	 then	promote	 its	 further	growth.	 Inequality
also	means	that	capital	is	on	the	offensive	while	the	power	of	organized	labor
has	 been	 undercut.	 For	 working-class	 and	 poor	 people,	 wages	 have	 been
stagnant	 for	 decades	 and,	 for	 many,	 consumption	 has	 been	 maintained
through	 debt.26	 Lower	 wages	 for	 workers,	 paired	 with	 huge	 gains	 for	 the
global	elite,	have	meant	many	countries	are	more	unequal	now	than	they	have
been	in	over	a	century,	or	ever.27

This	 is	 also	 a	 time	 when	 housing	 and	 urbanization	 are	 becoming	more
central	 to	 the	global	economy.	 In	many	places,	 real	estate	has	become	more
profitable	and	important	than	industry.	Henri	Lefebvre	described	this	shift	in
1970:

Real-estate	speculation	becomes	the	principal	source	for	the	formation
of	capital,	that	is,	the	realization	of	surplus	value.	As	the	percentage	of
overall	 surplus	 value	 formed	 and	 realized	 by	 industry	 begins	 to
decline,	the	percentage	created	and	realized	by	real-estate	speculation
and	construction	increases	…	as	economists	are	accustomed	to	saying,
this	is	an	unhealthy	situation.28



Real	 estate	 and	 its	 allies	 in	 the	 finance	 and	 insurance	 sectors	 are	 no	 longer
merely	absorbing	 the	shocks	of	 the	broader	economy.	They	are	 increasingly
calling	the	shots.

Beyond	 these	 broad	 trends,	 we	 can	 outline	 three	 more	 specific,
interconnected,	 and	 mutually	 reinforcing	 factors	 that	 constitute	 the	 hyper-
commodification	of	housing	today.	They	are	found	in	different	varieties;	some
countries	and	cities	have	resisted	one	or	another	of	them.	But	in	one	form	or
another,	they	are	reshaping	the	housing	systems	of	most	of	the	countries	and
cities	that	participate	in	global	neoliberal	capitalism	today.

The	 first	 factor	 is	 the	 contemporary	 counterpart	 to	 enclosure:
deregulation,	the	removal	of	restrictions	placed	on	real	estate	as	a	commodity.
Throughout	 the	 United	 States	 and	 many	 other	 countries,	 there	 has	 been	 a
steady	 trend	 towards	weakening	or	 abolishing	 the	 regulations,	 customs,	 and
rules	governing	residential	property.

The	most	obvious	example	is	in	home	finance.	Over	the	past	few	decades,
regulations	 surrounding	 mortgage	 lending	 were	 fatally	 weakened	 in	 the
United	 States,	 Britain,	 and	 many	 other	 countries.	 Pillars	 of	 financial
regulation	that	constrained	the	mortgage	market,	like	the	Glass-Steagall	Act,
were	 gutted.	 Usury	 controls	 were	 eliminated.	 Competition	 was	 introduced
into	mortgage	markets	that	had	been	tightly	controlled.	Variable	interest	rates,
balloon	payments,	 self-certification,	 interest-only	 loans,	NINA	(“no	 income,
no	assets”)	loans,	and	then	eventually	NINJA	(“no	income,	no	job,	no	assets”)
loans	and	other	exotic	mechanisms	were	introduced—and	often	sold	to	people
who	 would	 have	 qualified	 for	 less	 expensive	 and	 less	 risky	 traditional
mortgages.	 Predatory	 lending	 affected	 different	 communities	 unequally,	 and
disproportionately	 destroyed	 the	 wealth	 of	 black	 and	 Latino	 households.29
The	 regulatory	 powers	 that	 could	 have	 prevented	 these	 practices	 had	 been
removed.30

Many	other	aspects	of	Western	housing	systems	were	deregulated	as	well.
Rent	regulation	regimes	have	been	overthrown.	Between	1981	and	2011,	the
number	 of	 rent-controlled	 apartments	 in	 New	 York	 plummeted	 from	 more
than	285,000	to	fewer	than	39,000.31	In	the	UK,	the	rental	market	underwent
deregulation	from	the	1950s	onward,	accelerating	in	the	1980s	and	1990s	as
part	 of	 a	 concerted	 effort	 to	 increase	 the	 number	 of	 private	 tenants.32	 The
1988	 introduction	 of	 less	 secure	 tenancies	 created	 buy-to-let	 mortgages
specifically	 for	 this	 purpose.	 Around	 a	 million	 such	 mortgages	 have	 been
issued	since	then.33

Deregulation	also	permitted	a	wave	of	privatization	of	publicly	owned	or
controlled	 housing.	 In	 the	 United	 States,	 public	 housing	 is	 in	 full	 retreat.



Since	 the	 1990s,	more	 than	260,000	public	 housing	units	 across	 the	United
States	were	either	sold	off	to	private	owners	or	demolished	in	order	to	sell	off
the	 land	 beneath	 them.34	 The	 situation	 is	 even	 grimmer	 in	 Britain,	 where
public	housing	represented	a	much	larger	piece	of	the	residential	sector.	Since
1981,	 nearly	 3	 million	 units	 of	 council	 housing	 have	 been	 sold	 or
transferred.35	 In	 the	 post-socialist	 world,	 the	 privatization	 of	 housing	 since
1989	 has	 probably	 constituted	 the	 largest	 transfer	 of	 property	 rights	 in
history.36	The	hard-won	spaces	of	partial	decommodification	developed	in	the
postwar	period	have	been	eroded.

For	 all	 of	 its	 far-reaching	 consequences,	 deregulation	 has	 not	meant	 the
subtraction	of	the	state	from	real	estate	markets.	It	has	not	meant	getting	rid	of
regulations	 so	 much	 as	 rewriting	 them	 to	 make	 real	 estate	 a	 more	 liquid
commodity.	The	state	is	still	deeply	involved	throughout	the	housing	system.

Second,	 and	 relatedly,	 housing	 has	 been	 undergoing	 a	 process	 of
financialization.	This	 is	a	generic	 term	to	describe	the	increasing	power	and
prominence	of	actors	and	firms	that	engage	in	profit	accumulation	through	the
servicing	 and	 exchanging	 of	money	 and	 financial	 instruments.37	Managers,
bankers,	and	rentiers	produce	profits	from	real	estate	through	buying,	selling,
financing,	owning,	and	speculating.	Players	in	this	market	often	exchange	in	a
disembodied,	 electronic	 realm.	 They	 need	 not	 ever	 see	 the	 actual	 physical
buildings	 from	 which	 they	 make	 their	 fortunes—though	 their	 trading	 has
serious	consequence	for	those	who	occupy	their	properties.

Again,	 the	mortgage	market	provides	a	good	example.	What	was	once	a
way	to	facilitate	the	production	of	housing	has	become	a	tool	for	profitmaking
on	 its	 own.	 Over	 the	 past	 half-century	 or	 so,	 home	 mortgages	 were
transformed	 from	 an	 industry	 dominated	 by	 local	 lending,	 thrifts,	 and
passbook	 accounts	 to	 one	 dominated	 by	 global	 corporate	 banking	 and
securitization.	 Government-sponsored	 enterprises	 like	 Fannie	 Mae	 and
Freddie	Mac	have	existed	since	the	1930s	to	supply	liquidity	to	the	mortgage
market.	 But	 since	 the	 1980s	 the	 practice	 of	 pooling	 mortgages	 and	 selling
shares	of	their	income	stream	has	exploded.38	Mortgage	markets	have	become
a	way	of	turning	solid	structures	into	liquid	assets.	Houses	can	be	bought	and
sold	at	the	speed	of	electronic	trade,	and	split	into	thousands	of	slices.	As	the
housing	scholar	Desiree	Fields	puts	it,	“rather	than	anchoring	wealth	in	place
via	property,	 today	mortgages	facilitate	global	 investment	and	the	extraction
of	value	from	place-bound	property.”39	This	was	a	process	that	financial	firms
enthusiastically	promoted.

Under	financialization,	the	nature	of	the	real	estate	company	is	changing.
Traditionally,	 real	 estate	 even	 in	 big	 cities	was	 a	 local	 and	 relatively	 small-



scale	affair.	Merchants,	professionals,	and	others	with	capital	to	invest	would
leverage	 their	money	and	social	networks	as	 landlords.40	Even	 in	cities	 like
New	York,	real	estate	has	been	ruled	by	thousands	of	small	players	led	by	a
few	powerful	family	firms.

But	the	real	estate	ecosystem	is	being	colonized	by	large-scale	corporate
finance.	Wall	 Street	 and	 the	 City	 of	 London	 are	 the	 new	 landlords	 on	 the
block.	Private	equity	is	becoming	a	major	presence	in	the	housing	markets	of
New	York	 and	 other	 cities,	 expanding	 its	 role	 greatly	 since	 the	mid-2000s.
Between	 2004	 and	 2008,	 private-equity	 firms	 went	 on	 a	 buying	 binge,
cumulatively	purchasing	90,000	rent-stabilized	apartments	in	New	York	City,
nearly	 10	 percent	 of	 the	 total	 number	 of	 units.41	 Throughout	 America,
companies	like	JP	Morgan	Chase,	Blackstone,	and	Colony	Capital	have	been
buying	 up	 single-family	 homes	 in	 suburban	 and	 exurban	 areas	 hard	 hit	 by
foreclosure	 since	 2007.	 Industry	 analysts	 see	 cornering	 this	market	 as	 their
“$1.5	trillion	opportunity.”42

The	growth	of	real	estate	investment	trusts	(REITs)	is	one	measure	of	the
financialization	 of	 housing.	 In	 the	 United	 States,	 REITs	 were	 created	 by
Congressional	law	in	1960.	They	spent	their	early	years	as	mere	tax	shelters.
But	 another	 act	 of	 Congress	 in	 1986	 gave	 them	 the	 ability	 to	 take	 a	more
active	role	in	operating	and	exploiting	the	buildings	in	their	portfolios.	Since
then	their	numbers	and	their	reach	have	grown	exponentially.	REITs	comprise
the	largest	property	owners	in	New	York,	including	firms	like	Vornado	and	SL
Green.

Finally,	 commodification	 is	 reinforced	 by	 the	 globalization	 of	 housing.
Residential	real	estate	may	be	fixed	in	place,	but	it	is	increasingly	dominated
by	economic	networks	that	are	global	in	scope.	Daniel	Rose,	a	New	York	real
estate	insider,	told	an	industry	conference	in	2002,

Only	 a	 few	 years	 ago,	 New	 York	 structures	 were	 built,	 financed,
owned,	 managed	 and	 occupied	 by	 New	 Yorkers,	 just	 as	 those	 in
Chicago	or	London,	San	Francisco	or	Paris	were	controlled	locally.	In
today’s	globalized	world,	capital,	ideas,	and	people	flow	freely	across
state	 and	 national	 borders	…	Many	 of	 the	 people	 in	 this	 very	 room
have	no	idea	that	the	net	cash	flow	from	the	apartment	or	office	rent
they	 pay	 in	 New	York	 finds	 its	 way	 to	 investors	 in	 Germany	 or	 in
England.43

Real	 estate	 has	 become	 a	 worldwide	 colossus.	 Starting	 in	 the	 late	 1990s,
direct	 investment	 abroad	 by	 US	 real	 estate	 companies	 increased	 sharply.44
Foreign	direct	 investment	 in	US	real	estate	has	also	grown,	 increasing	 from
$2	billion	in	1973	to	more	than	$50	billion	in	2002.45



The	involvement	of	foreigners	in	housing	is	not	a	problem	on	its	own.	But
the	ways	in	which	housing	is	undergoing	globalization	are	symptomatic	of	the
decoupling	 of	 housing	 from	 residential	 needs.	 Some	 housing	 markets	 are
starting	to	become	more	responsive	to	global	economic	signals	 than	to	local
ones.	In	London,	New	York,	and	elsewhere,	units	in	new	apartment	buildings
are	regularly	advertised	to	foreign	buyers,	sometimes	before	being	offered	to
locals.	 Governments	 sell	 their	 housing	 stock	 to	 international	 investors	 at
property	 fairs	 such	 as	 Le	 marché	 international	 des	 professionnels	 de
l’immobilier,	 known	 as	 MIPIM.46	 In	 these	 cases,	 housing	 is	 directly
connected	 to	 global	 circuits	 as	 an	 investment.	 At	 that	 distance,	 its	 use	 as
living	space	barely	registers.

Dwelling	in	the	Commodity	Form

Together,	 these	 interlocking	 processes	 of	 deregulation,	 financialization,	 and
globalization	have	meant	that	housing	functions	as	a	commodity	to	a	greater
extent	than	ever	before.	This	is	what	lies	at	the	heart	of	the	present	crisis.

What	 does	 it	 mean	 to	 dwell	 in	 a	 hyper-commodified	 world?	 The
consequences	 of	 the	 transformation	 of	 housing	 can	 be	 felt	 throughout	 the
housing	system,	but	they	are	extremely	uneven.

In	 the	most	expensive	districts	of	 the	world,	 luxury	buildings	proliferate
out	 of	 all	 proportion	 to	 actual	 housing	 need.	 The	 super-rich	 own	 huge
amounts	of	real	estate,	much	of	which	is	used	purely	for	investment.	The	head
of	a	New	York	real	estate	brokerage	gleefully	described	“luxury	real	estate	as
the	world’s	new	currency.”47	Exclusive	addresses	in	cities	like	London,	New
York,	Tokyo,	Miami,	Paris,	Shanghai,	Moscow,	Hong	Kong,	and	Vancouver
have	 become	 favorable	 places	 to	 park	 a	 fortune.	 “The	 global	 elite,”	 the
developer	Michael	 Stern	 remarked	 to	 a	 reporter,	 “is	 basically	 looking	 for	 a
safe-deposit	box.”48

So-called	 super-prime	 real	 estate	 is	 cloaked	 in	 secrecy.	 Cash-only
purchases	 and	 layer	 upon	 layer	 of	 holding	 companies	 can	 disguise	 dubious
fortunes.	Numerous	observers	have	tied	the	rise	of	luxury	housing	to	money
laundering,	 tax	 evasion,	 and	other	 illegal	 transactions.49	 Property	 owners	 in
prestige	 locations—Ostozhenka	 in	Moscow;	 the	 blocks	 surrounding	Central
Park	 in	Manhattan;	 the	Bishops	Avenue	 in	Hampstead,	London—have	 been
linked	 to	 criminal	 activity.50	 The	 “starchitect”	 designs	 and	 posh	 addresses
seem	calculated	to	hide	the	fact	that,	according	to	one	sociologist,	in	some	of
these	landed	exclaves	of	the	offshore	world,	forms	of	corporate,	personal,	and
criminal	capital	are	becoming	“progressively	undifferentiated.”51



Plenty	of	super-prime	real	estate	should	barely	be	considered	housing	at
all.	Many	 luxury	buildings	are	not	built	primarily	 to	provide	housing	but	 to
make	 profits	 upon	 resale.	 The	 value	 of	 super-prime	 real	 estate	 is	 secure
because	of	the	ease	with	which	it	can	be	converted	into	money	through	loans,
debentures,	 mortgages,	 and	 other	 complex	 financial	 transactions.	 Whether
anyone	 will	 ever	 make	 a	 home	 in	 such	 buildings	 is	 irrelevant.	 New	 York
City’s	Independent	Budget	Office	estimates	that	only	about	half	of	the	units	in
expensive	newer	buildings	are	primary	residences,52	and	the	true	figure	may
be	far	lower.	The	few	people	who	do	reside	in	many	newer	high-end	buildings
report	 neighborless	 empty	 hallways.53	 In	 London,	 areas	 with	 heavy
concentrations	of	super-prime	housing	lack	foot	traffic	or	other	signs	of	life.
Local	businesses	can	have	trouble	staying	open.54

In	 brief,	 luxury	 housing	 is	 antisocial.	 The	 people	 who	 own	 these
properties	may	have	no	connection	to	the	places	where	they	park	their	money.
Lefebvre	had	already	recognized	this	dynamic	in	the	1960s:	“the	Olympians
of	the	new	bourgeois	aristocracy	no	longer	inhabit.	They	go	from	grand	hotel
to	grand	hotel,	or	from	castle	to	castle,	commanding	a	fleet	or	a	country	from
a	 yacht.	 They	 are	 everywhere	 and	 nowhere.”55	 Research	 has	 demonstrated
that	 the	 super-wealthy	use	 their	 resources	 to	 avoid	 encounters	with	poverty,
conflict,	difference,	and	other	elements	of	what	 they	see	as	 the	downside	of
urban	life.56

The	trickle-down	benefits	of	such	high-priced	housing	have	been	greatly
exaggerated.	 Due	 to	 the	 vagaries	 of	 local	 development	 policies,	 owners	 of
these	 buildings	 frequently	 pay	 little	 or	 no	 tax,	 and	many	 enjoy	 huge	 public
subsidies.	One57	received	more	than	$65	million	in	public	subsidies	and	tax
breaks.57	The	idea	with	such	subsidies	is	that	developers	of	luxury	buildings
can	be	incentivized	to	construct	less-exclusive	units	as	well.	But	among	other
problems,	this	system	produces	glaring	inefficiencies.58	New	York’s	recently
rebranded	Billionaire’s	Row,	the	stretch	of	ultra-expensive	condominiums	on
West	57th	Street,	has	so	far	contributed	a	grand	total	of	eighty-nine	affordable
apartments	to	the	city.59	One57’s	developers	contributed	sixty-six	homes	at	a
cost	 of	 $905,000	per	 unit.	The	 Independent	Budget	Office	 calculated	 that	 a
grant	of	that	size	in	the	hands	of	a	nonprofit	housing	organization	could	have
built	 370	 apartments	 at	 a	 cost	 of	 only	 $179,000	 per	 unit.60	 More	 homes
owned	by	billionaires	contribute	little	to	the	communities	in	which	they	stand.
But	they	still	take	up	space,	force	up	costs,	and	push	others	farther	out.

While	 it	 facilitates	 the	 over-accumulation	 of	 luxury	 for	 the	wealthy,	 the
hyper-commodification	of	housing	leads	to	new	forms	of	risk,	unaffordability,
and	instability	for	everyone	else.



The	current	phase	of	housing	commodification	has	not	translated	into	the
affordable	 paradise	 that	 its	 promoters	 predicted.	 Instead,	 it	 has	 allowed
powerful	elites	to	monopolize	more	housing.	Cities	like	New	York	that	have
seen	extensive	deregulation	and	huge	building	booms	in	recent	decades	have
not	seen	corresponding	drops	in	housing	costs.	One	international	study	found
that	 “demand	 pressures	 stemming	 from	 financial	 deregulation	 may	 have
translated	 into	 increases	 in	house	prices	by	some	30	percent.”61	Globalized,
deregulated	 markets	 are	 unstable	 and	 subject	 to	 wild	 price	 swings,	 first
contributing	to	bubbles	and	later	to	crashes.62

Increasingly,	 there	 are	 no	 alternatives	 to	 commodified	 housing.	 Public
housing	and	rent	regulation,	the	spaces	of	partial	decommodification	in	New
York,	 are	 disappearing.	Between	 1981	 and	 2011,	 the	 regulated	 share	 of	 the
rental	market	fell	from	more	than	62	percent	to	47	percent	of	all	units.63	As	a
result,	 the	 rental	market	 is	more	 precarious	 for	 tenants.	 Between	 2001	 and
2014,	 real	 rents	 in	 the	 United	 States	 rose	 by	 7	 percent,	 while	 in	 the	 same
period	real	household	income	fell	by	9	percent.64	More	households	are	forced
to	compete	with	one	another	 in	a	 less	regulated	market	controlled	by	bigger
corporate	 firms.	Many	of	 the	new	 landlords	entering	 the	 rental	market	have
not	shown	enthusiasm	for	improving	the	situation	for	their	tenants.	Renters	of
REIT-owned	houses	in	California	report	paying	higher-than-average	rents	and
shouldering	the	burden	of	home	repairs	on	their	own.65

In	 the	 United	 Kingdom,	 tenants	 are	 also	 facing	 a	 new	 world	 of
exploitation	 and	 insecurity.	 Public	 housing	 is	 being	 dismantled,	 and,	 as	 a
result,	 tenants	 must	 turn	 to	 private	 landlords—sometimes	 the	 same	 people
who	 cannibalized	 the	 public	 housing	 stock	 in	 the	 first	 place.	 In	 one
development	 in	 South	 London,	more	 than	 forty	 ex-public-housing	 units	 are
owned	 by	 the	 son	 of	 the	 government	 minister	 who	 presided	 over	 the
privatization	of	public	housing	in	the	1980s.66	In	London	as	whole,	more	than
36	 percent	 of	 former	 publicly	 owned	 units	 are	 now	 rented	 out	 privately;	 in
some	local	areas	this	figure	is	more	than	50	percent.67

In	a	notable	example	of	housing	policy	absurdity,	some	UK	tenants	in	ex-
public-housing	units	receive	public	subsidy	for	 their	rent,	which	they	pay	to
private	 landlords.68	One	 tenant	 on	 a	 council	 estate	 told	 reporters	 that	 she	 is
charged	£800	per	month	by	a	private	landlord,	while	her	council	rent	for	the
same	unit	would	have	been	£360	per	month—with	the	public	making	up	the
shortfall.69	The	whole	 situation	 typifies	 hyper-commodified	 housing:	 profit-
seeking	 businesses	 inserting	 themselves	 into	 the	 residential	 system	 and
siphoning	off	 resources,	making	housing	more	expensive	while	contributing
nothing	to	the	ability	of	the	system	to	meet	residents’	needs.



Commodification	and	Gentrification

For	 the	 corporate	 investors	 buying	 up	 housing	 throughout	 New	 York,
gentrification	 is	 the	 business	 plan.	 Firms	 purchase	 buildings	 on	 the
assumption	 that	 rents	 can	 be	 doubled,	 tripled,	 or	 more.	 This	 strategy	 is
predicated	 upon	 taking	 units	 out	 of	 the	 rent	 stabilization	 system—in	 effect,
recommodifying	housing—and	displacing	lower-income	tenants.70

Take	 the	 case	 of	 Zhi	 Qin	 Zheng,	 a	 founding	 member	 of	 New	 York’s
Chinatown	Tenants	Union	and	a	former	garment	worker	in	her	sixties.	When
an	 investment	 company	 named	 Madison	 Capital	 bought	 the	 downtown
Manhattan	 building	 where	 she	 lived	 in	 a	 rent-stabilized	 unit,	 it	 determined
that	 what	 she	 saw	 as	 her	 longtime,	 affordable	 home	 was	 in	 fact	 an
“underperforming	asset.”	Her	home	needed	to	be	“repositioned”	to	garner	the
sixfold	 rent	 increase	 that	 the	 market	 supposedly	 demanded	 in	 the	 name	 of
efficiency.	 So	 her	 landlord,	 according	 to	 reports,	 began	 a	 campaign	 of
harassment—cutting	 the	 heat,	 leaving	 damage	 unrepaired,	 and	 gratuitously
calling	 the	 police	 on	 tenants	 in	 a	 campaign	 that	 residents	 saw	 as	 “aimed	 at
pushing	them	and	their	culture	out	of	the	buildings.”71

Landlord	 associations	 say	 that	 only	 the	 few	proverbial	 bad	 apples	break
the	law.	But	this	basic	story—a	building	that	is	seen	to	be	underperforming	is
reorganized	to	generate	more	income—happens	every	day	across	the	city.	It	is
a	 pure	 form	 of	 what	 the	 geographer	 Neil	 Smith	 saw	 as	 the	 essence	 of
gentrification:	 claiming	 the	 gap	 between	 the	 current	 rent	 and	 a	 building’s
“highest	and	best	use.”72	When	housing	units	are	bought	on	 the	assumption
that	 they	 can	 be	 turned	 into	 more	 liquid	 commodities,	 displacement	 is	 the
predictable	result.

Low-income	 tenants	who	cannot	afford	higher	 rents	maintain	a	 foothold
in	gentrifying	neighborhoods	in	two	ways.	Either	they	are	protected	by	some
form	of	partial	decommodification,	such	as	rent	control	or	public	housing—
policies	which,	as	we	have	shown,	are	being	actively	undermined	by	the	day
—or	they	are	lucky	enough	to	have	an	economically	irrational	landlord.	This
is	a	risky	prospect	in	a	competitive	real	estate	environment,	but	it	does	allow
some	tenants	a	modicum	of	stability.	A	New	York	community	organizer	told
housing	researchers,

Landlords	 are	 not	 always	 maximising	 their	 income.	 Many	 things
affect	 the	 decisions	 of	 landlords.	 There	 are	 members	 of	 the
community,	there	are	thousands	and	thousands	of	disabled	people	and
older	people,	for	example,	who	pay	far	below	the	market	rate	and	have
been	 for	 a	 long	 time	 because	 the	 landlord	 knows	 them	 and	 has	 a
relationship	with	them.	He	makes	this	illogical	decision	and	that’s	why



the	old	 lady	comes	 in	and	has	been	paying	$600	for	 the	 last	decade.
There	are	community	values	that	mediate	the	market.	Not	100	per	cent
but	in	many	cases,	there	is	a	community	consensus	that	we	shouldn’t
evict	the	disabled,	single	person;	this	mediates	the	pressure	to	raise	the
rents.73

The	 onward	 march	 of	 commodification	 makes	 situations	 like	 this	 unlikely.
The	community	organizer	continued,	“As	the	market	rate	goes	up	and	up,	that
consensus	breaks	down.”74	Shareholders	may	live	scattered	across	the	world
and	 only	 own	 a	 share	 in	 a	 property	 on	 a	 short-term	 basis.	 They	 have	 no
patience	for	such	irrational	behavior.	The	economic	and	organizational	 logic
demands	that	rents	be	raised	as	high	as	possible.

This	 is	 not	 to	 say	 that	 this	 strategy	 always	 turns	 a	 profit.	Buildings	can
easily	fail	to	generate	the	desired	returns.	But	even	when	this	happens,	there	is
no	 exit	 from	 the	 commodified	 housing	 system—and	 no	 clear	 mechanism
whereby	 failed	 real	 estate	 projects	 might	 be	 reappropriated	 by	 residents	 as
common	property.	Foreclosed	buildings	are	 just	 reinserted	 into	 financialized
circuits,	setting	up	a	repeat	of	the	entire	process.	Rent-regulated	buildings	in
the	 Bronx	 purchased	 by	 Ocelot	 Capital	 in	 2007,	 for	 example,	 fell	 into
foreclosure	 and	 in	 the	 following	 years	 cycled	 through	 a	 series	 of	 owners,
falling	into	an	ever-worsening	state	of	repair.75

Commodification	 is	 a	 self-reproducing	 process.	 And	 it	 operates
simultaneously	 at	 different	 scales:	 at	 the	 scale	 of	 the	 neighborhood,	 the
building,	 and	 even	 the	 household.	 Hence	 the	 practice	 of	 subletting	 spare
rooms	 or	 sofas—the	 commodification	 of	 ever-smaller	 spaces	 becomes	 a
strategy	for	eking	out	a	place	 in	an	unstable	and	expensive	housing	market.
This	 too	 gets	 absorbed	 into	 a	 broader	 instrumental	 logic.	 One	 self-styled
“rent-to-rent”	 entrepreneur	 in	 London	 explained	 straightforwardly	 to	 a
reporter,	“I	rent	a	property	with	a	view	to	renting	it	out	at	a	higher	rent.”76	No
doubt	 some	 canny	 financial	 innovators	 are	 already	 working	 on	 the
securitization	of	 rent-to-rent	housing	or	 the	pooling	of	 income	streams	from
subletting.

Unleashing	the	Cranes

Some	 observers	 argue	 that	 the	 unprecedented	 shift	 towards	 the
commodification	of	housing	has	not	gone	far	enough.	There	are	many	voices
today	that	declare	that	 if	real	estate	developers	were	just	given	a	freer	hand,
then	the	market	would	solve	the	housing	crisis.

For	 example,	 the	 economist	 Edward	 Glaeser	 argues,	 “The	 best	 way	 to



make	cities	more	affordable	is	to	reduce	the	barriers	to	building	and	unleash
the	cranes.	To	do	so,	end	 the	dizzying	array	of	 land	use	regulations	 in	most
cities	that	increase	cost.”77	The	conservative	housing	scholar	Howard	Husock
contends	that	New	York	must	“thaw	its	frozen	housing	market”	by	getting	rid
of	 rent	 stabilization	 and	 public	 housing.78	 The	 liberal	 writer	 Matthew
Yglesias	also	affirms	a	“deregulatory	agenda.”79	For	these	authors	and	more,
the	hyper-commodification	of	housing	is	not	the	problem—it	is	the	solution.

This	 reasoning	 follows	 clearly	 from	 standard	 economic	 logic.	 But	 this
position	 ignores	 the	 real-world	 effects	 of	 the	 commodification	 of	 housing.
Fully	 deregulating	 and	 unleashing	 the	 cranes	will	 not	 and	 cannot	 solve	 the
housing	crisis,	for	a	number	of	reasons.

First,	while	markets	are	 imagined	as	self-organizing	entities,	as	we	have
seen,	 the	 state	 has	 always	 been	 central	 to	 the	 process	 of	making	 housing	 a
commodity	that	can	circulate	through	market	exchange.	The	state	cannot	“get
out”	of	housing	markets	because	the	state	is	one	of	the	institutions	that	creates
them.	 Government	 sets	 the	 rules	 of	 the	 game.	 It	 enforces	 the	 sanctity	 of
contracts,	 establishes	 and	 defends	 regimes	 of	 property	 rights,	 and	 plays	 a
central	 role	 in	 connecting	 the	 financial	 system	 to	 the	 bricks	 and	 mortar	 in
which	people	dwell.

In	 other	 words,	 housing	 markets	 are	 political	 all	 the	 way	 down.	 The
balance	 of	 power	 between	 tenants	 and	 landlords,	 or	 between	 real	 estate
owners	and	communities,	 cannot	be	determined	 in	a	neutral,	 apolitical	way.
What	the	free	market	boosters	ignore	is	the	question	of	power.

The	housing	market	is,	among	other	things,	a	domain	of	struggle	between
different,	 unequal	 groups.	 Removing	 the	 regulations	 that	 rein	 in	 property
owners	shifts	power	towards	capital	and	away	from	residents—while	also,	not
coincidentally,	making	land	more	valuable	and	more	amenable	to	speculation.
This	is	why	it	is	the	real	estate	lobby	that	campaigns	to	deregulate	the	housing
system,	 a	 demand	 that	 tenants	 almost	 never	make.	The	 commodification	 of
housing	is	a	political	project	that	refuses	to	acknowledge	itself	as	such.

Supporters	 of	 deregulation	 argue	 that	 zoning,	 rent	 control,	 and	 tenant
protections	are	only	pursued	by	meddling	bureaucrats	or	greedy	residents.	But
the	 real	 estate	 industry	 does	 whatever	 it	 can	 to	 maintain	 high	 prices.
Removing	existing	 tenant	protections	would	 just	place	 real	estate	 firms	 in	a
better	position	to	reshape	markets	even	more	in	their	own	favor.

Second,	 when	 housing	 becomes	 a	 globalized,	 financialized	 commodity,
the	gulf	widens	between	the	price	signals	 to	which	markets	respond	and	the
actual	social	need	for	dwelling	space.



Investment	 firms	 chasing	 short-term	 gains	 reorient	 the	 housing	 system
away	from	local	residential	needs	and	disconnect	prices	from	wages	in	local
labor	 markets.	 Transnational	 speculation	 begins	 to	 shape	 what	 gets	 built,
where	it	appears,	and	who	can	afford	 to	 live	 in	 it.	We	see	 this	happening	 in
cities	like	London	and	Vancouver,	home	to	increasing	numbers	of	apartments
that	are	ill-suited	to	the	families	who	need	to	live	in	them	but	easily	sold	to
investors	who	live	abroad.

There	is	a	world	of	difference	between	economic	demand	and	social	need.
Many	 people,	 especially	 poor	 and	 working-class	 households,	 need	 more
housing	 than	 they	 can	 afford.	 But	 this	 form	 of	 need	 does	 not	 register	with
purely	 profit-oriented	 developers.	 Far	 from	 responding	 efficiently	 to
residential	needs,	investors	can	turn	a	profit	by	squeezing	more	money	out	of
existing	spaces	while	adding	nothing	to	the	general	housing	stock.	Developers
routinely	engage	in	land	hoarding	and	other	strategies	centered	on	speculation
and	scarcity.

Even	 some	 economists	 recognize	 that	 housing	 markets	 are	 structurally
incapable	of	being	efficient.80	It	 is	easy	to	inflate	price	bubbles	and	difficult
to	 deflate	 them.	 The	 history	 of	 real	 estate	 is	 replete	 with	 speculation.81
Despite	 how	 it	 appears	 in	 abstract	 models,	 the	 actual	 market	 in	 housing	 is
neither	efficient	nor	rational.

Those	who	want	 to	 unleash	 the	 cranes	will	 counter	 that	 “distortions”	 in
housing	markets	must	be	due	to	government	regulation	rather	than	to	market
dynamics	as	such.	Displacement	would	not	be	a	problem,	they	say,	had	there
not	 been	 rent	 regulation	 in	 the	 first	 place.	 State	 interference	 creates
distortions,	they	argue,	so	deregulation	is	necessary	in	the	name	of	removing
inefficiencies.

But	 we	 need	 to	 question	 this	 definition	 of	 efficiency.	 One	 person’s
inefficiency	is	another	person’s	home.	We	need	to	ask	why	investors’	profits
should	trump	the	needs	of	residents.	From	the	perspective	of	a	tenant	facing
displacement	 from	 their	 longtime	 home,	 it	 is	 the	 system	 of	 commodified
residential	 development	 that	 is	 inefficient,	 not	 to	 mention	 cruel	 and
destructive.	 That	 a	 building	 has	 become	 a	 target	 for	 speculators	 due	 to
changes	in	global	housing	markets	in	no	way	lessens	its	usefulness	as	living
space	for	its	inhabitants.

Supporters	 of	 deregulation	 offer	 the	 process	 of	 filtering	 as	 a	 deus	 ex
machina	that	will	provide	affordable	housing.	But	in	practice,	there	are	limits
to	 the	stock	of	old	buildings,	especially	within	specific	neighborhoods.	And
filtering	 today	 often	 takes	 the	 form	 of	 older	 buildings	 being	 recouped	 by
wealthier	households.



This	 touches	on	the	final	reason	why	markets	will	not	solve	the	housing
crisis.	Those	who	want	 to	deregulate	and	build	do	not	consider	 the	practical
consequences	of	commodification	in	action.

It	 may	 be	 true	 that,	 all	 other	 things	 remaining	 equal,	 enlarging	 supply
while	 keeping	 demand	 constant	would	 lead	 to	 lower	 prices.	But	 stated	 that
way,	 the	 claim	 is	 too	 abstract.	 All	 other	 things	 would	 not	 remain	 equal.
Promoters	 of	 free-market	 housing	 solutions	 never	 consider	 the	 costs	 and
consequences	 that	 would	 result	 from	 attempting	 to	 establish	 a	 purely	 self-
regulating	market	in	housing.

Setting	 up	 the	 conditions	 for	 frictionless	 exchange	 and	 unlimited
development	 could	 in	 theory	 create	 a	 situation	 where	 the	 price	 of	 housing
falls	until	it	is	affordable	to	everyone	including	the	lowest	paid	workers.	But
trying	 to	 reach	 that	 point	 would	 entail	 overturning	 the	 existing	 residential
landscape.	It	would	mean	displacement	on	an	immense	scale.	It	would	make
it	easier	for	landlords	to	threaten,	harass,	and	exploit	tenants.	It	would	lead	to
huge	 increases	 in	 residential	 segregation.	 It	 would	 encourage	 shoddy,
dangerous	 conversions	 and	 environmental	 degradation.	 It	would	 lead	 to	 the
proliferation	 of	 under-maintained,	 overcrowded,	 dangerous	 dwellings;	 such
buildings	were	pervasive	during	the	heyday	of	laissez-faire	housing	in	the	late
nineteenth	century.	The	idea	that	tenants	in	a	fully	unregulated	market	could
avoid	 such	 harmful	 conditions	 just	 by	 exercising	 consumer	 choice	 is	 naïve.
And	 it	 is	 unrealistic	 to	 imagine	 that	 there	 would	 not	 be	 some
countermovement	in	response.

Towards	Decommodification

Around	the	world,	those	seeking	to	turn	houses	into	liquid	assets	are	creating
problems	for	those	who	merely	want	to	live	in	them.	And	yet	the	ideological
glorification	of	the	free	market	is	stronger	than	ever.	It	is	becoming	harder	to
visualize	any	alternatives	other	than	minor	modifications	in	the	pattern	here	or
there—or	even	to	see	the	commodified	housing	system	for	what	it	is.

Commodification	 is	 not	 the	 default	 state	 that	 housing	 adopts.	 It	 is
relatively	new.	It	depends	upon	state	action.	 It	differs	according	to	 time	and
place	and	mutates	in	response	to	changing	conditions.	And	its	consequences
are	 uneven,	 helping	 the	 super-wealthy	 generate	 huge	 profits	 while	 creating
instability	for	the	rest.

In	The	Great	Transformation,	Karl	Polanyi	demonstrated	that	“the	idea	of
a	 self-adjusting	market	 implied	a	 stark	utopia.	Such	an	 institution	could	not
exist	 for	 any	 length	 of	 time	 without	 annihilating	 the	 human	 and	 natural



substance	 of	 society.”82	 The	 idea	 of	 a	 self-adjusting	 housing	 market	 is
similarly	utopian.

In	 unequal	 contexts	 where	 the	 logic	 of	 commodification	 rules,	 some
people	will	 always	be	 forced	 into	uninhabitable	dwelling	 spaces.	Some	will
live	in	sheds,	some	in	closets.	Some	will	live	amid	toxic	pollution.	Some	will
be	 packed	 with	 twenty-five	 other	 people,	 including	 children,	 into	 a	 single
home.83	These	are	not	market	failures—they	are	how	the	market	works.

Ultimately,	the	problem	with	making	housing	a	commodity	is	that	as	such,
living	space	will	be	distributed	based	on	the	ability	to	pay	and	provided	to	the
extent	that	it	produces	a	profit.	But	ability	to	pay	is	unequal	while	the	need	for
a	place	to	live	is	universal.	There	is	thus	an	unavoidable	contradiction.

No	matter	how	many	actors	and	institutions	treat	 it	as	such,	housing	can
never	be	a	fully	liquid,	exchangeable	commodity.	Its	use	value,	and	indeed	a
portion	of	its	monetary	value,	comes	from	its	place	within	communities	that
emerge	over	 time.	They	 require	continuity	and	stability.	Wrenching	housing
out	of	its	context	obliterates	this	social	dimension.

