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INTRODUCTION

Barcelona is a city with international reputation. Beyond the well-planned strategies 
to attract tourism (Marsilla and Milano, 2018), urban regeneration projects and place 
marketing strategies (Martí and Miquel, 2012); in the aftermath of the 2007 global 
financial crisis real estate and finance capital placed the city at the interest of financier 
attraction (Garcia Lamarca.,2020; Lopez Gay et al, 2020). While housing property 
was grasped by international investors, inhabitants were pushed into tenancy agree-
ments. The housing pressures that are provoked since today are driven by insatiably 
rising rents (Charnock et al, 2014). In the Spanish context, rising rents are related to 
the process of housing financialisation (Coq-Huelva, 2013; Palomera 2016; Alexandri 
and Janoschka, 2018; Vives, 2018a). This process pinpoints how financial logics have 
penetrated housing systems accentuating the economic superiority of exchange values 
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of homes as assets, by-stepping the use value of home as a shelter (Rolnik, 2012); in-
fluencing irreversibly agents such as governments and residents (Aalbers, 2017); and 
challenging the right to affordable housing alongside other democratic principles of 
urban governance (Janoschka and Mota, 2020). 

In Spain, housing financialisation is rooted on the real estate crisis management. By 
mid 2010s the accumulated mortgage debt of construction companies, developers and 
households was eventually captured by transnational investors (Lopez and Rodriguez, 
2011). This shift in property ownership was facilitated by strong state intervention ex-
perimenting on new forms of financial architecture (Vives, 2018a). Initially the defaul-
ted bank sector was rescued with national and European funds, as the Fund for Orderly 
Bank Restructuring (FROB) that was established to manage bank merges and guaran-
tee property stability, finally achieved financial instability. Then, a Memorandum of 
Understanding was signed with the European Union and the IMF imposing austerity 
in 2012. State intervention was also expressed with the establishment of Sareb, an 
Asset Management Fund (ie a bad bank) with main task to relieve banks’ balance 
sheets by acquiring toxic assets and return them to the market. As property prices were 
plummeting at that time, with housing having lost almost 40% of its pre-crisis value, 
vulture funds and transnational investors following the mantra “buy cheap, sell high” 
(Wijburg et al, 2018) bought housing portfolios either directly from Sareb, from banks 
or acquired social housing stock from regional and local governments (Janoschka et 
al, 2020). The amendment of Juridical requirements of Real Estate Investment Trusts 
(REITs or Socimis in Spanish) in 2012 provided new stimuli in private rental housing 
operations as properties could remain in investors’ portfolios for a period of three years 
and activities were corporate tax free. Interestingly enough, by the same period the Ur-
ban Rent Law (Lay de Arrendamientos Urbanos-LAU) changed so that the maximum 
period of tenancy offered was that of three years of lease. Investors, after acquiring 
the tax friendly REIT form or the form of Servicer, ie serving assets occurred from 
repossessions, developed strategies that finally elevate rents (Janoschka et al, 2020; 
Garcia-Lamarca 2020). 

In social and spatial terms, housing financialisation relates to housing pressures 
expressed via the process of displacement. The change in property ownership was 
either translated into evictions for mortgaged homeowners in default or as rent increa-
ses for tenants. Until 2015 Spain was roughly counting 500.000 household evictions 
(Nassare-Aznar, 2020), besides displacement pressures from rent increases. As Kaika 
and Garcia-Lamarca (2017) explained the lived experience of debt and the stigma of 
eviction developed into a struggle of emancipation by housing campaigns such as the 
Plataforma de Afectados por la Hipoteca (Platform of the mortgage affected the PAH) 
amongst others, who prioritise the use value of home against dispossession by housing 
financialisation. Moreover, to safeguard tenants’ rights against unreasonable rent in-
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creases and displacement, since 2017 El Sindicato de Inquilinas (The Tenant’s Union) 
has developed into a rightful negotiator between tenants and landlords to convey rent 
affordability. With vibrant action discourse, housing struggles in Barcelona call for 
re-housing of the evicted in social housing, squatting of inactive (foreclosed) assets 
owned by transnational investors and rent negotiations to prevent evictions, housing 
precarity and homelessness. As housing entered drastically in the political agenda 
(mainly from the Left), housing mobilisations facilitated the election of progressive 
coalitions at the local, and recently at the central level. In Barcelona, Ada Colau, a 
charismatic campaigner, symbol of housing struggles against financial business power, 
became in 2013 one of the seven Mayors of a municipal progressive shift; re-elected in 
2019 to serve for housing rights. 

