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Abstract

This doctoral thesis studies class-based social movements as a response to
the collapse of the Spanish mode of capital accumulation, based on the
financialization of housing and the extraction of rents. It argues that the
organization of experiences of exploitation and struggle versus the
dominant classes, together with the experience of those forms of
organization are the key to class subjectivation and emancipatory politics.
The thesis treats finance capital and its relation with state power as
fundamental in laying out the conditions for the formation of the real-
estate bubble, understood as the first installment of a state-backed class
struggle process launched by the hegemonic fractions of the political and
economic elites. This systemic extension of exploitative dynamics to the
housing sector set in motion the organization of the subaltern classes’
resistance, mainly through the PAH! and the PAHC?. The evolution of
their conflict, and the changes in the movement’s context, organization
and composition, fostered (and later hindered) the kind of class
subjectivation processes which are deemed essential for the formation of a
hegemonic challenge to capital.

Resum

La present tesi doctoral estudia els moviments socials de classe, entesos
com a resposta al col-lapse del mode espanyol d’acumulacié de capital,
basat en I’extraccio de rendes a través de la financeritzacié de 1’habitatge.
L’organitzacié de les experiencies de resisténcia a l’explotacio de les
classes dominants, juntament amb la propia experiéncia de 1’organitzacio,
¢s entesa com clau en els processos de subjectivacid de classe i en
I’articulacié de politiques emancipadores. La tesi considera el capital
financer i la seva relaci6 amb el poder estatal com a fonamentals a I’hora
d’establir les condicions per a la formacié de la bombolla immobiliaria,
entesa com el primer embat d’un procés de lluita de classes iniciat per
fraccions de les elits politico-economiques i recolzat per I’estat. Aquesta
extensio sistemica de les dinamiques d’explotacio al sector de 1’habitatge
va donar peu a I’organitzacié de la resisténcia de les classes subalternes,
principalment a través de la PAH i de la PAHC. L’evolucié d’aquest
conflicte i els canvis en el context, 1’organitzacid i la composicié del
moviment, van afavorir (i posteriorment dificultar) els processos de
subjectivacio de classe essencials per a la formulacid6 d’un desafiament
hegemonic al capital.

1 Plataforma de Afectados por la Hipoteca, or Platform for People affected by
Mortgages.

2 Plataforma de Afectados por la Hipoteca y la Crisis (Sabadell), or Platform
for People affected by Mortgages and the Crisis (Sabadell).
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1. INTRODUCTION

Torre Romeu, sitting on the other side of the river in the east of
Sabadell, is what people generally refer to as a “bad neighborhood”.
It is known for its poverty, lack of services and petty criminality. Its
inhabitants used to work in the city’s factories until they all closed
or moved somewhere more profitable, and people had to find some-
thing else to make ends meet. Victor and Diana were lucky, Vic-
tor’s father had always been a good carpenter and he had taught his
son the trade. During the 00s, more and more construction compa-
nies needed the services of expert tradesmen, so much that the fam-
ily was able to set up their own shop and even hire a few workers.
Not wanting to leave their parents’ neighborhood, they bought a
small flat right above the bank’s office which had granted them
their mortgage loan and, for some years, lived a quiet and comfort-
able life. In 2013, after five years of hard-hitting recession which
had seen the chain of bankruptcies put an end to the family’s busi-
ness -dragged by the fall of the construction sector-, Victor and Di-
ana were about to lose their home and those of their parents, which
the bank had included as guarantees for the mortgage. Through an
old friend from high school, Diana heard of the PAHC and con-
vinced his husband to seek their help.

A few months later, they found themselves taking turns with forty
other PAHC members to sleep in the very office below their home.
Their goal was to force the bank to stop the eviction of Mohammed,
another activist. Four nights later, when the riot police violently
cleared the office -amid a rain of eggs and water pouring from the
balconies-, hundreds of people coming from the PAHC, the city’s
anti-capitalist social movements and the “bad neighborhood’s” resi-
dents quickly mobilized and joined forces in solidarity, forming a
human barrier and chanting 'police out of the hood!'. Less than
twenty-four hours later, the bank would yield to the PAHC’s de-
mands and Mohammed signed the “dacion en pago %; after that, the

3 Non-recourse mortgage debt. The demand for the total cancellation of all
pending debt in exchange for the re-possession of the mortgaged property,
one of the three major PAH demands. The Spanish legislation only contem-
plated mortgage debt redemption up to the property’s current price (and not
that of the purchase) which, after a price bubble, would effectively left people
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indefinite occupation of bank offices was incorporated as a standard
practice for the whole PAH.

November 2012, it’s a general strike day, the second of that year,
and the PAHC has joined a massive demonstration in Sabadell. For
the first time in decades, thousands of people have decided to march
through their city instead of staying home or resignedly joining the
protests in Barcelona. Many green shirts reading “stop evictions”
proudly walk along with trade union flags, displaying the PAH logo
on their backs. A huge improvised sound system mounted on the
back of a pick-up truck blasts the unofficial anthem of the PAHC:
“we have nothing but our wounds, our hands are our capital”. Al-
fredo, who has already lost his home and is staying in a hostel with
his two underage daughters, walks with me. He is carrying a large
banner condemning bankers and politicians as he casually reflects
on what we are doing: “You know, I remember when I was a kid
and my older brothers would take me to demonstrations like this
one, with the PSUC#, I remember them carrying me on their shoul-
ders and waving a little flag... And then I don’t know what hap-
pened, but we stopped doing it, everything stopped...And I’ve been
thinking about it and, well, I think that what we are doing now is
kind of like that, you know? It’s a bit like if the PAHC was the new
PSUC, don’t you think?”.

These two scenes illustrate the main themes this research aims to
address: the growing exploitation, through financialization, of social
reproduction fields like housing; the organization of class struggles
into social movements and the political re-composition of class sub-
jects. The relations between them and the questions they raise re-
garding the impact of political and economic transformations or the
effects of experiences of conflict and organization on the subjecti-
vation of those undergoing them are what [ will try to elucidate in
the following pages.

homeless and heavily in debt.