In	 the	 end,	however,	we	cannot	blame	 real	 estate	 companies	 for	 today’s
housing	injustices.	As	entities	created,	using	the	legal	powers	of	the	state,	for
the	 sole	 purpose	 of	 economic	 accumulation,	 corporations	 are	 single-minded
by	design.	Profit	 seeking	without	 regard	 for	 external	 social	 consequences	 is
intrinsic	 to	 the	 way	 they	 are	 set	 up.	 Residential	 inequality	 and	 crisis	 will
always	result	 from	a	housing	system	dominated	by	 these	kinds	of	firms	and
by	other	property	owners	following	the	same	logic.

The	 solution	 to	 the	 housing	 problem,	 then,	 is	 not	 moralism,	 but	 the
creation	 of	 an	 alternative	 residential	 logic.	 Exhorting	 for-profit	 real	 estate
companies	 to	 act	 differently	 in	 the	 name	 of	 creating	 a	 less	 vicious	 housing
system	 is	 pointless.	 Housing	 problems	 are	 not	 the	 result	 of	 greed	 or
dishonesty.	 They	 result	 from	 the	 structural	 logic	 of	 the	 current	 housing
system.	Alternative,	decommodified	models	of	residential	development	must
therefore	 be	 created.	 Far	 from	 stopping	 new	 construction,	 cities	 need	more
new	 decommodified	 dwellings,	 such	 as	 public	 or	 cooperative	 housing.	 A
proper	 understanding	 of	 the	 housing	 crisis	 today	 requires	 an	 account	 of	 its
commodification.	 Making	 real	 progress	 on	 housing	 problems	 requires
developing	concrete	alternatives	to	it.



2

Residential	Alienation

In	2012,	Mahamadou	and	Assetu	Tounkara	and	their	six	children	were	living
together	in	one	small	room	in	the	South	Bronx.	The	Tounkaras’	overcrowded
space	 was	 part	 of	 a	 three-bedroom	 apartment	 that	 also	 housed	 two	 other
families.	The	Tounkaras	were	on	a	waiting	 list	 for	a	spot	 in	New	York	City
public	housing.	They	had	already	been	waiting	for	four	years.	Given	that	the
list	included	160,000	other	families,	their	chances	of	landing	a	unit	were	slim.

Mahamadou,	 an	 auto	mechanic	 who	moved	 to	 the	 Bronx	 from	Mali	 in
1996,	was	 not	 optimistic	 about	 their	 residential	 prospects.	 “It’s	 hard	 to	 live
like	 this,”	 he	 told	 a	 reporter.	 “You	want	more	 space,	 but	 if	 you	 don’t	 have
money,	how	are	you	going	to	pay	for	it?”	With	a	family	income	of	$1,700	per
month,	 decent,	 affordable,	 and	 secure	 housing	 in	 New	 York	 is	 nearly
impossible	to	find.1

On	 a	 low	 income	 in	 an	 expensive	 city	 that	 offers	 them	 few	 housing
alternatives,	 the	 Tounkara	 family,	 with	 eight	 people	 in	 one	 room,	 face
particularly	 difficult	 challenges.	 But	 their	 situation	 is	 all	 too	 common.	 The
South	 Bronx	 is	 not	 a	 dependable	 source	 of	 affordable	 housing—rents	 are
rising	 rapidly	 as	 corporate	 investors	 set	 their	 sights	 on	 the	 borough.	 And
across	New	York	City,	 an	 estimated	 12	 percent	 of	 all	 rental	 units	 are	 over-
crowded.2	 Twenty	 other	 families	 that	 Mahamadou	 and	 Assetu	 knew	 from
their	local	mosque	put	up	with	similarly	cramped	conditions.

Living	 this	 way	 is	 not	 only	 uncomfortable.	 It	 can	 have	 deadly
consequences.	Overcrowding	was	a	factor	in	the	2007	fire	that	broke	out	in	a
building	on	Woodycrest	Avenue	in	the	Bronx,	killing	eight	children	and	one
adult,	also	Malian	immigrants.3

The	political	and	economic	elites	who	make	the	decisions	that	shape	the
housing	system	tend	to	experience	their	dwellings	as	secure	havens.	They	use
their	 homes	 as	 tools	 for	 personal	 fulfillment,	 economic	 accumulation,	 and
social	advancement.

But	 this	 is	 far	 from	 reality	 for	 many	 households.	 Growing	 numbers	 of



people	 today	 do	 not	 feel	 at	 home	 in	 their	 housing.	 Overcrowding,
displacement,	 dispossession,	 homelessness,	 harassment,	 disrepair,	 and	 other
ordeals	are	increasingly	common.	Adequate,	stable,	affordable	dwelling	space
is	 becoming	 ever	 more	 scarce.	 As	 a	 result,	 many	 people	 experience	 their
housing	as	just	another	precarious	place	in	an	insecure	world.

There	 is	 a	 term	 for	not	 feeling	at	home	 that	has	a	 long	history	 in	 social
science	and	critical	theory:	alienation.4	The	idea	of	“feeling	at	home”	seems
to	be	the	very	opposite	of	alienation.	Applying	the	notion	of	alienation	to	the
residential	 sphere	 can	 help	 us	 understand	 the	 experience	 of	 residential
struggles	 today—and	 illuminate	 the	 connections	between	housing	crisis	 and
personal	crisis.

The	extent	and	nature	of	residential	alienation	vary	dramatically	between
different	 groups	 and	 different	 places.	 Some	 countries	 and	 cities	 offer	more
security	than	others.	But	residential	alienation	can	be	found	across	the	world.
It	is	the	product	of	the	hyper-commodification	of	housing,	the	casualization	of
employment,	rising	inequality,	and	the	neoliberal	assault	on	the	social	safety
net.	These	processes	 affect	 owner-occupiers	 as	well	 as	 tenants,	 and	middle-
class	households	as	well	as	working-class	ones.	Their	impact	is	felt	unevenly,
but	 it	 is	 a	mistake	 to	 suppose	 that	 they	 are	 only	 a	 problem	 for	 the	 poorest
households.

In	 a	 time	 when	 flexibility	 is	 affirmed	 above	 stability,	 and	 when	 many
major	 institutions	 designed	 to	 shield	 people	 from	 risk	 are	 undergoing	 their
own	crises,	 the	growth	of	precarity	and	alienation	should	not	be	surprising.5
But	 the	 impact	 of	 this	 process	 on	 the	 experience	 of	 dwelling	 does	 not
penetrate	 mainstream	 housing	 politics.	 If	 we	 want	 to	 truly	 understand	 the
consequences	 of	 the	 hyper-commodification	 of	 housing,	 we	 need	 to
understand	 the	 alienated	 psychosocial	 experience—the	 fear,	 stress,	 anxiety,
and	disempowerment—that	the	current	housing	system	produces.

Alienation	and	Housing

Alienation	means	estrangement,	objectification,	or	othering.	The	idea	is	rarely
applied	to	housing,	but	it	should	be.	Intuitively,	alienation	belongs	within	the
field	of	housing,	 almost	uniquely.	 Its	 roots	 can	be	 found	 in	property	 law.	 If
something	 is	 “alienable,”	 it	 is	 exchangeable.	 It	 can	 be	 bought	 and	 sold.
Alienation	is	thus	the	precondition	of	all	private	property.

As	a	critical	diagnosis	of	 social	 ills,	 alienation	 is	an	ancient	concept.6	 It
was	 brought	 into	 social	 philosophy	 by	 Hegel,	 who	 saw	 the	 epic	 story	 of
human	development	as	the	emergence	and	overcoming	of	spiritual	alienation.



His	 followers	 like	 the	 radical	 atheist	 Ludwig	 Feuerbach	 made	 the	 idea	 of
alienation	the	centerpiece	of	an	attack	on	religion.	Humans	create	religion,	he
reasoned,	 and	 then	 falsely	 believe	 that	 religious	 forces	 rule	 over	 them.	 For
Feuerbach,	 alienation	 meant	 the	 failure	 to	 recognize	 the	 actual	 extent	 of
human	agency.

Karl	Marx	 took	 this	 abstract	 vision	 of	 alienation	 and	made	 it	 concrete,
historical,	 and	 political.	 Alienation,	 Marx	 argued,	 is	 not	 a	 symptom	 of
existential	 malaise	 but	 a	 consequence	 of	 the	 organization	 of	 capitalist
economies.	Labor	 is	 an	 essential	 human	 action.	Through	 creative	work,	we
produce	and	transform	the	world.	And	in	doing	so,	we	confirm	and	realize	our
humanity	and	individuality.	Alienation	is	what	happens	when	a	capitalist	class
captures	this	universal	capacity	to	create	and	exploits	it	for	its	own	ends.

When	 workers	 sell	 their	 labor	 power	 to	 others,	 they	 experience	 what
should	 be	 a	 form	 of	 self-realization	 as	 “something	 hostile	 and	 alien”
performed	“under	the	dominion,	the	coercion	and	the	yoke	of	another	man.”7
In	the	alienated	work	process,	the	worker	“does	not	affirm	himself	but	denies
himself,	 does	 not	 feel	 content	 but	 unhappy,	 does	 not	 develop	 freely	 his
physical	mind	and	mental	energy	but	mortifies	his	body	and	ruins	his	mind.”8
Separated	 from	 their	 own	 creative	 capacities,	 alienated	 workers	 experience
their	time	and	their	bodies	as	someone	else’s	property.	But	the	dehumanizing
conditions	in	which	so	many	people	toil	are	not	caused	by	immutable	natural
laws.	They	are	political-economic	creations.	And	they	can	be	changed.

Subsequent	 critical	 thinkers	 developed	 the	 concept	 beyond	 the	 specific
focus	on	 industrial	 production	 into	 a	general	 account	 of	 social	 alienation	 in
class	society.	Now	it	refers	“not	only	to	powerlessness	and	a	lack	of	freedom
but	also	to	a	characteristic	impoverishment	of	the	relation	to	self	and	world.”9
As	with	Feuerbach’s	argument	against	 religion,	 the	contemporary	version	of
alienation	 retains	 the	 sense	 that	 some	 social	 and	 political	 institutions	 have
been	 wrongly	 separated	 out	 and	 established	 as	 superior.	 But	 now	 it	 is	 the
market	 that	 is	 imagined	 as	 all-powerful.	 The	 more	 power	 that	 is	 falsely
granted	to	economic	forces,	the	less	power	do	contemporary	humans	feel	that
we	have.

If	we	apply	these	ideas	to	housing,	the	causes	and	consequences	of	crisis
come	 into	 sharper	 focus.	Whether	 we	 dwell	 in	 caves	 or	 in	 condominiums,
housing	is	a	universal	human	practice.	Home	is	an	extension	and	expression
of	our	capacity	 to	create.	 It	 takes	an	 infinite	variety	of	 forms,	but	making	a
home	 for	 ourselves	 is	 an	 essential	 and	 universal	 activity.	 Residential
alienation	 is	 what	 happens	 when	 a	 capitalist	 class	 captures	 the	 housing
process	and	exploits	it	for	its	own	ends.10



Hyper-commodified	 housing	 is	 alienated	 housing.	 It	 is	 dominated	 by
people	who	see	dwellings	through	the	eyes	of	an	investor	interested	in	profit
or	 a	 technocrat	 interested	 in	 control,	 instead	 of	 seeing	 it	 as	 a	 social	 right.
Commodified	dwelling	space	is	not	an	expression	of	the	residential	needs	of
those	who	 live	 in	 it.	 It	 is	 determined	 by	 landlords,	 sublessors,	management
companies,	 real	 estate	 developers,	 banks,	 bailiffs,	 and	 bureaucrats—by	 the
ensemble	of	social	roles	and	institutions	that	prop	up	the	seemingly	inhuman
laws	of	housing	markets	in	contemporary	society.

In	these	conditions,	households	cannot	shape	their	domestic	environment
as	 they	wish.	They	do	not	 find	expression	and	 satisfaction	 in	 their	housing.
They	 struggle	 to	 fulfill	 their	 individuality	 and	 freedom	 in	 it.	 Instead,	 their
housing	is	the	instrument	of	someone	else’s	profit,	and	this	confirms	their	lack
of	social	power.

The	 experience	 of	 residential	 alienation	 in	 contemporary	 society,
therefore,	 is	 precarity,	 insecurity,	 and	 disempowerment.	 It	 is	 fostered	 by
commodification,	 displacement,	 and	 dispossession,	 and	 exacerbated	 by
inequality.	 Residential	 alienation	 represents	 the	 painful,	 at	 times	 traumatic,
experience	of	a	divergence	between	home	and	housing.

The	thought	that	we	want	to	draw	from	the	idea	of	alienation	is	that	social
violence	inevitably	occurs	when	an	activity	that	is	essential	to	our	humanity	is
subject	 to	 exploitation	 and	 control	 by	 others.	 If	 this	 is	 the	 case,	 residential
alienation	 and	 insecurity	 are	 not	 symptoms	 of	 an	 exceptional	 moment	 of
crisis.	They	are	the	widespread	and	predictable	consequences	of	the	place	of
housing	within	our	political-economic	system.	They	will	get	worse	as	housing
becomes	more	commodified,	as	 it	becomes	more	responsive	 to	 the	needs	of
capital	and	less	reflective	of	the	actual	social	need	for	residential	space.	They
will	persist	in	some	way	or	another	as	long	as	the	system	persists	in	its	current
form.

There	 is	 nothing	 natural	 or	 necessary	 about	 the	 dehumanizing	 housing
conditions	 to	 which	 millions	 are	 relegated	 today.	 Contemporary	 capitalist
societies	possess	 incredibly	advanced	technological	and	logistical	capacities.
Harnessed	towards	different	purposes,	these	capacities	could	be	used	to	build
accessible	and	comfortable	homes	for	all.	But	instead,	market	actors	dominate
the	 housing	 system,	 producing	 benefits	 for	 few	 and	 hardship	 for	many.	We
need	to	understand	that	this	state	of	affairs	too	can	be	changed.

Contingent	Living

One	only	needs	 to	 listen	 to	 first-person	accounts	of	people	 at	 risk	of	 losing



their	housing	to	understand	contemporary	residential	alienation.

A	homeowner	facing	the	prospect	of	foreclosure	described	the	experience
to	researchers:

Oh	 the	 whole	 shock	 of	 it	 all.	 A	 guy	 who	 worked	 so	 many	 years,
constantly	 and	 then	 everything	 is	 gone	 and	 I	 could	 be	 out	 there
pushing	a	cart.	That’s	unimaginable	until	now	…	Yes,	stress,	anxiety
also	added	to	the	same	problem	that	created	it.	You	know,	everything
was	like	a	catch	22,	a	total	roller	coaster	going	around	and	around.11

Similarly,	a	woman	who	was	pushed	out	of	her	house	felt	shaken	to	her	core:

Because	 I’m	 not	 the	 same	 person.	 I’m	 nervous	 all	 of	 the	 time,	 I’m
always	worried	…	I’m	not	able	 to	pay	bills	 sometimes,	 I’ve	had	my
lights	shut	off	at	one	period	…	It	impacted	every	part	of	my	life	…	I
just	live	my	life	really,	just	living	day-to-day	on	a	survival	basis	…	to
be	very	honest,	there’s	a	part	of	me	that	will	never	recover	from	this.	It
took	all	of	my	security	away.12

The	pattern	is	repeated	in	many	different	contexts.	The	political	economy	of
housing	today	produces	anxiety,	stress,	and	illness.	The	worry	and	shame	can
appear	 as	 physical	 symptoms.	 A	 woman	 whose	 home	 was	 repossessed
described	how	her	housing	problems	became	embodied:

I	haven’t	got	the	same	energy	I	used	to	have,	it	drains	you	does	this.	It
drains	 you	 physically	 and	 mentally.	 All	 the	 worry,	 all	 the	 debts,
everything	…	I	mean	since	[named	debt	collecting	agency]	contacted
me	I’ve	been	getting	chest	pains.	And	it	was	when	they	contacted	me,
it	was	just	after	that	I	came	down	with	the	first	bug.13

The	 housing	 system	 leaves	 many	 feeling	 like	 one	 man	 whose	 home	 was
repossessed:	“Broken,	broken.	Not	broke	money	wise,	but	broken.	Absolutely
devastated.”14	 For	 the	 people	 who	 make	 up	 these	 households,	 home	 is	 an
unsettled	place.	And	their	experiences	are	shared	by	millions	of	others.

Forced	mobility	 is	one	major	 form	of	 residential	alienation	 today,	as	 the
creative	 destruction	 of	 the	 built	 environment	 that	 is	 essential	 to	 the
contemporary	 residential	 economy	 translates	 into	 insecurity	 and	misery	 for
households.

Due	 to	 the	combination	of	 rising	housing	costs,	 speculation,	cutbacks	 in
government	 programs,	 and	 stagnant	 wages,	 evictions	 are	 seeing	 startling
growth.	 In	many	places,	 eviction	 rates	 are	 reaching	historic	 highs.	Between
2010	 and	 2013,	 evictions	 in	 San	 Francisco	 increased	 by	 38	 percent.15	 The
“eviction	mills”	of	New	York	City’s	housing	court	handle	up	to	350,000	cases



per	year.16	In	some	years,	city	marshals	have	evicted	more	than	1	percent	of
New	York’s	 rented	 households,	 and	many	more	 have	 been	 forced	 to	move
before	that	point.17	The	rise	in	evictions	is	not	only	a	phenomenon	occurring
in	expensive	coastal	housing	markets.	Eviction	rates	have	also	been	soaring	in
states	as	disparate	as	Wisconsin,	Kentucky,	and	Oklahoma.18

For	similar	reasons,	evictions	are	 increasing	 in	other	countries	as	well.19
In	the	United	Kingdom,	the	combination	of	harsh	cuts	to	social	benefits	and
high	rental	costs	has	meant	that	evictions	have	increased	by	nearly	50	percent
in	the	past	four	years.20	Across	the	world,	megaprojects	like	dams	or	bridges,
mega-events	 like	 the	World	Cup	 or	 the	Olympics,	 land	 grabs,	 and	 resource
extraction	have	all	caused	mass	evictions.	The	1988	Seoul	Olympics	resulted
in	the	eviction	of	an	estimated	700,000	people.21	More	 than	22,000	families
have	already	been	relocated	in	Rio	de	Janeiro	in	advance	of	the	2016	Olympic
Games.22

The	upsurge	in	evictions	has	brought	with	 it	a	wave	of	 insecurity	 that	 is
destructive	 for	 individuals	 and	 communities.	Eviction	 represents	 the	 violent
assertion	of	the	rights	of	property	owners	over	the	needs	of	inhabitants.	The
mere	 threat	of	being	evicted	 is	one	of	 the	ways	 in	which	 landlords	exercise
power	over	tenants.	Housing	researchers	have	demonstrated	that	eviction	is	a
traumatizing	 experience.	 Evictees	 are	 forced	 to	 reconstitute	 social	 and
professional	networks	in	circumstances	that	almost	by	definition	are	strained.
Some	evicted	families	go	separate	ways	and	split	up.	The	experience	of	losing
one’s	home,	and	the	loss	of	many	of	one’s	personal	possessions,	creates	fear,
stigma,	and	anxiety.	A	number	of	 studies	have	shown	 that	 for	 some	people,
being	 evicted	 leads	 directly	 to	 homelessness.23	One	 study	 comparing	 single
mothers	 who	 have	 been	 evicted	 with	 those	 who	 have	 not	 found	 that	 the
evictees	 experienced	 higher	 rates	 of	 depression,	 other	 negative	 health
consequences	 for	 themselves	 and	 their	 families,	 and	 further	 economic
hardship—consequences	that	were	still	being	felt	two	years	after	being	forced
to	move.24

The	alienating	impact	of	foreclosure	is	similar	to	that	of	eviction.	Eviction
may	be	instigated	by	a	landlord	and	foreclosure	by	a	lender,	but	they	are	two
versions	of	the	same	story	of	dispossession.

As	with	evictions,	foreclosures	are	not	concentrated	in	expensive	coastal
cities	 but	 distributed	 throughout	 the	 United	 States,	 affecting	 households	 in
urban,	 suburban,	 and	 rural	 areas,	 and	middle-class	 as	well	 as	working-class
and	poor	households.25	Like	 eviction,	 foreclosure	 represents	 the	domination
of	the	exchange	value	of	housing	over	its	use	value,	with	similarly	alienating
consequences.	The	“radical	risk”	experienced	by	homeowners	under	threat	of



foreclosure	 is	 physically	 and	 psychologically	 destabilizing.26	 Poor	 health,
both	 physical	 and	 mental,	 is	 often	 a	 trigger	 for	 foreclosure,	 and	 the
foreclosure	process	itself	can	worsen	health	problems.	Brought	on	by	stress,
anxiety,	and	fear,	residential	insecurity	can	manifest	as	medical	symptoms.27
Communities	with	increasing	numbers	of	foreclosures	 tend	 to	exhibit	spikes
in	the	prevalence	of	mental	health	problems,	an	association	that	is	stronger	in
poorer	areas	and	in	communities	of	color.28

Whether	caused	by	eviction,	foreclosure,	urban	renewal,	gentrification,	or
other	 sources,	 the	 experience	 of	 displacement	 can	 be	 devastating.	 In
“Grieving	for	a	Lost	Home,”	a	classic	essay	exploring	the	pain	of	dislocation,
Marc	 Fried	 records	 some	 of	 his	 research	 subjects’	 reactions	 to	 their	 forced
move	from	the	working-class	West	End	of	Boston:

“I	felt	as	though	I	had	lost	everything,”	“I	felt	like	my	heart	was	taken
out	 of	me,”	 “I	 felt	 like	 taking	 the	 gaspipe,”	 “I	 lost	 all	 the	 friends	 I
knew,”	“I	always	felt	I	had	to	go	home	to	the	West	End	and	even	now
I	 feel	 like	 crying	when	 I	pass	by,”	 “Something	of	me	went	with	 the
West	End,”	“I	felt	cheated,”	“What’s	the	use	of	thinking	about	it	…	I
threw	up	a	lot,”	“I	had	a	nervous	breakdown.”29

Fried’s	 account	 is	 echoed	by	 the	psychiatrist	 and	housing	 researcher	Mindy
Fullilove,	who	identifies	displacement	with	what	she	calls	“root	shock	…	the
traumatic	 stress	 reaction	 to	 the	destruction	of	 all	 or	 part	 of	 one’s	 emotional
ecosystem.”30	 This	 trauma	 is	 produced	 as	 a	 matter	 of	 routine	 in	 the
contemporary	housing	system.

The	Experience	of	Insecurity

Residential	alienation	above	all	manifests	as	insecurity.	As	such,	it	aggravates
struggles	in	other	areas	of	life.	When	housing	is	insecure,	people	stay	in	jobs
that	 they	would	 prefer	 to	 quit.	Or	 they	 are	 compelled	 to	 take	 on	 second	 or
third	jobs.	Housing	insecurity	makes	some	people	stay	in	unhappy	or	abusive
relationships,	 and	 prevents	 other	 families	 from	 living	 together.	Workers	 are
forced	 to	 endure	 grueling	 commutes.	 Children’s	 lives	 are	 destabilized	 and
schooling	is	interrupted.

According	to	an	English	housing	charity,	one	 in	 three	adults	reports	 that
housing	 is	 causing	 stress	 and	 depression	 in	 their	 households.	 One	 in	 four
reports	 increased	 arguments	 with	 family	 members	 due	 to	 housing	 costs.31
When	 housing	 is	 a	 struggle,	 normal	 anxiety	 and	 daily	 adversities	 become
magnified.	The	sense	of	being	ground	down	can	become	overwhelming.



Many	 households	 feel	 anxiety	 about	 their	 housing	 today.	 But	 for	 the
poorest,	residential	precarity	is	destabilizing	on	a	deep	level.	One	of	the	ways
that	 housing	 researchers	 understand	 the	 experience	 of	 alienation	 and
disalienation	 in	 dwelling	 is	 through	 the	 concept	 of	 “ontological	 security,”32
which	was	first	proposed	by	the	Scottish	psychiatrist	R.	D.	Laing.	Ontological
security	is	the	sense	that	the	stability	of	the	world	can	be	taken	for	granted.	It
is	the	emotional	foundation	that	allows	us	to	feel	at	ease	in	our	environment
and	at	home	in	our	housing.	Ontological	security	 is	a	subjective	state,	but	 it
depends	upon	a	number	of	structural	conditions.	It	presupposes	stable	access
to	 dwelling	 space	 that	 is	 under	 the	 resident’s	 own	 control.	 It	 assumes	 a
particular	 class	 position,	 which	makes	 the	 steady	 reproduction	 of	 everyday
life	 possible.	 It	 also	 implies	 a	 functioning	 domestic	 economy,	 which
invariably	raises	questions	about	gender	roles	and	the	remuneration	of	labor.
It	is	underpinned	by	legal	rights	that	maintain	the	sanctity	of	the	home	as	the
domain	of	personal	sovereignty.	It	is,	in	essence,	the	psychosocial	corollary	to
full	political	and	social	citizenship—and	as	such	has	long	been	reserved	as	an
elite,	male,	white	privilege.

For	 poor	 households,	 the	 current	 housing	 system	 seems	 designed
specifically	to	produce	residential	alienation	instead	of	ontological	security.

Homelessness	 may	 represent	 the	 most	 extreme	 form	 of	 residential
alienation.	On	the	street	or	in	shelters,	homeless	individuals	and	families	are
denied	housing	security.	The	unhoused	are	subject	to	violence	at	the	hands	of
strangers	and	 the	police,	and	are	excluded	 from	 the	social	 rights	 that	derive
from	 place	 of	 residence.	Homeless	 people	 do	 develop	 strategies	 for	 coping
with	and	resisting	their	marginality.	But	unable	to	draw	on	stable	housing	as	a
resource,	they	do	so	in	spite	of	their	residential	situation.

Homelessness	 is	not	 some	quirk	of	urban	 life—it	 is	 a	major	 segment	of
the	 housing	 system.	Whereas	 in	 the	 past	 the	 homeless	 were	 predominantly
single	men,	modern	homelessness	is	a	family	phenomenon.	Families	comprise
nearly	80	percent	of	 the	population	in	 the	New	York	City	shelter	system.	In
the	past	year	in	New	York	alone,	42,000	children	were	unhoused	for	at	least
one	 night.33	 Modern	 homelessness	 reflects	 the	 instability	 of	 low-income
housing.	 Cuts	 to	 social	 services,	 disappearing	 rent	 regulations,	 shrinking
public	housing	programs,	and	gentrification	all	contribute	to	it.34

Those	who	are	not	homeless	but	who	occupy	places	on	the	bottom	rungs
of	 the	 housing	 hierarchy	 are	 also	 subject	 to	 residential	 insecurity,	 and	may
have	 spent	 time	 homeless	 themselves.35	 This	 includes	 the	 uncountable
numbers	of	people	barely	holding	on	to	their	places	of	residence:	those	who
have	 doubled	 up	 with	 friends	 and	 relatives,	 families	 sleeping	 in	 temporary



quarters	like	hostels,	and	other	informal	and	short-term	strategies.36

Precarity	 can	 be	 found	 in	 other	 segments	 of	 the	 low-income	 housing
market.	 The	 unregulated	world	 of	 illegal	 conversions	 has	 been	 called	 New
York’s	“housing	underground.”37	It	accounts	for	an	estimated	4	percent	of	the
city’s	 housing	 stock,	 providing	 residential	 quarters	 for	 up	 to	 half	 a	 million
people,	 or	 one	 out	 of	 every	 twenty-five	 New	 Yorkers.38	 Most	 of	 these
apartments	 are	 not	 located	 downtown.	 They	 are	 concentrated	 in	 suburban
areas	of	outer	boroughs,	and	in	the	borough	of	Queens	in	particular,	which	is
thought	 to	 be	 home	 to	 nearly	 three-quarters	 of	 such	 apartments.	 Tens	 of
thousands	 of	 basements	 and	 rooms	 in	 Long	 Island	 and	 other	 suburbs	 have
also	been	converted	 into	 illegal	apartments.39	Most	other	metropolitan	areas
contain	similar	sectors.

These	 units	 provide	 a	 crucial	 resource	 for	 low-income	 New	 Yorkers,
especially	recent	 immigrants.	But	 they	are	risky	places	 to	 live.	They	tend	 to
be	 overcrowded,	 shoddily	 constructed,	 and	 relatively	 expensive.	 And	 as
events	 like	 the	 Woodycrest	 Avenue	 fire	 show,	 they	 are	 dangerous.	 Three
people	were	killed	in	a	fire	in	an	illegal	conversion	in	Woodside	in	2009.	That
same	 weekend	 a	 man	 died	 in	 a	 fire	 in	 an	 unregulated	 boarding	 house	 in
Cypress	Hills.40	Five	people	were	killed	and	a	baby’s	skull	was	fractured	in	a
2010	 fire	 in	 an	 illegally	 converted	 apartment	 building	 in	 Bensonhurst,	 for
which	landlords	were	later	arraigned	for	manslaughter.41	In	2013,	a	landlord
in	Jackson	Heights	was	charged	with	a	number	of	crimes	 including	reckless
endangerment	for	placing	nearly	fifty	people	in	underground	apartments	with
poorly	installed	utilities,	illegal	subdivisions,	and	inadequate	fire	exits.	One	of
his	tenants,	Fernando	Camano,	paid	$1,400	a	month	for	an	illegally	converted
three-bedroom	 basement	 apartment	 that	 he	 shared	 with	 his	 wife,	 his	 three
children,	 and	 two	 boarders.	 He	 told	 a	 reporter,	 “It	 never	 ever	 felt	 safe.”42
Never	feeling	safe	in	one’s	home	is	the	essence	of	ontological	insecurity.

An	alienating	domestic	environment	is	the	predictable	result	of	landlords
strategically	 under-maintaining	 their	 buildings.	 Monsignor	 John	 Powis,	 a
priest	 and	activist,	 said	of	 a	Bushwick	building	 left	 in	 a	 state	of	 ruin	by	 its
owner,	 a	 firm	 named	 Fast	Money	Now	LLC,	 “I	 don’t	 know	what’s	worse,
living	there	or	the	shelter.”43	Community	organizers	describe	the	interior	of	a
similar	Bushwick	house:

The	air	hangs	heavy	from	mold	and	decay,	causing	shortness	of	breath
and	other	respiratory	problems	such	as	asthma.	Rodents	gnaw	through
the	 walls	 while	 roaches	 and	 roach	 traps	 are	 omnipresent	 figures	 on
countertops,	 tables,	 walls	 and	 floors.	 Light	 fixtures	 and	 electrical
sockets	are	 rusty	 from	 leaking	ceilings	and	walls,	exposing	 residents



to	electrical	shocks	and	electrocution.	The	paint	and	floors	reveal	their
many	layers,	the	result	of	landlord	neglect.44

In	 buildings	 like	 this,	 complaints	 go	 unanswered.	 Requests	 for	 repairs	 are
ignored.	When	 landlords	do	eventually	decide	 to	maintain	such	buildings	 in
order	to	exploit	new	market	opportunities,	they	jack	up	the	rent	and	send	their
low-income	tenants	packing.

Low-income	 living	 is	 difficult	 enough.	 But	 the	 feeling	 of	 alienation	 is
intensified	by	 the	 social	 stigma	 that	outside	observers	apply	 to	housing	 that
differs	 from	 the	 imagined	 middle-class	 suburban	 ideal.	 One	 resident	 of	 a
public	 housing	 development	 described	 the	 experience	 of	 stigmatization:
people	who	do	not	live	in	public	housing	“don’t	even	have	to	know	you	as	a
person,	but	as	soon	as	you	tell	them	where	you	live,	they	think	bad	of	you	…
you’re	dirty,	you’re	sub-human,	you’re	poor.”45	The	disgrace	that	comes	from
living	in	stigmatized	locations	and	housing	types	is	a	form	of	symbolic	class
violence,	adding	a	layer	of	socially	generated	shame	to	living	conditions	that
may	already	be	precarious.46

In	America,	the	narrative	that	housing	is	the	key	to	dignity	and	stability	is
deeply	 ingrained.	 But	 in	 most	 times	 and	 places,	 it	 has	 only	 described	 the
experience	 of	 elites.	 Ontological	 security	 has	 only	 ever	 been	 offered
provisionally	to	poor	people,	to	female-headed	households,	and	to	households
of	color.47	The	freedom	to	reside	without	great	difficulty	or	fear,	to	establish	a
household	 as	 a	 space	 of	 psychological	 and	 economic	 stability	with	 relative
ease,	is	today	a	form	of	privilege.

Ownership	and	the	Alienation	of	Property

The	standard	response	to	residential	alienation	by	the	political	and	economic
establishment	 is	 to	 reassert	 the	 psychological	 and	 social	 superiority	 of
homeownership.	From	James	Madison’s	declaration	that	“the	Freeholders	of
the	 country	 would	 be	 the	 safest	 depositories	 of	 Republican	 liberty”48	 to
Barack	 Obama’s	 praise	 for	 “responsible	 homeownership”	 as	 “the	 most
tangible	 cornerstone	 that	 lies	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 the	 American	 Dream,”49
American	political	history	is	not	 lacking	for	 tributes	 to	private	ownership	of
housing.	And	 the	 national	myths	 of	 other	 countries	 are	 often	 based	 around
similar	narratives.

Homeownership	 is	 presented	 as	 the	 antidote	 to	 alienation,	 an	 automatic
source	 of	 residential	 satisfaction	 and	 ontological	 security.	 A	 1971	 position
paper	published	by	the	British	government	summed	up	this	position:	“Home
ownership	…	satisfies	a	deep	and	natural	desire	on	the	part	of	the	householder



to	have	independent	control	of	the	home	that	shelters	him	and	his	family.”50
The	businessman	and	US	 senator	Charles	Percy	 expressed	 this	 sentiment	 in
pure	form	in	a	campaign	speech:

a	man	who	 owns	 his	 own	 home	 acquires	with	 it	 a	 new	 dignity.	 He
begins	 to	 take	pride	 in	what	 is	his	own,	and	pride	 in	conserving	and
improving	 it	 for	 his	 children.	 He	 becomes	 a	 more	 steadfast	 and
concerned	citizen	of	his	community.	He	becomes	more	self-confident
and	 self-reliant.	The	mere	 act	 of	 becoming	 a	homeowner	 transforms
him.	 It	 gives	 him	 roots,	 a	 sense	 of	 belonging,	 a	 true	 stake	 in	 his
community	and	its	well-being.51

Homeownership	here	is	cast	as	a	magical	form	of	tenure	that	“transforms”	the
occupant.	 For	 Percy,	 as	 for	 many	 of	 today’s	 politicians	 and	 housing
campaigners,	 private	 ownership	 of	 housing	 is	 not	 just	 a	 method	 for	 the
provision	 of	 dwelling	 space.	 It	 is	 a	 form	 of	 empowerment,	 a	 marker	 of
dignity,	and	a	way	to	overcome	social	isolation	and	estrangement.

Is	 homeownership	 in	 fact	 the	 solution	 to	 residential	 alienation?	 The
alienating	effect	of	the	direct	control	of	one’s	home	by	an	outsider	is	hard	to
deny.	 The	 petty	 landlord,	 the	 unresponsive	 management	 company,	 the
absentee	 owner,	 and	 the	 arbitrary	 government	 employee	 personify	 the
problem.	To	live	in	someone	else’s	house	is	to	live	in	alienated	housing,	in	the
straightforward	 legal	 sense	as	well	 as	 in	 the	psychosocial	 sense.	 It	does	not
take	much	research	or	argument	to	convince	us	that	living	under	the	control	of
another	is	neither	comfortable	nor	secure.

But	 the	 relationship	between	 residential	 alienation	and	housing	 tenure	 is
not	so	simple.	First	of	all,	ownership	 is	a	complex	social	and	 legal	concept.
Ownership	is	far	from	the	type	of	absolute	status	that	we	have	in	mind	with
phrases	 such	 as	 “a	man’s	 home	 is	 his	 castle.”	 It	 is	 in	 fact	 the	 creature,	 and
subject	 to	 the	 whims,	 of	 public	 policy,	 governmental	 action,	 neighborhood
changes,	economic	conditions,	city	budgets,	 insurance	 rates	and	 regulations,
bank	policies,	social	standards,	and	technological	developments,	among	other
things.	It	includes	a	bundle	of	rights,	powers,	privileges,	and	immunities	that
differ	in	different	places	and	times.52	The	mere	switch	from	a	lease	to	a	deed
does	not	 in	itself	necessarily	provide	a	greater	bundle	of	rights	to	the	owner
than	a	tenant	may	have.	A	solid	lease	with	strong	legal	protections	can	easily
provide	a	tenant	with	more	security	than	an	owner	might	receive	from	a	deed
subject	to	a	heavy	mortgage	under	many	conditions.	In	many	places,	the	legal
situation	 for	 tenants	 has	 been	 tilted	 towards	 less	 security,	 but	 the	 balance
could	in	principle	be	tilted	back.

The	most	 important	attributes	of	 the	 tenure	 relationship	are	 in	 fact	more



affected	 by	 the	 characteristics	 of	 the	 occupant	 and	 of	 the	 society	 in	 which
ownership	occurs.	Safety	within	one’s	home,	for	instance,	which	as	we	have
said	is	a	crucial	precondition	for	ontological	security,	will	be	more	determined
by	the	attitude	of	the	police	towards	an	occupant	than	by	the	contents	of	the
deed	 to	 the	 occupant’s	 house.	 Public	 services,	 legislation	 governing
occupancy	rights,	neighborhood	characteristics,	and	above	all	the	distribution
of	wealth,	the	nature	of	housing	law,	and	access	to	social	security	are	far	more
important	than	the	form	of	tenure.

Second,	 the	 economic	 and	 social	 benefits	 of	 homeownership	 are	 easily
overstated.	The	correlation	between	class	status	and	tenure	has	varied	widely
historically	 and	 between	 different	 countries.53	 The	 economic	 advantages	 of
the	 homeowner	 are	 much	 less	 substantial	 or	 secure	 than	 many	 assume.	 In
some	 countries,	 ownership	 includes	 tax	 benefits,	 but	 these	 are	 creations	 of
policy	that	can	easily	be	changed	or	eliminated	and	not	effects	of	tenure	itself.