While the literature on housing financialisation underlines how financial logics 
have entered housing by reversing regulations for the sake of rapid capital turnover, 
the limits and constrains to such power remain underexplored. This paper will embark 
from this point onwards to explore the business logics in housing financialisation in 
Barcelona and the challenges posed by social policies and housing campaigns. I aim to 
shed light on: (i) the importance of rent flows in maintaining the power of business in 
housing financialisation; and (ii) the market repercussion against consolidated housing 
claims, to finally explore whether housing business power can be challenged or even 
cracked. In addressing these questions, I look into the political economy of rent and 
the way profitability is produced, maintained and curtailed by housing policies and 
housing struggles. I suggest that the banality of neoliberal economic logics in Spani-
sh housing has actually contributed to housing “disobedience” that has emerged as a 
rational reaction in safeguarding the right to housing; a kind of activism that is often 
negatively illustrated as immoral by market players, as it is prone to curtail profitabili-
ty. Hence it becomes financially dangerous. 

To address these questions this paper develops into five sections. The first section 
reflects on the way financial power in housing is performed, the role of the state and 
the economic challenges posed by instrumental powers. The following section scru-
tinises the market logics in Barcelona’s housing structures and the role of rents. The 
third section discusses the essential need for governmental intervention, while the last 
sections reflect on the market reactions to housing policies and democratic accelera-
tion for housing rights. 

This research is based on qualitative methods. Policy analysis, research on financial 
journalism and corporate investors’ chain mapping were enriched with twenty-five 
in depth interviews with real estate experts, journalists, notaries, housing academics, 
activists, investors and policy makers, as well as attendance of real estate fairs and in 
situ observation at the Tenant Union’s weekly meetings in Barcelona from September 
to November 2019. While fieldwork was completed before the outbreak of COVID 
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-19 we will update the discussion as appropriate with findings related to this research.

THE BANALITY OF HOUSING BUSINESS POWER

Since 1999 Naomi Klein has suggested that businesses have developed into actual rulers 
of states and societies. By exercising territorial structural power, ie expanding economic 
and financial activities, and instrumental power, ie influencing governments, she appre-
ciates business power as a consolidated front that jeopardises democracy, putting social 
(and environmental) justice at stake. Although there is strong evidence that business 
power is reconstructed alongside the normativism of each economic cycle, it is also 
employed through different means. Moving then from a rigid dichotomy that detains 
business power Vs state and society, Fuchs and Lederer (2007) suggest a discursive 
approach that considers the economic, social and political links to power as procedures 
of authority and legitimacy amongst actors. 

When referring to housing finanicalisation, political economy theories of rent provide 
key insights on the way structural powers develop. According to Adam Smith rent is an 
unjust, unearned income attributed to the owner of land from the sole fact of ownership of 
a land title; while Marx defined rent as the sum of money the user pays the owner of land 
(Haila, 2016). The peculiarity of land is that its total supply is relatively fixed by nature 
and cannot be changed for higher or lower rents. To achieve higher rents, interest-bearing 
capital will promote investments and activities on land that conform to highest and best 
uses; while in seeking to maximize rents, allocations of capital to less productive land 
and uses will be forced (Harvey, 2018). Landowners will not offer free access to land, 
nor will they give up ownership without considerable compensation even for the most 
unproductive parcel (Swyngedouw 2012). Beyond expansion to less productive parcels 
of land, in search for higher yields, investors will express coercive powers by raising 
rents or creating new ground rents, allowing speculation to appear (Haila, 2016).  As 
property titles are captured by few and monopoly powers expand (Christophers, 2018), 
an induced state of artificial scarcity appears; the more prices rise, the more incentive for 
hoarding to further monopolise and the more housing unaffordability push basic needs 
not to be met. It is interesting to note that according to Foucault (2007) monopolistic 
attitudes are inscribed to man’s evil nature as the greed to earn and the egotistic desire to 
earn even more causes the phenomena of hoarding.  