4 'Partit Socialista Unificat de Catalunya', the biggest of the Catalan communist
parties. It reached its last peak in mobilization capacity and electoral results
during the 70s and early 80s.
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1.1 Crisis, Evictions and the PAH

In 2007, the signs of a potentially disastrous breakdown of the
world economy started to be publicly acknowledged by some
widely respected pillars of orthodox economic thinking, such as ex-
Federal Reserve Governors Bernanke and Greenspan. By 2008, the
collapse of Lehman Brothers shook the US financial market to its
roots and kick-started one of the greatest global economic shocks in
recent history. Three years later, in 2011, a broad international cycle
of social mobilizations spawned several anti-austerity movements
like the Spanish 15M and the US-based Occupy Wall Street, both
including -among myriad other demands- strong opposition to the
massive bank bailout programs funded with public funds and a sig-
nificant anti-private-debt component. During the following decade,
the effects of the financial crisis unfolded at an international level in
the form of increased levels of global economic instability, austerity
policies and a timid recovery which, at no point, was able to bring
back pre-08 levels of growth.

In Spain, one of the most relevant consequences of the crisis was
the massive wave of mortgage-related evictions triggered by the
combination of increasingly high-interest rates, decreasing salaries
and widespread lay-offs’. From 1995 to 2005 the average
Spaniard’s purchasing power and the average real salary had
steadily declined (Lopez and Rodriguez, 2010, p.199), hindering the
capacity of most households to face the ever-increasing prices of
housing, -which, in ten years, had tripled their values- and the need
for the kind of over-indebtedness which, in the face of a crumbling
mode of accumulation, would result in widespread evictions (an av-
erage of 80.000 per year from 2009 to 2015). This “housing emer-
gency” (Valino et al., 2013) led to the creation in 2009 of the PAH,
the “Platatforma de Afectados por la Hipoteca” (Platform for People
Affected by Mortgages), an anti-eviction organization which, for
the next decade, would hegemonize not only the housing rights
movement but the whole social mobilization imaginary in Spain.
The PAH represents one of the most noteworthy cases of social

5  Which, according to data from the Instituto Nacional de Estadistica (EPA,
n.d.), took unemployment from a 7°9 percent in 2007 to over a 25 percent in
2012
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movements in recent Spanish history, and one of the most capable
of galvanizing the public opinion and driving public discourse and
agenda, as has been widely documented by the existing literature on
the topic (Gonzalez, 2019; Fominaya, 2015; Romanos, 2013; Or-
donez, Feenstra & Tormey, 2015; Suarez, 2017; Di Feliciantonio,
2016a, 2016b; Garcia-Lamarca, 2016, 2017a, 2017b).

The PAH’s practices of civil disobedience, which included the stop-
ping of evictions, the occupation or blocking of bank offices; the so-
called “escraches”® (imported from Latin America) and the “Juicio
y castigo™ campaign, both intent on publicly shaming politicians
and bankers; as well as a large-scale campaign (humorously called
“Obra Social™®) of occupations of bank-owned homes, considerably
broadened the action repertoire during the 2010s. These strategies
were combined with numerous attempts at political participation
and reform through the use of institutional channels, including sev-
eral ILPs’ at both state and regional level (“Romper por abajo "), a
campaign demanding the adoption of anti-eviction and pro-housing
rights political motions by municipalities and, later on, a campaign
designed to pressure political parties into adopting the PAH’s de-
mands into their election programs (“Las cinco de la PAH'"). The
dual strategy involving the combination of civil disobedience, often
involving confrontation with the police, with some forms of institu-
tional participation and/or influence represented a considerable nov-
elty in the more recent Spanish context of social mobilization.

6 Direct action involving public gatherings, usually in front of MP’s resi-
dences, with the intention of publicly denouncing their negative positions re-
garding the passing of legislation incorporating the PAH’s demands.

7 A campaign, designed and led largely by PAH Madrid, involving demonstra-
tions demanding the “trial and conviction” for those identified as personally
responsible for the economic crisis (essentially bankers like Emilio Botin,
politicians like Luis de Guindos, or those in-between like Rodrigo Rato).

8 In a Mockery of La Caixa Foundation’s social programs, especially those
concerning “affordable housing”.

9 ILP stands for “Iniciativa Legislativa Popular”, or Popular Legislative Initia-
tive. A limited semi-direct democracy mechanism that allows a group of
500.000 citizens to propose a bill (which may or may not pass).

10 A campaign, designed after the failure of the state-level ILP, consisting in the
promotion of sub-state ILP’s and political motions in city councils.

11 A campaign which intended to pressure political parties into incorporating
five essential PAH demands into their political programs.
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However, beyond the characterization of the PAH as a more or less
innovative or successful social movement organization, I will argue
that the PAH, and most especially the PAHC Sabadell, also consti-
tuted one of the most notable cases of class struggle in the recent
history of social movements in Spain and, certainly, the most im-
portant organization to emerge directly in response to exploitative
accumulation dynamics outside the sphere of production. Further-
more, | intend to study class struggles as a single process, looked at
both from above (from the dominant classes and capital owners’
perspective) and from below (from the subaltern working-class
view). From this perspective, the market’s cyclical failures and the
threats to key aspects of social reproduction should be seen as class
experiences and, therefore, as arenas for struggle and the re-compo-
sition of class-based political subjects through the organization of
the movement.

Ahead of us lies a set of questions that so far have remained consid-
erably unexplored in the literature: How has the movement related
to the evolution of the social, political and economic conditions un-
der which it emerged? What have been the effects of these changes
on its members? What can its story tell us about potential similar
conflicts? All of these questions share class relations as a common
conceptual thread weaving them together, and can be summarized
in two overarching questions:

Ql1. How does housing financialization relate to
the development of class struggles?

Q2. Did the evolution of housing struggles enable
the PAHC to re-compose a class subject?



1.2 Literature review: Class struggles and Social
Movements.

To answer the questions presented in the previous section, we must
examine how the notions of class, class struggles and the analysis of
this particular case fit in the context of social movements studies,
critical geography and political economy, and how these kinds of
literature can intersect. Starting with social movements studies, the
idea of class de-alignment gained traction during the 80s and 90s,
fostered by changes in the economies and productive structures of
“core” countries. This intellectual trend followed the development
of theories about the emergence of post-industrial “new middle
classes” (Kriesi et al. 1995), a phenomenon implying the prevalence
of the cognitive and the post-material in social mobilization
(Touraine, 1981; Melucci, 1989; Wallace & Jenkins, 1995; Castells,
1997) which would lead to the progressive marginalization of class
analysis from social movements studies. More recently, these ideas
have been under a process of critique and revision, as several other
authors (Della Porta, 2015; Standing, 2011; Barker et al., 2013; Pe-
terson, Wahlstrom & Wennerhag, 2015; Cox and Nilsen, 2014; Sil-
ver & Savas, 2015) have posed a return to the social causes of
protest as a fundamental element of their analysis, including a re-
newed interest in the notion of social class. However, for this return
to class to be successful in helping us understand different aspects
of contemporary protest and resistance movements -and, especially,
those related to class subjects- it requires a deep understanding of
how Capitalism shapes social relations, needs and demands, and it
makes necessary “some cross-fertilization, especially with the disci-
plinary fields of political economy and democratic theory” (Della
Porta, 2015, p.9).