As	 is	 known	 all	 too	 well	 by	 the	 millions	 who	 have	 recently	 lost	 their
homes	to	foreclosure,	ownership	is	no	guarantee	of	stability.	Without	a	steady
income	 to	meet	mortgage	 payments,	 or	 if	 anything	 interrupts	 the	 ability	 to
work,	ownership	 is	a	 route	 to	catastrophe.	One	woman	 in	mortgage	distress
told	researchers:	“I	stay	in	my	room	a	lot.	I	really	don’t	have	any	friends	that	I
socialized	 with,	 and	 I	 don’t	 go	 out	 a	 lot,	 and	 I’m	 always	 thinking	 about,
‘What	 if	 I	 don’t	 have	my	home,	 I’m	on	 the	 street.’”54	Another	 homeowner
facing	problems	meeting	her	debt	obligations	expressed	similar	sentiments:

Emotionally,	I	tell	you,	I	wanted	to	kill	myself.	I	wanted	to	blow	my
brains	 out,	 just	 an	 easy	 way	 to	 get	 out	 of	 everything,	 you	 know,
because	it	was	too	much.	One	person	can’t	handle	a	lot	of	things,	and
I’m	 telling	 you	 when	 you’re	 under	 emotional	 stress,	 pain	 don’t	 go
away.55

For	 these	 women,	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 homeownership	 was	 not	 the	 antidote	 to
residential	alienation.	It	was	the	cause	of	it.

It	is	true	that	some	research	confirms	the	coincidence	of	homeownership
and	 a	 number	 of	 measures	 of	 physical	 and	 psychosocial	 health.	 But	 other
studies	have	shown	that	no	greater	emotional	security	or	health	benefits	stem
from	 ownership	 specifically.56	 Rather,	 those	who	 are	wealthier	 tend	 to	 feel
more	secure,	and	they	also	tend	to	be	homeowners.	There	is	nothing	magical
about	ownership	as	a	form	of	tenure.

The	 idea	 that	 homeowners	 make	 better	 neighbors	 and	 community
members	 is	 a	 combination	 of	 class	 prejudice	 and	 myth.57	 Homeownership
today	 often	 occurs	 in	 highly	 exclusionary	 contexts	 like	 condominiums	 and



gated	communities	 that	are	 specifically	designed	 to	prevent	encounters	with
others.	And	as	house	flipping	and	speculation	demonstrate,	private	ownership
can	be	far	more	temporary	than	renting.

The	 economic	 aspect	 of	 homeownership	 appeals	 to	 a	 narrowly
instrumental	 logic	 that	 is	 ultimately	 indifferent	 to	 the	 fate	 of	 the	 wider
community.	If	a	house	is	just	an	investment,	then	its	value	hinges	on	what	its
owner	 can	 get	 for	 it	 and	 is	 independent	 of	 his	 or	 her	 relationship	 with
neighbors.	A	housing	shortage	or	overcrowding	in	the	neighborhood	may	be
exactly	what	a	small-scale	real	estate	capitalist	would	most	like	to	see.

Finally,	 homeownership	 is	 inextricable	 from	 the	 broader	 system	 of
inequality	and	private	property	that	produces	social	and	residential	alienation
in	 the	 first	 place.	 The	 outsiders	 in	 control	 may	 be	 banks	 or	 seemingly
disembodied	 “market	 forces,”	 but	 they	 are	 in	 control	 nonetheless.	 In	 an
unequal,	hyper-commodified	world,	owner-occupied	housing	can	be	alienated
housing	too.

Homeownership	does	not	overcome	the	division	between	exchange	value
and	use	value	 that	 is	 the	foundation	of	alienation.	 Increasing	 it	cannot	solve
the	 housing	 problem.	 The	 potential	 for	 some	 to	make	 riches	 from	 property
ownership	 still	 depends	 on	 the	 impoverishment	 of	 others.	 And	we	 see	 that
countries	 with	 a	 stronger	 dedication	 to	 private	 ownership,	 like	 the	 United
States	 or	 the	United	Kingdom,	 do	 not	 have	more	 humane	 housing	 systems
than	countries	like	Germany	or	Switzerland	that	have	relatively	more	renters.
Research	 suggests	 that	 countries	 tilted	 towards	 private	 ownership	 have	 less
humane	housing	systems.58

In	considering	the	extent	of	alienation	in	bourgeois	society,	Marx	argues
that

the	 possessing	 class	 and	 the	 proletarian	 class	 represent	 one	 and	 the
same	 human	 self-alienation.	 But	 the	 former	 feels	 satisfied	 and
affirmed	in	this	self-alienation,	experiences	the	alienation	as	a	sign	of
its	 own	 power,	 and	 possesses	 in	 it	 the	 appearance	 of	 a	 human
existence.	 The	 latter,	 however,	 feels	 destroyed	 in	 this	 alienation,
seeing	 in	 it	 its	 own	 impotence	 and	 the	 reality	 of	 an	 inhuman
existence.59

We	 can	 make	 a	 similar	 argument	 regarding	 housing.	 Middle-class
professionals	 who	 own	 their	 housing	 might	 seem	 to	 have	 escaped	 the
alienation	experienced	by	the	insecure	tenant	who	is	subjected	to	the	arbitrary
whims	of	a	landlord.	Middle-class	homeowners	may	feel	that	their	residential
situation	 reflects	 their	 talents	 and	 achievements.	 But	 they	 are	 still	 living
within	an	 inhumane	housing	system—they	have	simply	used	 their	 resources



to	 construct	 a	more	 livable	 corner	within	 it.	As	we	 have	 seen,	 this	 solidity
could	melt	in	an	instant.	And	their	position	is	more	reflective	of	their	place	in
an	 unequal	 social	 structure	 than	 anything	 having	 to	 do	 with	 either	 their
personal	virtues	or	their	housing.

Rich	households	are	more	likely	than	others	to	own	property	rather	than	to
rent	it.	There	are	reasons	for	this,	but	they	have	nothing	to	do	with	the	effects
of	 housing	 tenure	 per	 se.	 Housing	 is	 one	 investment	 among	many	 that	 are
typically	made	by	the	wealthy.	Property	owners	use	their	housing	strategically
in	a	competitive	economy	and	as	a	replacement	for	pensions	and	other	forms
of	social	security	that	have	been	eroded.	And	in	societies	ruled	by	property-
owning	classes,	property	ownership	will	obviously	be	privileged.

In	 other	 words,	 homeownership	 patterns	 are	 both	 expressions	 and
instruments	 of	 inequality.	 Increasing	 homeownership	 without	 ending
inequality	is	not	a	route	to	ending	alienation.	It	will	just	lead	to	more	debt	and
more	insecurity.

None	of	this	is	to	deny	that	insecure	tenancy	can	be	a	distinctly	miserable
experience,	especially	in	perilous	times.	But	it	is	to	deny	that	homeownership
is	the	way	to	lessen	residential	alienation	throughout	society.

In	the	end,	there	is	no	simple	relationship	between	tenure	and	alienation	in
housing.	Tenancy	can	be	a	particularly	precarious	experience,	especially	in	a
commodified,	 financialized	housing	regime.	But	homeownership	can	be	 just
as	 grueling	 and	 exploitative.	 To	 claim	 that	 the	 mere	 act	 of	 becoming	 a
homeowner	 is	 transformative	 and	 that	 it	 is	 therefore	 the	 solution	 to	 the
housing	problem	is	not	only	wrong—it	is	pernicious.

Imagining	Residential	Disalienation

Many	Americans	justify	the	untrammeled	rule	of	free	markets	by	reference	to
some	 sacred,	 if	 often	 under-specified,	 ideal	 of	 freedom.	 But	 giving	market
actors	 increased	 control	 over	 housing	 has	 led	 to	 the	 steady	 erasure	 of	 the
freedom	to	dwell	how	and	where	one	desires.

The	housing	problem	 today	needs	 to	be	understood	 in	 its	proper	human
context.	A	truly	humane	housing	system	would	measure	its	success	or	failure
not	in	home	prices	or	the	number	of	mega-mansions	but	in	the	extent	to	which
the	 residential	 good	 life	 is	 actually	 provided	 for	 everyone.	 For	 all	 of	 the
ideological	 significance	 of	 home	 and	 family	 values	 in	 American	 politics,
neither	liberalism	nor	conservatism	has	ever	articulated	a	politics	of	home	in
this	sense.60



As	with	many	areas	of	contemporary	life,	one	person’s	crisis	is	another’s
business	opportunity.	The	real	estate	industry	is	intent	on	selling	lifestyle	as	a
solution	 to	 residential	 alienation	 and	 status	 anxiety.	 Countless	 television
shows	and	magazines	exist	with	the	sole	purpose	of	promoting	the	dream	that
home	 improvement	 is	 the	essence	of	personal	 fulfillment.	As	we	have	seen,
the	 cult	 of	domestic	 consumerism	 is	part	 and	parcel	of	 a	 larger	 ideology	of
private	property	and	national	destiny.	But	it	is	not	possible	to	consume	one’s
way	 out	 of	 alienation,	 because	 under-consumption	 is	 not	 the	 basis	 of
alienation.	 The	 basis	 of	 alienation	 is	 the	 system	 that	 treats	 housing	 and	 the
rest	of	human	experience	as	commodities.

Just	 as	 the	 idea	 of	 brokenness	 contains	 within	 it	 the	 prospect	 of
wholeness,	an	account	of	alienation,	Ernest	Mandel	reminds	us,	“implies	and
contains	 a	 theory	 of	 disalienation.”61	 What,	 then,	 would	 residential
disalienation	 look	 like?	What	would	need	 to	 change	 for	 everyone	 to	 feel	 at
home	in	their	housing?

Alienation	may	be	rooted	deep	in	the	contemporary	political	economy,	but
the	 disalienation,	 democratization,	 and	 humanization	 of	 the	 housing	 system
are	 still	 meaningful	 demands.	 Disalienation	 would	 mean	 reorganizing	 the
housing	 system	 around	 the	 goal	 of	 providing	 residential	 stability	 and
ontological	security	for	all.	Changing	the	housing	system	in	 this	way	would
require	 legal	 changes	 to	 bolster	 the	 relative	 position	 of	 residents	 over
landlords	and	banks,	for	example	by	weakening	the	ability	to	evict	residents
or	 requiring	 that	 foreclosed	 homeowners	 have	 the	 option	 to	 stay	 in	 their
homes	 as	 regulated,	 secure	 tenants.	 It	 would	 require	 expanding	 the	 role	 of
public,	 nonprofit,	 and	 collective	 tenures.	 It	would	mean	putting	 tenants	 and
residents	in	control	of	their	housing	and	decisions	that	affect	them.

To	demand	 the	disalienation	of	 housing	would	be	 to	 demand	 something
that	 is	 itself	 alien	 to	 the	 housing	 system	 under	 neoliberal	 capitalism:	 that
housing	 be	 produced	 not	 in	 order	 to	 make	 money	 but	 in	 order	 to	 provide
decent	places	for	everyone	to	live.
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Oppression	and	Liberation	in	Housing

Langdon	Post,	 the	 first	 chairman	of	 the	New	York	City	Housing	Authority,
understood	 the	 housing	 question	 in	 the	widest	 terms.	 “Let	 us	 face	 the	 facts
squarely,”	 he	 wrote	 in	 1936.	 “All	 revolutions	 are	 germinated	 in	 the	 slums;
every	riot	is	a	slum	riot	…	As	I	see	it,	it	is	a	question	of	housing—or	else.”1
Post	was	a	reformist	seeking	to	gain	the	support	of	New	York’s	political	and
financial	establishment.	He	saw	public	housing	as	a	necessary	intervention	to
reduce	 suffering,	 but	 also	 as	 a	 way	 to	 manage	 conflict	 and	 forestall
insurrection.

Housing	is	always	more	than	just	housing.	It	provides	shelter,	but	fulfills
other	 functions	 as	 well.	 Among	 the	most	 important	 of	 these	 nonresidential
roles	 is	 that	 housing	 is	 an	 instrument	 for	 politics,	 and	 not	 only	 in	 tense
moments	of	crisis	like	1930s	New	York.	In	all	social	settings,	dwelling	space
structures	power	 relations.	 It	 can	be	used	 to	maintain	 the	 social	order,	or	 to
support	challenges	to	it.	Neither	existing	residential	patterns	nor	possibilities
for	 future	 change	 can	 be	 understood	without	 looking	 at	 the	ways	 in	which
housing	is	part	and	parcel	of	social	and	political	struggles.

The	 political	 dimension	 of	 housing	 is	 something	 that	 both	 liberal	 and
conservative	commentators	 tend	to	miss.	There	are	 two	standard	approaches
to	 understanding	 residential	 problems	 today.	 Both	 remove	 the	 elements	 of
politics	and	social	struggle	from	the	housing	question.

One	tendency	is	to	acknowledge	the	existence	of	residential	problems	but
to	 cast	 them	 as	 the	 special	 concerns	 of	 particular	 populations	 that	 are	 ill-
housed,	 in	 the	 context	 of	 an	 overall	 housing	 system	 that	 is	 held	 to	 be
functioning	 well.2	 It	 focuses	 on	 the	 characteristics	 of	 people	 imagined	 as
exceptional	groups:	chiefly	the	poor,	the	elderly,	ethnic	minorities,	and	single-
parent	households,	and	seeks	ways	to	integrate	them	into	the	existing	housing
market.	 At	 best,	 this	 approach	 conceals	 the	 general	 systemic	 failures	 of
housing	under	a	collection	of	separate	and	 individual	problems.	At	worst,	 it
blames	the	victim.

The	other	common	approach	 reduces	housing	 to	economics.	 In	 its	crude



form,	 it	 explains	 the	 lack	 of	 adequate	 housing	 as	 a	 function	 of	 supply	 and
effective	demand.3	This	position	holds	 that	 if	 only	developers	were	 freer	 to
build,	 or	 if	 only	 everyone	 had	 higher	 wages,	 the	 housing	 problem	 would
automatically	be	solved.	The	solution	either	way	is	just	“growth”	that	leaves
the	 housing	 system	 and	 the	 broader	 political	 economy	 as	 they	 are.	 Some
radical	urban	analysts	risk	making	a	similar	mistake	and	reducing	the	housing
question	to	the	economics	of	shelter.4

Both	 of	 these	 interpretations	 leave	 many	 aspects	 of	 actually	 existing
housing	 patterns	 unexplained:	 for	 example,	 the	 persistence	 of	 racial
segregation,	 the	gender	bias	of	housing	design,	 the	strengths	and	 limitations
of	tenant	organizing,	or	the	full	ideological	significance	of	the	glorification	of
homeownership.	 These	 all	 have	 bearing	 on	 the	 economic	 and	 physical
dimensions	of	housing	units.	But	they	cannot	be	reduced	to	them.	They	relate,
instead,	 to	 the	 social	 antagonisms	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 capitalist	 societies.	 They
require	 an	 analysis	 of	 the	 housing	 system	 in	 the	 broader	 contexts	 of	 class
power,	racism,	patriarchy,	and	other	forms	of	structural	violence.

To	say	that	housing	is	political	is	to	say	that	struggles	over	dwelling	space
are	inextricable	from	conflicts	over	power,	resources,	autonomy,	and	agency.
Housing	 is	not	only	a	question	of	who	occupies	what	building,	and	 it	 is	not
only	shaped	by	the	direct	interest	of	housing	suppliers	in	pursuit	of	profit.	It	is
also	formed	by	conflicts	between	classes,	institutions,	and	the	state,	and	used
by	these	groups	in	struggles	with	one	another.

Housing	 will	 always	 be	 political	 one	 way	 or	 another.	 The	 point	 is	 to
recognize,	 critique	 and	 change	 the	 goals	 towards	which	 it	 is	mobilized.	We
need	to	understand	how	dwelling	space	can	be	used	in	oppressive	ways—and
develop	alternatives	that	unlock	housing’s	emancipatory	potential.

Residential	Oppression

Housing	 can	 provide	 the	 material	 basis	 for	 oppression,	 domination,	 and
inequality.	The	 idea	of	 residential	oppression	points	 to	 the	 link	between	 the
provision	 of	 housing	 and	 the	 power	 to	 rule.	 The	 concept	 of	 housing
oppression	refers	to	systematic	efforts	to	use	place	and	quality	of	residence	in
order	 to	 enhance	 political	 stability,	 to	 intensify	 exploitation,	 to	 undermine
resistance,	 to	 impose	 cultural	 uniformity,	 or	 to	 shore	up	 the	 legitimacy	of	 a
prevailing	 system.	 It	 highlights	 that	 aspect	 of	 housing	 that	 circumscribes
opportunities,	 that	 dictates	 roles,	 that	 inhibits	 protest,	 that	 produces
conformity,	 that	 undermines	 resistance,	 that	 integrates	 households	 into	 a
hierarchical	social	system.



Oppression	is	not	simply	the	result	of	 the	system	of	private	provision	of
housing	for	profit.	For	many,	and	particularly	for	 the	poor,	 that	system	does
indeed	 result	 in	 bad	 housing,	 even	 oppressively	 bad	 housing.	 Such	 ill-
housing,	however,	requires	no	additional	concept	of	oppression	to	explain	it.

The	oppressive	functions	of	residential	space	coexist	with	the	commodity
form	 but	 are	 not	 purely	 a	 matter	 of	 economic	 exchange.	 The	 potential	 for
oppression	stems	from	the	distinctive	aspects	of	housing	as	a	commodity	and
the	importance	of	its	use.	Many	of	these	aspects	are	well	known.	Housing	is
the	 most	 durable	 and	 expensive	 of	 consumer	 goods.	 It	 involves	 land	 and
location	 to	 an	 exceptional	 degree.	 Its	 provision	 cannot	 be	 reduced	 below
established	standards	without	serious	personal	and	social	consequences.5

Yet	housing	is	also	different	from	other	commodities	because	it	uniquely
helps	 to	 structure	 social	 life.	 Of	 course	 other	 commodities	 have	 this	 extra-
economic	 aspect	 also.	 For	 example,	 clothing	 and	 jewelry	 are	 as	 much
signifiers	of	identity	as	they	are	protection	against	the	elements	or	a	tribute	to
conceptions	 of	 beauty;	 cars	 can	 be	 status	 symbols	 as	 well	 as	 means	 of
transportation.	But	 housing	 is	 a	major	determinant	 of	 one’s	 access	 to	 social
resources	 perhaps	 more	 than	 any	 other	 commodity.	 Housing	 preeminently
creates	 and	 reinforces	 connections	 between	 people,	 communities,	 and
institutions,	 and	 thus	 it	 ultimately	 creates	 relationships	 of	 power.	 That	 it	 is
used	in	this	way	does	not	make	a	house	any	less	a	commodity.	But	it	means
that	 housing	must	 be	 considered	 as	more	 than	 just	 a	mere	 commodity	 if	 its
production,	distribution,	and	use	are	to	be	understood—or	changed.

One	of	the	major	oppressive	uses	of	housing	is	to	bolster	the	exploitation
of	labor.6	As	could	be	seen	in	the	design	of	towns	like	Pullman,	Illinois,	now
part	of	Chicago,	or	in	Alfred	Krupp’s	domination	of	Essen	in	the	Ruhr	Valley,
company	 towns	 reflected	 the	 desire	 to	 control	 all	 aspects	 of	workers’	 lives.
Workers’	 colonies	 (so	 called	 by	 their	 owners)	 were	 designed	 to	 promote	 a
“healthy,	 satisfied,	 settled,	 and	 loyal	 breed	 of	 workers.”	 But	 in	 these
settlements,	 surveillance	 was	 paramount,	 and	 the	 ever-present	 threat	 of
eviction	effectively	undercut	the	ability	of	workers	to	organize.7

Krupp’s	 Essen	 seems	 downright	 pleasant	 compared	 to	 the	 workers’
dormitories	 found	 today	 in	 the	 Gulf	 countries,	 the	 Pearl	 River	 delta,	 and
elsewhere.	 Labor	 camps	 like	 Sonapar	 on	 the	 outskirts	 of	 Dubai	 provide
housing	for	the	migrant	construction	workers	building	the	luxury	skyscrapers
and	tourist	attractions	in	the	center	of	town.	In	labor	camps,	residential	space
facilitates	 exploitation	 by	 impeding	 resistance	 and	 exerting	 constant	 control
over	workers	stripped	of	rights	and	autonomy.8	Laborers	sleep	in	bunk	beds	in
rooms	 housing	 as	 many	 as	 twenty	 men.	 In	 some	 camps,	 food	 and	 other



necessities	 are	 only	 available	 from	 company	 canteens.	 Leisure	 and	 social
activities	 are	 banned.	 Movement	 is	 closely	 controlled.	 Bosses	 confiscate
workers’	 passports.	 Compounds	 can	 become	 virtual	 prisons	 to	 prevent
workers	from	complaining	about	routine	violations.9

Such	direct	exploitation	is	not	the	only	oppressive	function	of	housing.	In
other	cases,	housing	can	be	made	to	serve	a	more	general	function	of	social
repression.	 National	 and	 municipal	 leaders	 have	 sought	 to	 control
troublesome	 populations	 by	 separating,	 concentrating,	 or	 redesigning	 their
housing,	 so	 that	 they	 can	 be	 more	 easily	 monitored.	 The	 most	 famous
example	 is	 Baron	 Haussmann’s	 destruction	 of	 working-class	 quarters	 of
Second	 Empire	 Paris.	 Haussmann	 sought	 to	 negate	 the	 use	 of	 residential
neighborhoods	 as	 seats	 of	 resistance.	He	 ensured	 the	 elimination	 of	 narrow
streets	 that	 could	 be	 barricaded	 and	 their	 replacement	 with	 barracks	 and
plazas	 that	 were	 more	 easily	 controlled.	 One	 witness	 discussing	 the
militarized	Place	de	 la	République	observed,	 “It	would	be	a	dangerous	 spot
for	any	subversive	ideas	that	might	take	their	chance	here.”10

State-led	rebuilding	efforts	in	cities	across	the	world	today	carry	echoes	of
Haussmann’s	 revenge	 upon	 the	 les	 classes	 dangereuses.11	 In	 London,	 areas
like	Hackney	and	Tottenham	that	saw	unrest	in	the	riots	that	took	place	during
the	 summer	 of	 2011	 were	 identified	 for	 larger	 scale	 gentification	 and
redevelopment.	Many	American	cities	engaged	in	urban	renewal	in	response
to	riots	and	their	perceived	threat	to	social	order.	The	repressive	geographies
of	Parisian	banlieues	facilitate	surveillance	by	the	police,	even	as	they	feed	a
sense	 of	 grievance	 that	 inspires	 conflict	 in	 the	 first	 place.12	 In	 Istanbul,
redevelopment	around	Taksim	Square	and	Tarlabasşı	seems	intended	to	pacify
areas	 seen	 as	 disorderly	 and	 noncompliant.	 In	 cities	 across	 Latin	 America,
informal	 neighborhoods	 were	 long	 seen	 as	 hotbeds	 of	 insurrection	 that
therefore	needed	to	be	bulldozed.

In	more	extreme	cases,	housing	has	been	directly	 targeted	 for	 collective
punishment	 or	military	 conquest.	 “Domicide,”	 or	 the	 intentional	 destruction
of	homes,	is	a	way	to	assert	sovereignty	over	territory	or	to	erase	a	competing
group’s	 claim	 to	 place.13	 The	 “deliberate	 killing	 of	 home”	 was	 used
throughout	 the	 history	 of	 European	 colonialism	 and	 remains	 a	 global
problem.14	Recent	examples	include	the	1990s	conflict	in	Bosnia,	which	was,
in	 part,	 a	 war	 of	 “homelands	 against	 homes”	 where	 the	 annihilation	 of
“dwelling	the	Bosnian	way”	was	pursued	as	a	military	objective.15	And	since
1967,	the	Israeli	Defense	Forces	have	been	demolishing	Palestinian	homes	in
the	West	Bank	and	the	Gaza	Strip,	a	situation	that	Amnesty	International	and
other	 human	 rights	 groups	 have	 identified	 as	 “collective	 punishment.”16



According	 to	 the	 United	 Nations,	 in	 one	 section	 of	 the	 West	 Bank	 alone,
between	1988	and	2014,	more	than	14,000	Palestinian	homes	were	destroyed
following	demolition	orders	issued	by	the	Israeli	Civil	Administration.17

The	deliberate	demolition	of	homes	is	brutal.	But	it	would	be	a	mistake	to
suppose	 that	 residential	oppression	only	appears	 in	 times	of	warfare	or	civil
unrest.	Oppression	should	be	seen,	instead,	as	a	terrible	but	routine	part	of	the
housing	systems	of	many	countries	of	the	world	today.

The	 repressive	 dimension	 to	 displacement	 has	 not	 received	 as	 much
attention	as	other	 issues	 in	debates	about	gentrification,	but	 it	 is	 significant.
Expensive	real	estate	may	fail	to	meet	most	people’s	needs	for	a	place	to	live,
but	for	city	governments	looking	to	quell	dissent	and	attract	global	capital,	it
is	 both	 economically	 and	 politically	 advantageous.	 A	 city	 where	 the
dangerous	classes	have	been	removed	does	not	rebel.	The	more	householders
are	 required	 to	work	and	struggle	 to	keep	up,	 the	more	are	 they	 focused	on
merely	surviving	and	avoiding	the	negative	sanctions	that	might	lead	to	their
removal.

The	hyper-commodified	 city	 is	 bound	 to	be	 an	oppressive	 city.	Housing
that	 is	 not	 home	 but	 simply	 money	 in	 dwelling	 form	 requires	 no	 services,
makes	 no	 demands,	 poses	 no	 challenge	 to	 the	 ruling	 order.	 The	 zones	 of
empty	 luxury	 housing	 in	 the	 centers	 of	 global	 cities	 are	 as	 peaceful	 as
cemeteries.	Commodification	is	not	only	a	strategy	for	capital	accumulation.
It	 is	 also	 a	 technique	 of	 governance,	 a	 political	 process	 as	 much	 as	 an
economic	one.

Oppression	and	Ownership

Oppressive	 uses	 of	 housing	 need	 not	 be	 violent.	 In	 some	 cases,	 residential
oppression	can	be	quite	pleasant	for	those	affected,	at	least	in	the	short	term.
Just	as	prison	can	be	a	punishment	for	insurrection,	good	housing	can	be	used
as	 a	 reward	 for	 obedience.	 The	 promise	 of	 higher-quality	 housing,	 for
example,	was	a	way	to	secure	political	acquiescence	from	Party	members	in
the	 Soviet	 Union.18	 Similarly,	 the	 distribution	 of	 information	 and	 contacts
about	 housing	 was	 an	 integral	 part	 of	 machine	 politics	 in	 many	 American
cities.	In	unequal	systems,	privilege	is	the	flip	side	of	privation,	and	the	threat
of	the	latter	is	a	way	to	maintain	the	loyalty	of	those	who	enjoy	the	former.

No	form	of	tenure	enjoys	greater	privileges	today	than	private	ownership.
It	 is	 ultimately	 the	 political	 dimension	 of	 homeownership	 that	 explains	 its
prominent	 place	 in	 American	 ideology.	 As	 much	 as	 there	 are	 economic
reasons	for	 its	dominance,	 the	cultish	devotion	 to	ownership	suggests	 that	 it



also	plays	a	wider	political	role.19

The	 political	 functionality	 of	 homeownership	 has	 been	 apparent	 to
authorities	 for	 a	 long	 time.	Weighing	 the	 question	 of	 how	 to	 organize	 land
tenure	in	colonial	North	America,	 the	Privy	Council	of	England	declared,	in
1772,	“Experience	shows	that	 the	possession	of	property	is	 the	best	security
for	a	due	obedience	and	submission	to	government.”20	Property	qualification
for	voting	has	 feudal	 antecedents,	 but	 it	was	 long	maintained	 as	 an	 integral
part	 of	 democracy,	 and	 it	 underpinned	 the	 disenfranchisement	 of	 the
propertyless	 in	 the	 early	 United	 States.	 It	 was	 useful	 for	 separating	 the
dangerous	 rabble	 from	 democratic	 subjects,	 who	 were	 held	 to	 be	 proper
citizens	 because	 they	 were	 property	 owners.	 It	 ensured	 that	 those	 citizens
empowered	to	vote	would	never	risk	upsetting	the	stability	of	the	system.

In	 the	 twentieth	 century,	 homeownership	 was	 seen	 not	 only	 as	 crucial
ideological	medicine	 to	maintain	 the	beating	heart	of	consumerism,	but	also
as	 inoculation	 against	 radical	 alternatives.	 The	 housing	 economist	 Homer
Hoyt	put	the	matter	bluntly	in	1966:	“Communism	can	never	win	in	a	nation
of	 homeowners.”21	 The	 political	 aspect	 of	 homeownership	 was	 central	 to
Margaret	 Thatcher’s	 invocation	 of	 a	 “property-owning	 democracy”	 and
George	W.	Bush’s	 similar	 image	 of	 an	 “ownership	 society.”	And	 the	 sense
that	 homeownership	 is	 the	 key	 to	 personal	 prosperity	 and	 social	 stability	 is
prominent	 in	 the	 housing	 policies	 of	 Barack	 Obama	 as	 well	 as	 David
Cameron,	who	 explicitly	 harkens	 back	 to	Thatcher’s	 veneration	 of	 property
ownership—despite	 the	 manifest	 failures	 of	 homeownership	 to	 ease
residential	problems	in	the	past	decade.

The	 reign	 of	 private	 ownership	 serves	 the	 interests	 of	 dominant	 classes
and	 groups	 in	 many	 ways.22	 Homeownership	 increases	 both	 the	 economic
profitability	and	 the	political	 stability	of	 the	 system.	 It	 inhibits	 the	potential
for	 opposition	 by	 holding	 out	 the	 possibility	 of	 a	 “stake	 in	 the	 system.”23
Particularly	in	countries	like	the	United	States,	Canada,	the	United	Kingdom,
or	Australia,	where	rates	of	homeownership	are	high,	 its	stabilizing	role	can
hardly	 be	 exaggerated.	 During	 both	 the	 Great	 Depression	 and	 the	 2008
mortgage	crisis,	widespread	residential	suffering	did	not	suffice	to	move	the
United	States	government	to	action;	but	when	the	situations	threatened	to	turn
into	broader	crises	of	the	legitimacy	of	the	state,	swift	ameliorative	action	was
taken.	 In	 stabilizing	 the	 social	 and	political	order,	however,	homeownership
also	conserves	a	housing	system	that	is	in	fact	intolerable	for	many.

Owning	 a	 home	 has	 provided	 economic	 security	 for	 some.	 For	 the
affluent,	paying	off	a	mortgage	during	their	working	years	is	a	form	of	saving
for	 old	 age.	 But	 for	 plenty	 of	 working-	 and	 middle-class	 households,	 the



commitment	to	homeownership	as	the	only	feasible	way	of	obtaining	decent
housing	 is	 oppressive.	 The	 constant	 burden	 of	 mortgage	 payments	 is	 an
economic	 hardship,	 forcing	 them	 to	 allocate	 far	 more	 of	 their	 income	 to
housing	than	they	would	wish,	to	work	overtime,	or	to	take	additional	jobs.

The	 economic	 burdens	 of	 homeownership	 have	 political	 consequences.
Iris	Marion	Young	argued,	“The	goal	of	a	dream	house	sets	workers	working
and	 keeps	 workers	 working,	 fearing	 job	 loss,	 working	 overtime.	 The
consumer-driven	 desire	 of	 civic	 privatism	 tends	 to	 produce	 political
quietism.”24	Ownership	restricts	household	members’	opportunities	to	engage
in	other	activities,	as	well	as	their	desires	to	do	so,	especially	their	willingness
to	participate	 in	collective	action	 that	might	 involve	social	conflict.	And	the
privatization	 and	 individualization	of	 housing	 leads	 to	 the	 internalization	of
problems.	If	something	goes	wrong,	the	individual	is	thought	to	be	to	blame
rather	than	social	and	political	structures.

The	hegemony	of	homeownership	is	system-conserving	in	other	ways	as
well.	 Homeownership	 can	 be	 used	 to	 present	 the	 interests	 of	 individual
households	 as	 aligned	 with	 the	 interests	 of	 the	 real	 estate	 industry.	 It
facilitates	political	manipulation	through	the	threat	of	falling	property	values.
It	 reduces	 the	 demand	 for	 state	 action,	 as	 rising	 house	 prices	 are	 seen	 as
compensation	for	insufficient	social	services.	Above	all,	it	gives	homeowners
an	economic	stake	in	maintaining	scarcity	and	sustaining	the	housing	crisis—
and	 in	 supporting	political	parties	 that	will	do	what	 they	can	 to	keep	prices
high.	 In	 unstable	 times,	 ownership	 remains	 the	 best	 tool	 for	 generating
support	for	an	unequal	system.

The	Intersectionality	of	Residential	Oppression

The	use	of	housing	 to	maintain	 the	status	quo	 is	widespread,	but	 residential
oppression	is	not	experienced	uniformly.	The	housing	system	intersects	with
stratification	 and	 exclusion	 in	 complicated	 ways.25	 Poor	 households	 are
oppressed	 more	 than	 others,	 an	 experience	 which	 cuts	 across	 other	 social
divisions	 and	 identities.	 But	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 effects	 of	 income,	 particular
groups	face	distinct	forms	of	residential	oppression.

As	 feminists	 have	 long	 demonstrated,	 housing	 and	 patriarchy	 are
intimately	 connected.	Due	 to	 the	 gendered	 division	 of	 labor,	 the	 household
should	be	seen	as	a	site	of	struggle.26	Historically,	gender	conflict	within	the
home	was	rooted	in	“two	characteristics	of	industrial	capitalism:	the	physical
separation	of	household	space	from	public	space,	and	the	economic	separation
of	 the	 domestic	 economy	 from	 the	 political	 economy.”27	 Women	 were



confined	to	exploitative	toil	within	the	home.	Due	to	the	“labor	of	women	in
the	house,”	Charlotte	Perkins	Gilman	wrote	 in	1898,	“women	are	economic
factors	in	society,”	yet	“whatever	the	economic	value	of	the	domestic	industry
of	women	is,	they	do	not	get	it.”28	The	spatial	separation	between	workplace
and	 home,	 and	 the	 privatization	 of	 domestic	 labor	 within	 separate	 housing
units,	bolstered	this	form	of	gender	oppression.

Today	 female	 participation	 in	 the	waged	workforce	 is	 higher	 than	 ever.
But	 plenty	 of	 women	 still	 perform	 a	 second	 shift	 of	 domestic	 work.	 And
beyond	 the	 issue	of	household	 labor,	 there	 are	many	ways	 that	housing	can
facilitate	 women’s	 oppression.	 For	 example,	 women	 can	 be	 subjected	 to
sexual	harassment	and	assault	by	their	landlords,	a	form	of	oppression	that	is
not	as	widely	discussed	as	sexual	harassment	in	the	workplace	but	which	is	in
fact	 a	 terrorizing	 invasion	 of	 domestic	 space.29	 Female-headed	 households
may	contend	with	discrimination,	and	they	can	be	stigmatized	as	undesirable
“problem	 families.”30	 Of	 course	 not	 all	 women	 are	 subjected	 to	 the	 same
forms	 of	 residential	 oppression.	 Queer	 and	 transgender	 women,	 disabled
women,	 female	 seniors,	 and	 women	 of	 color	 all	 confront	 distinct	 forms	 of
exclusion	and	subjugation	in	housing.

Housing	is	also	implicated	in	systemic	racism.	For	communities	of	color,
housing	can	become	an	instrument	for	the	denial	of	basic	elements	of	modern
democratic	citizenship	that	others	 take	for	granted,	such	as	decent	education
facilities,	employment,	transportation	access,	and	fair	treatment	by	police	and
the	courts.

In	 the	 United	 States,	 property	 has	 always	 been	 intertwined	 with	 race.
Anti-black	 racism	 and	 white	 supremacy	 were	 foundational	 to	 the	 housing
system.	 Residential	 control	 and	 separation	 have	 been	 used	 to	 exploit	 black
people’s	labor,	to	divide	their	resources,	and	to	undercut	their	political	power.
This	 pattern	 can	 be	 seen	 in	 housing	 conditions	 in	 both	 the	 North	 and	 the
South	 before	 the	 Civil	War,	 in	 Jim	 Crow	 policies,	 in	 de	 jure	 and	 de	 facto
residential	 segregation,	 in	 redlining,	 in	 urban	 renewal—as	 well	 as	 in	 the
predatory	 lending,	 unequal	 rates	 of	 incarceration,	 and	 violent	 policing	 of
African-Americans’	 housing	 all	 of	which	 are	 still	 apparent	 in	 today’s	 cities.
Many	white	Americans	may	 prefer	 to	 see	 this	 story	 as	 ancient	 history.	But
communities	 of	 color	 continue	 to	 encounter	 distinct	 forms	 of	 housing
oppression.31	Racial	segregation	continues	to	be	a	major	problem	throughout
the	 country.32	 And	 both	 African-Americans	 and	 Latino/as	 continue	 to	 be
charged	a	racist	premium	for	housing,	both	as	renters	and	as	homeowners.33

The	 normative	 ideal	 of	 the	 home	 as	 a	 space	 of	 freedom	 and	 protection
obscures	racist	inequalities	in	residential	sanctity.	Ofelia	O.	Cuevas	observes



that	 in	 the	United	States,	 the	homes	of	black	and	brown	people	“have	never
provided	the	presumed	guarantee	against	state	or	extralegal	violence	that	the
home	is	understood	to	provide	for	whites.”	Ontological	security	is	a	privilege
denied	 to	 households	 of	 color.	 Their	 dwellings	 were	 never	 treated	 as
inviolable	 sanctuaries.	 “We	 should	 thus	 not	 be	 surprised	 by	 the	 routine
violence	with	which	the	homes	of	black	and	brown	people	are	subjected	to	by
police,	 frequently	with	 fatal	 consequences.”34	One	of	 the	most	 tragic	 recent
examples	 took	 place	 in	 Detroit	 on	 May	 16,	 2010.	 Using	 a	 flash	 grenade,
police	 searching	 for	 a	 suspect	 burst	 into	 the	 house	 of	 an	African-American
family,	 and	 in	 the	 process	 shot	 and	 killed	 seven-year-old	 Aiyana	 Stanley-
Jones	while	she	was	sleeping	on	the	couch.	In	general,	the	homes	of	people	of
color	are	the	primary	targets	of	searches	that	use	paramilitary	force.35

Race	and	gender	are	obviously	not	the	only	social	categories	that	intersect
with	 residential	 repression	 and	 exploitation.	 A	 study	 of	 the	 residential
experiences	of	mothers	of	Caribbean	and	African	origin	who	are	HIV-positive
living	 in	Toronto,	 for	example,	 illustrates	 just	how	complex	 the	overlapping
sources	 of	 exclusion	 and	 oppression	 can	 be.	 These	 women	 confront
“Eurocentric	housing,	health	and	social	care	systems	that	did	not	address	their
needs	as	racialized	and	ethnic	minorities.	This	included	housing	policies	that
failed	 to	 consider	 how	 culture,	 language	 issues	 and	 experiences	 of	 social
isolation	and	HIV-related	stigma”	shaped	their	housing	access.36	Households
navigate	 complex	 fields	 of	 hierarchy	 and	 oppression.	 Citizenship	 status,
disability,	language,	and	other	forms	of	social	differentiation	all	interact	with
the	housing	system	in	different	ways.