In understanding territorial expansion as chief characteristic of the capitalist market 
Aredth (2017) emphasised that although in times of economic stability it works as prima 
facie in the process of accumulation, in times of stagnation it becomes a merely a poli-
tical decision. In times of crisis, inherent antagonisms between investors push towards 
a credit-based expansion and the market equilibrium is subverted (Harvey, 2018). This 
is due to the fact that fictitious values (prices) as produced in the credit system are di-
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sentangled from actual ones. Moreover, when competition amongst business powers is 
not pushed by invisible hands, crisis is inevitable unless political powers and institutions 
“prevent competitors from using revolvers” (Aredth, 2017: 163). The more territorial 
expansion is facilitated by the state (Harvey, 2018), the more accumulation of land certi-
fies also an accumulation of power that is prone to disregard ethics and established laws 
(Arendth, 2017). Hence, the limitless process of capital accumulation needs the political 
structure to protect property accumulation “based on a never endling accumulation of 
power” (Arendth, 2017: 185).

For this, the state cherishes a system of law based primarily on the right of individual 
property (Douzinas, 2007); ie patronaging the moral of the social relations of exchange 
under capitalism (Harvey, 2018), carrying out codified techniques of normalisation and 
control (Foucault, 2007). Moreover, law is a rule of conduct that if violated leads to the 
punishment of another, “delinquent” party.  This perception is based on the system vio-
lence that presupposes a subject (the perpetrator), an act (the violent crime) and a victim 
(person, object or property) (Douzinas, 2007). Property law is crucial for the regulation 
of space as a means of accumulation, but also for market expansion. In detailing the ri-
ghts of the owner the law poses territorial boarders against a cognitive outsider who has 
no access or claims to property (Blomley, 2016); though only penalties as trespasser and 
duties as a tenant. Hence intrinsic to the formation of property law becomes the structural 
violence that stems from the exclusive logics of the market. While the landlord acquires 
a superior positionality by claiming honourable property rights, space gets differentiated, 
divided and re-produced through legal violence. In mediating the terms of inclusion, 
access to and exclusion from land, landownership confers the very power to shape the 
social economic and political life. Then the expansion of such power can be only suppor-
ted by violence, as violence has been the ultima ratio in political action, a “destructive 
principle that will not stop until there is nothing to violate” (Arendth, 2017: 178).  

States readjust policies and regulatory frameworks to attract investors and create 
friendly environments that lure investments. Competition for investments in a phase of 
rapid shifts towards flexible patterns of accumulation generate all kinds of ferments on 
how to best capture and stimulate development under particular local conditions (Har-
vey, 1989). Although the state may smoothen operations for desirable capital turnover, 
however, it should not be considered as a consolidated apparatus but rather as an arena of 
diverse and often conflicting fractions supporting (or not) interests of ruling and business 
elites (Poulantzas, 1979). The state is both controlled and controlling in its relation to 
capital circulation. Which force dominates depends upon circumstance (Harvey, 1982), 
as the nature of the state depends on the dynamics of capitalist reproduction, thus to on-
going socio-political struggles (Jessop, 1990).  

This leads to consider that in housing, financial powers, also strongly depend on fu-
ture income capacity of the labourer. Then a multitude of socio-political relations con-
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cern investors’ reactions, such as the social impact and economic reverberations labour 
unions and grassroots can succeed (Bieling, 2007). Movements express how collective 
struggles dynamics can transform into instrumental powers, keen enough to challenge 
the status quo of the market, thus transform legal relations. When entering the terrain 
of politics, institutions and social media, the movements’ representation power is acute 
to change dominant patterns and pose new ethics (Routledge, 2017). Such sources of 
political power akin to instrumental power can also challenge business power through 
building up an economic power that curtail financial profits and tender a policy change 
based upon new ethics of civil disobedience (Douzinas, 2007). Such social powers are 
also prone to influence state affairs, destabilize normative equilibriums and reshape the 
rationale of investors. For this we will now shift attention to the housing dynamics in 
Spain and more specifically in Barcelona.