In this sense, some of the classic approaches to social movements,
like political opportunities (McAdam, McCarthy & Zald, 1996; Tar-
row 1998), resource mobilization, (McCarthy and Zald, eds., 1987)
or new social movements literature (Melucci, 1988) share three ten-
dencies which are at odds with the proposed interdisciplinary focus
on class: First, a lack of focus in macro-economic structures akin to
an externalization of the issue, a treatment of sociopolitical and eco-
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nomic structures more as given backgrounds than as social and po-
litical arenas open to disputes and re-configurations, a complex sys-
tem of interwoven relations and co-determinants which simultane-
ously shapes and is shaped by social mobilizations. Second, a the-
matic reluctance towards the inclusion of capitalism neither as a rel-
evant topic nor as a factor of analysis, thus ruling out probably the
main informing factor of modern societies (capable of organizing
from as high an abstraction as time and space down to micro-behav-
ioral patterns). On this line of thought, authors such as Hetland and
Goodwin (2013) have, when referring to some of these approaches,
highlighted the treatment of framings or political opportunities as
independent variables, thus denying their role not only as determi-
nants but as consequences of a wider and more complex construc-
tion. Third, a lack of integration of the analysis of political (and es-
pecially class) subjectivation processes in social mobilization with
the aforementioned economic tendencies and institutional arrange-
ments (related to the state, the mode of accumulation, etc.).

Acknowledging the need for the incorporation of internal mecha-
nisms, processes and both context and subject-specific approaches
to social movements analysis, we also need an additional dimension
that accounts for how these contexts and needs are being shaped by
the socioeconomic structure. This suggests the need for the incorpo-
ration of an understanding of the political and economic roots that
those class relations animating social movements have in specific
capital accumulation modes and in people’s daily lives.

It is at this intersection point between social movements studies and
some aspects of critical political economy where this thesis intends
to locate itself. On one hand, its study of social movements incorpo-
rates financial capitalism as a framework for material needs, social
relations, political praxis and mobilization, acknowledging the ways
in which it conditions how political subjects are articulated and
shaped through the individual and collective experiences of class-
based struggles (such as insurmountable amounts of household
debt). On the other hand, its analysis of housing’s political economy
commits to an in-depth study of capitalism’s effects that goes down
not just to the micro-level, but which incorporates the frictions, re-
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sistances and potential disruptions engendered by capital accumula-
tion.

To undertake such a task, this dissertation follows Silver and Savas
(2015) in their call for a return, in social movements literature, to
the analysis of capitalism and class, especially regarding what they
identify as transformations in the organization of production and
consumption, and their links with changing forms of worker's strug-
gles. Further down this line, the Marxist approaches to social move-
ments proposed in Barker et al. (2013) and Cox and Nilsen (2014)
offer a conception which reads “Marxism as a theory from and for
social movements”, rejecting the “political reductionism” of “main-
stream social movements” theories as well as the dominance of ei-
ther structural constraints or excessively voluntaristic “popular
agency” (Cox & Nilsen, 2014, p.55-57). This approach to class
struggles as social movements, which emphasizes the notion of
praxis as a sort of conceptual middle ground, also opens the door
for the incorporation of other theoretical contributions from the am-
ple Marxist tradition which will be very useful in the forthcoming
analysis of the development of subjects through class struggle.

This materialist turn allows us to adjust the analytical focus toward
the significance for class-based social mobilizations, and their polit-
ical outlooks, of the studies on the relationship between systemic
household debt (Martin, 2002; Langley, 2008; Soederberg, 2014;
Montgomerie, 2016), class relations and the articulation of political
subjects.

Ultimately, an analysis of the PAH in relation to the Spanish hous-
ing-finance complex (Aalbers, 2014a, 2014b) can offer insights on
how the displacement of structurally unstable profit extraction
mechanisms and exploitative dynamics built around rent extraction
carries with it the subsequent displacement of class-based conflicts,
as well as the potential for the development of union-like organiza-
tions in housing (and, potentially, the broader sphere of social re-
production). These organizations, however, may display consider-
able differences among themselves regarding their strategies, dis-
courses and overall praxis; a variation that directly affects their ca-
pacity to act as class institutions and articulate class subjects able to
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read these commodification processes in emancipatory terms. The
analysis of the conditions necessary for the development of class
subjectivation processes represents an opportunity to glimpse the
shapes a re-composition of the working-class might take, and the
challenges -from state and capital- it may face. Such an endeavor,
however, can only be carried out through the superimposed lenses
of social movements literature, critical geography and political
economy.

The main topic of this thesis is the study of class-based social
movements and the organization of class experiences of exploitation
and struggle -taking place in financialized housing systems- into the
political re-composition of class subjects. This is approached as a
bidirectional double process: on the one hand the growing commod-
ification of life outside the sphere of production under the aegis of
global capitalism’s financial turn, exemplified by the Spanish mode
of accumulation, based on the housing-finance complex; and on the
other hand the case of the PAH, a grass-roots social movement that
was not just a defensive response to a cycle of dispossession in the
housing sector, but one that -at its core- was addressing fundamen-
tal class inequalities arising in social reproduction and articulating
political subjects. This nature of the PAH as the product of class-
based struggles against dispossession, the exploitative extraction of
profits through debt and rents, and as an organized response in a
key locus of economic and political conflict away from production,
is what makes its potential to articulate class political subjectivities
especially worthy of analysis.

1.3 Analytical Framework

The aforementioned analysis will be carried on through a threefold
thematic lens:

+ The power of finance capital: Against the background of
the global -yet locally situated- shift in capitalist economies
known as financialization, this thesis focuses on the role of
financial capital as a fraction of the dominant classes capa-
ble of deploying political power. It treats Capital as a struc-
ture and/or a relation built on the exercise of agency and, in
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this sense, focuses on the relation of political subjects from
the elites with the institutional ensemble of the state and the
whole of the social body. This is considered key in the early
configuration of the Spanish mode of capital accumulation,
including the commodification of housing, the construction
of markets and the development of a public narrative and an
economic rationale, but also in the later processes of eco-
nomic re-composition and in the shifting strategies of both
state and capital when engaging in class struggles linked to
the housing crisis.