As	 varied	 as	 these	 distinct	 forms	 of	 residential	 oppression	might	 seem,
their	patterns	are	not	random.	They	come	about	because	the	housing	system	is
embedded	 in	 social	 structures,	 and	 they	 reflect	 the	 lines	 of	 antagonism	 and
power	in	class	society.

If	the	geometries	of	residential	oppression	and	other	social	categories	are
complex,	the	question	of	who	benefits	from	this	oppression	seems	deceptively
simple:	 the	 “oppressors,”	 of	 course.	 But	 again	 there	 is	 no	 single	 category.
Benefits	 from	 residential	 oppression	 appear	 as	 payments,	 fees,	 votes,
influence,	 entitlements,	 privileges,	 consent,	 and	 a	 thousand	 other	 forms.	 In
some	instances—for	example,	a	landlord	charging	higher	rent	to	a	tenant	with
undocumented	 immigration	 status—the	 relation	 between	 oppression	 and
profit	 is	 unmistakable.	 In	 others,	 such	 as	 the	 micro-aggressions	 directed	 at
public	 housing	 tenants,	 the	 question	 of	 who	 benefits	 may	 be	 less	 certain,
though	the	harm	is	real	nonetheless.



Liberation,	or	Resistance	to	Oppression

Can	housing	also	serve	as	a	tool	for	resisting	residential	oppression?	Can	it	be
an	 instrument	 for	 liberation?	Traditionally,	 in	both	 liberal	 and	 radical	 social
thought,	it	was	not	housing	but	the	workplace	that	was	seen	as	the	proper	site
to	counter	oppression.37	Engels	was	only	 the	most	prominent	voice	 to	warn
against	seeking	an	“isolated	solution	of	 the	housing	question.”38	 Residential
struggles,	 as	 conflicts	 involving	 consumption	 rather	 than	 production,	 were
typically	 treated	 as	 secondary	 issues.	 The	 theoretical	 argument	 is	 that
consumption-oriented	 conflicts	 can	 at	 best	 produce	 minor	 and	 reformist
victories	and	at	worst	misdirect	energies	that	should	go	into	“proper”	arenas
of	struggle.	Only	to	the	extent	that	movements	around	housing	are	linked	to
workplace	politics,	goes	the	argument,	can	they	have	real	significance.

The	traditional	privileging	of	industrial	over	residential	politics,	however,
provides	a	limited	basis	for	understanding	housing,	much	less	changing	it.	It
is	 part	 of	 a	 way	 of	 conceiving	 of	 politics	 that	 sidelines	 “private”	 struggles
within	 the	 home	 and	 effectively	 normalizes	 the	 subjugation	 of	women.39	 It
misunderstands	 housing	 as	 merely	 a	 site	 of	 consumption,	 not	 one	 of
production	and	social	reproduction.	It	ignores	the	growing	significance	of	real
estate	 in	 the	 current	global	 system.	And	 it	 offers	 an	 impoverished	vision	of
political	 resistance.	 People	 resist	 in	 as	 many	 ways	 as	 they	 are	 oppressed.
Whether	one	can	better	deal	with	oppressive	conditions	through	activities	“in
production”	or	in	the	neighborhood,	at	work	or	at	home,	or	in	some	other	site
using	 some	 other	 political	 language,	 is	 ultimately	 a	 practical	 question,	 not
something	to	be	predetermined	in	the	abstract.40

The	idea	that	housing	has	emancipatory	potential	is	derived	from	concrete
experience.	 Housing	 patterns	 are	 not	 imposed	 by	 all-powerful	 forces	 on
passive	 and	 helpless	 victims.	 Residents	 find	 ways	 to	 resist.	 It	 is	 clear	 that
residential	 struggles	 will	 not,	 on	 their	 own,	 lead	 to	 wholesale	 social
transformation.	But	movements	across	the	world	show	that	housing	can	be	a
critical	resource	for	resistance	to	oppression.

The	 clearest	 examples	 of	 residents	 using	 their	 dwellings	 in	 acts	 of
resistance	come	from	struggles	that	directly	concern	housing	itself.	It	 is	 true
that	there	are	some	residential	conflicts	that	are	restricted	to	purely	economic
matters,	 in	 the	 narrow	 sense	 of	 bargaining	 between	 supplier	 and	 user	 of
housing	as	to	the	payment	to	be	made	for	it.	But	in	many,	if	not	most,	cases
transactional	 bargaining	 cannot	 be	 disentangled	 from	 political	 claims	 about
justice,	rights,	and	power.

The	rent	strike	is	the	classic	form	of	resistance	to	oppression	in	housing.41



The	 tactic’s	most	 famous	 example	 began	 in	Glasgow	 in	April	 1915,	 a	 high
point	of	the	period	of	insurgency	known	as	Red	Clydeside.	An	acute	housing
shortage	led	to	spiraling	rents,	overcrowding,	and	dilapidation.	Housing	need
was	exacerbated	by	a	growing	concentration	of	industrial	laborers	recruited	to
the	 shipbuilding	 and	 munitions	 industries,	 an	 opportunity	 which	 local
landlords	did	not	fail	to	seize.42	By	November	of	that	year,	20,000	households
were	on	strike.	Organized	by	tenant	committees,	women’s	associations,	labor
organizations,	 and	 leftist	 parties,	 the	 strike	 saw	 residential	 battles	waged	 in
the	streets,	in	the	courts,	and	in	Parliament.	Fearing	the	spread	of	insurrection
to	 the	 factories,	 the	 state	 responded	with	 eviction	 freezes	 and	 rent	 controls,
and	contributed	to	the	rise	of	public	housing	in	Scotland	and	throughout	the
United	Kingdom.

In	 the	 Glasgow	 rent	 strikes,	 residential	 and	 industrial	 issues	 were
interlaced.	 As	 much	 as	 the	 strikes	 were	 centered	 on	 issues	 of	 collective
consumption	and	in	fact	supported	by	various	industrialists,	Manuel	Castells
argues,	“the	Rent	Strike	provided	a	broad	common	ground	for	the	unity	of	the
different	segments	of	the	working	class	at	the	community	level.”43	Resisting
their	 landlords	 was	 one	 of	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 working-class	 Glaswegians
contested	the	existing	order.

In	their	more	contentious	manifestations,	rent	strikes	are	about	more	than
just	rent.	Early	twentieth-century	rent	strikes	in	New	York,	Chicago,	Buenos
Aires,	 Santiago,	 and	 elsewhere	 drew	 on	 radical	 currents	 from	 socialist,
communist,	 and	 anarchist	 movements.44	 The	 combative	 rent	 strikes	 in	 the
East	 End	 of	 London	 in	 the	 late	 1930s	 were	 “part	 of	 a	 wider	 battle	 for
Communism”	 and	 against	 fascism	 in	 what	 was	 then	 a	 heavily	 Jewish
neighborhood.45

Other	residential	uprisings	are	about	autonomy,	control,	and	the	politics	of
racial	and	ethnic	exclusion.	In	the	massive	rent	strike	in	public	housing	in	St.
Louis	beginning	in	1969,	the	issue	was	not	only	or	even	predominantly	about
how	much	rent	should	be	paid:	it	was	about	who	was	in	charge	and	who	was
responsible	for	residential	conditions.	The	strikers	evinced	what	one	observer
called	 a	 “new	 sense	 of	 self-determination”	 aligned	 with	 the	 “social
revolution”	of	the	Black	Power	movement.46	Rhonda	Williams	details	how	in
Baltimore	in	the	1970s	“tenant	power”	became	a	widespread	slogan	“echoing
the	call	for	black	power	and	reflecting	poor	people’s	contemporary	grassroots
fights	for	rights	and	voice.”47	Another	wave	of	rent	strikes	in	London’s	East
End	in	the	1970s	was	part	of	Bengali	antiracist	politics	and	black	radicalism
in	 Britain.	 From	 1975	 until	 1980,	 tens	 of	 thousands	 of	migrant	workers	 of
African	origin	conducted	a	long	rent	strike	against	the	semi-public	hostels	in
which	 they	 were	 housed	 in	 various	 locations	 in	 the	 Paris	 region,	 a	 major



moment	in	the	history	of	migrant	rights	and	antiracist	activism	in	France.48

Across	the	globe,	rent	strikes	have	been	tools	in	anticolonial	struggles.	In
the	Irish	Land	War	of	 the	 late	nineteenth	century,	 rent	strikes	were	mounted
across	 Ireland	 as	 part	 of	 the	 movement	 for	 home	 rule.	 A	 rent	 strike	 in
Zanzibar	 in	 the	 1920s	 “can	 be	 considered	 one	 of	 the	 first	 tangible	 steps”
towards	 independence	achieved	 four	decades	 later.49	Rent	 strikes	were	used
across	India	in	the	movement	against	British	control.	Waves	of	rent	strikes	in
South	 African	 townships	 in	 the	 late	 1980s	 contributed	 to	 the	 downfall	 of
apartheid.

In	all	of	these	examples,	tenants	were	organizing,	often	at	great	personal
and	collective	risk,	against	oppressive	residential	conditions.	But	at	the	same
time	they	were	part	of	bigger	political	movements.

The	 other	 major	 way	 in	 which	 residents	 have	 directly	 fought	 housing
oppression	 is	 through	 anti-eviction	 direct	 action	 and	 its	 close	 relative,	 anti-
foreclosure	activism.	The	prevention	and	 reversal	of	 evictions	have	 roots	 in
the	earliest	struggles	over	 land	 tenure.	 In	 the	modern	era,	 in	response	 to	 the
commodification	 of	 housing	 under	 industrial	 capitalism,	 residents	 formed
anti-eviction	 committees,	 organized	 squats,	 broke	 locks,	 blocked	 marshals,
guarded	 furniture	 that	 had	 been	 thrown	 onto	 the	 street,	 and	moved	 evicted
families	back	into	their	apartments.

Today,	anti-eviction	and	anti-foreclosure	activism	takes	a	huge	variety	of
forms.	 Chicago’s	 Anti-eviction	 Campaign	 fights	 to	 prevent	 residents	 from
being	 removed	 from	 their	 homes	 and	 breaks	 into	 abandoned	 properties	 in
order	to	place	“home-less	people	into	the	people-less	homes.”50	In	addition	to
organizing	 mortgage	 strikes,	 a	 Cleveland-based	 group	 called	 ESOP	 throws
two-inch	 plastic	 sharks	 at	 the	 homes	 of	 bankers	 while	 distributing	 flyers
announcing,	“Your	neighbor	is	a	loan	shark.”51	In	South	Africa,	 the	Western
Cape	Anti-Eviction	Campaign	uses	direct	action	and	legal	challenges	against
evictions	and	water	cutoffs.	In	the	UK,	the	East	London–based	group	Focus
E15	Mothers	organizes	eviction	watches	and	demonstrations,	and	occupied	an
empty	public	housing	complex	in	protest.52	The	Plataforma	de	Afectados	por
la	 Hipoteca	 (Platform	 for	 People	 Affected	 by	 Mortgages),	 founded	 in
Barcelona	 and	 active	 across	Spain,	 fights	 against	 evictions	 and	 foreclosures
using	tactics	borrowed	both	from	the	struggle	against	military	dictatorship	in
Argentina	 and	 from	 the	 Spanish	 Indignados	movement	 of	which	 they	 are	 a
part.

For	these	groups,	the	eviction	question	is	one	part	of	larger	struggles.	Take
Back	 the	 Land	 is	 a	Miami-based	 group	 that	 has	 blocked	 evictions,	 moved
homeless	 families	 into	 foreclosed	 homes,	 and	 founded	 Umoja	 Village,	 a



shantytown	 on	 empty	 land,	 as	 a	 way	 to	 draw	 attention	 to	 the	 connections
between	 land,	 gentrification,	 and	 homelessness.	 Max	 Rameau,	 one	 of	 the
group’s	 founders,	 wrote,	 “The	 housing	 crisis	…	 is	 not	 in	 and	 of	 itself	 the
problem.	Rather,	 the	housing	crisis	 is	a	glaring	symptom	of	a	 larger,	deeper
problem	rooted	in	class,	race	and	gender.	Those	are	the	Systemic	Issues.”53

These	 examples	 show	 that	 contesting	 residential	 oppression	 is	 a	way	 to
fight	 for	 political	 and	 social	 change	 more	 broadly.	 Far	 from	 proposing
isolated	solutions	to	the	housing	problem,	they	aim	at	politicizing	housing	and
excavating	its	relationships	to	deeper	social	crises.

It	is	the	case	that	these	movements	have	been	more	successful	when	they
have	linked	up	with	mobilizations	in	other	sectors.	And	not	all	of	them	have
led	to	enduring	political	organization.	Some,	drawing	on	exclusionary	ethnic
identities,	 have	 taken	 reactionary	 turns	 or	 undercut	 more	 radical	 political
projects.	 But	 taken	 as	 a	 whole	 they	 demonstrate	 that	 activists	 see	 housing
campaigns	as	being	about	more	than	just	housing.	For	their	participants,	rent
strikes,	 anti-eviction	 rallies,	 and	 anti-foreclosure	 marches	 have	 broader
transformative	potential.

Prefiguring	Liberation

Housing	is	not	only	the	object	of	struggle.	In	some	cases	it	offers	a	glimpse	of
what	non-alienated	social	life	might	look	like.

Home	can	be	a	 source	of	autonomy	and	strength.	The	critic	and	activist
bell	hooks	captures	this	side	of	housing:

Historically,	African-American	 people	 believed	 that	 the	 construction
of	 a	 homeplace,	 however	 fragile	 and	 tenuous	 (the	 slave	 hut,	 the
wooden	 shack),	 had	 a	 radical	 political	 dimension.	Despite	 the	 brutal
reality	 of	 racial	 apartheid,	 of	 domination,	 one’s	 homeplace	 was	 the
one	 site	where	 one	 could	 freely	 confront	 the	 issue	 of	 humanization,
where	one	could	resist.54

For	 hooks,	 the	 homeplace	 is	 “where	 all	 black	 people	 could	 strive	 to	 be
subjects,	 not	 objects,	 where	we	 could	 be	 affirmed	 in	 our	minds	 and	 hearts
despite	 poverty,	 hardship,	 and	 deprivation.”55	 In	 the	 face	 of	 alienation	 and
oppression,	home	at	least	offers	the	possibility	of	agency	and	solidarity.

Housing	 movements	 worldwide	 pursue	 strategies	 centered	 on
disalienation,	dignity,	 citizenship,	and	care.	Activists	 in	New	York,	London,
and	elsewhere	are	exploring	practices	of	“militant	care”	by	engaging	in	direct-
action	mutual	aid.56	São	Paulo’s	União	de	Movimentos	de	Moradia	(Alliance



of	Housing	Movements—UMM)	aims	to	make	it	possible	for	everyone	who
is	sem	teto—without	 a	 roof—to	“feel	 like	a	person.”	A	woman	who	moved
into	a	building	that	had	been	occupied	by	a	UMM	affiliate	told	a	researcher,
“Today	I	feel	much	more	of	a	citizen	than	I	did	before.	When	I	came	to	live
here,	I	‘rescued’	a	bit	more	of	my	citizenship.”57	Similarly,	the	South	African
movement	Abahlali	baseMjondolo	(Shack	Dwellers),	founded	in	Durban,	has
held	marches	to	“Defend	Dignity	and	Demand	Land	&	Housing.”	In	February
2015,	 the	group	presented	a	 statement	 to	 the	Human	Rights	Commission	 in
Johannesburg	where	they	elucidated	the	residential	politics	of	dignity:

By	dignity	we	mean	respect.	When	we	say	that	we	are	struggling	for
dignity	we	mean	 that	we	 are	 struggling	 for	 a	 society	 in	which	 each
person	is	recognised	as	a	human	being.	This	means	that	they	must	be
treated	with	 respect	but	 also	 that	 they	must	have	 access	 to	 all	 that	 a
person	 needs	 for	 a	 dignified	 life—land,	 housing,	 education,	 a
livelihood	and	so	on.58

In	a	world	where	the	dignity	of	working-class	and	poor	people	is	under	attack
and	where	poor	people’s	housing	is	so	often	a	source	of	alienation,	the	idea	of
universal	access	to	home	as	a	place	of	dignity	has	radical	potential.

Feminist	 work	 on	 housing	 shows	 what	 a	 non-oppressive	 residential
environment	 might	 look	 like.	 Generations	 of	 feminists	 envisioned
emancipation	 from	 drudgery	 through	 technology	 and	 the	 reorganization	 of
domestic	 labor;	 the	end	of	unequal	work	burdens;	 the	breaking	down	of	 the
restraints	 of	 the	 traditional	 bourgeois	 household;	 the	 creation	 of	 common
spaces	 to	 support	 labor	 sharing	 and	 enjoyable	 social	 interaction;	 and	 the
development	of	new	forms	of	liberation.	In	the	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth
centuries,	 American	 feminists	 like	 Victoria	 Woodhull,	 Charlotte	 Perkins
Gilman,	 and	Melusina	Fay	Pierce	proposed	 cooperative	kitchens,	wages	 for
housework,	 socialized	 childcare,	 and	 other	 ways	 of	 politicizing	 and
collectivizing	the	domestic	workplace.	Alexandra	Kollontai	promoted	similar
ideas	in	the	Soviet	Union.59

For	centuries,	architects	and	utopians	have	pursued	the	idea	that	housing
can	 provide	 the	 basis	 for	 a	 humane	 society.	 Such	 projects	 return	 again	 and
again	 to	 the	 same	 themes:	 decommodification,	 collective	 amenities,	 social
spaces,	democratic	 self-management,	 and	engagement	with	 the	political	 and
cultural	 life	of	residents.	Many	proposals	along	these	lines	appeared	only	as
unbuilt	 plans	 or	 incomplete	 prototypes,	 like	 Charles	 Fourier’s	 nineteenth-
century	 phalanstère	 or	Moscow’s	Narkomfin	 Building,	 designed	 by	Moisei
Ginzburg	 in	 1928.	 But	 some	 were	 built	 and	 served	 as	 actually	 existing
experiments	in	emancipatory	dwelling.60



The	great	housing	estates	of	Red	Vienna	are	among	the	best	examples	of
an	emancipatory	residential	environment.	The	city	council,	controlled	by	the
Social	Democrats	from	1919,	built	 tens	of	thousands	of	apartments	as	dense
perimeter	 blocks	 of	 housing	 and	 communal	 amenities	 constructed	 around
courtyards	 (Höfe).	Ultimately	 the	 city	 built	more	 than	60,000	 apartments	 in
ten	 years.	 They	 were	 named	 after	 revolutionary	 and	 cultural	 figures:
Bebelhof,	 Goethehof,	 Friedrich	 Engels	 Platz,	 George	Washington	 Hof.	 The
most	famous,	Karl	Marx	Hof,	constructed	between	1927	and	1930,	was	seen
both	by	its	residents	and	by	their	enemies	as	a	fortress	of	municipal	socialism.
The	 developments	 formed	 the	 physical	 as	 well	 as	 social	 structure	 around
which	the	Viennese	working	class	conducted	its	activities,	held	itself	together,
identified	 itself.	During	 the	 crisis	 of	 February	 1934,	 federal	 troops	 attacked
the	 buildings	 as	 symbols	 of	 social	 democracy.	But	 they	 survived	 as	 central
parts	of	the	Viennese	urban	fabric	and	remain	so	to	this	day.61

Cooperative	 housing	 developments	 in	 New	 York	 City	 were	 the
contemporaneous	American	counterparts	to	the	social-democratic	housing	of
Vienna.	These	buildings	were	a	direct	outgrowth	of	the	labor	movement	and
the	 radical	 culture	 that	 had	 grown	 up	with	 it	 in	New	York’s	working-class,
immigrant	 neighborhoods.	 The	 city’s	 first	 nonprofit	 cooperative	 was	 built
starting	 in	 1916	 in	 Sunset	 Park,	 Brooklyn.	 Created	 by	 the	 Finnish	 Home
Building	Association	and	named	Alku	(“Beginning”	in	Finnish),	the	building
drew	on	Scandinavian	traditions	of	cooperative	housing.	And	from	the	1920s
through	 the	1970s,	 largely	Jewish	 labor	unions	and	cooperative	associations
built	or	financed	40,000	housing	units	in	the	city.	Concentrated	in	the	Lower
East	 Side	 and	 especially	 in	 the	 Bronx,	 these	 nonprofit,	 limited-equity
complexes	 include	 the	 United	 Workers	 Cooperative	 Colony,	 the
Amalgamated	 Housing	 Cooperative,	 Amalgamated	 Dwellings,	 Shalom
Aleichem	Houses,	Hillman	Housing,	and	 the	Farband	Houses.	Aligned	with
political	 movements	 ranging	 from	 Labor	 Zionism	 to	 Der	 Arbeter	 Ring	 to
Leninism,	 these	projects	were,	 according	 to	 a	 former	 resident	 of	 one	of	 the
radical	Bronx	cooperatives,	“a	little	corner	of	socialism	right	in	New	York.”62

The	 Bronx	 co-op	 buildings	 themselves	 tended	 towards	 a	 conservative
Tudor	 revival	 style.	 But	 labor	 historian	 Joshua	 Freeman	 remarks,	 “The
architecturally	 conventional	 outer	 skins	 of	 these	 projects	 masked	 bold
experiments	 in	 the	 creation	 of	 self-contained	 political	 communities,	 rich	 in
educational,	social,	and	cultural	activities.”63	They	included	a	range	of	social
spaces,	 such	 as	 libraries,	 cinemas,	 lecture	 halls,	 health	 clinics,	 restaurants,
cooperative	shops,	performance	spaces,	and	meeting	 rooms.	For	 the	co-ops’
residents,	“activism	was	a	way	of	 life.”64	They	 formed	 the	backbone	of	 the
tenacious	 1932	 rent	 strike	 that	 took	 place	 nearby,	 and	 participated	 in	many



other	campaigns	and	movements.

Today	 monuments	 to	 alternative	 dwelling	 like	 Karl	 Marx	 Hof	 or	 the
Bronx	co-ops	might	seem	like	artifacts	from	another	civilization.	But	many	of
their	 ideas	 have	 filtered	 into	 the	 contemporary	 housing	 system.	 Gated
communities	 carry	 echoes	 of	 the	 experimental	 utopian	 enclave.	 Luxury
apartment	towers	provide	shared	spaces	for	consumption.	Elements	of	radical
housing	 experiments	 persist	 today,	 but	 often	 in	 privatized	 and	 commodified
form.

There	 are	 good	 reasons	 to	 be	 skeptical	 of	 utopian	 housing	 experiments.
Human	relationships	cannot	be	confined	to	the	boundaries	of	a	housing	estate.
It	is	not	possible	to	insulate	a	small	group	from	what	goes	on	in	society	as	a
whole;	any	such	group	is	likely	to	be	shaped	by	broader	patterns	of	oppressive
relationships.	And	islands	of	residential	liberation	will	have	limited	impact	in
a	sea	of	housing	oppression	and	commodification.

But	 experimental	 dwellings	 and	 emancipatory	 movements	 have	 wider
significance	as	 living	demonstrations	of	housing’s	potential.	They	should	be
seen	 as	 beacons	 pointing	 towards	 a	 broader	 possibility:	 that	 housing	might
support	 non-oppressive	 social	 relations,	 not	 in	 some	 utopian	 realm	 but	 in
everyday	life.

Residential	 liberation	 has	 a	 much	 deeper	 content	 than	 simply	 making
housing	more	affordable	or	accessible.	Affordable	housing	is	not	a	challenge
to	the	ruling	class.	It	can	be	provided	in	the	name	of	social	stability,	as	New
Dealers	 like	Langdon	Post	 understood.	The	 challenge	 today	 is	 to	 imagine	 a
housing	system	that	enables	residents	to	confront	power,	social	inequality,	and
structural	violence	in	a	more	significant	way.

For	a	Repoliticized	Housing	Debate

Housing	is	always	more	than	just	housing.	But	contemporary	debates	do	not
reckon	 with	 residential	 oppression	 and	 emancipation.	 Housing	 needs	 to	 be
repoliticized.	What	we	have	been	calling	the	political	side	of	housing	needs	to
be	brought	back	into	public	discussions.

In	 practice,	 housing’s	 political	 consequences	 are	 rarely	 clear-cut.
Dwellings	 can	 be	 both	 oppressive	 and	 liberating	 at	 the	 same	 time.	 And
because	profits	and	power	do	not	define	all	of	life,	oppression	in	housing	can
also	hurt	 those	who	benefit	 from	it.	Even	those	who	directly	profit	 from	the
residential	oppression	of	others	can	be	harmed	by	those	same	conditions:	their
residential	 environments	 become	 guarded	 enclaves,	 their	 range	 of	 contacts
and	 experiences	 is	 diminished,	 their	 self-perception	 is	 distorted.	And	 to	 the



extent	that	housing	is	used	to	bolster	a	political	economic	system	that	is	crisis-
prone	and	environmentally	suicidal,	residential	oppression	affects	everyone.

The	contradictions	of	residential	politics	stem	from	the	contradictions	of
contemporary	society.	The	situation	can	only	be	understood	by	exposing	the
process	by	which	oppression	in	housing	occurs,	the	people	and	interests	that
bring	it	about,	the	sources	of	resistance	to	it,	and	the	liberating	potential	that
lies	within	 it.	The	 fundamental	questions	about	housing	 today	are	not	about
height	 restrictions	 or	 zoning	 changes,	 important	 as	 these	 questions	 can	 be.
The	core	 issues	are	what	and	whom	housing	 is	 for,	whom	 it	oppresses,	 and
whom	it	empowers.



4

The	Myths	of	Housing	Policy

Most	discussions	of	housing	policy	operate	on	 the	assumption	 that,	whether
or	not	it	has	been	successful,	the	state	has	tried	to	solve	the	housing	question.
That	 is,	many	 accounts	of	 housing	politics	 are	premised	on	 the	myth	of	 the
benevolent	state.	 In	brief,	 the	myth	is	 that	government	acts	out	of	a	primary
concern	 for	 the	 welfare	 of	 all	 its	 citizens	 and	 that	 its	 policies	 represent	 an
effort	 to	 find	 solutions	 to	 recognized	 social	problems.	 If	government	efforts
fall	short	of	success,	according	to	this	narrative,	it	is	only	because	of	lack	of
knowledge,	countervailing	selfish	interests,	incompetence,	or	lack	of	courage.

The	very	term	“housing	policy”	is	evidence	of	this	myth.	The	phrase	itself
suggests	the	existence	of	consistent	governmental	efforts	to	solve	the	housing
problem.	 But	 a	 historical	 analysis	 of	 government	 actions	 and	 inactions
affecting	housing	reveal	nothing	of	the	sort.	Housing	policy	is	an	ideological
artifact,	not	a	real	category.	It	is	an	artificially	clear	picture	of	what	the	state
actually	does	in	myriad	uncoordinated	and	at	times	contradictory	ways.

The	actual	motivations	for	state	action	in	the	housing	sector	have	more	to
do	with	maintaining	 the	 political	 and	 economic	 order	 than	with	 solving	 the
housing	crisis.	If	the	state	were	truly	concerned	with	the	best	course	of	action
to	 meet	 society’s	 dwelling	 needs	 and	 end	 residential	 oppression,	 housing
history	would	look	very	different	than	it	does.

To	be	sure,	there	is	no	conspiratorial,	unified	ruling	class	that	controls	the
state	in	an	unchallenged	way.	Even	among	elites,	there	are	conflicts	between
different	factions	that	have	real	political	consequences.	And	popular	pressure
and	social	movements	have	shaped	state	outcomes	in	meaningful	ways.1

But	the	state	has	usually	found	some	way	to	neutralize	radical	challenges,
especially	 concerning	welfare	 and	housing	programs.	Throughout	American
history,	 state	 policies	 have	 channeled	 system-challenging	 demands	 for	 the
democratization	 of	 housing	 into	 system-maintaining	 form.2	 The	 result	 has
been	policies	that,	one	way	or	another,	reproduce	the	housing	problem.

Historically,	 the	 state	 has	 used	 the	 housing	 system	 to	 preserve	 political



stability	and	support	the	accumulation	of	private	profit.	They	have	been	more
or	less	prominent	in	different	eras,	but	these	two	priorities	are	the	hallmarks
of	 state	housing	policy	under	capitalism.	And	 they	continue	 to	explain	 state
actions	 towards	 housing	 even	 today.	 An	 examination	 of	 some	 of	 the	 most
influential	 low-income	 housing	 policies	 in	 the	United	 States	will	 show	 that
the	 benevolent	 provision	 of	 dwelling	 space	 in	 order	 to	 solve	 the	 housing
problem	has	never	been	the	overriding	goal.

The	Politics	of	Housing	Regulation

Although	American	“housing	policy”	is	often	narrated	as	beginning	with	New
York’s	 nineteenth-century	 tenement	 house	 reform,	 the	 state’s	 role	 in
regulating	 and	 stabilizing	 the	 housing	 system	 goes	 back	 much	 further.
Detailed	 and	 extensive	 planning	 and	 public	 construction	 took	 place	 in
colonial	 Williamsburg,	 Savannah,	 and	 Philadelphia.	 In	 1766,	 New	 York
adopted	building	regulations	 that	created	a	fire	zone	in	which	houses	had	to
be	made	of	stone	or	brick	and	roofed	with	tile	or	slate.	These	early	regulations
were	 made	 in	 anticipation	 of	 growth	 and	 in	 realization	 of	 an	 increasingly
complex	web	of	interrelationships	within	cities.	The	Commissioner’s	Plan	for
New	York	 of	 1811,	which	 laid	 out	 the	 gridiron	 street	 pattern	 in	Manhattan,
was	drafted	in	order	to	facilitate	circulation	and	to	organize	land	speculation.
It	 was	 one	 of	 the	many	ways	 that	 state	 action	 supported	 the	 production	 of
private	housing.

New	York’s	 adoption	 of	 the	 1867	Tenement	House	Act,	which	 required
fire	 escapes,	windows	 in	 every	 bedroom,	 and	 at	 least	 one	 toilet	 per	 twenty
inhabitants,	is	often	trotted	out	as	evidence	for	the	city’s	commitment	to	good
housing	for	the	poor.	But	contrary	to	the	myth	of	state	benevolence,	the	real
reasons	 were	 elites’	 twin	 fears	 of	 disease	 and	 uprising	 among	 the	 city’s
growing	working	class.

The	city’s	political	establishment	reacted	with	panic	to	the	threat	of	social
and	 economic	 instability	 stemming	 from	 the	 health	 problems	 of	 the	 poor.
Smallpox,	 dysentery,	 tuberculosis,	 and	 other	 diseases	 were	 spawned	 in	 the
tenement	 districts,	 but	 threatened	 to	 wreak	 havoc	 throughout	 the	 city.	 The
New	York	Association	for	Improving	the	Condition	of	 the	Poor	(AICP),	 led
and	financed	by	wealthy	merchants	and	businessmen,	called	attention	 to	 the
issue	in	1843.	According	to	the	AICP,	poverty	was	both	“a	massive	threat	to
social	 stability”	 and	 “the	 direct	 consequence	 of	 individual	 depravity.”3
Harper’s	Weekly	prophesied	that	without	health	laws	“the	City	of	New	York
will	be	left	to	its	own	destruction.”4	Tenement	reform	grew	out	of	this	genteel
fear	of	the	illnesses	associated	with	poverty.



Fear	of	contagious	disease	was	not	 the	only	driver	of	nineteenth-century
housing	 regulation.	There	was	 also	 the	 perennial	 need	 to	 prevent	 uprisings.
Throughout	the	nineteenth	century,	New	Yorkers	rioted	on	a	regular	basis.	In
the	Astor	Place	riots	of	1849,	thousands	raged	outside	a	theater	that	was	seen
as	a	bastion	of	elitist	culture;	dozens	were	killed	when	the	authorities	opened
fire	on	protesters,	who	were	armed	only	with	paving	stones.	The	most	famous
and	terrifying	example	was	the	Draft	Riots	of	1863,	when	anger	at	Civil	War
conscription	policies	that	allowed	the	wealthy	to	buy	their	way	out	of	military
service	turned	into	a	series	of	racist	and	anti-immigrant	pogroms,	leaving	120
people	 dead.	 The	 Tompkins	 Square	 Riot	 of	 1874	 was	 until	 that	 point	 the
largest	 demonstration	 that	 the	 city	 had	 ever	 seen.	 It	 involved	 a	 mass
demonstration	by	thousands	of	workers,	many	of	whom	were	members	of	the
communist	First	International.

These	are	only	some	of	the	major	incidents	that	defined	an	era	of	frequent
uprising	 and	 public	 violence.5	 This	 unrest	 embodied	 many	 clashing
motivations,	 including	 anti-elitism,	 racism,	 nativism,	 and	 labor	 solidarity.
Many	 of	 these	 incidents	 were	 not	 ignited	 by	 housing	 grievances,	 but	 they
were	exacerbated	by	the	underlying	dissatisfaction	with	intolerable	day-today
living	conditions.	The	specter	of	public	violence	terrified	the	city’s	elites,	and
the	 fear	 of	 unrest	 played	 a	 key	 role	 in	 motivating	 the	 city’s	 response	 to
housing	matters.	The	need	 to	 contain	public	 discontent	 and	maintain	public
order	would	be	a	factor,	explicit	or	implicit,	in	all	future	housing	policies.

Reformers	were	very	clear	 that	housing	 regulations	were	 justified	above
all	else	by	the	self-interest	of	elites.	The	AICP	warned	in	1865	about	the

poverty	 and	 wretchedness	 of	 large	 masses	 of	 people	 …	 If	 left	 to
themselves,	there	is	a	moral	certainty	that	they	will	overrun	the	city	as
thieves	 and	 beggars—endanger	 public	 peace	 and	 the	 security	 of
property	 and	 life—tax	 the	 community	 for	 their	 support,	 and	 entail
upon	it	an	inheritance	of	vice	and	pauperism.6

Jacob	Riis,	the	photographer	and	housing	advocate	who	did	much	to	publicize
the	housing	problems	of	the	Lower	East	Side,	connected	the	violence	against
property	 committed	 during	 the	 Draft	 Riots	 to	 tenement	 conditions.7
According	 to	one	historian,	 “The	message	 to	 the	city’s	propertied	class	was
clear:	 ignore	the	housing	needs	of	 the	property-less	at	 the	peril	of	your	own
property.”8	The	reform	movement	also	thought	that	better	housing	conditions
would	“reduce	the	class	and	ethnic	conflict	splitting	the	urban	community	into
enemy	 camps,”	 as	 well	 as	 provide	 a	 route	 to	 the	 Americanization	 of
immigrant	laborers.9

Emerging	from	these	tense	times	and	embodying	the	era’s	contradictions,



the	 Tenement	 House	 Act	 of	 1901	 was	 the	 most	 significant	 chapter	 in	 the
history	of	housing	 regulation	 in	New	York.	 It	 created	 the	widespread	 inner-
court	layout	typical	of	so	many	apartment	buildings	in	the	city	(the	so-called
“new	law”	tenements).	More	so	than	its	predecessors,	the	1901	law	did	rein	in
some	of	the	deadliest	housing	conditions.	But	it	was	aimed	at	preserving	New
York’s	 housing	 hierarchy	 and	 ameliorating	 its	 worst	 harms	 rather	 than
transforming	 it.	 The	 law	 served	 as	 a	 precedent	 for	 a	 wave	 of	 similar
legislation	passed	by	other	states	in	the	following	decades.

The	 adoption	 of	 the	 1901	 law	 was	 substantially	 due	 to	 the	 efforts	 of
Lawrence	Veiller.	A	well-known	campaigner	and	public	official,	Veiller	had
done	much	to	organize	and	professionalize	the	housing	reform	movement.	He
saw	housing	as	a	way	to	ensure	that	immigrants	and	the	working	class	were
integrated	into	the	economic	order:

The	 modern	 city	 is	 the	 most	 important	 factor	 in	 destroying	 a
conservative	point	of	view	on	the	part	of	the	working	people.	Where	a
man	 has	 a	 home	 and	 owns	 it,	 he	 has	 an	 incentive	 to	 work
industriously,	to	be	economical	and	thrifty,	to	take	an	interest	in	public
affairs;	 every	 tendency	makes	 him	 conservative.	 But	where	 a	man’s
home	 is	 three	 or	 four	 rooms	 in	 some	 huge	 building	 in	which	 dwell
from	 twenty	 to	 thirty	 other	 families	 and	 this	 home	 is	 only	 his	 from
month	to	month,	what	incentive	is	there	to	economy?	What	is	there	to
develop	a	sense	of	civic	responsibility	or	patriotism?10

For	 reformers	 like	 Veiller,	 housing	 was	 as	 much	 a	 tool	 for	 bolstering	 the
social	order	as	it	was	a	way	to	soften	the	harshness	of	poverty.	Housing	was
offered	as	 a	part	 of	 the	 solution	 to	 the	general	problem	of	 controlling	 labor
and	instilling	discipline.

Veiller,	Riis,	and	the	other	housing	advocates	of	the	era	were	progressive
reformers	 driven	 by	 a	 combination	 of	 motives.	 It	 is	 clear	 that	 liberals,
idealists,	philanthropists,	 and	others	working	 in	charitable	 fields	contributed
to	the	passage	of	laws	that	prevented	the	most	egregious	housing	conditions.
But	whatever	 their	personal	motivations,	 their	 actions	also	 served	 the	broad
goals	of	New	York’s	elites.

Viewed	 historically,	 tenement	 house	 regulations	 do	 not	 mark	 the
beginning	of	benevolent	governmental	attitudes	towards	those	who	are	poorly
housed.	 They	 were	 animated	 by	 fear	 rather	 than	 by	 benevolence.	 And
reformers	did	whatever	 they	 could	 to	prevent	more	 radical	 responses	 to	 the
housing	question;	indeed,	they	saw	the	prevalence	of	radical	political	views,
especially	 among	 immigrants,	 as	 one	 reason	 why	 housing	 reform	 was
necessary.	Housing	regulation	is	an	example	of	the	state	acting	to	protect	the



existing	 order	 from	 the	 economic	 and	 political	 dangers	 created	 by
industrialization	and	urbanization.	That	these	policies	also	benefited	the	poor
was	neither	a	necessary	nor	a	sufficient	cause	of	their	enactment.