BARCELONA’S HOUSING CRISIS 
AND THE EVER-EVOLVING HOUSING MARKET 

From a homeownership society to the rise of corporate landlords

The Spanish model of growth was based on extensive construction of private homes 
(also as political orientation during the Franco regime) (Lopes and Rodrigez, 2011; Vi-
ves and Guittierez 2017;Vives, 2018b) and the promotion of homeownership. Social 
housing (VPO- Vivienda de protección oficial) eventually engaged with buying options; 
and VPO for rent currently counting around 1% of the housing stock (Janoschka, 2016; 
Nassare, 2020).  However, with the outbreak of the finanicaial crisis, many mortgage 
households were no longer able to service their debts; their mortgages got securitised and 
sold to international investors (ibid). Within a decade (2008-2018) tenancy rates have 
increased by 4% (from 20 to 24%) challenging traditionally celebrated high homeowner-
ship rates (reaching 80% in 2008) (INE, 2019).

The shift to tenancy is due to the tightening of mortgage financing criteria and to 
labour precaurisation. Labour precarisation takes the form of fixed term or temporal 
contracts, intense labour mobility and high temporal employment rates (56.3% in 2018), 
low salary levels (€950 minimum wage) and high youth unemployment rates (35.8%) 
(INE, 2019). This inclines towards a lack of saving capacity. And as lending criteria are 
tightened due to restrictive criteria followed by banks to compensate for the failures 
of the financial crisis, mortgage down payment for households become unfeasible, and 
access to homeownership transforms into an elusion. However, as the wish to move out 
of the family nest remains strong, private renting emerges as chief option. Amongst pre-
carious employees, flat sharing or co-living appear as favourable alternatives. Moreover, 
the elderly, besides low tenancy rates of 7%, are also considered as new niche for private 
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rental market; since pension cuts downgrade living standards, the sale of the home to an 
investor may generate the necessary cash daily expenses while the elderly transform into 
tenants until death takes them apart from home. Hence austerity and the rise of private 
rental housing go hand in hand. While 95% of rental properties is owned by small private 
landlords, 5% is by now managed by financial or institutional transnational investors 
active in Spain since 2012; i.e. since the transfer of property ownership to international 
funds was allowed. 

Transnational investors seek to maximise yield and distribute property earnings to 
shareholders around the world (Haila, 2016). Listed investors in the Spanish Stock Ex-
change own 42.000 apartments Spain, and non-listed around 100.000 (Savills, 2019). 
Most of the REITs in Spain have joined the Stock Exchange the last couple of years to 
enjoy corporate tax exception and ascribe to international interests as major shareholders 
are US or Israeli funds (see table 1 and 2). From the 99 listed REITs; 16 are active in 
Barcelona’s rental housing. While most are active in long-term leases, some engage in 
niche markets of elderly, student or medium-term rentals for professionals.

Most prominent investors (Blackstone via REITs and servicers controlling 30,000 
homes; Lazora 6,000 homes; Vivenio 3,200 homes; and Casa Cibeles 3000 homes) are 
mainly interested in the urban areas of Madrid and Barcelona, ie where housing demand 
is high. As job opportunities, mainly in services and tourist sector, are concentrated in 
these two cities, people are attracted from the rest of the country. 

Because housing is a necessity, especially in a city like Barcelona […] 
people need a place to live […] Housing then is a very secure and easy 
investment.
[interview 4/11/2019]

In 2012, when transnational investors invested in Spain, house prices were historica-
lly low. Acquiring foreclosed assets from banks allowed them tο capture ownership in 
the periphery of Barcelona, as it was there that predatory clauses promised mortgaged 
ownership to lower income families (see Gutiérrez and Domenech (2017) and Garcia-La-
marca (2020)). As housing fulfils the elementary necessity of a shelter for reproduction, 
housing demand is infinite and this makes housing a secure investment. This demand 
also acts as an indicator of profitability. In the city centre, increasing investment interest 
by tourism and Airbnb activities (Mansilla y Milano, 2018; Morell, 2018; Lopez Gay et 
al, 2020; Cocola-Gant and Lopez-Gay 2020), have attracted less prominent REITs that 
invest mainly in building renovations for medium term rentals. 