The organization of class experience: The experiences of
the manifold effects of class on everyday life can vary
wildly, not just in their nature but also how they are per-
ceived and processed by those who live through them. Per
se, these experiences offer no guarantee of their translation
neither into effective struggles nor into class-based social
movements capable of articulating class-based political sub-
jects. On this basis, this thesis argues that it is the organiza-
tion of those experiences that which can provide the founda-
tion for collective class subjectivation. However, the organi-
zation of what is lived cannot happen in the social or politi-
cal void but responds instead to an ever-shifting triangula-
tion between external forces (including structures, institu-
tions and other actors), material conditions and (class deter-
mined) movement needs. The present work aims to explore
these complex relations, as the nature of class-based strug-
gles may depend largely on how the experiences that form
their basis are organized.

The experience of class organization: Building on the pre-
vious point, the different forms of organizing class experi-
ences can, in turn, produce different forms of both the social
movements and the struggles they embody. These variations
(including discourse, strategies, personal relations and a
large etc.) can condition the nature, praxis and political dis-
position of an organization (corporate, economic, hege-
monic), and exert a certain influence on which subjective as-
pects of class struggle (subalternity, antagonism, autonomy)
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dominate a specific formation. Taken together, all these fac-
tors can inform the experiences and the political subjectiva-
tion of the movements’ members, determining their capacity
to foster (or not) the political re-composition of a class sub-
ject. The importance of this cannot be overstated, as class
subjects and class organizations are indispensable for a class
reading of the power of finance capital which, ultimately,
enables the development of a politics of emancipation.

1.4 Structure

The first article analyzes the process which would end up originat-
ing the PAH: the construction of a financialized housing market in
Spain. This choice of an opening topic responds to two needs: a) an
integrated approach to the commodification of key elements in the
sphere of social reproduction through the intersection of financial-
ization with the construction of the Spanish housing provision sys-
tem, and b) an understanding of the agency of the dominant classes
not just as a key element in the political and economic configuration
of the mode of accumulation, but also as a fundamental insight on
the actions of the subaltern classes and the relations between both.
The article’s theoretical perspective is situated within a broadly syn-
cretic historical materialist approach, combining elements from crit-
ical geography and critical political economy, and attempting to
‘cross-pollinate’ them with some perspectives from the strategic-re-
lational take on the state (Jessop, 2007; 2015). This combination en-
ables the analysis of the multiple interwoven processes that led to
the creation of a model of capital accumulation based on Asset-
prize Keynesianism and a Debtfarist societal project. The interac-
tion between global tendencies, the state and financial and construc-
tion/real estate capital fractions is deemed fundamental to explain
the development of specific housing policies, of the process of mar-
ket construction and an accompanying cultural narrative.

This incorporation of global tendencies, institutional and policy-re-
lated impacts and a subjective element tied to the political agency of
elites, provides a better understanding of how they influence each
other and, thus, of the ways in which the whole process unfolds. It
aims to illustrate the specific ways in which the political agency ex-
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erted by class-relevant actors -mediated by the State's institutional
apparatus- has shaped (and been shaped by) the financialization of
the Spanish housing market. Ultimately, the analysis of this class
component will enable the further exploration of class relations,
conflicts and organizations which followed capital’s “escape” (Sil-
ver, 2003) to the secondary and quaternary circuits (Harvey, 2008;
Aalbers, 2014a), opening up the necessary space for resistance and
the articulation of class-relevant political subjects.

The second and third articles are centered on an in-depth study of
the PAHC Sabadell. Having elicited the class nature of the Spanish
financialized housing model in the first article, focused on the inter-
section between structures, institutions and actors from a perspec-
tive centered on Capital’s extraction of profits, allows both the sec-
ond and third articles to turn their attention toward the other end of
these exploitative relations: the working class. In this sense, both ar-
ticles deal with the experience of the effects of the Spanish accumu-
lation model’s collapse and the organized contention towards them
in the form of a social movement organization, but they differ in
their approach.

The second article combines an approach to the hyper-commodifi-
cation of the Spanish housing provision system (framed within the
broader sphere of social reproduction) with an ethnographic analy-
sis of the social movement’s response. This answer from below is
framed by the movement’s capacity to articulate class subjects out
of, as Wiger (2020) suggests, populations the edge of becoming sur-
plus which, following Silver & Savas (2015), constitute a class base
in the process of unmaking. It first theorizes the relations between
systemic debt and the nature of class relations from the point of
view of the traditional working-class and its new relations (its posi-
tion, function, etc.) with financial capital within the Spanish hous-
ing-finance complex. The extension of class dynamics into markets
and, especially, into the consequences of the destructive effects of
unhinged debt and real-estate markets is brought forth as an entry
point for class subjectivation outside the sphere of production. A re-
sistance to “accumulation by dispossession” (Harvey, 2003; 2014)
taking place in the presupposed “background conditions” (Fraser,
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2014) for the social reproduction of labor (Federici, 2006) through a
sort of ‘Polanyi-type’ of unrest (Silver, 2003).

A class perspective on debt and markets is thus established as an in-
dispensable component not just to overcome the alienating effects
of indebtedness, but to surpass the political limits of the moral out-
rage deriving from what we could call, following E.P.Thompson
(1991), a break in housing’s “moral economy”, and to drive the
movement toward a (Gramscian) hegemonic disposition. This is
particularly relevant when posed against the background of the first
article’s focus on state and capital’s “construction and maintenance
of particular forms of hegemony or political economies” which are
treated now “as ontologically comparable to movements’ (some-
times successful) attempts to displace, disrupt, or insert themselves
within” (Cox & Nilsen, 2014, p.56). Next, the article focuses on the
conditions for the potential articulation of working-class subjectivi-
ties. The successful articulation of class subjects outside the sphere
of production -albeit often a fragmented and discontinuous process-
is seen as a form of class refraction, channeled through a social
movement organization acting as a class institution, actively operat-
ing as such in terms of strategy, discourse and cooperation/partici-
pation in wider anti-capitalist networks and practices.