Public	Provision	of	Housing

If	 regulation	 and	 building	 codes	 were	 not	 the	 beginnings	 of	 benevolent
policies	 seeking	 to	 remedy	 residential	 problems,	 then	 neither	 was	 public
housing.	New	York	City	was	a	pioneer	both	in	housing	regulation	and	later	in
municipal	 housing	 provision.	 But	 the	 development	 of	 the	 two	 was	 not
connected,	contrary	 to	what	 the	myth	of	 the	benevolent	 state	might	have	us
believe.	And	as	with	building	regulations,	the	motivations	behind	early	public
housing	programs	had	little	to	do	with	providing	decent	homes	for	the	urban
poor	or	emancipating	 them	from	their	housing	problems.	 Instead,	 the	public
provision	of	housing	was	used	by	the	state	as	a	tool	to	achieve	other	goals.

Lawrence	Veiller	opposed	public	housing	vociferously.	For	Veiller,	public
housing	meant	unfair	competition	with	private	capital,	 and	he	argued	 that	 it
promoted	 the	 growth	 of	 cumbersome	 and	mechanical	 government	 systems.
Almost	all	of	 the	early	US	 reformers	agreed	 that	“it	was	 ‘bad	principle	and
worse	 policy’	 for	 municipalities	 ‘to	 spend	 public	 money	 competing	 with
private	 enterprise	 in	 housing	 the	 masses.’”11	 Some	 housing	 advocates,	 for
example	 the	 prominent	 reformer	 and	 economist	 Edith	 Elmer	 Wood,	 did
indeed	 see	public	housing,	 along	with	 regulation,	 as	 central	 to	 a	 strategy	 to
improve	 the	 housing	 conditions	 of	 the	 poor.	 The	 urbanist	 Catherine	 Bauer
made	 the	 case	 for	 the	 public	 provision	 of	 dwellings	 in	 her	 book	Modern
Housing.12	But	their	positions	were	sidelined.

Before	the	turn	of	the	century,	there	had	been	a	move	towards	the	private
philanthropic	sponsorship	of	housing	and	the	construction	of	model	tenements
on	a	charitable	or	 limited-profit	basis.	But	 this	movement	did	not	galvanize
widespread	 support	 or	 yield	 public	 housing	 legislation	 at	 the	 time.
Government-sponsored	housing	construction	only	began	when	public	housing
overlapped	with	other	goals	of	the	state.

Rather	 than	 arising	 out	 of	 a	 benevolent	 concern	 for	 the	 poor,	 housing
efforts	 were	 closely	 related	 to	 a	 series	 of	 military,	 economic,	 and	 political
objectives.	 Some	 advocates,	 like	 Wood	 and	 Bauer,	 did	 indeed	 continue	 to
fight	 for	 the	 social	 provision	 of	 housing	 throughout	 this	 period.	 But	 the
policies	that	actually	produced	early	public	housing	had	other	sources.	There
were	three	major	phases	in	the	early	history	of	public	housing	in	the	United
States:	 the	World	War	 I	 programs,	 the	 postwar	 veterans’	 programs,	 and	 the
public	 housing	 programs	 that	 followed	 the	Great	Depression.	 Though	 these



policies	have	been	interpreted	as	evidence	of	a	growing	benevolent	state,	they
were	largely	discontinuous	episodes.

The	need	to	support	sensitive	wartime	industries	was	the	true	origin	of	the
earliest	 state-supported	 housing	programs	 in	America.	During	World	War	 I,
the	US	Shipping	Board	Emergency	Fleet	Corporation	was	created	under	 the
Shipping	Act	of	1916.	Two	years	later	it	was	given	the	authority	to	build	or
requisition	 housing	 for	 “employees	 and	 the	 families	 of	 employees	 of
shipyards	in	which	ships	are	being	constructed	for	the	United	States.”	Later,
in	1918,	the	US	Housing	Corporation	was	established	to	help	“such	industrial
workers	as	are	engaged	in	arsenals	and	navy	yards	of	the	United	States	and	in
industries	 connected	 with	 and	 essential	 to	 the	 national	 defense,	 and	 their
families.”13

Wartime	industry	was	centered	in	a	number	of	older	American	cities,	all
of	which	had	 serious	housing	 shortages.	As	part	 of	 the	war	 effort,	 the	 state
lent	 its	 resources	 to	 the	 private	 companies	 involved	 in	 these	 strategic
industries.	Housing	units	were	publicly	owned	when	built,	but	a	provision	of
the	 law	 mandated	 that	 they	 be	 sold	 to	 private	 owners	 soon	 after	 the	 war
ended.	 The	 antecedent	 of	 these	 wartime	 efforts	 lies	 not	 in	 Progressive	 Era
housing	 reform,	 but	 in	 the	 factory	 towns	 of	 the	 late	 nineteenth	 century.
Paternalistic	 industrialists	 like	George	Pullman	were	 the	 actual	 forebears	 of
public	housing	in	the	United	States.

The	 next	 stage	 in	 the	 early	 history	 of	 public	 housing	was	 the	 veterans’
programs	 adopted	 after	 World	War	 I	 by	 several	 American	 states.	 Veterans
returned	after	the	war	to	a	massive	housing	shortage.	Many	faced	poverty	and
homelessness.	 In	 response,	 some	 states	 provided	 subsidized	 loans	 to	 help
them	purchase	private	homes.	The	most	ambitious	of	these	programs	was	that
of	 the	 state	 of	 California,	 which	 provided	 low-interest	 loans	 to	 more	 than
7,000	families	through	the	Veterans’	Farm	and	Home	Purchase	Act	of	1921.14
These	 efforts,	 supported	on	 the	 federal	 level	 by	President	Herbert	Hoover’s
“Own	 Your	 Home”	 campaign,	 were	 mainly	 geared	 towards	 spurring
construction	 and	 displaying	 patriotism	 by	 supporting	 the	 troops.	 Whereas
similar	 programs	 in	 England	 and	 Scotland	 directed	 postwar	 construction
towards	 those	areas	with	 the	most	severe	shortages,	 the	American	programs
lacked	 such	 geographic	 targeting.	With	 no	 regard	 for	 actual	 housing	 need,
state	money	was	funneled	directly	to	the	private	market.

The	passage	of	the	Wagner-Steagall	Housing	Act	of	1937	marks	the	third
and	 final	 stage	 of	 this	 early	 history.	 The	 law	 created	 the	 United	 States
Housing	 Authority	 (USHA)	 and	 facilitated	 large-scale	 public	 housing
construction.	Reformers	played	a	much	bigger	role	than	in	previous	periods;
for	example,	both	Bauer	and	Wood	worked	for	USHA.	But	it	is	clear	that	the



guiding	motivation	 behind	 the	 ramping	 up	 of	 public	 housing	 in	 the	United
States	 was	 to	 stem	 unrest	 among	 the	 swelling	 ranks	 of	 unemployed	 urban
workers	during	the	Great	Depression—a	task	that	was	to	be	accomplished	not
through	 the	 provision	 of	 housing,	 but	 through	 the	 creation	 of	 construction
jobs.	 To	 prevent	 large	 numbers	 of	 affordable	 housing	 units	 flooding	 the
market,	 the	 Housing	 Act	 mandated	 that	 one	 substandard	 dwelling	 be
demolished	 for	 every	 public	 housing	 unit	 created—a	 requirement	 that
remained	 in	 place	 through	 the	 1980s.	 The	 result	 was	 a	 public	 housing
program	 carefully	 crafted	 to	 support,	 rather	 than	 compete	 with,	 private
housing.

Contradictions	of	Urban	Renewal

The	 limits	 of	 the	 liberal	 narrative	 about	 the	 benevolent	 state	 are	 illustrated
most	clearly	by	looking	at	the	various	state	actions	that	came	to	be	known	as
“urban	renewal”	or	“slum	clearance.”	The	consequences	of	slum	clearance	as
practiced	in	the	United	States	after	1949	are	well	known.15	The	program	was
criticized,	correctly,	as	destroying	more	housing	than	it	produced.	It	displaced
the	 poor	 to	 make	 room	 for	 the	 rich,	 and	 used	 public	 funds	 to	 redevelop
valuable	 land	 near	 central	 business	 districts	 for	 the	 benefit	 of	 downtown
merchants,	property	owners,	and	the	business	community.

But	the	standard	critiques	do	not	go	far	enough.	Most	such	criticism	in	the
United	States	refers	to	the	“failures	of	urban	renewal.”16	The	critics	speak	as
if	 the	 ravages	of	 slum	clearance	were	perversions	of	 its	original	benevolent
intent—as	 if	 insufficient	 foresight	 or	 unanticipated	 changes	 in	 patterns	 of
urban	development	had	led	to	these	consequences.	Even	radical	critics	of	the
program	 often	 saw	 it	 as	 being	 diverted	 from	 its	 original	 purpose	 by	 local
business	 cliques	 and	 real	 estate	 interests.	 In	 fact,	 urban	 renewal	 was
decisively	shaped	by	the	agendas	of	the	real	estate	and	finance	industries	from
the	beginning.

The	legislative	basis	for	urban	renewal	was	the	Housing	Act	of	1949.	The
law	 mainly	 accomplished	 two	 things:	 it	 reinstituted	 the	 New	 Deal	 public
housing	program,	which	had	been	dormant	since	World	War	II,	and	provided
financing	for	slum	clearance.17	Title	I,	the	part	of	the	law	that	established	the
urban	 development	 program,	 was	 seen	 by	 its	 proponents	 as	 a	 means	 of
strengthening	 downtown	 and	 eliminating	 the	 sight	 of	 urban	 decay	 nearby.
Supporters	were	not	concerned	with	aiding	those	who	were	poorly	housed	but
with	 tearing	down	areas	 they	considered	 to	be	slums—at	 least	 those	 located
near	major	business	centers.	They	focused	as	much	on	the	redevelopment	of
nonresidential	 areas	 as	 they	did	on	housing.	The	very	groups	who	were	 the



strongest	 opponents	 of	 public	 housing	 in	 the	 United	 States—the	 National
Association	 of	 Real	 Estate	 Boards,	 the	 United	 States	 Savings	 and	 Loan
League	(USSLL),	and,	to	some	extent,	the	Mortgage	Bankers	Association	of
America—still	 supported	 the	 basic	 principle	 of	 urban	 redevelopment.
Testimony	on	behalf	of	USSLL	argued,	“Our	people	have	studied	the	problem
of	slum	clearance	for	some	years	and	agree	that	it	is	an	appropriate	field	for
public	action	and	public	expenditure.	We	have	felt	that	the	procedure	could	be
carried	out	 largely	by	local	governments	and	that,	after	 the	land	so	acquired
was	written	down	to	a	reasonable	use	value,	it	should	be	used	for	its	highest
and	best	use,	public	or	private.”18

Urban	renewal	also	drew	support	from	planners,	architects,	and	urbanists.
One	of	the	major	supporters	of	the	slum	clearance	agenda	was	the	American
Institute	of	Planners	and	especially	its	president,	Alfred	Bettman,	a	nationally
known	 promoter	 of	 zoning.	 Another	 major	 supporter	 was	 the	 Urban	 Land
Institute,	 a	 planning	 research	 organization	 sponsored	 by	 developers.	 Both
organizations	 specifically	 opposed	 statutory	 requirements	 stating	 that	 urban
renewal	 only	 be	 used	 to	 redevelop	 residential	 land	 and	 then	 reused	 after
clearance	only	for	housing	purposes.	They	slowly	succeeded:	first	10	percent,
then	 20	 percent	 of	 projects	 were	 exempted	 from	 the	 original	 mandate	 that
redeveloped	land	be	reserved	for	housing.	The	requirement,	in	any	event,	only
stipulated	 that	 post-renewal	 uses	 be	 “predominantly”	 residential—a
formulation	that	 the	 imaginative	drawing	of	project	boundaries	could	render
ineffectual.	 As	 one	 legal	 commentator	 lamented,	 a	 major	 reason	 for	 this
mission	creep,	which	flew	in	the	face	of	the	benevolent	rhetoric	of	the	1949
law,	was

the	 position	 of	 business	 interests	 which	 normally	 tend	 to	 support
restrictions	 on	 federal	 expenditures,	 but	 are	 increasingly	 in	 favor	 of
reconstructing	blighted	businesses	and	industrial	properties.	Foremost
among	 these	 are	 department	 store	 owners	 and	 mortgage	 and	 other
lenders	 concerned	 about	 large	 outstanding	 investments	 in	 downtown
retail	 properties,	 now	 suffering	 competition	 from	 suburban	 shopping
centers.19

As	slum	clearance	rolled	out	in	cities	across	the	country,	its	list	of	supporters
grew.	 The	 program	 was	 eventually	 promoted	 by	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 business
interests:	 major	 commercial	 banks,	 legal	 and	 accounting	 firms,	 the
headquarters	of	national	and	international	corporations,	and	other	outfits	with
an	interest	in	downtown	locations.

Even	while	urban	renewal	had	the	solid	support	of	business	and	political
leaders,	 it	 was	 uprooting	 entire	 working-class	 neighborhoods	 and
communities	of	color.	Across	the	United	States	from	the	1950s	until	1980,	an



estimated	one	million	households	were	displaced.20	Eventually	the	organized
resistance	of	those	who	were	removed	was	so	powerful	it	could	no	longer	be
ignored.	Either	the	process	would	grind	to	a	halt	altogether,	or	the	protesters
would	 have	 to	 be	 accommodated.	 Residents	 won	 increases	 in	 relocation
benefits,	 improvements	 in	 administration,	 and	 obligations	 to	 construct
replacement	housing	for	the	displaced.	These	changes	were	not	the	result	of	a
reawakened	commitment	to	fighting	residential	injustice;	rather,	they	showed
what	effective	protest	could	accomplish.

If	mid-century	 housing	 policies	were	 actually	 evolving	 to	meet	 housing
need,	one	would	expect	to	find	the	numbers	of	new	construction	starts	to	be
increasing	 as	 housing	 need	 increased	 and	 declining	 as	 need	 declined.	 But
while	the	housing	shortage	was	at	its	most	dire,	steadily	growing	from	1930
through	 about	 1949,	 public	 housing	 production	 was	 at	 a	 low	 point.	 New
housing	units	saw	their	greatest	growth	during	 the	1950s,	when	 the	housing
shortage	was	 declining	 overall.21	 Housing	 need	 and	 the	 production	 of	 new
units	through	urban	renewal	did	not	correlate.

Not	only	did	urban	renewal	consistently	fail	to	address	the	housing	crisis;
in	 many	 ways,	 slum	 clearance	 made	 the	 housing	 crisis	 worse.	 Mortgage
insurance	and	public	expenditures	on	highways	and	other	infrastructure	added
up	to	a	massive	public	subsidy	for	postwar	suburbanization.	Far	from	aiding
the	poor,	this	effort	undermined	urban	neighborhoods.	Downtown	jobs	began
disappearing,	harming	municipal	budgets.	Public	services	were	reduced.	The
consequences	 of	 racial	 segregation	 and	 inequality	 were	 amplified.	 Public
housing,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 only	 housing	 program	 directly	 providing
shelter	 for	 the	 poor,	 was	 hobbled	 from	 the	 beginning.	 The	 activists	 and
advocates	 who	 were	 pushing	 for	 ways	 out	 of	 public	 housing’s	 “dreary
deadlock”	were	ignored.22

Public	Policy	and	Private	Profit

The	housing	programs	that	were	enacted	in	the	wake	of	urban	renewal	aided
private	developers	in	an	even	more	direct	way.	Urban	renewal	facilitated	real
estate	capital’s	goals,	but	it	also	included	a	strong	role	for	the	state	as	planner
and	 coordinator.	 After	 urban	 renewal,	 the	 state	 largely	 restricted	 itself	 to
providing	 funds	 for	 projects	 controlled	 by	 private	 firms.	 The	 process	 by
which	housing	policy	was	privatized	exemplifies	what	Manuel	Castells	calls
“the	 constant	 tendency	 …	 to	 make	 the	 sectors	 of	 public	 subsidization
profitable	in	order	to	bring	them	into	line	with	the	criteria	of	private	capital	so
as	 to	be	able	 to	 transfer	 them	gradually	over	 to	 it.”23	 In	other	words,	public
support	for	housing	construction	for	families	below	the	level	of	economically



effective	demand	was	conditioned	upon	finding	a	way	to	make	it	serve	private
profit.

The	first	step	away	from	state	control	over	urban	renewal	was	the	turnkey
construction	 process,	 which	 permitted	 private	 builders	 to	 do	 all	 of	 the
construction	 on	 their	 own	 land	 and	 then	 sell	 the	 completed	 development	 to
public	authorities.	Developers	were	able	to	profit	both	from	the	construction
work	and	from	the	increase	in	land	prices.	The	second	step	was	the	perfection
of	the	limited-dividend	tax-benefit	approach,	which	permitted	private	interests
not	 only	 to	 build	 privately	 on	 public	 land	 but	 also	 to	 continue	 to	 own	 and
manage	the	publicly	subsidized	housing	that	they	built.	In	exchange	for	some
limits	on	profit,	real	estate	companies	enjoyed	significant	tax	benefits.

The	next	step	was	the	Section	8	voucher	program	established	through	the
Housing	Act	of	1974.	Section	8	permits	private	 interests	 to	build,	own,	and
manage	 housing	 intended	 for	 the	 poor,	with	 no	 limits	 on	 profit	whatsoever
beyond	those	nominally	imposed	by	a	requirement	that	rents	be	based	on	an
administratively	determined	level.	The	state	supports	rent	payments	to	private
owners	 through	 subsidies	 based	 on	 the	 occupants’	 income.	With	 vouchers,
private	 actors	 have	 fully	 retaken	 the	 task	 of	 low-income	 housing	 provision
from	the	state.	Indeed,	vouchers	are	a	way	to	expand	the	reach	of	the	housing
market	 by	 subsidizing	 tenants	 who	 would	 otherwise	 not	 be	 able	 to	 afford
market-rate	rents.	The	clear	beneficiary	is	the	private	landlord.

The	 low-income	 housing	 policies	 created	 in	 the	 1980s	 continued	 the
pattern.	The	Low-Income	Housing	Tax	Credit	(LIHTC),	 introduced	in	1986,
allocates	 tax	 credits	 to	 private	 developers.24	 The	 credits	 are	 then	 typically
resold	 to	 investors.	While	 the	 budget	 for	 public	 housing	was	 disappearing,
funding	 for	 LIHTC	 steadily	 increased.	 The	 tax	 credit	 provides	 numerous
advantages	for	its	corporate	beneficiaries.	Under	LIHTC,	“corporate	investors
earn	substantial	profits	…	typically	a	15	percent	return	on	equity	and	they,	in
turn,	become	part	of	a	powerful	lobbying	group.”25	After	fifteen	years,	most
dwellings	created	using	the	LIHTC	are	able	to	revert	to	market	rents.

Using	tax	subsidies	to	fund	low-income	housing	is	politically	convenient
for	the	government.	Because	it	is	implemented	using	the	tax	code	rather	than
through	the	budget	of	a	federal	agency,	a	 tax	credit’s	costs	do	not	appear	as
such	on	government	 ledgers.	But	 it	 surrenders	 a	 fundamental	 social	welfare
issue	to	control	by	private	interests.

Today,	 the	 keyword	 is	 “affordable	 housing.”	 The	 exemplar	 of	 this
approach	 is	 a	 program	 called	 inclusionary	 zoning.	 It	 was	 central	 to	 the
housing	policy	of	New	York’s	former	mayor	Michael	Bloomberg,	and	forms
the	 core	 of	 the	 housing	 plan	 adopted	 by	 Bloomberg’s	 successor,	 Bill	 de



Blasio.	 The	 strategy	 takes	 different	 forms,	 but	 the	 basic	 idea	 is	 that	 in
exchange	 for	 the	 right	 to	 build	 more	 market-rate	 housing	 than	 would	 be
allowed	under	existing	zoning	law,	private	developers	agree	to	construct	some
number	 of	 nominally	 “affordable”	 units	 as	 well.	 The	 non-market-rate
dwellings	 provided	 through	 these	 programs	 are	 sited	 and	 designed	 by	 real
estate	 developers	 with	 minimal	 regulation.	 Under	 some	 version	 of	 the
programs,	 they	may	 be	 located	 off-site,	 some	miles	 away.	And	 under	most
versions	of	 inclusionary	zoning,	non-market-rate	units	may	 revert	 to	market
rate	after	a	specified	period.

Inclusionary	 zoning’s	 supporters	 justify	 it	 as	 a	 benevolent	 program	 to
provide	housing	for	those	who	cannot	afford	it.	It	 is	thought	that	connecting
market-rate	development	with	subsidized	units	is	a	way	to	maintain	economic
diversity	in	housing.	The	program’s	very	name	suggests	that	it	is	the	opposite
of	 “exclusionary	 zoning,”	 which	 uses	 land-use	 regulations	 to	 enforce
segregation.

Some	 inclusionary	housing	strategies	are	better	crafted	 than	others.	And
there	may	be	reasons	to	support	such	policies	in	some	instances.26	But	seen	in
historical	context,	inclusionary	zoning	appears,	like	many	programs	before	it,
to	meet	the	needs	of	real	estate	more	than	the	housing	needs	of	residents.

In	 New	 York,	 the	 most	 obvious	 issue	 with	 this	 kind	 of	 program	 is
affordability.	Definitions	of	income	eligibility	for	these	programs	are	based	on
percentages	 of	 a	measurement	 called	 “area	median	 income.”	 This	 figure	 is
calculated	 for	 an	 entire	 metropolitan	 region,	 throwing	 detached	 suburban
single-family	homes	into	the	average	along	with	less	expensive	mass	housing.
For	 eligibility	 purposes,	 the	 area	median	 income	 for	New	York	 is	 currently
$86,300	 for	 a	 family	 of	 four.	 But	 according	 to	 the	US	Census	 Bureau,	 the
actual	 average	annual	 income	 for	households	 in	New	York	City	 is	$52,737;
that	figure	for	the	Bronx	is	less	than	$35,000.	The	result	is	that	many	units	of
“affordable”	housing	are	not	affordable	for	large	numbers	of	working-class	or
poor	people.

When	 so-called	 affordable	 housing	 programs	 are	 producing	 apartments
that	are	priced	at	levels	virtually	identical	to	what	developers	would	demand
without	the	affordability	requirement,	it	 is	clear	that	the	term	“affordable”	is
not	 descriptive	 so	 much	 as	 ideological.	 Rather	 than	 an	 actual	 attempt	 to
address	 residential	 problems,	 affordable	 housing	 policies	 in	 cities	 like	New
York	 today	 are	 tools	 to	 legitimize	 state	 support	 for	 luxury	 development.
Promoters	of	inclusionary	zoning	and	other	affordable	housing	programs	cast
them	as	pragmatic	solutions	to	the	housing	crisis.	But	in	practice,	despite	the
best	 intentions	 of	 some	 of	 its	 advocates,	 affordable	 housing	 is	 more	 of	 a
strategy	of	the	real	estate	machine	than	a	relief	from	it.



With	 affordable	 housing,	 as	 with	 nearly	 all	 privatized	 lower-income
housing	plans,	 there	is	virtually	no	connection	between	the	housing	on	offer
and	 the	 actual	 residential	 needs	 of	 working-class	 households.	 The	 below-
market	apartments	are	provided	by	 the	private	market	where	and	when	 it	 is
profitable	 for	 it	 to	do	so.	And	 they	are	distributed	based	on	waiting	 lists	or,
more	often,	lotteries.	In	2014,	there	were	2,500	below-market	apartments	on
offer	 via	 lotteries	 in	 New	 York—and	 1.5	 million	 applications	 for	 them.27
Acquiring	 such	 a	 unit	 is	 in	 essence	 a	matter	 of	 luck.	 There	 is	 no	 sense	 in
which	affordable	housing	 is	 in	 touch	with	 the	 ideal	of	housing	as	a	 right	of
social	citizenship.

New	 York’s	 housing	 movements	 have	 recognized	 the	 contradictions	 of
affordable	 housing,	 and	 many	 have	 organized	 protests	 against	 the	 strategy.
Numerous	 activist	 groups	 and	 coalitions	 have	 mobilized	 in	 opposition	 to
rezoning	plans	based	 around	 the	 inclusionary	principle.	Activists	 have	been
particularly	 concerned	 to	 highlight	 how	affordable	 housing	 is	 being	used	 to
facilitate	 gentrification.	 Protests	 against	 inclusionary	 housing	 in	 places	 like
East	Harlem	or	Greenpoint	have	sought	to	disrupt	what	one	geographer	calls
the	“general	consensus	in	which	real	estate–led	development	is	regarded	not
as	a	cause	of	gentrification	but	as	its	solution.”28

Housing	 policy	 has	 consistently	 been	 designed	 to	 meet	 the	 economic
needs	of	 the	real	estate	 industry	and	the	political	needs	of	 those	running	 the
state.	 It	 is	 a	 matter	 of	 historical	 fact	 that	 housing	 programs	 in	 the	 United
States	 have	 almost	 never	 been	 designed	 around	 actually	 addressing	 the
housing	crisis.	A	responsive	state,	much	less	a	benevolent	one,	has	only	been
a	footnote	in	the	history	of	American	housing	policy.

The	Myth	of	the	Meddling	State

The	story	of	a	benevolent	state	doing	its	best	to	solve	housing	problems	was
used	 to	 justify	more	 than	 a	 century	of	market-friendly	 liberalism.	But	 since
the	1980s,	there	has	been	a	competing,	conservative	narrative	about	housing
policy:	the	myth	of	the	meddling	state.	It	is	in	many	ways	the	mirror	image	of
the	tale	of	the	benevolent	state.	And	it	is	just	as	inaccurate.

For	believers	 in	 the	meddling	state,	housing	policy	is	an	unbroken	chain
of	failure.	From	this	perspective,	a	fully	private,	minimally	regulated	market
will	 produce	 the	 best	 of	 all	 possible	 housing	 outcomes.	Market	 interaction
reveals	both	the	cost	of	supply	and	the	levels	of	effective	demand.	Where	the
supply	 and	 demand	 curves	 intersect	 is	 the	 optimal	 level	 of	 production.	 If
supply	 does	 not	 respond	 adequately,	 the	 problem	 lies	 with	 government
regulation	 that	 hinders	 its	 free	 operations.	 To	 achieve	 this	 optimal	 housing



situation,	 the	 removal,	 not	 the	 improvement,	 of	 regulation	 is	 required.	 The
state	is	unneeded	and	counterproductive.	The	conclusion:	get	the	government
out	of	housing.

The	implications	of	the	myth	of	the	meddling	state	for	government	policy
are	clear:	on	the	demand	side,	if	all	else	fails,	transfer	payments	in	the	form	of
vouchers,	 or,	 preferably,	 massive	 amounts	 of	 debt;	 on	 the	 supply	 side,
freedom	from	government	regulation.	The	latter,	in	fact,	should	take	priority
over	the	former:	in	this	view,	demand	will	ultimately	take	care	of	itself.	Those
who	really	want	to	work	can	get	jobs,	and	if	they	do	not	want	to	work,	they	do
not	want	 to	make	 the	 trade-off	necessary	 to	get	decent	housing,	 so	 they	are
not	morally	entitled	to	it.

The	 idea	 of	 a	meddling	 state	 ignores	 two	major	 facts.	 The	 first	 is	 quite
simple:	 all	 of	 the	 federal	 money	 spent	 on	 public	 housing	 and	 other	 direct
subsidies	 for	working-class	and	poor	households	pales	 in	comparison	 to	 the
money	 spent	 subsidizing	 wealthy	 and	 middle-class	 homeowners.	 Tax
expenditures	 constitute	over	 three-fourths	of	 the	government’s	 total	housing
subsidies,	 including	 tax	 deductions	 for	 mortgage	 payments,	 deductions	 on
property	tax	payments,	and	deferral	of	capital	gains	taxes	on	real	estate	sales.
The	 vast	 majority	 of	 these	 credits	 are	 claimed	 by	 taxpayers	 in	 the	 highest
income	bracket.29	If	the	state	has	been	“interfering”	with	housing,	it	has	been
doing	 so	 by	 substantially	 lowering	 the	 costs	 of	 homeownership	 for	 people
who	can	already	afford	it.	The	idea	that	what	the	state	has	done,	it	has	done	in
the	interests	of	the	poor	is	standing	history	on	its	head.

Second,	 and	 more	 importantly,	 the	 picture	 of	 government	 interference
implies	a	 false	account	of	 the	 relationship	between	housing	and	 the	state.	 It
posits	the	state	as	an	alien	intruder	into	an	autonomous	housing	market.	The
market	is	imagined	as	a	rational	sphere	that	operates	more	efficiently	the	less
the	state	intervenes,	and	which	would	operate	perfectly	if	the	state	left	it	alone
entirely.

In	 fact,	housing	has	always	been	dependent	upon,	and	 integrally	 tied	 to,
state	 action.	 The	 government	 is	 involved	 in	 making	 housing	 possible	 in
multiple	 ways.	 The	 state	 plans	 and	 builds	 the	 streets	 on	 which	 homes	 are
located.	 It	 certifies	 the	 materials	 and	 techniques	 out	 of	 which	 houses	 are
constructed.	It	regulates,	or	directly	supplies,	the	infrastructure	for	electricity,
water,	 sewage,	 and	 transportation	 upon	which	 housing	 depends.	 It	 provides
the	means	 to	 enforce	 contracts	 and	 define	 the	 legal	 relationships	 that	make
possible	the	buying,	selling,	producing,	and	leasing	of	housing.	It	enforces	the
legal	 sanctity	 of	 the	 home	 from	 intrusion	 and	 violation.	 It	 constructs	 and
protects	 the	 property	 rights	 that	 make	 landlordism	 and	 tenancy	 possible.	 It
influences	the	extent	to	which	capital	is	used	for	housing	or	diverted	from	it.



Government	does	not	intervene	in	an	autonomous	private	housing	market.
The	state	can	more	accurately	be	said	to	privilege	some	groups	or	classes	over
others.	 It	 can	 take	 a	 stronger	 or	 weaker	 position	 regarding	 particular
residential	issues.	But	it	does	not	intervene	in	an	essentially	separate	sphere.
In	 a	 sense,	 all	 housing	 is	 public	 housing,	 in	 that	 all	 housing	 is	 shaped	 by
public	action	and	depends	upon	public	authority—and	indeed,	many	housing
units	have	received	tax	benefits	or	some	other	form	of	direct	or	indirect	public
subsidy	 as	 well.30	 None	 of	 this	 is	 to	 suggest	 that	 the	 state	 has	 unlimited
legitimacy	 within	 the	 sphere	 of	 housing,	 or	 that	 state	 action	 cannot	 be
criticized.	Of	 course	 it	 can,	 and	 should.	But	 calls	 for	 the	 state	 to	get	 out	of
housing	markets	are	incoherent.	The	housing	system	is	inextricably	tied	to	the
state,	 law,	 and	 public	 authority.	 The	 question	will	 always	 be	 how	 the	 state
should	act	towards	housing,	not	whether	it	should	do	so.

In	 fact,	by	pretending	 that	 the	state	 is	a	 foreign	agent	 trespassing	on	 the
sovereign	 market,	 the	 narrative	 of	 the	 meddling	 state	 prevents	 the
development	of	a	more	critical	view	of	what	the	government	actually	does	in
the	 housing	 system.	 If	 the	 state	 is	 always	 an	 intruder,	 differences	 between
policy	 alternatives	 become	 hard	 to	 decipher.	 And	 the	 role	 of	 the	 state	 in
establishing	and	protecting	the	residential	status	quo	becomes	concealed.

The	political	and	economic	purposes	of	the	myth	of	the	meddling	state	are
clear,	 and	 blatant:	 to	 justify	 the	 reduction	 of	 expenditures	 for	 social	 and
redistributive	 programs;	 to	 make	 it	 easier	 to	 kill	 any	 statute	 limiting	 the
freedom	of	the	private	sector	to	make	a	profit;	and	to	close	the	already	small
space	for	the	creation	of	an	alternative,	decommodified	housing	sector.	From
a	point	of	view	that	examines	how	states	and	housing	actually	work,	it	is	hard
to	 take	 the	meddling	 state	 story	 seriously.	 From	 a	 practical,	 political	 view,
however,	 it	 has	 proven	 very	 useful	 to	 its	 beneficiaries.	 Getting	 rid	 of	 the
meddling	state	does	not	mean	“getting	government	out	of	housing.”	It	means
using	government	to	reproduce	residential	inequalities.

Housing	Politics	without	Myths

The	state	 is	not	a	neutral	organization.	Nor	 is	 it	 a	 fully	united	and	coherent
one.	 Understanding	 the	 role	 of	 the	 government	 in	 housing	 requires	 a	 clear
view	of	 the	 conflicts	 and	 struggles	 in	which	 states	 are	 actually	 involved.	 In
the	United	States,	state	power	has	consistently	been	used	 to	 reinforce	rather
than	 dismantle	 social	 hierarchy.	 But	 in	 different	 hands	 and	 under	 different
circumstances,	the	state	could	be	a	vehicle	for	real	housing	alternatives.	Both
of	the	myths	we	have	discussed	obscure	this	point.

It	must	be	stressed	that	in	misunderstanding	government	policy,	a	view	of



housing	politics	that	relies	upon	either	of	these	myths	also	misunderstands	the
market.	 The	 liberal	 narrative	 recognizes	 that	 markets	 in	 housing	 can
contribute	to	housing	problems,	but	it	fails	to	grasp	just	how	often	programs
nominally	 designed	 to	 alleviate	 residential	 suffering	 do	 in	 fact	 function	 to
enrich	private	developers.	In	contrast,	the	conservative	myth	of	the	meddling
state	simply	ignores	the	consequences	of	the	commodification	of	housing	and
sees	market	provision	as	automatically	preferable	to	public	action	regardless
of	its	consequences.	Fundamentally,	both	of	these	positions	fail	to	see	markets
clearly.

The	debate	must	move	beyond	the	shallow	idea	that	the	housing	question
comes	 down	 to	 determining	 the	 right	 balance	 between	 state	 and	 market.
Seeing	the	issue	in	these	simple	terms	does	not	work.	State	action	can	be	used
to	 democratize	 and	 redistribute	 housing,	 or	 it	 can	 function	 to	 preserve
inequality	and	support	private	profitmaking.	Rather	 than	relying	upon	either
the	myth	of	the	benevolent	state	or	that	of	the	meddling	state,	we	need	to	see
who	actually	sets	government	policy	and	whose	interests	are	really	served	by
it.



5

Housing	Movements	of	New	York

On	the	night	of	June	29,	2015,	hundreds	of	 tenants	and	activists	gathered	at
Cooper	 Union’s	 Great	 Hall	 near	 Astor	 Place	 in	 Manhattan.	 They	 were
assembled	 to	witness	 a	vote	by	 the	Rent	Guidelines	Board,	which	 regulates
the	rents	of	New	York’s	more	than	one	million	rent-stabilized	leases.	Since	it
was	 founded	 in	1969,	 the	board	had	voted	 to	 increase	 rents	 every	year.	But
this	 year	 was	 different.	 Skyrocketing	 rents,	 sympathetic	 press	 coverage,	 a
well-organized	campaign	involving	dozens	of	groups	throughout	the	city,	and
a	new	and	supportive	mayor	meant	that	the	voice	of	tenants	was	louder	than	it
had	been	in	years.

The	 board	 voted	 not	 to	 permit	 rent	 raises	 on	 one-year	 leases.	 Tenants
rejoiced.	Landlords	were	outraged	and	called	the	move	“unconscionable.”1	In
fact,	 New	 York’s	 landlords	 were	 as	 powerful	 as	 ever.2	 But	 the	 2015	 rent
freeze	showed	that	in	a	city	ruled	by	real	estate,	tenant	power	was	alive	and
kicking.

Who	decides	what	housing	is	to	be	provided,	at	what	price,	for	whom	and
where?	The	 two	most	powerful	actors,	 the	 real	estate	 industry	and	 the	state,
have	never	had	absolute	control	over	the	housing	system.	They	have	always
had	to	contend,	one	way	or	another,	with	the	power	of	housing’s	inhabitants,
particularly	when	they	take	the	form	of	organized	housing	movements.

Housing	 movements	 are	 popular	 struggles	 by	 those	 for	 whom	 housing
means	 home,	 not	 real	 estate.3	 They	mobilize	 on	 behalf,	 in	 the	 phrase	 from
Henri	 Lefebvre,	 of	 “all	 those	 who	 inhabit.”4	 In	 theory	 this	 could	 include
everyone.	 But	 in	 practice,	 inhabitants	 have	 multiple	 identities:	 as	 workers,
professionals,	 renters,	 owner-occupiers,	 migrants,	 members	 of	 particular
racial	or	ethnic	communities,	etc.	As	a	consequence,	movements	focused	on
housing	 can	 take	 a	 near-infinite	 number	 of	 forms.	Throughout	 their	history,
they	exhibit	enormous	variety	in	terms	of	tactics,	strategies,	goals,	alliances,
political	calculations,	compromises,	and	ideologies.

Despite	these	differences,	however,	all	forms	of	housing	activism	share	a



common	purpose:	the	defense	of	the	home	and	the	personal	lifeworld	against
economic	 pressures.	 Housing	 movements	 fight	 for	 use	 values	 against
exchange	 values;	 for	 residential	 interests	 against	 the	 interests	 of	 landlords,
banks,	 developers,	 and	 investors;	 for	 housing	 as	 home	 against	 the	 other
economic	and	political	ends	for	which	housing	has	been	appropriated.

What	are	the	typical	goals	of	housing	movements?	How	have	these	goals
been	pursued?	What	power	do	the	users	of	dwelling	space	really	have?	These
questions	 are	 important	 for	 both	 theory	 and	 practice.	 No	 account	 of	 the
housing	system	is	complete	without	an	understanding	of	the	collective	power
of	 inhabitants.	 Activists	 never	 win	 everything	 that	 they	 demand.	 But	 state
actions	 towards	 housing	 have	 indeed	 been	 influenced	 by	 their	 actions,	 and
sometimes	even	by	the	mere	threat	of	their	organizing.

Housing	Movements	and	the	City

New	York	 does	 not	 typify	 all	 cities.	But	 the	 history	 of	 housing	movements
there	 shows	 a	 number	 of	 typical	 characteristics.	 In	 New	York,	 as	 in	 many
other	 cities,	 housing	movements	 have	 come	 in	waves.	 They	 rise,	 crest,	 and
disperse.	But	they	are	never	stamped	out.	Many	social	movements	follow	this
cyclical	pattern,	but	it	is	particularly	strong	in	the	case	of	housing	movements.
Housing	 struggles	 aimed	 at	 systemic	 change	 are	 inherently	 long-term.	 But
individual	 households	 most	 often	 mobilize	 in	 response	 to	 immediate
emergencies	 like	 evictions,	 rent	 increases,	 or	 environmental	 catastrophe.	 A
household	 fights	 eviction,	 wins	 a	 long-term	 lease,	 and	 loses	 much	 of	 its
incentive	 to	 keep	 fighting	 on	 less	 pressing	 issues.	 This	 is	 a	 problem	 for
housing	movements,	even	as	it	also	fuels	them.