Making business out of rents

When assets are placed in private renting housing, a monthly business plan, as set by 
managerial committees and monitored by committees in London or New York, has to be 
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served demonstrating specific targets of profitability. According to interviews, first assets 
need to be demarcated between those with potential or not. If the condition of the asset is 
good enough to generate rents through private rental, then the asset is maintained and re-
formed. If the asset is acquired without tenants or squatters, then renovation of “only some 
thousands” (interview with investor 30/10/2019) allows assets to return to the market, in 
augmented rents. If the condition of the asset is detrimental, or in alienated location, then 
the asset is sold. 

This market intelligence, claimed in interviews with REIT agents, for improving as-
set efficiency is related to a normalisation of a practice that focuses on rent extraction. 
Normalisation consists in posing an optimal model that is constructed in terms of a certain 
operation of disciplinary norms in trying to get people to conform to it (Foucault, 2007). 
In extracting higher rents from space and creating housing scarcity, transnational actors 
suggest that rent increase is a normal practice of economic management, normalising 
the act of speculation. Residents need to obey as rent increases adhere to natural market 
evolution. From a neoclassical perspective, speculation is useful for reducing swings in 
market equilibrium, but as this equilibrium is fiction (Arendt, 2017), what it does is to 
inflate prices (Haila, 2016). Hence augmenting profitability as a practice of market inte-
lligence has two dynamic components: speculation and continuous dispossession. Specu-
lation relies on the margin of potentiality which exists between a present low price and 
the future price, what Neil Smith (1996) would discuss as the rent gap. But since the rent 
gap is constructed socially and spatially, so does the potentiality of the market. And the 
higher house prices are driven by the logics of financialisation, the greater the margin to 
extract further values from higher rents (Alexandri and Janoschka, 2020). In Barcelona, 
schematically speaking, the motor of rent extraction in the city centre is run by speculation 
produced by the tourist industry and in the periphery by the housing financialisation lo-
gics of transnational landlords. These tendencies are orchestrating a race between private 
landlords and transnational ones over who will manage to bid higher rents from tenants.

Moreover, profitability needs to be dynamically maintained beyond rent extraction, 
through the use of new technologies that bypass intermediaries (such as local realtors) and 
lower production costs. The digitalisation of the economy, as also accelerated by the Pan-
demic, supports greater velocities and captures data in real estate transactions that effec-
tively boost profitability. New technologies enable investors to develop a consolidated 
approach in rent extraction and methods of conveying income flows to capital markets. 
Digital platforms standardize the operation of portfolios so as to secure the flow of rental 
income (Fields, 2019). Moreover, digital data extraction fortifies the power position of 
investors in the housing market, as access to prime information allows the development 
of leadership patterns that manoeuvre market psychology and relevant (ir)rationalities.

The Covid-19 pandemic has favoured real estate. In chief real estate Venues, such as 
the influential SIMA organised every year in Madrid to bring together real estate agents, 
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investors, and policy makers, the pandemic was recognised as opportunity to redesign 
buildings and promoting options that allow distancing, home-office, gyms and outdoor 
spaces. It is interesting to note that housing real estate was fortified from the pandemic. 
On the one hand it enthused towards the potential of new market expansion through im-
pairments facilitated by architectural design renovations. On the other hand, state inter-
vention, as exercised from March 2020, procured as emergency schemes income benefits 
for employees whose work was interrupted due to lockdowns. Moreover, housing support 
was also expressed with rent moratoriums and prevention of evictions from rent defaults 
for a year for the vulnerable. The measures were welcomed by financial investors, as the 
income benefits to the locked-down population lured away any risk of rent default and 
maintained flows of rent throughout the pandemic, certifying the revenues for their finan-
cial activities.