By addressing the potential process of the political re-composition
of a class-based subject from the perspective of the subaltern, this
article reverses the previous one’s focus on the agency of dominant
classes and switches it to the other, complementary end of exploita-
tive dynamics. This is especially relevant concerning the construc-
tion of union-like autonomous class organizations, as their capacity
to organize the experiences of direct threats on aspects of social re-
production under different forms of political praxis is what, a priori,
enables them to hybridize traditional working-class subjectivities
(tied to production) with newer ones (tied to the commodification of
housing as an essential component of social reproduction) and artic-
ulate class re-composition processes. The article explores not only
the reasons behind the capacity of the PAHC to articulate class sub-
jects, but their nature as essential actors in overcoming structural
debt alienation and the formulation of emancipatory politics.
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The third article is built on two ideas stemming from a Marxist-in-
spired approach to social movement analysis. First, the conception
of “social movements as the way in which human practices are so-
cially articulated through conflictual encounters between dominant
and subaltern social groups” (Cox & Nilsen, 2014, p.57); and sec-
ond, the idea that the experience of these practices is crucial in de-
termining the nature of potential class subjectivation processes
(Modonesi, 2014).

The article shows the ongoing co-constitutive relation between class
struggle and the composition of political subjects as the process un-
folded, with special attention given to the back and forth dynamic
(and its consequences) established between elites and subaltern
classes, between capital and labor or, ultimately, between exploita-
tive profit extraction and those elements of social reproduction em-
bodied in the housing provision system. To do this, the article com-
bines a synchronic analysis of the class subjectivation capacities of
the PAHC with a diachronic analysis of the changing combinations
of the movement’s organization, context and class composition. The
goal is to provide the study of political subjectivation processes in
social movements with a base rooted in the specific needs, strate-
gies and material conditions in which the response to state and fi-
nancial capital’s aggression is organized.

The results of these processes are analyzed in relation with three
distinct phases (2011-12, 2013-15 and 2016-17), roughly corre-
sponding with three conjunctures in the relations between organiza-
tion, context and composition which would see the PAHC transition
from a more offensive role to a more defensive one in its on-going
struggle with elements of financial capital and the state’s institu-
tional ensemble. This transition between periods is in turn conceptu-
alized as corresponding with a shift between three different ‘subjec-
tive formations’ (Modonesi, 2014), defined by the predominance of
collective experiences of domination (subalternity), insubordination
(antagonism) and/or emancipation (autonomy). Lastly, these pas-
sages are considered to be the base of a process of political class re-
composition and de-composition. Here, the focus is set on the
evolving struggle of the PAHC and the interaction with its political
and economic context. Whereas the previous articles revolved
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around one or the other end of class relations, the third one centers
the analysis on the development of class struggle and, especially, on
its effects on the process of subject formation and composition.

Table 1.1 Structure Summary
Article Approaches & Fields of Study
Methodologies
1. Finance, Class | Critical Political State,
and the State. The | Economy Finance-Housing
Construction of the | & Geography Complex
Housing Market
in Spain
2. Union Without | Critical Political Housing & Debt;
a Trade. Class Economy PAH & PAHC

Subjects in Social | Social Movements/
Reproduction Militant Ethnography

3. Organizing the | Social Movements/ PAHC, State,
Political Subject. Militant Ethnography | Finance-Housing
The PAHC Sabadell Complex

1.5 Methodology

Studying the PAHC's praxis as a form of class struggle necessarily
means trying to understand the wider political and economic con-
text into which it was inscribed and the specific mechanisms to
which it responds. This means that it is necessary to understand it as
a part of an epochal shift in certain capitalist economies towards the
exploitation, mostly through financial means, of social reproduc-
tion, and toward the transformation of the latter into a major source
of profit (Wigger, 2020). This turn, however, has taken many
shapes depending -not in small measure- of specific national, re-
gional and even local contexts inextricably tied to multi-level insti-
tutional arrangements and power networks. To remain exclusively
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at an abstract or macro level of analysis would mean running the
risk of negating the importance of these variations, which are key in
explaining the different outcomes of the process in terms of its char-
acteristics, of its degree of success and any other processes (includ-
ing, of course, resistance and contention) that it may have gener-
ated. Essentially, this means that an analysis of the actually existing
financialization of housing needs to situate financialization, under-
stood as a transnational phenomenon, within the borders of the
Spanish state and its specific characteristics; and second, that it will
descend to the local level and even micro perspective whenever it is
necessary to grasp the processes at play.

However, while the incorporation of capital and the state, of global
economic tendencies and localized institutional developments and
contexts is essential to understand the dynamics of social conflict
and organized contestation, it runs the risk of limiting the scope of
the analysis to a place somewhere between the more structural as-
pects of the economic system and the role of policies and institu-
tions. And, as much as these are both essential approaches to the
question, a theoretical and analytical effort that seeks to understand
the complex interaction between them should also include those
forms of political agency exercised inside, outside and/or against
the structures of the mode of accumulation. To forego this element
would, again, put the analysis at risk of missing an essential part not
just in explaining the inception of the Spanish version of housing fi-
nancialization, but especially of its political roots, mechanics, class
component and of the development of a strong contestation.

It is, therefore, crucial to incorporate the analysis of concrete actors
not just as economic agents but as political subjects and to do it all
along the circuit of accumulation, from social reproduction to profit
extraction, looking at the relations and antagonisms between capital
and labor outside productive relations. Essentially, this means that it
is necessary to combine the subjective analysis of economic strug-
gles with that of the political economy in which social movements
engaging in class struggle are formed. While the initial selection of
the PAH as a case study would have allowed for an in-depth look
into the mechanisms and dynamics of the movement, the overarch-
ing goal of studying the role and development of class subjects in
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struggle required the extension of the research frame. The need to
factor in the movement’s structural and institutional context, as well
as the agency of state and capital actors engaging in their own forms
of class struggle, required the adoption of a critical political econ-
omy analysis of the Spanish mode of accumulation, with additional
insights on the nature and relations of the urban process with hous-
ing policies coming from critical geography.