Housing	 organizations	 tend	 to	 morph	 and	 recombine.	 There	 have	 long
been	 attempts	 to	 organize	 permanent	 coalitions,	 but	 none	 have	 proven
durable.	Housing	groups	form	and	re-form	coalitions	with	each	other	and	with
activists	 working	 on	 other	 causes,	 such	 as	 antiracism,	 welfare	 rights,
consumer	rights,	 immigrant	rights,	public	health,	 feminist,	and	LGBT	issues
as	particular	social	questions	become	prominent	and	as	different	groups	move
through	the	housing	system.

One	 source	 of	 churn	 within	 movements	 is	 the	 complexity	 of	 structural
positions	 within	 the	 housing	 system.	 Tenants	 have	 clashed	 with	 landlords,
homeowners	have	struggled	with	banks,	developers	have	fought	with	public
housing	 residents,	 construction	 workers	 have	 mobilized	 against	 property
owners,	 and	 speculators	 have	 created	 problems	 for	 tenants	 and	 nonprofit
housing	 groups.	 These	 conflicts	 are	 mostly	 local	 and	 intermittent,	 but	 are
sometimes	 reflected	 at	 higher	 levels,	 as	 in	 fights	 over	 state	 or	 national



legislation.

Housing	 movements	 have	 consistently	 faced	 questions	 about	 whom	 to
target.	Focus	has	shifted	from	direct	confrontation	between	private	forces	 in
the	 housing	 field—mainly	 tenants	 versus	 landlords—to	 pressures	 for	 state
action,	and	shifted	back	again.	The	focus	has	varied	from	period	to	period	and
movement	to	movement.	At	high	points	in	mobilization	cycles,	the	two	have
tended	to	merge.

Movements	 have	 also	 been	 divided	 over	 what	 to	 demand.	 They	 have
always	fought	against	displacement	and	oppression,	and	for	accessibility	and
security.	 But	 they	 have	 operationalized	 these	 ambitions	 in	 different	 ways
depending	upon	political	circumstances.

Activists	 have	 had	 an	 ambivalent	 and	 shifting	 relationship	 with	 other
political	 actors	 involved	 in	 the	housing	question.	Residential	 struggles	have
been	 both	 supported	 and	 constrained	 by	 the	 work	 of	 philanthropists,
intellectuals,	professionals,	social	workers,	and	health	advocates,	and	by	those
active	in	“good-government”	efforts	for	whom	housing	reform	was	linked	to
broader	 concerns	 like	 public	 health	 and	 social	 order.	 Professional	 social
reformers,	especially,	have	long	been	strong	allies	for	housing	activists.	They
have	provided	crucial	links	to	powerful	institutions	and	elite	decision-makers.
But	 they	 have	 also	 sought	 to	 change	 movement	 goals	 and	 the	 manner	 in
which	they	are	pursued.

Residential	 protest	 has	 also	 been	 marked	 by	 questions	 surrounding	 the
place	of	ownership	in	the	housing	system.	The	pursuit	of	homeownership	as	a
means	of	solving	housing	problems	on	an	individual	basis,	supported	by	long-
standing	and	widely	shared	ideological	positions,	often	resulted	in	organized
action,	sometimes	supporting	but	often	weakening	more	collectively	oriented
efforts	at	housing	change.	Owner-occupiers	are	inhabitants	too,	but	they	have
a	 financial	 and	 political	 stake	 in	 the	 housing	 system	 that	 itself	 varies
historically.	 In	 general,	 the	 quest	 for	 homeownership	 has	 been	 a	 factor
limiting	 the	 potential	 of	 housing	 as	 an	 organizing	 issue	 and	 dividing	 those
with	a	stake	 in	 its	 resolution.	This	connection	 is	 found	across	 the	world	but
has	 been	 more	 pronounced	 in	 the	 United	 States	 than	 in	 almost	 any	 other
country.

Housing	 movements	 in	 New	 York	 have	 often	 been	 led	 by	 women.	 As
movements	 that	 politicize	 social	 reproduction	 and	 consumption,	 it	 is	 only
logical	that	they	have	drawn	strength	from	those	relegated	to	laboring	in	those
spheres.	 Women	 have	 provided	 tenant’s	 groups	 with	 organizational	 and
ideological	leadership	as	well	as	rank-and-file	strength.	This	is	a	characteristic
shared	with	housing	movements	across	the	world.



Housing	 politics	 also	 tend	 to	 overlap	 with	 racial	 and	 ethnic	 politics.
Communities	of	color,	ethnic	associations,	civil	rights	organizations,	antiracist
activists,	 and	 others	 fighting	 for	 racial	 and	 ethnic	 justice	 have	 targeted
residential	discrimination	and	 inequality.	The	overlap	of	housing	with	 racial
and	ethnic	constituencies	makes	it	difficult	to	distinguish	between	movements
to	democratize	housing	and	movements	for	racial	equality.	For	marginalized
groups,	 the	 demand	 for	 adequate	 housing	 has	 been	 part	 of	 the	 fundamental
demand	 for	 dignity.	 This	 is	 also	 a	 characteristic	 shared	 with	 housing
movements	across	the	world.

Can	 one,	 then,	 speak	 with	 historical	 accuracy	 of	 a	 singular,	 distinct
housing	 movement	 in	 New	 York,	 in	 which	 a	 coherent	 set	 of	 actors
consistently	 pursued	 a	 common	 goal?	 No.	 Housing	 activism	 in	 New	 York
City	has	been	discontinuous	and	diverse.	But	it	has	never	disappeared.

Pre-history	of	New	York	Housing	Movements

Struggles	over	housing	evolved	from	struggles	over	land.	Until	the	nineteenth
century,	the	housing	question	in	New	York	was	still	essentially	a	question	of
production,	related	to	rents	paid	as	a	share	of	crop	yields	rather	than	rents	for
the	right	to	occupy	housing.	The	two	were	not	separately	treated	in	law	or	in
practice.	Anti-eviction	 tactics	 of	 tenants	 necessarily	 protested	 eviction	 from
homes	 as	 well	 as	 evictions	 from	 livelihoods.	 But	 the	 security	 of	 workers,
rather	 than	of	residents,	 lay	at	 the	heart	of	 the	conflict.	Housing	movements
were	thus	prototypically	rural	movements.

Opposition	 to	 renter	 status	 occasionally	 surfaced	 as	 a	 demand	 in	 urban
labor	 struggles.	 In	 the	 1820s,	 Thomas	 Skidmore,	 a	 New	 York	 City	 labor
leader,	advocated	the	abolition	of	rent	and	a	universal	right	to	landownership.
But	he	seems	to	have	been	a	lone	voice,	and	was	ousted	from	his	position	in
the	labor	movement	in	part	because	of	the	radicalism	of	his	ideas	on	property
ownership.	 He	 stands	 in	 the	 tradition	 that	 includes	 the	 National	 Reform
Association,	 organized	 in	 1844,	 and	 later	 the	 political	 economist	 Henry
George,	 who	 ran	 unsuccessfully	 for	 mayor	 of	 New	 York	 in	 1886.	 Both
Skidmore	 and	 George	 saw	 the	 land	 question	 as	 a	 mechanism	 to	 redress
economic	 justice	 in	general,	 rather	 than	as	a	housing	 issue	per	se.	And	 they
saw	changed	conditions	of	ownership	as	the	solution	to	social	inequality.5

In	the	first	half	of	the	nineteenth	century,	housing	was	becoming	a	critical
issue.	In	the	aftermath	of	the	economic	crisis	of	1837,	unemployment	spiked,
poorhouses	were	 filled,	and	eviction	was	an	 imminent	 threat	 to	hundreds	of
thousands	of	people.	Rent,	 food,	and	other	necessities	became	unaffordable.
Attacks	on	landlords	for	rent	gouging	and	exploitation	were	frequent.	Posters



in	support	of	a	demonstration	in	February	1837	declared,	“BREAD,	MEAT,	RENT,
FUEL!	THEIR	PRICES	MUST	COME	DOWN!	The	voice	of	people	shall	be	heard,	and
will	prevail!”6	Rent	was	no	longer	part	of	agrarian	production.	Now	it	was	an
urban	 issue.	And	 landownership	offered	a	 target	 around	which	a	number	of
different	 interests	 could	 converge:	 labor	 organizations,	 tenants,	 populist
political	leaders,	and	economic	reformers.

The	popular	politics	of	housing	in	the	early	United	States	found	its	most
militant	 expression	 in	 the	 anti-rent	 movements	 of	 the	 first	 half	 of	 the
nineteenth	 century.	New	York	 State’s	Anti-Rent	Movement	 lasted	 for	 some
twenty	years,	from	1839	to	1859,	and	involved	300,000	tenants	and	2,000,000
acres	of	 land.7	Tenant	 farmers	on	 large	 landed	estates	 in	 the	Hudson	Valley
demanded	 the	 ownership	 of	 the	 land	 they	 occupied.	 They	 formed	 armed
bands	 to	 resist	 evictions	 and	 physically	 prevented	 sheriffs	 from	 ousting
families.	 They	 founded	 an	 organization	 to	 endorse	 candidates	 for	 public
office,	 sued	 landlords	 contesting	 their	 title,	 and	 lobbied	 the	 state	 legislature
for	 favorable	 laws	 protecting	 tenants.	 Ultimately,	 the	 Anti-Rent	Movement
won	sufficient	 legal	protections	 to	 force	many	 landlords	 to	sell	 their	 land	at
favorable	 prices	 and	 eliminate	 the	 worst	 abuses	 of	 the	 landlord–tenant
relationship.

In	1844,	Irish	tenants	and	housing	reformers	organized	a	group	called	the
Tenant	 League	 in	 New	York	 City,	 the	 first	 movement	 in	 the	 United	 States
specifically	 focused	 on	 housing	 as	 a	 distinct	 issue.	 They	 denounced	 the
complex	 “system	 of	 landlordism”	 that	 then	 ruled	New	York	 as	 “one	 of	 the
most	blighted	curses	that	ever	was	inflicted	on	the	human	race.”8	The	Tenant
League	raised	for	the	first	time	a	demand	that	would	become	a	centerpiece	of
most	organized	housing	movements	of	 the	 twentieth	century:	 the	control,	 in
the	 name	 of	 fairness	 and	 the	 public	 good,	 of	 rents	 in	 privately	 owned
accommodation.

The	Birth	of	the	Radical	Tenant	Movement

Housing	 movements	 in	 New	 York	 emerged	 as	 distinct	 from	 land	 reform
movements	 with	 the	 development	 of	 industrial	 urbanism	 and	 the
intensification	 of	 urbanization.	 As	 the	 city	 developed	 a	 complex	 industrial
economy	 in	 the	 late	 nineteenth	 century,	 the	 number	 of	 tenants	 steadily
increased.	 The	 growth	 of	 working-class	 renters	 had	 been	 steady	 since	 the
founding	of	the	city,	but	the	period	from	1890	to	1910	saw	a	huge	jump	in	the
numbers.	 The	 era’s	 housing	 conditions	 were	 extensively	 documented	 by
pioneers	 of	 urban	 photography	 like	 Jacob	Riis,	 leading	 to	waves	 of	 protest
and	reformist	crusades.9



New	 York’s	 tenants—schooled	 in	 industrial	 organizing,	 and	 often	 with
backgrounds	in	European	revolutionary	politics—created	the	first	movements
that	 directly	 contested	 the	 structures	 of	 housing	 provision	 in	 the	 city.	 Early
twentieth-century	tenant	politics	was	militant,	organized,	and	effective.	Waves
of	 protest	 targeted	 both	 private	 landlords	 and	 the	 state,	 demanding	 rent
rollbacks	and	regular	maintenance	from	the	former	and	tenant	protections	and
public	housing	from	the	latter.

The	 first	 documented	 direct	 action	 by	 organized	 tenants	 occurred	 in	 the
Lower	East	Side	of	Manhattan	in	1904.10	The	neighborhood,	largely	home	to
working-class	 Eastern	 European	 Jewish	 garment	 workers,	 was	 expensive.
According	to	one	resident,	the	tenants	of	Lower	East	Side	“lived	and	worked
for	 the	 landlord.”11	 And	 it	 was	 crowded;	 the	 area	was	 said	 to	 be	 the	most
densely	populated	place	on	the	planet.	Rents	had	been	increasing	steadily	for
years,	and	many	families	had	already	been	displaced	to	neighborhoods	farther
afield.	That	year,	landlords	decided	to	take	advantage	of	the	housing	shortage
by	raising	rents	by	an	extra	20	to	30	percent.12

Every	 year	 on	 May	 1,	 leases	 expired	 and	 landlords	 announced	 rent
increases,	 a	 much-feared	 ritual	 known	 as	 “moving	 day.”	 But	 that	 April,
hundreds	 of	 families	 refused	 to	 pay	 the	 increased	 rent.	 They	 picketed	 their
landlords’	 homes	 and	 took	 to	 the	 streets	 in	 protest	 marches.	 The	 strikers
spread	 the	word	 that	 no	 new	 tenants	 should	move	 into	 buildings	 owned	 by
landlords	who	refused	to	negotiate.13

The	 impetus	 for	 the	 1904	 rent	 strike	 came	 from	 a	 successful	 consumer
movement	 two	 years	 earlier.	 Jewish	 women	 had	 led	 a	 boycott	 of	 kosher
butchers	 and	 succeeded	 in	 reversing	 price	 increases	 for	 meat	 in	 the	 city.
Having	 proven	 its	 effectiveness,	 the	 same	 tool	 was	 used	 to	 fight	 rent
increases.	 It	 also	 drew	 strength	 from	 the	 trade	 union	movement	 and	 radical
political	parties.	To	support	the	strike	the	Social	Democratic	Party	held	a	rally
where	 a	 speaker	 declared,	 “Just	 as	 long	 as	 you	 continue	 to	 make	 laws
whereby	capitalists	own	everything	that	can	be	called	the	necessities	of	 life,
conditions	will	be	unchanged.”14	The	very	 terms	“rent	 strike”	 and	 “tenant’s
union”	 attest	 to	 the	 connections	 to	 labor	politics.	Nonparticipating	 residents
were	derided	as	“scabs.”15

The	 strike	 succeeded	 in	 its	 short-term	 goals.	 The	 courts	 were	 generally
lenient.	 Landlords	 had	 threatened	 eviction	 against	 nonpaying	 tenants,	 but
most	did	not	keep	their	threat	and	many	rolled	back	their	rents.	However,	the
formal	 organization	 set	 up	 by	 tenants,	 the	 New	 York	 Rent	 Protective
Association,	was	 short-lived.	A	 socialist	 faction	 that	wanted	 to	 broaden	 the
struggle	 seceded,	 and	 the	 organization	 itself	 soon	 dissolved.	 The	 rapid



formation	and	equally	rapid	disintegration	of	tenant	organizations	came	to	be
a	hallmark	of	the	city’s	housing	movements.

The	 second	 great	wave	 of	New	York	 rent	 strikes	 took	 place	 against	 the
backdrop	 of	 the	 Depression	 of	 1907.	 Now	 the	 Socialist	 Party	 took	 the
initiative	 in	 the	 organization,	 and	 gave	 the	 rent	 war	 a	 stronger	 ideological
flavor.	 At	 one	 tenant	 rally	 on	 East	 Broadway,	 a	 mostly	 Yiddish-speaking
crowd	was	 exhorted	 to	 resist	 not	 only	 landlordism	but	 also	 capitalism.	One
speaker	declared,

This	is	the	richest	and	best	developed	country	in	the	world.	Who	made
it	so?	The	rich?	No.	The	Police	Commissioner?	No.	The	poor	made	it
so.	The	only	cure	for	this	rent	evil	and	all	these	evils	is	socialism.	We
must	work	together,	one	for	all,	all	for	one.	Down	with	the	rents!16

Red	flags—actually	petticoats	that	had	been	dyed	red—hung	from	the	tenant
strikers’	 windows.17	 But	 the	 anticapitalist	 rhetoric	 enabled	 a	 swell	 of
anticommunist	sentiment	to	be	whipped	up	against	them,	and	at	the	request	of
landlords,	 the	 courts	 issued	 several	 thousand	 eviction	 notices,	 effectively
breaking	the	strike.

The	 next	major	wave	 of	mobilization,	which	 lasted	 from	1917	 to	 1920,
was	 perhaps	 the	 largest	 and	 most	 radical	 housing	 uprising	 in	 New	 York’s
history.	 The	 movement	 was	 broader	 than	 in	 the	 past,	 involving	 not	 only
Jewish	families	but	also	Italian	and	Irish	tenants	in	Brooklyn,	Harlem,	and	the
Lower	East	Side.18

Housing	insurrection	seized	New	York.	At	a	mass	meeting	in	Beethoven
Hall	 on	 East	 5th	 Street,19	 Baruch	 Charney	 Vladeck,	 the	 labor	 leader,
journalist,	and	Socialist	member	of	the	city’s	Board	of	Aldermen,	called	for	a
citywide	 rent	 strike.	 If	 every	 building	 on	 every	 block	 was	 organized,	 he
argued,	 the	 courts	 and	 marshals	 would	 be	 overwhelmed	 and	 overpowered.
Vladeck	proclaimed,	“Call	it	Bolshevism	or	anarchism,	but	I	call	it	one	of	the
tenets	of	real	Americanism,	when	the	people	of	the	city	get	together	to	better
their	conditions.”	Jacob	Panken,	Socialist	Party	member	and	municipal	judge,
urged	 the	 crowd	 to	 take	 over	 the	 under-occupied	 luxury	 buildings	 of	 Fifth
Avenue	 and	 Riverside	 Drive.	 “Just	 as	 the	 Government	 had	 the	 power	 to
conscript	life	so	can	New	York	conscript	these	dwelling	places,”	he	argued.20

A	 series	 of	 tenant	 unions	 were	 formed	 throughout	 the	 city:	 first	 in
Washington	 Heights,	 followed	 by	 Williamsburg,	 Harlem,	 Brownsville,
Borough	 Park,	 Tremont,	 University	 Heights,	 and	 elsewhere.	 These	 unions
combined	 into	 the	 Greater	 New	 York	 Tenants	 League,	 and	 eventually	 the
Federation	 of	 Tenants	Organizations	 of	Greater	New	York.21	Most	 of	 them



were	deeply	 inspired	by	socialist	 ideals,	and	often	had	strong	organizational
links	 to	 the	 Socialist	 Party.	 The	East	Harlem	Tenants	 League,	 for	 example,
was	based	 in	a	 local	Socialist	office.	Party	politicians	 like	Vladeck,	Panken,
and	 Abraham	 Beckerman	 promoted	 the	 tenant	 movement	 as	 part	 of	 their
broader	political	activity.	William	Karlin,	candidate	for	municipal	judge	and	a
former	 state	 assemblyman,	 declared	 in	 1919,	 “The	 Socialist	 Party	 does	 not
say	you	should	pay	less	rent.	It	says	you	shouldn’t	pay	any	rent	…	It	is	in	the
Socialist	programme	that	the	people	shall	take	the	homes	and	all	the	land	and
keep	it.”22

The	 idea	 of	 left-wing	 parties	 and	 labor	 unions	 allied	 with	 tenants	 just
trying	 to	 make	 ends	 meet	 terrified	 the	 city’s	 real	 estate	 establishment.	 A
member	 of	 Mayor	 John	 Hylan’s	 Housing	 Conference	 Committee	 declared,
“We	are	approaching	a	crisis	in	the	housing	situation	…	Unless	radical	action
is	taken,	something	drastic	will	happen.”23	One	landlord	was	deeply	alarmed
at	 the	 formation	 of	 what	 he	 called	 a	 “tenant’s	 soviet”	 in	 his	 building.24
Tenement	 owners	 organized	 their	 own	 groups,	 including	 the	 Federation	 of
Bronx	 Property	 Owners	 and	 the	 Brownsville	 Landlords	 Association,	 to
promote	 their	 interests	 and	 to	 work	 with	 the	 police	 to	 repress	 tenant
activism.25

The	city	and	state	governments,	fearing	the	potential	of	the	crisis,	passed
the	 Emergency	 Rent	 Laws,	 which	 imposed	 controls	 and	 provided	 some
eviction	 protections	 for	 tenants—the	 precursor	 to	 New	 York’s	 rent	 control
laws	that	are	still	in	existence	today.

The	postwar	strikes	demonstrated	the	potential	of	organized	tenant	power.
But	 their	 conclusion	 also	 marked	 one	 of	 the	 housing	 movement’s	 periodic
deaths.	Offering	protection	 to	a	small	and	dwindling	number	of	households,
landlords	 divided	 and	 co-opted	 the	 socialist-inspired	 tenant	 unions.	 The
unions	also	fell	prey	to	the	reactionary	and	xenophobic	Red	Scare	that	swept
the	 country	 in	 the	 aftermath	 of	 the	 war.	 Politicians	 from	 both	 mainstream
parties	attacked	the	partisan	left	in	New	York.	Five	Socialists—two	of	whom
were	 also	 tenant	 leaders—who	 had	 been	 elected	 to	 the	 New	 York	 State
Legislature	in	1919	were	denied	their	seats,	put	on	trial,	and	finally	expelled
in	March	1920.

Around	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 Socialist	 Party,	 divided	 on	 the	 question	 of
joining	 the	Comintern,	 suffered	 a	 schism	 that	 led	 to	 the	 emergence	of	what
after	1920	became	the	Communist	Party	USA.	Both	lost	influence	on	housing
issues.26	Many	of	 the	connections	 that	 they	had	made	between	housing	and
class	 struggle	were	 lost.	Radical	 housing	demands—from	public	 housing	 to
permanent	 rent	 controls	 based	 on	 tenant	 need—were	 dropped.	 A	 liberal



demand	 for	 “fair	 play”	 between	 tenants	 and	 landlords	 took	 its	 place.	More
conservative	 tenant	 leagues	 ceased	 their	 protest	 tactics	 and	 evolved	 into
professionalized	associations.	Their	focus	became	the	competent	bureaucratic
handling	of	complaints	under	the	law—a	service	agency	approach,	rather	than
community	 organization	 or	movement-type	 activity.27	 The	 Emergency	Rent
Laws	were	slowly	eroded	and	ultimately	allowed	to	lapse.

But	during	 the	Great	Depression,	 the	housing	movement	 sprang	back	 to
life.	 This	 time	 the	 movement	 was	 more	 cosmopolitan	 than	 in	 the	 past,
growing	beyond	 the	white	 immigrant	working	class.	 In	1928,	 the	Barbados-
born	 civil	 rights	 activist	 and	 Communist	 Party	 member	 Richard	 B.	Moore
delivered	 a	 speech	 that	 galvanized	 a	 meeting	 of	 the	 Washington	 Heights
Tenant	 League.	 Moore’s	 organizing	 and	 oratory	 led	 to	 the	 creation	 of	 the
Harlem	Tenants	League,	 formed	 to	 resist	what	 he	 described	 as	 “the	 terrible
housing	 conditions	 imposed	 upon	 the	 Negro	 masses	 under	 the	 present
oppressive	system	which	is	based	upon	RENT,	INTEREST,	and	PROFIT.”28

At	the	time,	Harlem	was	the	site	of	obvious	housing	injustices.	Many	of
its	 tenements,	 neglected	by	 absentee	 landlords,	were	 in	 a	 state	of	 ruin.	And
because	of	widespread	discrimination	that	restricted	black	tenants	to	a	handful
of	 neighborhoods,	 rents	 were	 high.	 Many	 households	 were	 composed	 of
recent	 arrivals	 from	southern	US	states	and	 the	Caribbean	who	struggled	 to
afford	the	expensive	but	dilapidated	housing.	As	Moore	put	it	in	an	article	in
the	Daily	Worker,

The	capitalist	caste	system	which	segregates	Negro	workers	into	Jim
Crow	districts	makes	these	doubly	exploited	black	workers	the	special
prey	of	rent	gougers.	Black	and	white	landlords	and	real	estate	agents
take	advantage	of	this	segregation	to	squeeze	the	last	nickel	out	of	the
Negro	working	class	who	are	penned	into	the	“black	ghetto.”29

The	 Harlem	 Tenants	 League	 organized	 protests	 to	 press	 for	 rollbacks	 and
necessary	 repairs.	 Their	 efforts	 ultimately	 helped	 win	 the	 1930	 passage	 of
laws	strengthening	the	legal	position	of	tenants.

As	the	Depression	hit	the	city	in	the	early	1930s,	housing	activism	spread
throughout	the	Bronx,	Brooklyn,	Upper	Manhattan,	and	the	Lower	East	Side.
Tenants	organized	pickets,	rallies,	and	marches	and	engaged	in	open	warfare
with	landlords.	At	a	1932	picket	line	in	what	the	New	York	Times	described	as
“the	Communist	quarter	of	 the	Bronx,”	groups	of	men	and	women	sang	 the
“Internationale.”	 Rioting	 seemed	 imminent.	 The	 Times	 observed,	 “The
women	were	the	most	militant.”30	Protest	continued	to	spread.

Throughout	 the	 city,	 activists	 blocked	 evictions	 by	 barricading
apartments,	 harassing	 marshals,	 and	 disrupting	 movers.	 Neighbors	 found



space	 in	 their	 already	 cramped	 apartments	 to	 accommodate	 families	 facing
homelessness	because	of	their	actions.	At	night	they	guarded	the	furniture	of
evictees,	or	moved	it	back	inside.

Landlords	 too	 became	 better	 organized,	 establishing	 funds	 to	 help	 each
other	 meet	 bill	 payments	 when	 their	 tenants	 were	 on	 strike,	 circulating
blacklists	 of	 politically	 active	 tenants,	 and	 arranging	 for	 the	 police	 and	 city
marshals	to	attack	picket	lines	with	the	goal	of	“taking	the	streets	away	from
the	strikers.”31

As	 the	 Depression	 ground	 on	 and	 then	 war	 began,	 government	 relief
efforts	 provided	 assistance	 to	 some.	 But	 many	 communities	 remained
desperate.

Working-class	 tenants	 were	 not	 the	 only	 ones	 suffering	 during	 the
Depression.	 In	 1933,	 homeowners	 in	 Sunnyside	 Gardens	 in	 Queens,	 New
York,	 organized	 a	 strike	 in	 support	 of	 debt	 restructuring	 and	 against
foreclosure.32	Middle-class	activists	led	rent	strikes	in	1934	in	Sugar	Hill,	an
affluent	 section	of	Harlem,	 and	organized	protests	 in	 the	Lower	East	Side’s
limited-dividend	 development	 Knickerbocker	 Village.	 In	 1936,	 tenant
activists	 from	 across	 New	 York	 formed	 the	 City-Wide	 Tenants	 League.
Headed	by	Heinz	Norden,	 a	writer	 and	 translator	 of	Goethe	 and	Rilke	who
“represented	 the	 quintessential	 ‘Popular	 Front	 personality’,”33	 City-Wide
became	a	bridge	between	liberals	and	radicals	of	various	stripes	and	classes.
Working	with	 other	 grassroots	 campaigns	 as	well	 as	with	 lawmakers,	City-
Wide	engaged	in	a	style	of	organizing	that	represented	“a	shrewd	combination
of	 mass	 protest	 tactics	 and	 legal	 representation,”34	 which	 proved	 highly
effective.

As	with	previous	mobilizations,	the	housing	movements	in	the	1930s	and
1940s	drew	strength	from	leftist	political	parties.	The	American	Labor	Party
(ALP)—created	by	Lower	East	Side	garment	workers	seeking	a	way	outside
the	 Democratic	 Party	 to	 support	 Roosevelt	 and	 La	 Guardia—placed	 tenant
politics	 at	 the	 center	 of	 their	 electoral	 strategy.	 ALP	 members	 like	 Vito
Marcantonio,	 the	 immensely	 popular	 US	 representative	 and	 City	 Council
member	 from	 East	 Harlem,	 and	Mike	 Quill,	 a	 former	 Irish	 republican	 and
communist	 sympathizer	 who	 headed	 the	 city’s	 powerful	 Transport	Workers
Union,	were	steadfast	supporters	of	tenant’s	rights.35

The	 Communist	 Party	 was	 also	 a	 major	 instigator	 of	 strikes	 and	 anti-
eviction	actions.	Tenants	were	consistently	supported	by	the	two	Communist
members	 of	 the	 City	 Council,	 Peter	 Cacchione,	 an	 Italian-American	 from
Brooklyn,	and	Benjamin	Davis,	an	African-American	from	Harlem.36	But	the
historian	Mark	Naison	notes	that	the	Communists	lacked	legitimacy	as	well	as



overall	strategy.	“The	Party	had	no	systematic	analysis	of	housing	issues	and
no	legislative	solution	to	 the	housing	crisis.”37	They	acted	as	much	out	of	a
desire	to	increase	party	membership	as	out	of	solidarity	with	the	suffering	of
working-class	 households.	 Nonetheless,	 Communist-led	 Unemployed
Councils	 and	 communist	 residents	of	 the	Bronx	 co-ops	provided	 significant
support	for	many	actions.

Tenant	radicals	did	not	succeed	in	revolutionizing	the	housing	system,	as
some	wished.	Yet	they	did	help	create	the	conditions	in	which	concrete	gains
were	 won.	 Throughout	 the	 1930s	 and	 1940s,	 a	 series	 of	 laws	 and	 court
decisions	helped	establish	a	new	system	of	tenant	rights	in	the	city,	including
rules	about	rent	increases,	building	maintenance,	and	the	right	to	picket.	Two
of	the	central	pieces	of	New	York’s	housing	system—public	housing	and	rent
control—were	 first	 created	 in	 this	 period.	 And	 numerous	 smaller-scale
settlements	with	individual	landlords	won	rollbacks	and	other	concessions	for
tenants	 across	 the	 city.	These	victories	were	 all	 compromises,	 reflecting	 the
needs	 of	 the	 urban	 growth	 machine	 as	 much	 as	 those	 of	 the	 housing
movement.38	But	without	 the	decades	of	pressure	 from	 tenants,	New	York’s
housing	miseries	would	certainly	have	been	worse.

Housing	Movements	of	the	Postwar	Metropolis

By	the	end	of	World	War	II,	New	York’s	housing	movements	had	entered	a
new	 phase.	 Thanks	 to	 the	 New	 Deal,	 wartime	 interventionism,	 and	 the
growing	 consensus	 in	 support	 of	 slum	 clearance,	 the	 state	was	 increasingly
active	in	all	corners	of	the	housing	system.

As	the	historian	Roberta	Gold	notes,	the	designs	of	urban	redevelopment
technocrats	 like	 Robert	 Moses	 and	 the	 leaders	 of	 the	 Regional	 Plan
Association	 “aligned	 with	 the	 logic	 of	 capital	 as	 much	 as	 with	 the
fastidiousness	 of	 the	 planning	 gentry.”39	 Urban	 renewal	 represented	 the
exercise	of	state	power	largely	in	order	to	further	the	goals	of	the	real	estate
industry.	Throughout	the	1940s	and	1950s,	activists	geared	up	to	fight	it.

The	housing	movements	of	New	York’s	triumphant	postwar	era	therefore
faced	 a	 wider	 array	 of	 targets	 than	 before:	 private	 landlords	 and	 their
continued	squeeze	on	tenants,	but	also	the	state	itself.	Protesters	targeted	the
failure	of	government	policy	to	regulate	private	housing	and	provide	adequate
numbers	 of	 public	 housing	 units.	 But	 they	 also	 targeted	 the	 destruction	 of
working-class	 communities	 brought	 about	 by	urban	 renewal	 itself.	Activists
knew	there	was	no	contradiction	in	these	positions,	despite	the	slum	clearance
establishment	 telling	 them	 that	 to	 oppose	 redevelopment	 was	 to	 oppose



housing	progress.

Tenant	 leagues	 based	 in	 New	 York	 City	 Housing	 Authority	 (NYCHA)
public	housing	developments	provided	some	of	the	most	cohesive	movement
organizations	 in	 this	 period.	When	NYCHA	began	 a	 drive	 to	 evict	 families
whose	incomes	had	risen	over	a	previously	set	ceiling,	a	new	group,	the	Inter-
project	 Tenants	 Council,	 was	 organized	 to	 block	 evictions.	 Some	 NYCHA
tenant	and	resident	leagues	developed	into	formidable	local	power	blocs,	such
as	 those	 in	Williamsburg	 Houses,	 Red	 Hook	 Houses,	 and	 the	 massive	 and
well-organized	Queensbridge	Houses.	But	NYCHA	residential	 activism	was
undermined	 by	 rules	 prohibiting	 the	 use	 of	 community	 facilities	 for
“political”	 purposes	 and	 by	 the	 broader	 climate	 of	 anti-radical	 suspicion.
Public	housing	in	New	York	and	other	cities	was	suspected	of	being	a	nest	of
subversives.	 And	 as	 the	 urban	 renewal	 leviathan	 continued	 to	 grow	 in
strength,	the	objections	of	some	of	its	supposed	beneficiaries	sounded	hollow.
The	 public	 housing	 resident	 leagues	 began	 “steadily	 losing	 moral
influence.”40

Other	groups	contesting	urban	 renewal	and	slum	clearance	 faced	similar
challenges.	 The	 fight	 over	 the	 development	 of	 Stuyvesant	 Town	 and	 Peter
Cooper	Village,	which	began	in	1943,	typified	such	conflicts.	The	project,	an
early	 public–private	 partnership	between	 the	La	Guardia	 administration	 and
the	 Metropolitan	 Life	 Insurance	 Company,	 threatened	 to	 displace	 3,800
working-class	 families.	 Its	 architecture	 and	 site	 design	 strongly	 resembled
early	 public	 housing	 developments,	 right	 down	 to	 its	 whites-only	 resident
selection	policy.	The	United	Tenants	League	of	Greater	New	York,	a	coalition
of	radical	tenants,	joined	with	liberals	from	the	United	Neighborhood	Houses
and	other	groups	to	oppose	the	plan.	But	an	alliance	of	liberal	housing	groups,
real	 estate	 interests,	 and	 members	 of	 the	 city	 government	 convinced	 the
tenants	that	cooperating	with	the	growth	machine	was	their	best	hope,	and	the
project’s	opposition	waned.41

Despite	numerous	 setbacks,	and	 the	difficulty	of	going	up	against	urban
renewal	operators	like	Moses	and	his	associates,	most	neighborhoods	on	the
urban	 renewal	 chopping	 block	manifested	 some	 form	 of	 protest.	 Save	 Our
Homes	 committees	 were	 organized	 in	 neighborhoods	 throughout	 the	 city.
Some	 of	 these	 efforts	 were	 aided	 by	 charities	 like	 the	 Community	 Service
Society	 and	by	 settlement	 houses,	which	had	been	 solid	 supporters	 of	 slum
clearance	 but	 by	 the	 late	 1950s	 were	 becoming	more	 involved	 with	 tenant
politics.	Tenant	activists	opposed	to	urban	renewal	also	garnered	support	from
urbanists	 like	 Lewis	 Mumford,	 Charles	 Abrams,	 and	 Jane	 Jacobs,	 who	 in
addition	 to	 writing	 a	 famous	 critique	 of	 Moses	 was	 also	 a	 tireless
neighborhood	 activist	 in	 Greenwich	 Village.42	 Slowly,	 neighborhood



campaigns	 throughout	 the	 five	 boroughs	 turned	 public	 opinion	 and	 the
political	establishment	against	urban	renewal.

One	 of	 New	 York’s	 most	 enduring	 housing	 organizations,	 the
Metropolitan	Council	on	Housing,	dates	from	this	period.43	Founded	in	1959,
Met	Council	brought	together	tenants,	labor	organizers,	neighborhood	leaders,
American	Labor	Party	and	Communist	Party	radicals,	and	professionals	from
middle-	and	working-class	backgrounds.	It	drew	on	the	talent	and	experience
of	stalwart	activists	like	Frances	Goldin,	Jane	and	Robert	Wood,	Bill	Stanley,
Esther	 Rand,	 and	 Jane	 Benedict.	 Working	 the	 courts,	 the	 streets,	 and	 the
media,	Met	Council	in	the	early	1960s	organized	campaigns	to	demand	public
housing,	protest	neighborhood	destruction,	and	propose	alternative	plans	 for
neighborhoods	 including	 the	 Upper	 West	 Side,	 Yorkville,	 Chelsea,	 and
elsewhere.	 Met	 Council	 would	 quickly	 become	 “one	 of	 the	 most	 effective
tenant	groups	in	the	nation,”44	and	a	pillar	of	New	York’s	housing	movement.
Through	the	1960s,	it	remained	tied	to	its	Old	Left	roots.

Meanwhile,	 a	 new	 wave	 of	 housing	 protest	 was	 gathering	 force.	 Jesse
Gray	 was	 a	 military	 veteran	 and	 Communist	 Party	 member	 who	 in	 his
younger	 days	 had	 studied	 the	 Glasgow	 rent	 strikes	 and	 The	 Housing
Question.45	He	began	organizing	African-American	tenants	in	Harlem	in	the
mid-1950s.	Despite	some	state	efforts	at	amelioration,	Harlem’s	housing	crisis
had	 been	 ongoing	 for	 decades.	 In	 response,	Gray’s	 organization,	 the	Lower
Harlem	Tenants	Council,	soon	renamed	the	Community	Council	on	Housing
(CCH),	 organized	 tenant	 associations,	 block	 captains,	 rallies,	 marches,	 and
strikes.

Throughout	the	1950s,	the	Tenants	Council’s	efforts	did	little	to	alter	the
area’s	 living	 conditions.	But	 by	 the	 early	 1960s,	 drawing	 strength	 from	 the
civil	rights	movement,	Harlem’s	residents,	and	tenants	in	other	communities
of	color,	reenergized	the	housing	movement.

CCH’s	 most	 famous	 moment	 occurred	 on	 December	 30,	 1963.	 Five
tenants	who	lived	in	tenements	on	117th	Street	were	in	court	over	their	non-
payment	of	rent.	In	front	of	an	eager	crowd	of	supporters	and	the	press,	they
introduced	outrageous	evidence	of	 their	 inhumane	housing	conditions:	 three
large,	dead	rats.

The	dead	rodents	were	not	admissible	as	evidence	in	court.	But	the	judge
did	endorse	the	right	to	withhold	rent	in	hazardous	conditions.46	The	rat	stunt,
a	 media	 event	 skillfully	 coordinated	 by	 Gray,	 succeeded	 in	 attracting	 the
city’s	 attention	 to	 conditions	 in	 Harlem.	 CCH	 continued	 to	 press	 their
campaign.	The	Harlem	rent	strikes	would	continue	for	two	years.