Rents in Barcelona 

In June 2019 private housing rental prices hit all-time records with rents in Barcelona 
on average of €14 per sqm/month (see table 3), while gross yields, ie the turnover from 
investing in rental housing, reached 19% (Bank of Spain).  Tables 3 and 4 show rent 
increases in the metropolitan area of Barcelona. Table 3 is based on contractual data 
collected by the local government, while table 4 is based on real estate data of rent le-
vels as requested by landlords, mirroring the speculative tendency of the market. Data 
from both tables coordinate to sharp rent increases since 2015. 

Table 3: Rent levels in Barcelona as settled in tenancy contracts

Year Average Monthly Rent Euros per sq.m.
2013 681.56 10,29
2014 688.23 10,16
2015 734.94 11,09
2016 801.28 12,22
2017 877.28 13,36
2018 929.57 13,4
2019 978.81 13,98
2020 n/a 14,01

 Source: Incasol: https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/barcelonaeconomia/ca/mercat-im-
mobiliari/mercat-de-lloguer/evolucio-del-mercat-de-lloguer
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Table 4: Rent levels in Barcelona as requested by landlords

Metropolitan Area 
of Barcelona

Rent in Euros 
per sq.m.

Annual Variation

2013 9,6 -6.6%
2014 9.1 -4.7%
2015 10.2 +11.4
2016 11.2 +10.2%
2017 13,7 +21.8%
2018 14,8 +8%
2019 14,7 -0.7%
2020 15,1 +3.1%

Source: Idealista https://www.idealista.com/sala-de-prensa/informes-precio-vivienda/
alquiler/cataluna/barcelona-provincia/historico/

For the majority of the interviewees (policy makers, investors and realtors) high 
rents are due to restricted supply due to the physical geography of the city surrounded 
by mountains, rivers and constrained by its coastline; and rising domestic and inter-
national demand. This rationale seems to admit the power of the market’s invisible 
hand that equilibrates where supply meets demand. However, rents adjust to the level 
of speculation provoked by professionals far beyond supply and demand restrictions. 
As Haila (2016: 151) explains landowners may demand prices that differ substantially 
from tenants’ capacities. Landlords’ behaviour “can be affected by subjective motives, 
they can make decisions by feel or stomach, follow a herd instinct, share common be-
liefs or believe that prices can only go up”.

Tourist pressures in the city centre in combination with transnational landlords’ 
intelligence in the periphery have developed into an explosive rental cocktail. The 
constructed fictitious euphoria of rapid capital turnover persuades landlords to ask 
for exorbitant rent increases. The many affected tenants tendering for support at the 
Tenants’ Union weekly meetings, repeatedly reported rent increases up to €500 or 
more once leases expired (fieldwork memos). Small investors tend to follow leading 
businessmen, as they are suspicious that information is hidden and decisions are taken 
inside closed doors (Haila, 2016). If then institutional investors request a modest rent 
increase, their market influence is strong enough to produce a relevant market psycho-
logy and induce private landlords into higher rent claims. And as Haila (2016) argues, 
such irrationality is inflating prices until a loss of confidence in the market or govern-
mental intervention. 

Cracking housing financialisation in Barcelona
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From pro-market housing policies to housing struggles and progressive policies

In relation to housing policies, interviewed market agents stress the economic damage 
of the political tolerance of housing squats in Barcelona, underpinning that housing 
policies are part of a “post-soviet” dream (interview with bank officer 1/7/2020) pur-
sued by a “communist” municipality (interview with realtor 24/11/2020). Although 
neither squatters not the municipality expropriate nor claim the ownership of assets, 
their instrumental power curtails profitability and challenges market norms. 

For more than a decade housing movements’ instrumental power is developing into 
representational forms. Arising with the 15M movement of the indignant in 2011, con-
solidating since 2012 with the PAH movement as negotiator with banks against re-
possessions and evictions, and extending by 2017 with the Tenants’ Union as formal 
discussant in rent negotiations, housing as a human right has been claimed persistently. 
The more bureau fax letters about rent increases or evictions are sent, the more the rise 
of awareness in social media and the public scene. Neighbourhood assemblies and other 
local initiatives share vibrant posts in social media against financial greed often accom-
panied by photos of activists confronting the police on defence of households threate-
ned by eviction from (transnational) landlords. And as exclusion from private rental 
housing becomes a fact, housing squats becomes a rational practice of disobedience that 
contradicts market irrationality. 