a) Militant Research and Ethnography

I started participating in the PAHC not as a researcher, but as a po-
litical activist. My primary motivation was -and remains- the desire
to further the development of emancipatory class politics and, to
that effect, I engaged in what I understood was, effectively, a form
of struggle against capitalism. As a result, it is difficult to precisely
establish when did my fieldwork start, since the commitment to the
horizontal formation of knowledge that is characteristic of a social
movement like the PAHC meant that I carried out most of the same
practices as an activist that [ would later translate to my role as a re-
searcher. The idea that knowledge, subjectivity and organization are
simultaneously produced (Roggero, 2014), and the “deliberately
politicized approach to qualitative research” (Apoifis, 2017, p.12)
characteristic of “militant ethnography” (Juris, 2007) allowed me to
turn conversations and discussions with other activists into in-depth
interviews, to turn debates on “goals, tactics, strategies, and organi-
zational forms” into a reflective self-critique of political praxis
(Russel, 2015), to turn the taking of minutes and the writing of press
notes and manifestos into document analysis, and to turn my in-
volvement in civil disobedience and direct action practices into “ob-
servant participation” (Thrift, 2000; Bray, 2008). In fact, the distinct
rejection of “value-neutral” positivism, of instrumental behavior
and of the division between participation and observation (Valen-
zuela-Fuentes, 2018), were intrinsic parts of my approach since its
onset. Thus, of the six years I spent as an activist in the PAHC
Sabadell, I can estimate that at least four of them were as a militant
ethnographer, but all along the way I felt I was not writing about
them, but writing about us.
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This militant ethnographic approach situates the thesis in line with
militant research (Halvorsen, 2015, p.466), as a “process of internal
self-reflection” which “seeks to map out and discuss underlying an-
tagonisms while pushing the movement forward”. This follows the
traditions initiated by “workers inquiry from below” (Woodcock,
2014), as a phase or moment in the research process, and the op-
eraisti’s conricerca (Wright, 2002), especially understood as a
process of “subjectivation, organization and rupture” seeking the
production of knowledge and, thus, of autonomy (Roggero, 2014, p.
516). Updates of these approaches (Kolimko, 2002) have led to an
extension of their practices beyond the factory’s walls and into new
spaces of resistance to the profit-extraction mechanisms characteris-
tic of financialized capitalism, a task I have tried to bring to the
sphere of social reproduction and the field of housing through the
use of militant ethnography.

b) Observant Participation

The first of the methods employed was, as previously stated, a long
period of “observant participation” (Bray, 2008), carried out ap-
proximately between the years 2012 and 2017. The militant ethnog-
raphy perspective and the inspiration taken from conricerca in-
volved the development of a strong personal and political engage-
ment with the movement and its members which, in fact, predated
my newly adopted role as a researcher. This shift to observant par-
ticipation was done from an ethical perspective which, naturally, re-
jected instrumental approaches to already existing social relations
and, instead, embraced the bonds of genuine “solidarity, mutual dis-
covery, collaboration, friendship and empathy” (Valenzuela-
Fuentes, 2018, p. 6).

My role as an activist was characterized by a deep involvement in
the movement, and from a very early point included participating in
the PAHC’s “case management” and “external relations” commit-
tees (in addition to the weekly assemblies and all the activity de-
rived from them). My role as a member of the “external relations”
committee would involve meeting with elected officials and politi-
cal representatives from all parties, acting as PAHC Sabadell

18



spokesman (for about two years), the collective development of the
communication strategy and the active participation in local and
supra-local coordination spaces'> and decision-making processes.
This participation in key “meeting” spaces allowed me to see the
movement both as a whole and as a diverse and variegated organi-
zation, and provided me with the tools to develop a certain compar-
ative perspective on the similarities and the differences between
PAH’s, as well as on their organizational tendencies and political
outlooks.

During this period, I also attended more than a hundred PAHC
Sabadell assemblies, as well as other assemblies in the PAH’s of
Matard, Terrassa, Bages, Barcelona and Madrid, as well as numer-
ous supra-local coordination meetings (both at the Catalan and
Spanish levels), assemblies and workshops (in Barcelona, Madrid
and Asturias). This involved an active role in shaping the move-
ment’s organizational forms and strategies which was not exempt
from much internal debate and dispute. During this time, I also par-
ticipated in dozens of “actions” of civil disobedience and direct ac-
tion, framed within the several PAH and PAHC campaigns carried
out through the years, including the blocking of evictions, the occu-
pation of bank offices, demonstrations, escraches and the occupa-
tion of empty homes under the Obra Social. This aspect, which in
some cases involved illegal activities and clashes with the police,
was the most important one in terms of building mutual trust, soli-
darity and strong affective bonds with other members of the PAHC.
My own political subjectivity and positioning were very much
shaped by the intensity of the emotions felt and, most importantly,
shared during these episodes.

c¢) In-depth Interviews
The second method employed involved the conduction of fifteen in-

depth semi-structured interviews with members of the PAHC. The
goal of the interviews was two-fold: first, to explore the percep-

12 The Catalan PAH’s had first started (in 2013) organizing periodical coordina-
tion meetings, which later crystallized in a permanent “coordination” com-
mittee with representation based on territory and size. This was later trans-
lated into a similar structure for the rest of the Spanish state.
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tions, interpretations and meanings attributed by activists to the dy-
namics and evolution of the organization; second, to understand the
changing worldviews tied to processes of political subjectivation, as
well as any changes in self-perceptions experienced by the intervie-
wees during their time as members of the PAHC. With this in mind,
and given the level of immersion in the movement, the knowledge
gathered during five years about its composition and mechanics,
and the relatively reduced number of individual members of the
PAH Sabadell, the selection of cases was carried out through the
non-probabilistic method of ‘judgment sampling’ (Corbetta 2007),
trying to properly represent the diversity of profiles relevant for the
analysis. The interviews were conducted mostly in cafes and, occa-
sionally, in the respondent’s homes, and lasted between 45 and 90
minutes on average. They followed a similar, yet flexible, script, di-
vided into three blocks, with the first one concerning the respon-
dent’s life stories, the second one their perceptions on the PAH and
the PAHC (including organization, strategies, membership, their
role and trajectory, etc.), and a final bloc dedicated to their general
views on politics and society.

Table 1.2 Profile of the Interviewees
Interview Gender | Age |Activist| Nationality | Date

1 M 58 Spanish 01/03/2018
2 F 33 Y Spanish 22/07/2018
3 M 34 Y Spanish 06/10/2018
4 M 45 |N Ecuadorean |18/04/2018
5 F 50 N Spanish 11/05/2018
6 F 40 |N Venezuelan | 15/09/2018
7 M 60 |N Spanish 17/03/2018
8 M 37 1Y Spanish 04/05/2018
9 F 33 Y Spanish 17/09/2018
10 M 30 |N Gambian 10/07/2018
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11 F 26 Y Spanish 02/02/2018
12 M 27 Y Spanish 09/01/2018
13 F 43 |IN Spanish 04/05/2018
14 F 31 [N Spanish 22/05/2018
15 F 36 |N Spanish 20/03/2018

d) Document Analysis

Thirdly, to “triangulate” and “seek convergence and corroboration
through the use of different data sources and methods” (Bowen,
2009, p. 28), I carried out extensive document and media content
analysis. This included the PAH and the PAHC's public communi-
cations (video footage, social media, websites, leaflets, press notes,
manifestos, etc.) as well as the internal ones (mostly carried out by
e-mail). For this, I had access to organizational and political docu-
ments (technical guides, organization’s statutes and strategic pro-
posals), as well as to the minutes of every assembly conducted for
the 2012-2017 period, including Catalan and state-level assemblies.