A	number	of	observers	questioned	Gray’s	penchant	for	publicity	as	well	as



his	 strategy,	 which	 ended	 up	 embroiling	 tenants	 in	 the	 court	 system.47	 But
CCH’s	 direct	 actions	 contributed	 to	 a	 number	 of	 improvements:	 large-scale
housing	inspections	in	Harlem,	increased	scrutiny	of	shady	landlords,	priority
for	rent	strikers’	admission	to	NYCHA	buildings,	and	new	public	awareness
of	 racial	 discrimination	by	 the	 city	housing	 apparatus.48	As	protests	 spread,
housing	bureaucrats	who	had	been	pushing	 for	 reform	could	 use	 the	 public
pressure	to	strengthen	their	cases	within	their	agencies.49

Harlem’s	 rent	 uprising	was	mirrored	 elsewhere	 in	 the	 city.	Mobilization
for	Youth,	an	organization	coordinated	by	 the	academics	Frances	Fox	Piven
and	Richard	Cloward,	stepped	up	their	work	with	tenants	on	the	Lower	East
Side,	forming	a	rent	strike	committee	that	included	Jesse	Gray,	Met	Council,
Puertorriqueños	Unidos,	and	the	University	Settlement.	The	radical	Brooklyn
chapter	 of	 the	 Congress	 of	 Racial	 Equality	 (CORE),	 a	 national	 civil	 rights
organization,	began	supporting	rent	strikes	in	Bedford-Stuyvesant.	Elsewhere
in	 Brooklyn,	 tenants	 in	 Red	 Hook	 ceased	 making	 payments	 on	 their
uninhabitable	 apartments.	 This	 led	 to	 a	 court	 ruling	 that	 landlord	 refusal	 to
make	necessary	repairs	constituted	wrongful	eviction—and	thus	tenants	were
entitled	 to	 live	 rent-free	 until	 the	 situation	 was	 remedied.	 The	 judge,	 Fred
Moritt,	later	said,	“I	am	merely	applying	the	ancient	and	elementary	law	that
you	don’t	owe	for	what	you	don’t	get.	That	is	true	whether	it’s	Park	Avenue,
Brooklyn	or	Park	Avenue,	New	York.”50

The	 tenant	movement	and	 the	growing	civil	 rights	movement	 in	 the	city
amplified	 each	 other.	 The	 NAACP	 and	 other	 prominent	 civil	 rights
organizations	 publicly	 aligned	with	 rent	 strikers	 in	 Harlem.	 CORE	 became
more	involved,	declaring	the	housing	problem	to	be	one	of	the	main	reasons
for	their	traffic	“stall-in”	outside	the	1964	World’s	Fair.51

Housing	activism	was	also	drawing	support	from	the	emerging	language
and	tactics	of	Black	Power.	At	a	rally	against	police	brutality	in	Harlem	in	the
summer	of	1964,	Jesse	Gray,	increasingly	aligned	with	Malcolm	X,	called	for
“guerrilla	warfare.”52	Housing	was	part	of	the	ten-point	program	of	the	Black
Panther	 Party,	 which	 organized	 rent	 strikes,	 community	 health	 clinics,	 and
protests	in	Harlem,	the	Bronx,	and	Brooklyn.	The	Panthers’	comrades	in	the
Puerto	Rican	community,	 the	Young	Lords	Party,	 joined	 them	in	mobilizing
around	housing,	health,	and	city	services.

As	 the	 1970s	 began,	 housing	 insurrection	 was	 once	 again	 gripping	 the
city.	On	the	Upper	West	Side,	activists	moved	working-class	black	and	Latino
families	 into	 buildings	 that	 had	 been	 emptied	 for	 urban	 renewal.53	 Named
Operation	 Move-In,	 the	 squatters’	 movement	 soon	 spread	 to	 Morningside
Heights,	Chelsea,	and	the	Lower	East	Side.	I	Wor	Kuen,	a	Chinatown	youth



organization	modeled	on	the	Young	Lords	and	the	Panthers,	led	a	community
health	 campaign	 and	 squatted	 a	 downtown	 building	 owned	 by	 the	 Bell
Telephone	Company.54

The	 1960s	 and	 early	 1970s	 saw	 the	 biggest	 wave	 of	 the	 housing
movement	since	World	War	II.	Building	from	radical	currents	stirred	by	civil
rights	 and	 Black	 Power,	 and	 bridging	 the	 Old	 and	 New	 Left,	 activists
successfully	 linked	 the	 housing	 question	 to	 larger	 struggles	 surrounding
racism,	class,	and	inequality.

But	historians	like	Joel	Schwartz	see	the	era	as	a	failure:	“tenants	were	no
more	 able	 to	 deter	 footloose	 landlords	 than	 labor	 unions	were	 able	 to	 deter
footloose	industrial	employers	…	In	the	end,	it	was	hundreds	of	thousands	of
low-income	tenants	who	found	themselves	out	in	the	cold.”55	After	the	1960s,
residential	 abandonment	 became	 endemic.	 Public	 housing	 and	 rent	 control
would	 never	 again	 expand.	 The	 fiscal	 crisis	 of	 the	 1970s	 would	 trigger
renewed	residential	misery	 in	 the	city	as	well	as	a	right	 turn	politically.	Not
only	did	 activists	 fail	 to	 transform	 the	housing	 system;	 the	 infrastructure	of
reform	was	bent	further	towards	the	interests	of	real	estate.

Housing	Movements	in	Neoliberal	New	York

The	 1970s	marked	 a	 turning	 point	 in	 the	 city’s	 housing	 history.	Until	 then,
activists	seeking	to	improve	and	democratize	housing	were	on	the	offensive.
They	 faced	 many	 powerful	 opponents	 and	 suffered	 many	 defeats,	 but	 the
prospect	of	changing	the	housing	system	through	serious	social	and	political
intervention	 still	 seemed	 plausible.	 After	 that	 point,	 the	 city’s	 post-1970s
activists	continued	to	fight	difficult	battles	in	unfriendly	conditions,	but	were
largely	limited	to	defensive	actions.

In	the	decades	following	the	mid-1970s	fiscal	crisis,	New	York	underwent
a	 regime	 change.	 The	 city’s	 social	 democratic	 polity,	 limited	 and
contradictory	as	it	was,	yielded	to	a	neoliberal	growth	model.56	At	first,	under
the	mayoral	administrations	of	Abe	Beame	and	Ed	Koch,	this	process	took	the
form	 of	 cutbacks	 and	 privatization.	 Later,	 under	 Rudolph	 Giuliani,	 more
aggressive	social	policies	were	rolled	out.57	The	whole	process	was	propelled
by,	and	in	turn	contributed	to,	an	epochal	change	in	the	city’s	economy.	New
York	 had	 been	 experiencing	 industrial	 job	 loss	 for	 two	 decades	 since
manufacturing’s	 peak	 in	 1950.	 But	 by	 the	 1970s,	 deindustrialization	 was
wreaking	havoc	on	the	city’s	working-class	neighborhoods.	At	the	same	time,
the	finance,	insurance,	and	real	estate	sectors	expanded.

The	 neoliberal	 transformation	 of	 the	 city	 initially	 spurred	 two	 trends	 in



housing:	gentrification	and	abandonment.	These	processes	seemed	to	be	polar
opposites,	 but	 critical	 observers	 recognized	 them	 as	 two	 sides	 of	 the	 same
coin.58	 Both	 were	 consequences	 of	 the	 commodification	 of	 housing	 in	 the
context	 of	 rapid	 urban	 economic	 change.	 Both	 were	 exacerbated	 by
government	policy.59	And	both	became	targets	for	housing	activists.

Abandonment	brought	waves	of	destruction	to	New	York	neighborhoods.
When	 landlords	 decided	 that	 maintaining	 their	 buildings	 was	 no	 longer
profitable,	many	 simply	walked	 away	 from	 them.	 Some,	 seeking	 insurance
payouts,	 also	 set	 their	buildings	on	 fire—with	or	without	 tenants	 inside.	As
poor	New	Yorkers	 faced	 increased	 joblessness	and	 impoverishment,	 the	rate
of	 abandonment	 exploded.	 There	 were	 approximately	 1,000	 abandoned
buildings	in	1961,	a	figure	that	increased	to	about	7,000	in	1968.	For	most	of
the	 1970s,	 the	 city	 lost	 nearly	 40,000	 units	 per	 year.60	 Into	 the	 1980s,	 the
combination	 of	 abandonment,	 arson,	 service	 cuts,	 and	 eventually	 the	AIDS
epidemic	 led	 to	 deadly	 and	 mutually	 reinforcing	 housing	 and	 health
disasters.61

The	 activists’	 response	 to	 this	 catastrophe	was	 to	 take	matters	 into	 their
own	 hands.	 Groups	 like	 Los	 Sures	 in	 Williamsburg	 and	 Banana	 Kelly	 in
Longwood	helped	tenants	take	direct	control	of	abandoned	properties	and	turn
them	 into	 cooperatives.	 Some	 of	 these	 efforts	 began	 with	 successful	 rent
strikes.	 Landlords	 simply	 quit,	 leaving	well-organized	 tenants	with	months’
worth	of	withheld	rent	that	they	invested	in	fixing	their	buildings	themselves.
In	 other	 cases,	 homesteaders	 moved	 into	 emptied	 shells	 with	 the	 explicit
intent	to	rehabilitate	them	through	sweat	equity.62

Many	 buildings	 that	 were	 abandoned	 by	 landlords	 became	 government
property.	 Through	 the	 legal	 procedure	 of	 in	 rem	 acquisition,	 the	 city	 could
take	ownership	of	properties	 in	 tax	arrears.	By	1979	 the	city	owned	40,000
occupied	and	60,000	empty	apartments.63	The	New	York	City	Department	of
Housing	 Preservation	 and	 Development	 became,	 after	 the	 New	 York	 City
Housing	Authority,	the	second-biggest	landlord	in	New	York.	The	city’s	huge
stock	 of	 in	 rem	 properties	 allowed	 it	 to	 expand	 the	 supply	 of	 low-income
housing.	But	with	a	government	unwilling	and	unprepared	to	take	advantage
of	the	crisis	to	transform	its	housing	system	in	a	deeper	way,	in	rem	“became
an	expensive	symbol	of	all	that	New	York’s	progressive	housing	tradition	had
sought	to	avoid.”64	In	some	areas,	the	city	proved	to	be	just	as	careless	as	the
worst	rent	gouger.	In	other	parts	of	town,	the	city	used	its	in	rem	properties,	as
well	as	tax	subsidies	like	J-51	and	421-a,	as	the	building	blocks	for	state-led
gentrification.65

At	 the	 same	 time	 as	 abandonment	was	 destroying	 some	 neighborhoods,



gentrification	was	 displacing	 poor	 residents	 from	 others.	Anti-gentrification
activism	tended	to	be	locally	based	and	fractured.	But	from	the	beginnings	of
large-scale	gentrification	in	the	city	in	the	1970s	and	1980s,	groups	objected
loudly	 to	 displacement,	 commodification,	 and	 profiteering,	 and	 proposed
alternatives.

On	the	Lower	East	Side,	speculators	were	pursuing	the	well-worn	strategy
of	buying	occupied	tenements,	forcing	out	rent-regulated	tenants,	and	raising
the	 rent.	 The	 city	 wanted	 to	 use	 its	 substantial	 stock	 of	 buildings	 acquired
through	 in	 rem	 to	 hasten	 the	 area’s	 redevelopment.	 In	 response,	 housing
groups	 like	 the	 Cooper	 Square	 Community	 Development	 Committee	 and
Good	 Ole	 Lower	 East	 Side	 (GOLES)	 joined	 churches,	 settlement	 houses,
social	 service	 providers,	 and	 others	 to	 form	 the	 Lower	 East	 Side	 Joint
Planning	Council	 (JPC).66	Having	seen	 how	 the	 redevelopment	 process	 had
turned	once-industrial	SoHo	into	an	exclusive	enclave,	the	JPC	put	forward	a
series	 of	 plans	 to	 stem	 speculation	 in	 the	 neighborhood,	 including	 public
housing	but	focusing	on	affordable	cooperatives.	Nonetheless,	the	city	pushed
forward	with	the	plan	to	privatize	its	holdings	in	the	area.	Despite	some	token
concessions	 to	 the	 JPC,	 evictions,	 rent	 increases,	 and	 conversions	 became
everyday	occurrences	on	the	Lower	East	Side.

This	pattern	was	repeated	throughout	the	city.	Plans	were	often	proposed
at	the	community	level	and	then	disregarded	by	the	city.67	Anti-gentrification
activists	were	not	the	irrational	refuseniks	that	their	critics	made	them	out	to
be.	 They	 offered	 their	 own	 visions	 of	 what	 their	 neighborhoods	 should
become.	But	especially	as	New	York’s	housing	market	came	roaring	back	to
profitability	 in	 the	 1980s	 and	 1990s,	 these	 alternatives	 were	 consistently
ignored	as	real	estate	interests	overpowered	neighborhood	organizations.

Some	 of	 the	 fiercest	 opposition	 on	 the	 Lower	 East	 Side	 came	 from
squatters.68	 Growing	 from	 its	 roots	 in	 Operation	 Move-In,	 by	 the	 1980s
squatting	 had	 become	 a	 stronger	 movement.	 Raids,	 evictions,	 power	 and
water	 stoppages,	 and	battles	with	 the	police	were	 common.	Groups	 like	 the
Urban	 Homestead	 Assistance	 Board	 (UHAB)	 aided	 squatters	 and
homesteaders	and,	when	it	became	necessary,	helped	them	negotiate	with	the
city	about	the	legal	status	of	their	homes.

But	squatting	proved	to	have	serious	limitations	as	a	housing	strategy.	The
struggles	 of	 squats	 presented	 very	 different	 problems	 than	 those	 of	 other
oppositional	 activities.	 Some	 squatters	 voiced	 concerns	 that	 they	 might	 be
“the	 real	 storm	 troopers	 of	 gentrification.”69	 Others	 were	 essentially
individuals	 acting	 alone,	 merely	 looking	 to	 secure	 housing	 for	 themselves
with	 no	 connection	 to	 wider	 campaigns.	 And	 the	 squatters	 encountered



violent	opposition	from	the	city	and	polarized	public	opinion	regarding	their
ambiguous	approach	to	property	rights.

Squatters,	 social	 workers,	 community	 organizations,	 and	 assorted
neighborhood	characters	all	appeared	 in	one	of	 the	most	notorious	moments
of	 the	 late	 twentieth-century	housing	movement:	 the	Tompkins	Square	Park
riot	of	1988.	The	park	had	become	a	 flashpoint	 in	battles	over	housing	and
neighborhood	change	 in	downtown	Manhattan.	 In	 the	surrounding	streets	of
the	 Lower	 East	 Side,	 rising	 rents	 and	 rampant	 speculation	 had	 placed	 the
neighborhood	on	edge.	Anger	was	particularly	 focused	on	one	 sixteen-story
building	 that	 abutted	 Tompkins	 Square,	 the	 Christadora	 House.	 Built	 by	 a
charity	in	1929,	the	building	had	housed	a	community	center,	a	welfare	office,
and	 a	 chapter	 of	 the	 Black	 Panther	 Party	 before	 being	 boarded	 up	 and
auctioned	to	a	private	bidder	in	1978.	Making	use	of	a	variety	of	tax	breaks
and	subsidies,	 Citibank	 backed	 its	 conversion	 into	 luxury	 condominiums	 in
1984.	 The	 appearance	 of	 conspicuous	wealth	 in	 a	 sea	 of	 poverty	made	 the
building	an	icon	of	the	new	housing	inequality.	One	resident	writer	said	that
local	activists	regarded	the	building	as	“Satan	incarnate.”70

By	 the	 summer	 of	 1988,	 the	 New	 York	 City	 Police	 Department	 had
already	sought	to	enforce	a	1:00	a.m.	curfew	in	the	park	in	response	to	earlier
incidents.	On	the	night	of	August	6,	hundreds	of	people—squatters,	 tenants,
the	 homeless,	 punks,	 artists,	 and	 assorted	 others—assembled	 in	 the	 square.
Armed	with	firecrackers	and	boom	boxes,	chanting	“Die	Yuppie	Scum”	while
carrying	banners	declaring	“Gentrification	 Is	Class	War!”	 they	clashed	with
more	 than	 400	 riot	 police.	 Thirty-eight	 people	were	 injured.	 The	New	 York
Times	declared,	“Class	Struggle	Erupts	Along	Avenue	B.”71	Eventually	more
than	100	police	brutality	complaints	were	filed.72

After	the	Tompkins	Square	uprising,	it	was	becoming	clear	that	working-
class	 and	 poor	 tenants	 faced	 growing	 pressures.	 In	 the	 1990s,	 real	 estate
speculation	 and	 cutbacks	 in	 government	 programs	 led	 once	 more	 to
worsening	 housing	 crisis.	Rents	 soared,	 and	 evictions	 followed,	 as	 building
owners	 tried	 to	get	 rid	of	 rent-regulated	 tenants.	The	numbers	of	 subsidized
and	 rent-stabilized	 apartments	 shrank.	 These	 trends	 would	 continue	 to	 the
present	 day.	 For	 the	 non-rich,	 housing	 in	 New	 York	 became	 ever	 more
precarious.73

Through	 the	 Giuliani	 and	 Bloomberg	 years,	 the	 housing	 landscape
became	 increasingly	 unaffordable	 and	 unequal.	 Luxury	 development	 spread
out	from	its	traditional	wealthy	heartlands	to	colonize	the	outer	corners	of	the
city.	 Landlords	 in	 “transitional”	 neighborhoods	 hired	 lawyers	 and	 thugs	 to
help	 them	 kick	 tenants	 out	 of	 rent-regulated	 units.	 Low-income	 families,



especially	 among	 the	 rising	 numbers	 of	 immigrants,	 spent	 ever	 more	 time
working	 to	 pay	 inflated	 rents,	 moved	 farther	 out	 from	 the	 center,	 and
crammed	into	ever-smaller	spaces.

Rudy	 Giuliani,	 the	 city’s	 mayor	 from	 1994	 through	 2001,	 demonized
housing	 activists.	 Giuliani	 ordered	 the	 eviction	 of	 squats	 and	 launched	 a
vindictive	war	against	 the	homelessness	and	AIDS	nonprofit	group	Housing
Works	 and	other	 housing	organizations.	His	 successor,	Michael	Bloomberg,
was	 less	visibly	antagonistic.	The	administration	 liked	 to	boast	 that	 its	New
Housing	Marketplace	program	had	developed	or	preserved	more	than	160,000
units	 of	 affordable	 housing.	 But	 that	 program	 largely	 assisted	 middle-class
families	with	 incomes	well	over	 the	poverty	 line.74	For	Bloomberg,	 the	city
was	 “a	 luxury	 product,”	 and	 he	 dreamed	 of	 luring	 “a	 bunch	 of	 billionaires
around	the	world	to	move	here.”75	Housing	activists	and	the	communities	that
they	represented	felt	that	they	had	no	place	in	Bloomberg’s	luxury	city.76

One	of	the	housing	groups	that	emerged	in	Bloomberg’s	New	York	is	the
Movement	 for	 Justice	 in	 El	 Barrio	 (MJB).	 The	 group	 was	 founded	 by
migrants	 and	 other	 low-income	 residents	 of	East	Harlem,	 taking	 inspiration
both	 from	 the	 direct-action	 tactics	 of	 groups	 like	 Take	 Back	 the	 Land	 and
from	 revolutionary	 movements	 like	 the	 Zapatistas.	 MJB	 organizes	 against
displacement	and	what	 they	explicitly	call	 “neoliberal	gentrification”	 in	 this
working-class,	 cosmopolitan	 neighborhood.77	 Their	 “International
Declaration	 in	 Defense	 of	 El	 Barrio,”	 published	 in	 English	 and	 Spanish	 in
March	 2008,	 declares,	 “the	 struggle	 for	 justice	 means	 fighting	 for	 the
liberation	 of	 women,	 immigrants,	 lesbians,	 people	 of	 color,	 gays	 and	 the
transgender	 community.	 We	 all	 share	 a	 common	 enemy	 and	 it’s	 called
neoliberalism.”78	For	these	activists,	the	fight	over	place	and	displacement	in
East	Harlem	links	local	housing	issues	to	antiracism,	indigenous	rights,	and	a
struggle	to	transform	global	capitalism:

This	displacement	is	created	by	the	greed,	ambition	and	violence	of	a
global	empire	of	money	that	seeks	to	take	total	control	of	all	the	land,
labor	 and	 life	 on	 earth.	 Here	 in	 El	 Barrio	 (East	 Harlem,	 New	York
City),	 landlords,	 multinational	 corporations	 and	 local,	 state,	 and
federal	politicians	and	institutions	want	to	force	upon	us	their	culture
of	 money,	 they	 want	 to	 displace	 poor	 families	 and	 rent	 their
apartments	to	rich	people,	white	people	with	money	…	They	want	to
displace	 us	 to	 bring	 in	 their	 luxury	 restaurants,	 their	 expensive	 and
large	clothing	 stores,	 their	 supermarket	 chains.	They	want	 to	 change
our	 neighborhood.	 They	 want	 to	 change	 our	 culture.	 They	 want	 to
change	 that	 which	 makes	 us	 Latino,	 African-American,	 Asian	 and
Indigenous.	 They	 want	 to	 change	 everything	 that	 makes	 us	 El



Barrio.79

MJB’s	 declaration	 was	 issued	 in	 response	 to	 the	 $225	 million	 purchase	 of
forty-seven	 buildings	 in	 East	 Harlem	 by	 Dawnay	 Day,	 a	 London-based
property	 and	 financial	 services	 company.	 Dawnay	 Day	 executives	 were
famous	for	their	penchant	for	yachts,	art	collecting—and	tenant	harassment.80
According	 to	 activists,	 the	 company	 shut	 off	 power	 and	 heat,	 charged	 for
basic	repairs,	and	allowed	rats	and	vermin	to	spread,	all	in	an	effort	to	chase
out	longtime	rent-regulated	residents	and	replace	them	with	a	more	lucrative
class	 of	 tenant.	 Its	 director	 had	 publicly	 vowed	 “to	 bring	 along	 Harlem’s
gentrification.”81	 MJB,	 along	 with	 Community	 Voices	 Heard	 (CVH)	 and
other	 housing	 groups,	 became	 a	 crucial	 lifeline	 for	 residents	 after	 Dawnay
Day	went	bust,	leaving	their	buildings	in	legal	and	administrative	limbo.

Throughout	the	Bloomberg	era,	in	a	manner	reminiscent	of	the	movement
against	 urban	 renewal,	 neighborhoods	 across	 the	 city	 organized	 against
displacement,	megaprojects,	and	luxury	housing.	Opposition	to	the	inequality
of	 the	Bloomberg	years	was	one	of	 the	 inspirations	 for	Occupy	Wall	Street,
which	began	their	encampment	in	Zuccotti	Park	on	September	17,	2011.	The
movement’s	 largest	 housing	 protest	 took	 place	 a	 few	months	 later,	 when	 a
faction	called	Occupy	Our	Homes	led	a	march	and	began	a	small	occupation
of	 foreclosed	 homes	 in	 Brooklyn.	 Activists	 associated	 with	 the	 Occupy
movement	led	a	grassroots	response	to	Hurricane	Sandy	in	2012,	distributing
aid	 to	 low-income	 households	 throughout	 the	 areas	 damaged	 by	 the	 storm.
But	since	then,	 the	housing	branch	of	the	Occupy	movement	has,	 like	many
residential	movements	that	preceded	it,	has	seemingly	gone	into	remission.

Mayor	Bill	de	Blasio,	who	took	office	on	January	1,	2014,	has	closer	ties
to	 housing	 activists	 than	 any	 mayor	 since	 La	 Guardia.	 His	 policies	 and
appointments	 have	 clearly	 made	 a	 difference	 in	 some	 cases.	 A	 handful	 of
projects	 have	 been	 forced	 to	 include	 more	 affordable	 units	 than	 originally
planned	 and	 required	 to	 keep	 them	 ‘‘affordable’’	 for	 longer.	 And	 his
administration	 has	 prohibited	 what	 housing	 activists	 christened	 “poor
doors”—separate	entrances	to	the	“affordable”	spaces	in	the	otherwise	luxury
apartment	buildings	that	are	built	with	valuable	height	bonuses	offered	by	the
city	in	exchange	for	including	the	below-market	units.

But	 compared	 to	 the	 resources	 and	 space	 consumed	 by	 luxury	 housing,
these	 changes	 seem	 insignificant.	Many	 housing	 activists	 see	 the	 de	Blasio
administration’s	strategy	as	“too	 little,	 too	 late.”82	Others	see	his	policies	as
essentially	 a	 continuation	 of	 those	 of	 Bloomberg.83	 And	 even	 if	 the	mayor
himself	 asserted	 a	 harder	 line,	 the	 city’s	 housing	 policy	 is	 a	 complex
contraption	that	resists	change.



The	 Rent	 Guidelines	 Board’s	 rent	 freeze	 vote	 is	 a	 case	 in	 point.	 The
mayor’s	appointees	listened	to	tenant	activists	and	voted	not	to	increase	rents
on	one-year	leases.	But	the	freeze	did	not	extend	to	two-year	leases	as	tenants
had	demanded,	and	little	action	was	taken	to	help	tenants	on	other	important
issues	 tied	 to	 the	debate.	Compared	 to	 the	Giuliani	or	Bloomberg	years,	 the
climate	in	New	York	today	is	more	amenable	to	housing	activism.	Yet	the	vast
political	 and	 economic	 structures	 of	 the	 city	 are	 still	 organized	 in	 favor	 of
elite	interests.	The	protections	that	earlier	housing	movements	won	in	order	to
insulate	 households	 from	 the	 violence	 of	 the	 market	 are	 being	 steadily
stripped	 away.	Rent	 regulation	 is	 being	 undermined.	 Public	 housing	 is	 in	 a
critically	under-maintained	condition.	Activists	are	working	hard	just	to	keep
public	 housing	 and	 rent	 control	 around—their	 expansion	 seems	 a	 distant
prospect.

In	some	ways,	housing	activism	in	New	York	today	has	much	continuity
with	the	past.	Veteran	organizations	like	the	Metropolitan	Council,	Tenants	&
Neighbors,	the	Pratt	Area	Community	Council,	and	UHAB	continue	to	have	a
major	presence	 in	 the	city.	Neighborhood-based	grassroots	organizations	are
still	 active	 in	 campaigns	 against	 displacement	 and	 for	 affordability,	 access,
and	safety,	including	groups	like	MJB,	GOLES,	CVH,	the	Committee	against
Anti-Asian	Violence,	and	Families	United	for	Racial	and	Economic	Equality.
The	 city	 is	 still	 home	 to	 well-organized	 tenant	 unions	 in	 Crown	 Heights,
Chinatown,	Flatbush,	and	elsewhere,	as	well	as	in	NYCHA	developments	in
all	 five	 boroughs.	 Following	 in	 the	 footsteps	 of	 groups	 like	 City-Wide,
housing	groups	 today	operate	 in	 alliances	 including	 the	Alliance	 for	Tenant
Power,	the	Right	to	the	City	Alliance,	and	Real	Affordability	for	All.	And	as
in	 the	 past,	 contemporary	 activists	 have	 strong	 allies	 in	 the	 philanthropic
sector,	including	the	Community	Service	Society	and	the	Legal	Aid	Society.

As	well,	housing	activists	continue	to	rely	on	many	battle-tested	tools.	A
2014	protest	of	two	buildings	on	West	107th	Street	in	Manhattan	saw	tenants
chanting	“No	rent	for	rats!”—a	phrase	used	by	Jesse	Gray	decades	earlier.84
In	2010,	 the	Right	 to	 the	City	Coalition	conducted	a	count	of	empty	 luxury
condominiums	and	proposed	appropriating	 them	as	housing	 for	 low-income
families—an	tactic	floated	during	the	1920	housing	battles.85

Rent	strikes	still	occur,	though	they	are	less	frequent	than	at	high	points	in
mobilization	 like	 the	 late	 1910s	 or	mid-1960s.	 In	 recent	 years,	 rent	 strikes
have	been	organized	in	Fort	Greene,	Sunset	Park,	and	elsewhere	in	the	rapidly
gentrifying	 tenements	and	 row	houses	of	 the	outer	boroughs.	Activists	have
marched	 to	 end	 landlord	 subsidies,	 block	 evictions,	 and	 stop	 luxury
redevelopment	plans.	They	have	also	taken	to	the	streets	to	demand	stronger
rent	 control,	 more	 effective	 code	 enforcement,	 greater	 public	 safety,	 more



support	for	public	housing,	and	support	for	tenants’	rights.	These	are	all	long-
standing	housing	movement	objectives.

In	other	ways,	however,	 contemporary	housing	activism	 in	New	York	 is
quite	different	from	previous	eras.	The	squatter	movement,	for	example,	has
been	 reduced	 to	 a	 residuum.	 After	 decades	 of	 battles,	 eleven	 squats	 were
legalized	 by	 the	 Bloomberg	 administration	 in	 2002.	 Other	 squats	 became
community	spaces,	like	ABC	No	Rio,	still	famous	as	a	social	center	and	host
of	all-ages	punk	matinees.	But	as	the	housing	market	has	heated	up,	there	is	a
sharply	 reduced	 number	 of	 vacant	 buildings	 available	 for	 squats.	 As	 a
movement,	squatting	is	no	longer	a	significant	force	in	housing	politics.

And	 in	 general,	 today’s	movements	 occur	 in	 a	 neoliberal	 context	where
political	 possibilities	 have	 been	 constricted.	 There	 are	 few	 opportunities	 to
debate	 fundamental	 issues	 about	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 housing	 system.	 Urban
politics	stays	within	a	narrow	consensus.	There	is	little	room	for	movements
to	assert	alternatives	within	the	confines	of	the	contemporary	debate.

The	housing	movements	of	New	York	today	are	struggling	against	a	city
that	 is	 more	 unequal	 and	more	 competitive	 than	 at	 any	 time	 since	 the	 last
Gilded	Age.	In	neoliberal	New	York,	the	needs	of	those	who	use	housing	for
living	 are	 frequently	 pushed	 aside.	 But	 the	 city’s	 tenants	 have	 been	 under
attack	before.	It	has	never	been	long	before	they	fought	back.

For	the	Housing	Struggles	Ahead

The	history	 of	 housing	movements	 in	New	York	 shows	 them	 involved	 in	 a
variety	of	conflicts	around	many	issues,	with	widely	varying	results.	Neither
the	identity	of	the	actors	nor	the	means	they	employ	nor	their	specific	goals
remain	the	same.	The	participants	in	housing	movements	may	be	farmers,	or
tenants,	or	 immigrants,	women,	people	of	color,	professionals,	homeowners,
public	 housing	 residents,	 the	 elderly,	 the	 homeless,	 punks,	 students,	 queer
activists,	or	others,	and	they	are	usually	some	combination	of	these	and	more.
The	means	that	they	employ	may	be	rent	strikes,	eviction	blocking,	legislative
lobbying,	street	demonstrations,	political	mobilization,	electoral	participation,
boycotts,	publicity	campaigns,	squatting,	mutual	aid,	or	self-help.	Their	goals
may	 be	 fair	 rent,	 public	 housing,	 security	 of	 location,	 security	 of	 tenure,
access	 to	 financing,	 integration,	 opportunities	 for	mobility,	 or	 opposition	 to
invasion.	 What	 links	 these	 disparate	 actors,	 actions,	 and	 goals	 is	 a
commitment	 to	 one	 overall	 project:	 the	 defense	 of	 housing,	 which	 must
necessarily	 take	different	 forms	 as	 the	nature	of	 the	 city’s	 housing,	 politics,
and	economy	changes.



To	 acknowledge	 the	 diversity	 of	 housing	movement	 tactics	 and	 goals	 is
not	 to	say	 that	 they	have	shown	infinite	flexibility	 in	 their	demands.	That	 is
not	the	case,	and	it	is	important	to	acknowledge	what	housing	movements	are
not.	 Despite	 what	 observers	 assert	 as	 the	 best	 interest	 of	 tenants,	 housing
activists	do	not	march	to	have	their	public	housing	demolished.	They	do	not
march	 to	have	 rent	controls	 removed.	They	do	not	march	over	aesthetics	or
design	 issues.	 They	 do	 not	 demand	 influxes	 of	more	wealthy	 and	 powerful
neighbors.	As	a	rule,	those	are	outsiders’	concerns.

The	dominant	 image	of	 the	 housing	 activist	 is	 an	 angry	 tenant	 shouting
“NO!”	 Their	 negativity	 is	 said	 to	 be	 their	 defining	 factor,	 such	 that	 some
mistake	popular	housing	activism	with	middle-class	NIMBYism,	which	 is	a
different	political	impulse	altogether.

The	 image	of	 unrelenting	 negativity	 is	 a	 crude	 stereotype.	But	 it	 is	 true
that	housing	campaigns	do	at	times	need	to	object	to	plans	from	developers	or
the	city.	In	an	unequal	society,	the	people	who	have	the	means	to	start	projects
are	 the	 elites.	 “No”	 is	 often	 the	 only	 thing	 that	 the	 relatively	 powerless	 are
able	to	say	that	can	be	heard	by	those	in	power.

Housing	 activists	 do	 in	 fact	 have	 a	 long	 history	 of	 proposing	 positive
plans.	 They	 are	 frequently	 told	 that	 their	 ideas	 are	 unrealistic	 because	 they
assert	 the	 rights	of	 residents	and	give	 insufficient	due	 to	economic	 realities.
But	refusing	to	tell	the	powerful	what	they	want	to	hear	is	different	than	not
proposing	a	plan.

If	the	history	of	New	York	City	is	any	guide,	the	housing	movements	of
the	 future	 will	 have	 no	 choice	 but	 to	 continue	 these	 struggles.	 Decent	 and
accessible	housing	is	not	a	default	condition.	Housing	must	be	demanded	and
protected.	Doing	so	will	always	combine	the	positive	assertion	of	the	right	to
housing	with	the	rejection	of	incursions	upon	that	right.	If	the	inhabitants	of
New	York	 have	 learned	 anything	 about	 their	 dwelling	 space,	 it	 is	 that	 they
must	always	be	ready	to	defend	it.
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Conclusion:

For	a	Radical	Right	to	Housing

Is	housing	for	everyone	a	hopelessly	utopian	goal?	Is	it	plausible	to	imagine
universal	 and	 unconditional	 housing,	 in	 sociable	 and	 environmentally
sustainable	 communities,	 as	 a	 matter	 of	 right	 rather	 than	 a	 commodified
privilege?	As	an	abstract	ideal,	housing	for	all	is	surprisingly	common.

The	Housing	Act	of	1949	set	out	what	it	saw	as	the	national	housing	goal
of	the	United	States	government.	The	law	declared,

the	 general	 welfare	 and	 security	 of	 the	 Nation	 and	 the	 health	 and
living	 standards	of	 its	people	 require	housing	production	and	 related
community	 development	 sufficient	 to	 remedy	 the	 serious	 housing
shortage,	the	elimination	of	substandard	and	other	inadequate	housing
through	the	clearance	of	slums	and	blighted	areas,	and	the	realization
as	soon	as	feasible	of	the	goal	of	a	decent	home	and	a	suitable	living
environment	for	every	American	family	…1

The	1949	Act,	including	its	objective	of	“a	decent	home	and	a	suitable	living
environment	for	every	American	family,”	passed	with	bipartisan	support.	And
Congress	reaffirmed	its	basic	principles	on	numerous	subsequent	occasions.

New	York	State	has	its	own	distinctive	constitutional	approach	to	housing
rights.	New	York’s	Constitution	declares	that	the	“aid,	care	and	support	of	the
needy	are	public	 concerns	and	 shall	be	provided	by	 the	 state.”2	Callahan	 v.
Carey,	 a	 1979	 lawsuit	 filed	 on	 behalf	 of	 six	 homeless	 men	 living	 on	 the
Bowery,	 put	 this	 line	 to	 the	 test.	 Callahan	 ended	 in	 a	 consent	 decree
establishing	a	legally	enforceable	constitutional	right	to	shelter.3

In	 fact,	 formulations	 about	 a	 right	 to	 housing	 or	 shelter	 are	 far	 more
widespread	than	many	realize.	Language	acknowledging	the	responsibility	of
states	 to	 supply	 adequate	 housing	 for	 their	 citizenry	 appears	 in	 the	 national
constitutions	 of	 sixty-nine	 countries.4	 And	 such	 a	 right	 has	 long	 been
promoted	 by	 the	 United	 Nations	 General	 Assembly	 and	 other	 major
international	organizations.	A	right	to	housing	was	enshrined	in	Article	25	of
the	Universal	Declaration	of	Human	Rights	adopted	in	1948	and	in	numerous



other	widely	adopted	treaties.5

The	goal	of	universal	housing,	then,	is	not	some	sectarian	fantasy.	It	is	in
fact	widely	held.	Nearly	all	political	actors	and	parties	claim	to	support	some
version	of	it.6	But	there	is	a	contradiction	between	the	end	of	housing	for	all
and	 the	 means	 that	 are	 supposed	 to	 accomplish	 it:	 market	 systems	 and
capitalist	 states.	 Ideological	 visions	 about	 benevolent	 government	 policy	 or
efficient	markets	hide	this	essential	conflict.

On	 its	 own,	 the	mere	 idea	 of	 universal	 access	 to	 good	 housing	 is	 not	 a
challenge	 to	 the	existing	political-economic	order	but	a	perpetually	deferred
promise	that	the	system	uses	to	legitimize	itself.	Merely	declaring	a	universal
right	to	housing	is	not	the	same	as	actually	providing	housing	for	all.	Perhaps
that	is	one	reason	why	such	rights	can	be	so	widely	acclaimed.

A	right	to	housing	is	no	panacea.	There	is	no	single	legal	formula	that,	on
its	 own,	 can	 bring	 an	 end	 to	 the	 ongoing	housing	 crisis.	As	with	 all	 rights,
everything	depends	on	how	 it	 is	 interpreted,	 institutionalized,	 and	 enforced.
The	 way	 forward	 is	 to	 acknowledge	 the	 limits	 of	 formal	 rights	 to	 housing
under	 the	current	 legal	and	political	 system	while	at	 the	same	 time	pressing
for	a	sufficiently	broad,	activist	conception	of	those	rights.	Only	with	such	an
approach	 can	 a	 right	 to	 housing	 be	 used	 to	 challenge	 to	 residential
commodification,	alienation,	oppression,	and	inequality	today.