Since 2007 housing policies in Catalunya are enacted to meet housing emergencies, 
intersecting with financial, planning, monetary and fiscal policies approved by central 
state. Hence by great extent the success of housing policies depends on political rela-
tions to the national government. Until the recent change to the central left government 
coalition of the socialist (PSOE) and the left (PODEMOS), laws related to housing 
proactively supported the market. Beyond fiscal incentives offered to REITs; the Urban 
Rent Law (LAU) allowed every three years the leveraging of tenants and facilitated un-
justifiable rent increases. In 2019 the new government amended the LAU to cap annual 
rent hikes at the rate of inflation and extended leases to 7 years; also prohibiting tenant 
evictions for landlords holding more than 10 rental homes. Additionally, in March 2020 
amid COVID emergency, the central government provisioned extensive income support 
and rent moratoriums to prevent evictions from rent defaults.

At the regional level, the specific political geography of the Catalan independency, 
accentuated the need to differentiate symbolically to the central government of Madrid, 
by developing a progressive framework for housing emergencies. Already by 2007, 
foreseeing the social challenges posed by speculative house price increases that led 
to the financial meltdown, passed Law 18/2007 on the Right to Housing (Derecho a 
la Vivienda) provisioning access to affordable housing for households excluded from 
private housing market. Based on this framework in 2015, the PAH, after gathering 1.5 
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million signatures and following the relevant legal procedures, presented at the natio-
nal parliament a legal framework for halting evictions and procuring energy poverty. 
Although the law was revoked by the Central Tribunal Court of Madrid on the grounds 
of territorial inequality, the Catalan government adopted it partially. 

At the local level, the election of Ada Colau as mayor symbolised a shift to hou-
sing democracy where housing decisions are mediated amongst involved partners and 
pro-market state policies are attenuated in favour of social policies tendering for vul-
nerable and dispossessed middle-class households. In terms of housing the city of 
Barcelona focused on promoting policies that produce space for social housing units 
mainly attributed from rent, also pushing for affordable housing. The measures adap-
ted may be summarised in:

- New developments dedicating 30% of units as affordable, social housing.
- Right of first refusal for the Municipality to bid in real estate transactions 

on a preferential basis
- Rent allowance for vulnerable households
- Rent guarantees for private landlords to rent inactive assets to vulnerable 

households
- New social housing construction
- Rehabilitation of derelict buildings while securing tenant maintenance
- Moratorium on new hotel and Airbnb leases (BEAT) 
- Further support of housing cooperatives with 75 years of lease
- Mediating in evictions enacted by financial actors to guarantee housing 

solution for the evicted
- Supporting families under eviction and squatters to access social services 

and social housing

Beyond the extensive measures adopted, Barcelona still experiences high eviction 
numbers (3000 per year according to Burón, 2019). However, the significant success 
inscribed relies on the dense networking with housing movements. Open channels of 
communication with agents such as the PAH, the Tenants’ Union, the Association against 
the Touristification of the city, the Housing Observatory and the Federation of Neighbour-
hood Associations better address pending issues, scrutinise sources of evictions and filter 
criticisms into planning actions. Moreover, grassroots’ pressure to pro-market parties of 
the opposition becomes more effective due to the ample flow of information from pro-
gressive allies from within the government. This is especially crystallised in the latest rent 
freeze Law promulgated by the Regional Government in Catalonia in September 2020 
to contain rental increases in new leases. According to this law, crafted with consultancy 
by Tenant’s Union, rents cannot increase with respect to the previous contract nor exceed 
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the price index indications published by the Regional Government. Nonetheless, as these 
measures challenge profitability, they are not quite welcome by the world of business.