The use of this method fulfilled three out of the five potential func-
tions of document analysis described by Bowen (2009). First, it pro-
vided context and background information regarding, for example,
the number of cases addressed in every assembly and their typol-
ogy'?, as well as the organization’s weekly agenda of “actions”!4,
but also included records of the meetings with other organizations
or with political representatives. Second, it provided supplementary
data to those obtained through interviews and observation, concern-
ing, for example, the use of certain words or expressions associated
with certain political traditions or characteristic of specific concep-
tions of the movement (and/or the self). It also enabled a comparat-
ive effort between how parts of the movement thought about -and

13 Including very detailed information on the economic conditions (original
mortgage sum, house prices, current debt, salaries, etc.) of most cases, which
also helped in outlining the class positions of the members and their social
and economic standing during the pre-crisis years.

14 Including, for example, information about the preferred type of actions, the
unequal resources invested into each campaign, etc.
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presented- themselves with how they were presented to the outside
world"®. Third, as documents were produced steadily and continu-
ously, they were organized in a way that allowed me to track
changes and developments in the aforementioned questions, includ-
ing internal organization, strategies and communication.

These methodological choices opened the possibility of a direct
look into the PAH’s characteristics and the conditions in which cer-
tain political subjectivities can be articulated, allowing for the com-
parison between different junctions of context and praxis and, thus,
for an analysis of the evolution of said context and praxis and, most
especially, of the changes in both resulting from the bi-directional
relation between them (as its inclusion is fundamental for the notion
of class as a process). Second, including the evolution of those as-
pects belonging to the sociopolitical and economic re-composition
of the finance-housing complex let us grasp the changes in the
movement’s organization, strategy and composition, thus targeting
precisely the ways in which experiences of domination, struggle and
autonomy are processed and incorporated into the subjectivation
process. This is fundamental in enabling the exploration of the artic-
ulation of a working-class political subject in the struggle for hous-
ing rights and, ultimately, social reproduction.

15 Including not just concepts related to social class and/or citizenship, but also
to left and right-wing politics, capitalism, human rights, legality and legiti-
macy, etc.
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2. Finance, Class and the State:
The Construction of the Housing Market in Spain

Abstract

The article shows how the characteristics of the Spanish housing
provision system were the result of a class-based process of ‘struc-
tural selectivity’ which, ultimately, sought to ensure financial and
real-estate capital’s profitability. From a perspective based on criti-
cal geography and political economy, financialization is conceptual-
ized as a process defined by the intersection of multi-scale structural
trends, institutional arrangements and the oft contradictory agency
of class-relevant actors and networks, with a direct impact on hous-
ing systems. The article argues that, in order to adapt Spanish capi-
talism to the global financialization processes and to the country’s
changing role in the regional European context, the state’s institu-
tional ensemble undertook a series of transformations which, hege-
monized by the financial and real-estate fractions of capital, led to a
process of market construction centered on real-estate and house-
hold debt. Ultimately, these fractions of capital were able to exert
enough leverage to enable the progressive emergence of a ‘state
project’ built around a financialized housing market and the devel-
opment of a tailor-made regulatory framework, a favorable public
narrative and its own economic rationale. The article argues that
these developments laid the foundations on which a circuit of profit
extraction was built, directly targeting social reproduction (housing)
through forms of debt-based secondary exploitation/financial expro-
priation (mortgages).

Key words: Housing Market, Class, Financialization, State, Spain
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2.1 Introduction

The 2008 financial meltdown and the ensuing worldwide recession
were the latest installments in the long series of periodic economic
crises affecting capitalism. While multiple causes have been
suggested by different schools of economic thought (Roberts, 2016)
-from financial panic to a lack of aggregate demand-, the growing
financialization of the economy and the role played in new forms of
profit-extraction by private household debt have been staples of
most (heterodox) analysis. In Spain, the global financial turn took
the shape of a real-estate bubble which would, at its end, provoke an
economic crisis and a ‘housing emergency’, threatening hundreds of
thousands of working-class people with eviction and the life-long
burden of insurmountable amounts of mortgage-debt (Observatori
DESC, 2020). However, during the boom years, the same
accumulation mechanism was able to incorporate that very
working-class into a model which yielded Capital a steady and
apparently ever-growing source of profit, while providing the
Spanish state with the foundations on which to build its
sociopolitical model. To understand how and why this model (and
its consequences) unfolded, we need to develop a three-step
analysis: first, of financialization and its intersection with the
housing sector; second, of the relations between the state and the
class-based social forces and agents at play in the construction of
the finance-housing relation; and third, of its specific development
in the Spanish context.

The article is divided into four sections. The first one covers the
discussion on the different theoretical approaches to financialization
and its relation with housing. The second one deals with a
conceptualization of the role played by class actors and power
relations in shaping market construction as a hegemonic project
mediated through the state; the combination of the two producing
the overall theoretical and analytical framework. The third section
introduces the overall analysis of the Spanish mode of
accumulation, with the fourth one focusing on the construction of
the Spanish housing market through an analysis of the actors
involved and the intersection of context, policies and discourse.
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2.2 Approaches to financialization and housing

2.2.1 Financialization

As a starting point, it is safe to say that the growing relevance of
finance in the global economy is a well-established fact. Since the
1970s, increases in profitability in the finance sector (paired with
decreases in the productive sphere) have been documented by
several authors (Lapavitsas, 2009; McNally, 2009; Krippner, 2005,
2011; Duménil and Lévy, 2005; Stockhammer, 2007; Boltanski and
Chiapello, 2005). In defining financialization, some scholars have
opted for a broad definition of the ascendance of financial processes
and actors (Kelly, 2014), others have taken a descriptive approach
and even avoided the term (Brenner, 2003), others have
circumscribed their approaches to factual increases in financial
operations (Epstein, 2005), while others have attempted to provide
narrower explanations, like an emergence of systemic speculative-
parasitical capital (Carcanholo & Nakatami, 2001), or financial
fixes as a result of blockages in production (Harvey, 2011).