Housing	as	a	Right

The	language	of	rights	has	an	ambiguous	political	track	record.	Rights	can	be
used	 for	 a	 huge	 variety	 of	 purposes,	 some	 of	 which	 are	 emancipatory	 and
some	 of	 which	 are	 oppressive.	 Critics	 link	 the	 discourse	 of	 rights	 to
imperialism	 and	 colonial	 civilizing	 projects.	 Or	 they	 see	 rights	 as	 more
symbolic	 than	 substantive.	For	 some	 critics,	 declarations	of	 rights	 too	often
amount	 to	 ineffective	and	unenforceable	claims,	or,	even	worse,	 to	 toothless
abstractions	that	just	help	unequal	societies	feel	better	about	their	inequality.
When	 the	 relatively	 powerless	 claim	 rights	 against	 the	 powerful,	 legal
formulas	 run	 up	 against	 the	 reality	 of	 class	 hierarchy	 and	 domination:
“between	 equal	 rights	 force	 decides.”7	 Claims	 about	 legal	 equality,	 critics
argue,	only	serve	to	disguise	the	truth	of	actual	inequality.8

When	used	in	a	purely	legal	sense,	rights	can	function	to	shore	up	existing
structures	and	relationships	without	questioning	them.	If	the	right	to	housing
is	merely	 a	 right	 to	 be	 incorporated	 into	 the	 residential	 status	 quo,	without
changing	 present	methods	 of	 distributing	 the	 benefits	 and	 costs	 of	 housing,
then	 it	 is	 a	 weak	 right	 indeed.	 Such	 a	 right	 would	 remain	 silent	 about	 the



social	 conflicts	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 housing	 politics.	 The	 vast	 bulk	 of	 the	 legal
edifice	 that	 shapes	access	 to	housing	exists	 to	protect	 the	 rights	of	property
owners.	 A	 right	 to	 housing	 that	 does	 not	 challenge	 and	 change	 the	 current
housing	 system	would	 either	 be	 unenforceable	 or	 at	 best	 end	 up	 as	 a	 state
subsidy	for	landlords.	A	legalistic,	procedural	version	of	the	right	to	housing
is	bound	to	fall	short	of	the	results	that	it	promises.

And	yet,	while	arguments	criticizing	rights	should	be	taken	seriously,	they
are	 not	 grounds	 for	 dismissing	 the	 entire	 repertoire	 of	 rights-based	 housing
politics.	The	 universe	 of	 rights	 is	 not	monolithic.	Not	 all	 versions	 of	 rights
end	up	maintaining	the	status	quo.	Under	some	conditions,	rights	talk	can	be	a
way	to	demand	the	impossible.	The	mere	act	of	trying	to	claim	a	right	that	is
unreasonable	under	 the	current	state	of	affairs	can	illustrate	 the	limits	of	 the
system	and	point	towards	ways	to	change	it.

An	actual	right	to	housing	necessarily	implies	fundamental	challenges	to
the	existing	system.	The	efficacy	of	this	sort	of	right	is	that	it	can	articulate	a
demand	around	which	a	mass	movement	can	mobilize:	 the	demand	for	truly
decent	housing	for	all	irrespective	of	one’s	economic	or	social	status.	Across
the	world,	social	movements	demonstrate	that	making	such	a	demand	can	be	a
route	 towards	housing	 justice.	And	in	 the	absence	of	such	rights,	housing	 is
abandoned	 to	 the	 political	 and	 economic	 vicissitudes	 of	 class	 society	 and
market	provision.

In	fact,	the	pursuit	of	a	right	to	housing	is	a	strategic	objective	for	activists
in	many	cities.	Virtually	every	major	housing	protest	 is	 suffused	with	 rights
talk.	Crowds	at	demonstrations	chant,	“Fight,	fight,	fight!	Housing	is	a	right!”
Banners	proclaim,	“HOUSING	IS	A	RIGHT	NOT	A	PRIVILEGE.”	Organizers	in	the	US
and	 abroad	draw	upon	 claims	 about	 human	 rights	 as	 a	 viable	 legal	 strategy
against	 housing	 injustice.9	Opponents	 of	 gentrification	 often	 end	 up	 relying
on	 some	 version	 of	 housing	 researcher	 Chester	 Hartman’s	 idea	 that	 there
should	be	a	“right	to	stay	put.”10

A	radical	right	to	housing	is	a	special	kind	of	right.	It	links	to	the	activist
conception	of	 rights	 invoked	by	 the	phrase	“the	right	 to	 the	city,”	originally
popularized	by	Henri	Lefebvre	in	1968	and	subsequently	made	the	basis	for
social	movements	around	the	world.11	From	Lefebvre’s	perspective,	the	right
to	 the	 city	 is	 a	 “cry	 and	 a	 demand”;	 that	 is,	 part	 of	 social	 struggle,	 not	 an
individual	 legal	 entitlement.12	 “Right”	 is	 not	 used	 in	 its	 conventional	 legal
sense,	but	in	an	ethical	and	political	sense.	Lefebvre	is	not	proposing	a	right
to	 the	city	 as	 it	 currently	 exists,	but	 the	 right	 to	 a	 transformed	city,	 and	 the
right	to	transform	it.	Such	a	right	is	not	opposed	to	legally	enforceable	claims,
but	it	aims	at	social	and	political	goals	that	are	far	broader	than	that.



A	truly	radical	right	to	housing	must	comprise	a	similarly	expansive	set	of
political	 demands.	More	 than	 a	 simple	 legal	 claim,	 a	 real	 right	 to	 housing
needs	to	take	the	form	of	an	ongoing	effort	to	democratize	and	decommodify
housing,	and	to	end	the	alienation	that	the	existing	housing	system	engenders.
It	 would	 name	 a	 set	 of	 claims	 about	 the	 housing	 that	 everyone	 in	 fact
deserves,	 claims	 legitimized	 not	 only	 by	 legal	 mechanisms	 but	 also	 by
popular	 democratic	 mobilization.	 It	 would	 not	 be	 a	 demand	 for	 inclusion
within	 the	 horizon	 of	 housing	 politics	 as	 usual	 but	 an	 effort	 to	 move	 that
horizon.

People	 do	 not	 only	 live	 in	 homes.	 They	 live	 in	 neighborhoods	 and
communities.	They	occupy	buildings	but	also	 locations	 in	a	social	 fabric.	A
radical	right	to	housing	must	affirm	and	protect	this	web	of	relations.	It	must
propose	new	 links	between	housing	and	other	domains.	As	Raquel	Rolnick,
the	 former	 UN	 special	 rapporteur	 on	 housing,	 argues,	 “the	 notion	 of	 the
human	right	 to	adequate	housing	 is	not	 restricted	 to	 the	access	of	 the	house
itself	 …	 the	 right	 to	 housing	 has	 to	 be	 apprehended	 in	 a	 much	 broader
context.”13	A	radical	right	to	housing	raises	our	sights	and	sees	the	objective
of	 action	more	 comprehensively,	 tying	 together	 in	 a	 common	quest	 broader
claims	to	equality,	dignity,	solidarity,	and	welfare.

Transformative	Demands

A	 real	 right	 to	 housing	 requires	 fundamental	 change	 in	 the	 political	 and
economic	 structures	 of	 contemporary	 society.	 The	 housing	 system	 is
dominated	 by	 powerful	 actors	 and	 institutions	 that	 have	 a	major	 interest	 in
maintaining	 the	 status	 quo.	 And	 it	 is	 deeply	 shaped	 by	 other	 political	 and
economic	spheres	with	their	own	structures	of	inequality	and	inertia.	The	state
is	clearly	part	of	the	problem,	and	yet	is	absolutely	necessary	for	any	solution.
What,	then,	is	to	be	done?

There	are	better	and	worse	ways	to	respond	to	the	contradiction	between
the	 ideal	of	housing	as	 a	 right	 and	 the	 reality	of	housing	 in	 crisis.	One	bad
way	is	 to	dispense	with	 the	 ideal	and	settle	for	 reforms	only	at	 the	margins.
Even	 worse	 is	 to	 wait	 around	 for	 some	 messianic	 revolution	 to	 solve	 the
problem	for	us,	and	abandon	efforts	for	change	in	the	meantime.

If	 housing	 for	 all	 is	 a	 commonly	 held	 ideal	 that	 is	 impossible	 under
current	 conditions,	 the	 best	 response	 is	 to	 hold	 on	 to	 the	 ideal	 and	 change
current	 conditions	 towards	 realizing	 a	world	 that	more	 closely	 resembles	 it.
The	way	 to	 do	 this	 is	 to	 formulate	 demands	 that	 are	 accomplishable	 in	 the
world	as	it	exists	but	which	point	in	the	direction	of	deeper	change.	The	right
to	housing	should	not	be	rejected	as	an	unrealizable	fantasy	but	upheld	as	an



object	of	struggle	towards	making	it	a	reality.

Not	all	demands	for	political	and	social	change	are	alike.14	Some	reforms,
which	can	be	called	efficiency	reforms,	are	simply	designed	to	make	what	is
already	 being	 done	 more	 effective,	 say	 by	 streamlining	 administrative
structures	 or	 improving	 accountability	 practices.	 Such	 reforms	 are	 system-
maintaining	 in	 the	 obvious	 sense	 that	 they	 help	 a	 given	 system	 meet	 its
predetermined	goals	in	a	more	efficient	way.

Other	 kinds	 of	 reform,	 which	 we	 can	 call	 liberal	 reforms,	 aim	 at
ameliorating	the	most	undesirable	aspects	of	a	condition	or	policy	but	without
addressing	 their	 implicit	 power	 relations	 or	 conflicts	 of	 interest.	 Some	 of
these	demands	may	gesture	towards	more	radical	claims,	say	by	highlighting
inequality	or	corporate	power,	but	 they	do	 so	only	 incidentally.	By	quieting
dissent	without	fundamentally	changing	the	political	situation,	 these	reforms
also	often	end	up	being	system-maintaining.

We	 are	 interested	 in	 what	 we	 can	 identify	 as	 transformative	 demands.
They	seek	to	address	the	systemic	causes	of	inequities	and	injustices,	looking
comprehensively	 at	 the	 sources	 of	 a	 particular	 problem	 and	 at	 the	 systemic
and	 institutional	 factors	 that	nurture	 it.	Transformative	demands	are	system-
challenging,	or	what	André	Gorz	calls	non-reformist	reforms:15	not	attempts
to	make	 the	 current	 system	more	 resilient,	 but	 actions	 that	 improve	 present
conditions	while	also	progressively	enabling	the	building	of	a	different	world.

Such	 transformative	 demands	 should	 not,	 strictly	 speaking,	 be	 seen	 as
utopian.	 They	 develop	 potentials	 that	 actually	 exist	 at	 a	 given	 level	 of
development,	but	which	are	blocked	by	existing	conditions.	They	are	radical,
because	they	seek	to	address	problems	not	at	the	surface,	but	at	the	root.	Such
demands	 that	 are	 both	 actionable	 and	 transformative	 are	 the	 best	 way	 to
respond	to	the	current	housing	crisis.

Potential	Directions

Having	concluded	that	the	present	situation	requires	a	radical	right	to	housing,
what	might	constitute	concrete	steps	in	that	direction?	We	can	obviously	not
offer	 a	 set	 of	 policies	 or	 blueprints.	 Precise	 demands	 need	 to	 be	 tailored	 to
specific	 conditions	 and	 be	 proposed	 by	 local	 actors.	 But	 we	 can	 outline
directions	in	which	we	believe	the	housing	system	should	move	and	suggest
broad	demands	that	can	be	posed	to	 the	state	and	other	 institutions.	And	we
can	 highlight	 promising	 strategies	 that	 are	 being	 pursued	 by	 housing
movements	across	the	globe.

Decommodify	 and	 de-financialize	 the	 housing	 system.	 Simply	 put,	 prevent



housing	 from	 being	 treated	 as	 a	 commodity.	 This	 is	 the	 overarching	 goal.
Reversing	 the	 commodity	 character	 of	 housing	 must	 be	 the	 core	 of	 any
answer	to	the	housing	crisis.	As	we	have	been	arguing,	the	idea	that	housing
should	 primarily	 be	 an	 asset	 to	 accumulate	 wealth	 is	 a	 product	 of
contemporary	 legal,	 economic,	 and	 political	 structures,	 all	 of	which	 can	 be
changed.	Establishing	a	real	right	to	housing	demands	such	changes.

There	 are	 many	 routes	 towards	 decommodification,	 even	 beyond	 the
public	 provision	 of	 housing,	which	 is	 considered	 below.	These	 include	 rent
controls,	more	 secure	 tenancies,	public	ownership	of	 land,	public	 financing,
limits	 on	 speculation,	 and	 the	 adoption	 or	 re-introduction	 of	 regulations	 on
home	 finance	 mechanisms.	 Cities	 and	 movements	 across	 the	 world	 are
proposing	such	restrictions	on	commodification	today.	The	Right	to	the	City
Alliance	has	promoted	 the	creation	of	a	Community	Reinvestment	Bank—a
public,	nonprofit	provider	of	home	financing.16	Laws	 in	Australia	 and	other
countries	impose	special	taxes	on	ownership	by	nonresident	investors,	which
could	also	be	banned	outright.	Cities	could	 institute	a	 land	value	 tax,	which
recaptures	for	the	public	coffers	the	collectively	produced	unearned	increment
from	rising	land	values.	A	luxury	housing	tax	could	at	once	raise	public	funds
and	 remove	 the	 incentive	 for	 the	 construction	 of	 empty	 luxury	 investment
homes.	A	foreclosure	tax	would	reduce	the	number	of	foreclosures	and	recoup
some	of	their	costs.	A	tax	on	empty	buildings	would	reduce	land	banking	by
private	landlords.

There	 are	 other	 contemporary	 programs	 that	 distribute	 housing	 on	 the
basis	of	need	rather	 than	only	following	market	signals.	One	example	 is	 the
“Housing	First”	approach	 to	homelessness	used	 in	New	York,	Los	Angeles,
and	 other	 cities.17	 An	 application	 of	 harm	 reduction	 principles	 that	 were
originally	 developed	 in	 the	 field	 of	 public	 health,	 Housing	 First	 programs
seek	 to	provide	 the	homeless	with	unconditional,	stable	housing,	going	well
beyond	 typical	 shelters.18	 Such	 policies	 do	 not	 escape	 the	 contradictions	 of
neoliberal	 social	 policy,	 but	 they	 do	 highlight	 the	 plausibility	 of	 housing
provision	beyond	market	logics.19

The	most	obvious	opportunity	for	action	would	be	to	immediately	halt	and
throw	 into	 reverse	 the	 processes	 of	 deregulation	 and	 privatization	 that	 are
steadily	 exacerbating	 the	 housing	 crisis.	 Currently,	 many	 governments	 are
actively	working	to	undermine	rent	control,	sell	off	public	residential	assets,
cut	funding	for	public	housing	and	homeless	services,	outsource	local	housing
functions,	 and	 encourage	 speculation.	 If	 they	were	 interested	 in	 staunching
the	growth	of	residential	suffering,	a	good	starting	point	for	local	and	national
governments	 would	 be	 to	 immediately	 refrain	 from	 making	 the	 problem
worse.



Expand,	defend,	and	improve	public	housing.	Public	housing	is	central	to	any
the	 effective	 social	 response	 to	 the	 housing	 crisis.	The	 strengthening	 of	 the
existing	 publicly	 owned	 housing	 stock,	 and	 its	 expansion	 in	 new
developments,	 is	 the	 only	 way	 to	 simultaneously	 combat	 the	 connected
problems	 of	 shelter	 poverty	 and	 gentrification.	 It	 is	 the	most	 direct	way	 to
ensure	that	a	home	can	be	made	available	to	anyone	in	need	of	one.	Greatly
expanding	and	improving	the	residential	public	sector	would	be	the	simplest
route	 to	providing	a	meaningful	 right	 to	housing	 for	all.	For	 inspiration,	we
can	look	to	the	successful	housing	programs	of	the	twentieth	century,	such	as
that	 of	Red	Vienna.	The	 history	 of	 public	 housing	 in	 postwar	Europe,	 both
east	 and	west,	 and	 the	huge	variation	 in	 public	 housing	 systems	 around	 the
world	provide	plenty	of	examples	of	successful	models	 that	could	support	a
viable	and	popular	twenty-first-century	public	housing	sector.20

Successfully	 decommodifying	 and	 de-financializing	 housing	 requires
breaking	the	monopoly	of	for-profit	developers.	Part	of	the	power	of	private
capital	in	the	housing	system	comes	from	the	fact	that	the	public	role	has	been
reduced	 to	 facilitating	 private	 action.	 As	 a	 result,	 communities	 are	 at	 the
mercy	 of	 corporate	 real	 estate	 actors	who	 know	 that	 there	 are	 currently	 no
alternatives:	 either	 they	build	or	no	one	does.	This	monopoly	of	 the	private
sector	needs	to	end.

Supporters	of	deregulation	frequently	point	out	that	restrictions	on	private
residential	capital	would	only	make	the	housing	problem	worse	by	restricting
supply.	But	that	position	assumes	that	the	monopoly	of	the	private	sector	will
be	maintained	for	the	foreseeable	future.	This	issue	would	vanish	were	there	a
dynamic	 and	 permanently	 nonprofit	 public	 system	 to	 act	 as	 an	 actual
alternative	to	for-profit	development.	21

Funding	 for	 building	 new	 public	 housing	 should	 come	 from	 general
government	 revenues,	 so	 that	 it	 does	 not	 become	 dependent	 upon	 luxury
development,	as	with	inclusionary	zoning.	New	public	housing	could	also	be
funded	by	redirecting	the	hundreds	of	millions	of	public	dollars	given	away	as
subsidies	to	corporate	real	estate.22	Public	housing	can	become	a	mechanism
not	 only	 to	 provide	 shelter,	 but	 also	 to	 relieve	 stress	 from	 elsewhere	 in	 the
housing	 system.	 The	 more	 public	 housing	 is	 a	 desirable,	 accessible,	 and
affordable	option,	 the	 less	scope	exists	for	exploitation	by	private	 landlords.
Public	housing	can	also	help	deal	with	some	of	 the	shortcomings	of	private
homeownership.	 A	 proposal	 for	 a	 “right	 to	 sell”	 offered	 by	 the	 British
geographer	Danny	Dorling	and	others	would	allow	private	owners	in	financial
distress	 to	 sell	 their	 homes	 to	 local	 governments	 and	 become	 secure	 public
tenants,	avoiding	foreclosure	while	adding	to	the	public	housing	stock.23



But	 we	 should	 not	 aim	 to	 uncritically	 adopt	 twentieth-century	 public
housing,	which	was	created	in	very	different	conditions	than	those	that	prevail
in	 cities	 today.	 The	 residential	 public	 sector	 reflected	 particular	 twentieth-
century	 class	 compromises	 and	 political-economic	 imperatives.	 It	 was
designed	 to	 stabilize	 the	 Fordist–Keynesian	 city:	 to	 defuse	 conflicts,	 to
provide	jobs,	to	facilitate	the	work	of	private	developers.	This	model	should
not	be	blindly	copied.	Public	housing	should	be	protected	and	expanded	but
also	 radicalized	 and	 democratized.	 The	 theorist	 Alberto	 Toscano	 recently
argued,

struggles	in	public	sectors	that	have	already	been	intensely	subjected
to	 forms	 of	 managerialism	 and	 competitive	 discipline,	 when	 not
extensively	 privatised,	 will	 of	 necessity	 be	 inhabited	 by	 a
contradictory	reformism—at	once	upholding	the	‘values’	embodied	in
such	 institutions	 and	 subjecting	 them	 to	 critique,	 asserting	 the
significance	 of	 the	 ‘public’	 as	 a	 domain	 of	 relative	 non-
commodification	 while	 experiencing	 the	 parlous	 effects	 of
governmental	control.24

Precisely	 this	 sort	 of	 contradictory,	 non-reformist	 reformism	 is	 needed	 now
for	housing’s	public	sector.	What	we	need	is	to	at	once	critique,	defend,	and
expand	public	housing.

This	is	not	to	say	that	private	enterprise	can	have	no	place	in	a	more	just
residential	 system.	 In	 a	 thoroughly	 transformed	 and	 democratized	 housing
system,	 some	 form	 of	 entrepreneurialism	 could	 be	 a	 useful	 tool.	 But	 such
entrepreneurialism	should	be	at	the	service	of	a	different,	egalitarian	housing
process	and	not,	as	it	currently	is,	the	driver	of	an	inegalitarian,	profit-focused
one.25

Privilege	inhabitants.	Make	the	interests	of	residents	the	dominant	concern	of
housing	 policy.	 Currently,	 investors	 and	 owners	 rule	 the	 housing	 system.
When	 conflicts	 arise,	 their	 needs	 are	 met	 and	 their	 interests	 are	 protected.
This	must	change.	The	housing	system	should	be	reconfigured	to	privilege	the
people	who	live	in	housing,	rather	than	those	who	only	profit	from	it.

The	 general	 principle	 of	 privileging	 inhabitants	 ultimately	 points	 to	 the
end	of	private	 landlordism.	But	 it	 suggests	more	 immediate	steps	as	well.	 It
means,	in	the	first	instance,	creating	new	power	relationships	between	tenants
and	 landlords.	 To	 defend	 vulnerable	 households,	 there	 should	 be	 an
immediate	moratorium	on	evictions.	Renting	as	well	as	subletting	should	be
made	 more	 secure,	 as	 it	 is	 in	 countries	 like	 Germany,	 the	 Netherlands,
Austria,	and	Belgium.26	There	should	be	longer	or	indefinite	tenancies,	with
fewer	 opportunities	 for	 termination	 or	 rent	 increases.	 There	 should	 be



additional	 protections	 for	 certain	 tenants	 like	 families	 or	 the	 elderly.	 This
would	 lessen	 the	opportunities	 for	 abuse	 and	diminish	 the	 social	 distinction
between	forms	of	tenure.

For	 households	 facing	 foreclosure,	 there	 should	 be	 public	mandates	 for
loan	 modifications	 and	 principal	 write-downs,	 possibly	 using	 the	 power	 of
eminent	 domain,	 as	 some	 have	 proposed.27	 Foreclosure	 is	 currently	 a
mechanism	for	dispossession	and	gentrification,	but	it	could	be	turned	into	a
force	for	redistribution	of	dwelling	space	in	favor	of	those	who	inhabit.	The
Right	to	the	City	Alliance	proposes	tax	foreclosure	as	a	way	to	convert	vacant
condominiums	 into	 publicly	 owned	 housing	 for	 low-income	 families.28
Considering	 the	 luxury	 colonization	 of	much	 of	Manhattan,	 this	may	 seem
unlikely.	 But	 it	 is	 not	 out	 of	 the	 question.	 Paris’s	 city	 council	 recently
announced	 a	 plan	 to	 establish	 a	 “right	 of	 first	 refusal”	 for	 the	 municipal
purchase	of	properties	 in	gentrifying	neighborhoods	as	an	anti-displacement
measure.29

“Inhabitants”	is	obviously	a	heterogeneous	category.	Plenty	of	residential
disputes	stem	from	the	conflicting	ways	that	residents	inhabit	dwellings.	But
the	 basic	 principle	 of	 giving	 priority	 to	 those	who	 live	 in	 housing	 is	 still	 a
necessary	corrective.

Let	a	thousand	housing	alternatives	bloom.	Support	wide	experimentation	in
terms	 of	 constructing	 and	managing	 housing.	 From	 communes	 to	 squats	 to
experimental	 building	 techniques	 and	 new	 forms	 of	 tenure,	 the	 universe	 of
dwelling	possibilities	is	wider	and	more	interesting	than	it	may	appear	at	first.
We	can	learn	from	these	projects.

For	example,	there	are	many	alternative	forms	of	tenure	that	are	currently
available	 in	most	housing	systems:	cooperative,	mutual,	communal,	 limited-
equity	 co-ownership,	 and	 others.	 All	 of	 them	 depend	 upon	 changing	 the
collection	of	 rights,	 responsibilities,	and	powers	 that	constitute	 tenure	 in	 the
first	place.	The	creation	of	new	forms	of	tenure	should	be	encouraged.30

Again,	 this	 is	 not	 an	 unrealistic	 dream	 but	 a	 concrete	 reality	 in
communities	across	the	world.	Community	land	trusts	are	probably	the	most
prominent	 alternative	 tenures	 today.	 They	 have	 their	 roots	 in	 1960s	 civil
rights	 organizing	 against	 racist	 land	 politics	 in	 the	 American	 South.31
Different	community	land	trusts	vary	considerably,	but	the	basic	model	is	that
a	nonprofit	corporation	holds	land	in	trust	and	offers	permanently	affordable,
limited-equity,	 long-term	 leases	 to	 residents.	 There	 are	 now	more	 than	 230
community	 land	 trusts	 in	 the	 United	 States,	 around	 150	 in	 the	 United
Kingdom,	and	many	others	elsewhere.32



In	 some	 instances,	 alternative	 forms	 of	 neighborhood	 organization	 and
building	 techniques	 have	 led	 to	 encouraging	 experiments	 in	 communal
housing.	For	thirty	years,	N	Street	Cohousing	 in	Davis,	California,	has	been
retrofitting	a	collection	of	detached	homes	 to	create	a	 communal	 residential
space.33	 The	 recently	 built	 LILAC	 (Low	 Impact	 Living	 Affordable
Community)	 is	a	group	of	 twenty	prefabricated	straw-bale	houses	organized
into	a	co-housing	community	outside	Leeds,	England.34	Freetown	Christiania
has	 existed	 as	 a	 large-scale	 communal	 squat	 and	major	 tourist	 attraction	 in
central	Copenhagen	 since	1971.35	The	 twenty-five	 apartments	 that	make	up
Berlin’s	 Lebensort	 Vielfalt	 (Diverse	 Living	 Space)	 provide	 housing	 for	 a
multi-generational	group	of	LGBT	residents.36	Throughout	Berlin,	 there	 are
currently	more	than	three	hundred	co-housing	developments.37

We	 should	 affirm	 these	 initiatives	 and	 encourage	 more	 of	 them.	 They
show	that	actually	existing	options	for	housing	tenure	are	already	much	wider
than	 they	 often	 appear.	 These	 projects	 provide	 access	 to	 housing,	 and
represent	a	creative	and	communal	antidote	to	residential	alienation.

However,	 there	 is	 no	 guarantee	 that	 projects	 of	 this	 sort	 will	 constitute
truly	 transformative	 endeavors.	 They	 cannot	 replace	 public	 investment	 in
housing.	 They	 can	 too	 easily	 become	 the	 exclusive	 domain	 of	 affluent
households,	 and	 they	 are	 liable	 to	 be	 reintegrated	 into	 the	 logic	 of
commodification.	To	avoid	 this,	 experiments	 in	 alternative	 tenure	 should	be
connected	as	much	as	possible	to	larger-scale	efforts,	to	marginalized	groups
and	 to	 public	 housing	 authorities,	 so	 that	 they	 avoid	 being	 interesting
exceptions	to	an	otherwise	unchanged	residential	condition.

Democratize	 housing	 management.	 Make	 housing	 management	 more
democratic	 and	 community-based.	 Housing	 movements	 have	 long	 made
residents’	 control	 of	 their	 dwellings	 one	 of	 their	 central	 demands.38	 That
tenants	 especially	 lack	 control	 of	 their	 homes	 is	 one	 of	 the	 causes	 of
residential	 alienation.	 In	 order	 to	 disalienate	 and	 humanize	 the	 housing
system,	residents	should	be	the	primary	decision-makers	both	in	public	and	in
private	 housing,	 and	 should	 have	 a	 stronger	 voice	 in	 the	 urban	 planning
process.

Housing	can	be	decommodified	but	democratized.	The	absence	of	tenant
involvement	in	public	housing	management,	or	meaningless	simulations	of	it,
confirms	 the	worst	 fears	 about	 public	 bureaucracies.	 In	 this	 respect,	 heavy-
handed	public	 housing	 administration	 plays	 directly	 into	 the	 hands	 of	 those
who	want	to	privatize	all	such	dwellings.

When	residents	are	included	in	housing	management,	too	often	it	takes	the
form	of	meaningless	consultations	or	ill-defined	“involvement.”	But	an	angry



tenant	response	to	1970s-era	housing	management	reforms	still	holds:	“Don’t
give	 me	 that	 participation	 bullshit,	 man.	 We	 want	 power!”39	 Too	 often,
residential	 participation	 is	 empty	 theater	 performed	 by	 representatives	 of
unaccountable	 managers.	 Instead,	 resident	 associations,	 tenant	 unions,
community	organizations,	and	households	should	be	given	actual	democratic
decision-making	authority,	as	the	true	experts	on	their	own	housing.

What	 is	 true	 for	 the	 public	 sector	 is	 also	 true	 for	 private	 renters.	 The
connection	between	landlord	and	tenant	is	as	much	a	political	relationship	as
it	 is	 an	 economic	 one.	 Private	 tenants	 should	 also	 have	 decision-making
powers	regarding	the	rules	and	conditions	of	their	housing.

Again,	 some	 element	 of	 caution	 is	 needed.	 On	 its	 own,	 there	 is	 no
guarantee	 that	 local	 decision-making	 is	 any	more	 democratic	 or	 egalitarian
than	authority	exercised	at	other	scales.40	Participants	need	to	be	sure	not	to
reproduce	 domination	 at	 smaller	 scales.	 But	 the	 democratization	 of	 the
housing	system	must	be	part	of	any	solution	to	the	housing	problem	properly
understood.

Broaden	housing	struggles.	Connect	demands	for	radical	housing	policies	to
transformative	 demands	 in	 other	 areas.	 If	 oppression	 in	 housing	 directly
intersects	with	other	forms	of	oppression,	then	housing	politics	must	intersect
with	other	struggles.	To	succeed	 today,	housing	activists	must	 find	common
ground	with	other	social	movements.41

To	 be	 sure,	 housing	 activism	 has	 long	 been	 allied	 with	 other	 forms	 of
social	 action.	 And	 activists	 rooted	 in	 non-housing	 movements	 have	 long
raised	 important	 questions	 about	 residential	 oppression.	 For	 more	 than	 a
century,	 feminists	 have	 argued	 that	 the	 house	 and	 home	 are	 prototypically
political	 institutions,	 and	 have	 fought	 to	 transform	 them.	 Civil	 rights	 and
antiracist	 activism	 has	 long	 seen	 housing	 discrimination	 and	 segregation	 as
central	 to	the	struggle	for	racial	 justice.	Alliances	between	these	movements
and	housing	activists	are	longstanding	and	should	be	strengthened.

Housing	 is	 a	 universal	 need	 that	 can	 take	 an	 infinite	 number	 of	 forms.
Precisely	for	 this	reason,	housing	movements	can	potentially	forge	mutually
supportive	 alliances	 with	 participants	 in	 a	 huge	 number	 of	 other	 struggles.
The	 concerns	 of	 housing	 activists	 overlap	 not	 only	with	 a	 variety	 of	 urban,
anticapitalist,	antiracist,	and	feminist	movements,	but	also	potentially	with	the
environmental	 justice	 movement,	 the	 labor	 movement,	 LGBT	 movements,
activism	 surrounding	 migrants’	 rights,	 disability	 rights,	 prison	 reform,
community	health,	and	many	other	sources	of	mobilization.

Democratize	housing	policy.	That	is,	widen	the	process	of	decisionmaking	on
housing	issues,	and	downsize	the	power	of	experts	and	bureaucrats.	Housing



is	not	a	specialist	concern,	so	it	should	not	be	the	sole	domain	of	specialists.42

“Expose,	propose,	politicize!”43	The	housing	system	needs	to	be	opened	up	to
broader	democratic	scrutiny	and	 input,	 so	 that	 it	 can	be	contested	at	a	 scale
appropriate	to	its	significance	for	everyday	life.

Currently,	 the	 contours	 of	 the	 housing	 system	 are	 determined	 by	 a
relatively	small	elite.	As	a	result,	 the	scale	of	 inequality	and	 injustice	 in	 the
housing	 system	 is	 not	 widely	 acknowledged.	 We	 should	 not	 see	 these	 as
unfortunate	but	 random	facts.	That	 the	basic	shape	of	 the	housing	system	is
not	on	 any	mainstream	political	 agenda	 is	 a	 sign	of	 the	power	of	 economic
and	political	 elites	 to	make	 it	 seem	as	 if	 fundamental	housing	questions	are
basically	settled.	We	need	to	create	new	sites	where	the	housing	question	can
be	reopened.

Many	new	housing	developments	are	pushed	through	the	planning	process
using	arcane	technical	knowledge	and	backroom	negotiations.	The	form	and
substance	 of	 this	 process	 needs	 to	 be	 changed.	 As	 the	 experiences	 of
participatory	budgeting	in	Porto	Alegre,	Belo	Horizonte,	and	even	New	York
City	demonstrate,	a	more	directly	democratic	planning	process	is	possible.44
Accounting	measures	should	be	used	to	reflect	social	priorities.	The	amounts
of	 public	 subsidy	 given	 to	 any	 development	 project	 should	 be	 completely
clear	 and	 open	 to	 public	 scrutiny.	 All	 viability	 assessments	 seen	 by	 any
government	agency	should	be	made	public.45	There	 should	be	 social	 justice
impact	statements	issued	for	all	large-scale	state	and	private	actions	affecting
housing	and	land	use,	written	in	a	way	that	the	public	can	understand.

Planning	 today	 takes	 place	 in	 a	 technocratic	 language	 that	 excludes
nonexperts.	Most	 households	 are	keenly	 aware	of	 the	nature	of	 the	housing
crisis,	but	their	perspectives	are	ignored	by	those	who	determine	policies.	In
order	to	create	a	real	right	to	housing	for	all,	the	epistemological	basis	of	the
housing	 system	 needs	 to	 be	 democratized.46	 The	 voices	 and	 experiences	 of
poor	 households	 need	 to	 be	 central	 to	 the	 housing	 debate.	 There	 should	 be
substantial	amounts	of	financial	and	technical	assistance	to	involve	nonexpert
publics	 in	 decision-making	 around	 community	 planning.	 A	 phrase	 that	 has
long	 circulated	 in	 social	movement	 circles	 should	 apply	 to	 the	 situation	 of
poor	and	working-class	households	regarding	housing	policy:	“nothing	about
us	without	us!”

Activists	have	 long	sought	 to	contest	 the	politics	of	housing	knowledge,
and	plenty	of	groups	pursue	this	strategy	today.	The	Right	to	the	City	Alliance
has	 held	 teach-ins,	 testified	 in	 hearings,	 and	 documented	 housing	 abuses
across	the	country.	The	Anti-eviction	Mapping	Project	has	been	documenting
landlord	 abuse,	 displacement,	 and	 evictions,	 and	 collecting	 tenants’	 oral



histories	 in	San	Francisco,	Oakland,	 and	elsewhere.47	Housing	experts	have
also	worked	to	build	similar	alliances.	Projects	like	the	Planners	Network	in
the	United	States	or	groups	like	Just	Space	and	Architects	for	Social	Housing
in	the	United	Kingdom	try	to	place	urban	planning	expertise	in	the	service	of
progressive	organizations	and	community	groups.48	Such	alliances	need	to	be
expanded	in	order	to	combat	the	huge	lobbying	efforts	of	corporate	landlords
and	developers.

The	 language	 of	 housing	 development	 needs	 to	 be	 contested	 and	made
less	equivocal.	Planners,	architects,	and	others	involved	in	housing	and	urban
development	need	 to	 actively	 refuse	 terms	 that	muddle	contentious	political
issues,	and	they	should	avoid	technical	or	pleasant-sounding	terms	of	art	for
actions	that	would	be	recognized	as	undesirable	if	properly	named.49	Phrases
like	“affordable	housing”	or	“urban	regeneration”	are	part	of	 the	process	by
which	 housing	 crisis	 and	 urban	 inequality	 are	 normalized.	 The	 language	 of
housing	 needs	 to	 be	 repoliticized.	 We	 can	 start	 by	 refusing	 to	 engage	 in
euphemism.

Globalize	housing	movements.	Housing	movements	need	 to	match	 the	 scale
of	 the	 housing	 problem.	 Residential	 capital	 is	 global	 in	 scope,	 with
transnational	 investors	 and	 corporations	 determining	 the	 fate	 of	 households
across	the	planet.	Movements	need	to	unite	in	order	to	address	the	problem	at
the	same	global	scale.

Housing	movements	have	long	drawn	on	transnational	connections.	Early
twentieth-century	 activists	 in	New	York	City	made	 use	 of	 immigrant	 social
networks	and	experiences	in	European	democratic	politics.	Their	counterparts
today	have	a	similarly	 transnational	orientation,	utilizing	cultural	 repertoires
and	 political	 know-how	 from	 struggles	 in	 Latin	 America,	 East	 Asia,	 and
elsewhere	across	the	globe.

This	 cosmopolitanism	 is	 a	 resource	 that	 should	 be	 leveraged	 to	 address
today’s	 global	 housing	 crisis.	 Planet-spanning	 housing	movements	 can	 help
one	 another	 keep	 track	 of	 dispossession	 and	 displacement	 in	 different
locations,	 identify	 strategic	 opportunities	 that	might	 not	 be	 apparent	 on	 the
local	 scale,	 share	 ideas,	 and	 foster	 worldwide	 public	 support.	 Such
movements	 would	 resemble	 what	 the	 theorist	 Arjun	 Appadurai	 calls	 “deep
democracy,”	a	culture	of	solidarity	without	borders	that	enables	those	harmed
by	neoliberal	globalization	to	respond	at	scale.50

Home,	Not	Real	Estate

If	a	right	to	housing	means	anything,	it	must	be	the	name	of	a	movement	to



democratize,	decommodify,	and	disalienate	 the	housing	system.	The	right	 to
housing	names	a	direction,	not	a	solution.	The	only	solution	is	to	struggle	to
make	that	right	a	reality.

Addressing	residential	injustice	and	inequality	will	demand	state	action	as
well	 as	 large-scale	 popular	 mobilization.	 A	 real	 right	 to	 housing	 implies
radical	social	change.	But	a	world	where	decent	housing	is	provided	to	all	is
possible.	 It	 requires	 confronting	 the	 housing	 system	 without	 illusions	 and
changing	 the	processes	 that,	 generation	after	generation,	produce	 residential
and	 social	 crisis.	 The	 contemporary	 world	 already	 possesses	 the	 technical
capacity	and	material	resources	to	solve	the	housing	problem.	The	question	is
whether	all	who	are	badly	served	by	the	status	quo	can	unite	to	create	a	truly
humane	system,	where	housing	is	not	real	estate	but	is,	instead,	home.
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