Democratic acceleration for housing justice 

We are fighting to win the right to negotiate in the housing market. 
[Interview with activist, 8/11/2019]

What seems to have cracked the business world in Barcelona is the public exposure 
of rent speculation, the social outcry and the housing struggles’ influence on local, 
regional and national politics. Instead of conforming to market normalisations and to act 
on the will of real estate, civil disobedience appears as a rational reaction to an insatiable 
housing market. Civil disobedience becomes the externalization of a political faith in the 
principles of justice and democracy; as a high moral and political act prone to change 
laws and constitutions (Douzinas, 2007). In Barcelona, the legal framework that supports 
international investors and housing financialisation is considered as unjust, unethical and 
immoral, losing any kind of legitimisation. When the ethics of policy clearly oppose to 
the scope of democracy then the right to disobedience arises as the battle for housing 
rights. It is this the moment when existing legal framework lose their legitimacy and 
reality constructs its own normality (Douzinas, 2007).

Tendering negotiations with funds and greedy landlords, eluding evictions and me-
diating rents on affordable basis become means for claiming access to reasonable rent 
and access to affordable housing. For the vulnerable and the dispossessed, housing 
movements have challenged the dominant discourse of proprietors, changed the nor-
ms of property ownership; constructed and offered the new ethics on housing rights. 
Housing then has nothing to do with metrics, yields and exchange values. Housing is 
about satisfying basic needs, alongside tranquility and serene reproduction. Housing 
becomes the ultimate shelter of survivor in a capitalist market jungle, where the winner 
appears to be taking it all. As long as housing scarcity is created by means of real estate 
speculation, then disobedience is only rational. This is symbolically crystallized in the 
ultimate act of squatting to circumvent homelessness. Beyond resolving the stealth of 
an essential necessity, squatting declares a conscious political praxis of resistance to 
capitalist logics. Symbolically squatting becomes the means for damaging profitability, 
cutting down yields to powerful investors as well as defying market’s norms. Moreo-
ver, rent strikes and housing activism become means for accelerating the movements’ 
structural power, heightening negotitative capacities most importantly inspiring just le-
gal frameworks for affordable housing for all. As long as there is market irrationality, 
housing campaigns prove in practice that business power in housing financialisation can 
be negotiated, challenged, and cracked.  
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CONCLUSIONS

The local specificity in Barcelona has driven housing to the margins. By 2011 de-
faults and financial restructuring allowed the capturing of housing debt by transna-
tional landlords. Mortgages, as guaranteed future promises of repayment, transform 
the owner of debt into the owner of the asset. The accumulation of defaulted assets in 
conditions of financial restructuring has a strong speculative element as debt is acqui-
red in plummeting prices while the value of the land remains equal. Hence the poten-
tiality in profits from emerging rent gaps and economic activity in real estate market 
becomes attractive. Moreover, the accumulation of property simultaneously translates 
into accumulation of territorial power with significant political, economic and social 
dimensions of coercion and control. This is especially restored in the case of Barcelona 
where transnational investors expand their strategy from capturing debt into capturing 
rents. Moreover, as high exchange values generated by economic activities that push 
for further speculation in real estate, investors and private landlords enter a race over 
who will manage to milk assets better and faster out. The norms that support such 
speculation are rooted in the violence of the property law of property that relies on 
economic violence of ground rent maximisation and expansion of monopoly control. 

The logics of the real estate market then become insatiable as competition amongst 
investors and landlords for rent increases disregard the lived experience of unhoming 
for the rent-affected. As unsettling the relation to the home has brought hundreds of fa-
milies at the verge of homelessness, the societal morale has shifted to better understand 
the need for homing than the need for profits. Disobedience to housing rules becomes 
the ultimate means for proving the inherent injustice of the market. The power of hou-
sing disobedience is changing societal ethics, culminating into representative forms 
that push policies for housing dignity. Popular power then is keen to disregard laws, 
change policies and governments with quite unpredictable manners for the status quo. 
This seems to terrorise financial powers, as housing struggles are keen to influence 
the social base and the government apparatus. By transforming legal relations housing 
grassroots are positioning themselves as legitimised partners in law making, pushing 
for housing inclusiveness and affordability. Then the power of business and the logics 
of the market are not consolidated and power relations are not static but an arena of 
liquid and contested processes. 
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