Progressively, we have seen several classifications of these ap-
proaches emerge based on: a) the economic school of thought (La-
pavitsas, 2011), separating Marxists, post-Keynesians, world-sys-
tems theory, the regulation school and a mixed bag of spatial, cul-
tural and micro aspects; b) the field of study, distinguishing be-
tween a focus on financialization as a regulation mode of capital ac-
cumulation, as the rise of shareholder value, and as the lived experi-
ence of financialization (Christophers, 2015); and between finan-
cialization’s impact on space, the economy, governance and daily
life (Aalbers, 2016); and c¢) the scale, (Deutschman, 2011), distin-
guishing along the classic lines of macro, meso and micro analysis.

The increasing connections between these conceptions have already
been rightly pointed at by Aalbers (2015), deeming their separation
too problematic and ultimately artificial, and opting instead for
laying out a classification divided into ten specific themes, going
from banking to discourse or public policy. This classification
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managed to capture more accurately the actual separations between
the literature’s main topics.

My intention, however, is not to differentiate between perspectives,
fields or scales per se, nor to add another typology trying to replace
the already existing ones, but to identify some of the underlying
theoretical/analytical elements they share and the interconnections
that might be missing or rather underdeveloped. I thus propose to
complement Aalbers take on the phenomenon with three broad
approaches, compatible in principle with most of the literature’s
themes: first, a highly abstract approach concerned mostly with
structural tendencies, supra-national economic and spatial processes
and a tendency towards macro analysis; second, a more contextual
and institutional approach, focused on state policies, governance
and meso-level processes and analysis; and third, a subject-
centered approach concerned with the re-configuration of social
relations, including discourses, the individual’s experience of
financialization's effects, coupled with a -less pronounced- focus on
micro-level analysis.

Baran & Sweezy (1966) and the Monthly Review School’s
provided a foundational argument for the more structural
perspectives in the identification of financialization’s roots with the
productive sphere’s incapacity to absorb enough surplus Capital,
and the consequent need to find profit sources outside of
production. This line of focusing on systemic trends inherent to
Capitalism’s general dynamic was followed by Arrighi (1994),
linking financialization with the cyclical rise and fall of hegemonic
powers, productive strength and the ensuing split between the ‘real’
and the financial economies. Robert Brenner (2003) argued that
overproduction and international competition necessarily lead to
cyclic crises in profitability which then force governments to adopt
liberalizing finance-friendly policies to allow an escape route for
capital investment to flee from production. Lapavitsas (2009, 2013),
still within a Marxist perspective, has identified financialization
with the growing participation of non-financial companies in
financial processes, banks targeting households’ income as a source
of profit, and the growth of household reliance on finance to gain
access to goods and services.
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The introduction of the idea of a new regime of accumulation under
the notions of financial dominance (Chesnais, 1996) by authors of
the Regulation School such as Boyer (2000) or Stockhammer
(2007), offered a regulative framework that demanded a bigger
focus on policy. In this sense, it was understood that the policies
implemented from the mid-90s onward fostered the rise of
derivative and future markets, of cheap credit and private debt,
translating the deficits needed for economic growth from the public
budget to the private sphere, in what has been called Asset-price
Keynesianism (Brenner, 2006), or Privatized Keynesianism (Crouch
2009). This model would rely mainly on private debt/credit as a
form of access to commodified former social public goods and
services -such as housing- and trust the ‘wealth effect’ to fuel
economic growth. On the links between structural tendencies and
policies, Minsky (1986) offered, according to authors like Keen
(2015) or Nesvetailova (2013) an analysis of how financial actors
bypass government regulations and generate debt-fueled Ponzi
schemes and, ultimately, ‘Minsky moments’ leading to market
crashes, thus understanding financialization as ‘endogenous’ and
institutional, and its chronic instability as systemic. Further down
the institutional policy and national focus roads, a context-specific
analysis dealing mostly with governance and/or the Finance-State
relation and its regulation can be found, for example, in the work of
Krippner (2011), essentially inverting the structural argument and
largely posing (mostly unknowing) policies as the cause of
financialization in the US.

From a different perspective, authors like Lazzarato (2012),
Montgomerie (2009), Martin (2002) or Haiven (2014) have focused
less on the state, institutions and/or macroeconomic trends and more
on social and power relations, the lived experience of
financialization and its consequences not only in material terms but
also cultural and discursive. These authors have chosen to put the
focus on the relations established between the sum of financial
agents and mechanisms on the one hand, and everyday actors on the
other, problematizing the debt-creditor relation and introducing a
subjective element necessary to understand the participation of great
swathes of the population in the emerging mode of accumulation. In
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this sense, Johnna Montgomerie documented the reasons behind
private over-indebtedness and its effects on low-income households,
especially on minorities and women (Montgomerie, 2011a; 2011b;
2011c). Linking rising debt levels with slow income growth, the
lack of a social security net and the extension of the sub-prime
lending practices to broader social groups as part of a wide profit
extraction strategy. This idea of a deliberate targeting of social
reproduction spheres as sources for financial profit features
prominently as one of the key features of the financialization
process, whether it is through “financial inclusion” and the creation
of “debt economies” (Caffentzis, 2014) or through the
financialization of ‘daily life’ (Martin, 2002). The analysis of the
social, cultural and political effects inflicted on individuals and
collectives by these newly formed systemic debt relations has been
theorized, along with the very nature of debt and the creditor-debtor
bond by authors such as Lazzaratto (2012, 2015), who has pointed
out the universal nature of debt and how it generates indebted
subjects in ethical and political terms, emphasizing the inherently
political nature of credit, its indispensability for financial capitalism
and its consequences in terms of exploitation and domination.
Haiven (2014) further developed the cultural aspects of
financialization, underlying its impact in organizing people’s
understandings of value and social life (and values), its capacity to
transform social relations and labor power, and its role in providing
a conceptual toolbox, a grand narrative capable of producing and
reproducing the dominant paradigm of financial capitalism and its
subjects.

2.2.2 Intersection with Housing

A certain parallel with the aforementioned underlying elements in
the analysis of financialization can also be found in the literature on
housing and in some of the intersections between the two. A
structure-leaning perspective of the development of different
housing systems in relation to their wider economic context has
been present in the literature since the earlier works of the so-called
‘convergence school’ (Donnison, 1967; Harloe, 1985). These linked
the changes in provision systems and tenure restructuring to
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modernization and increasing levels of industrial development
(Malpass, 2008). Alternatively, the ‘divergence school’ brought the
focus on the differences between particular institutional
configurations, allowing for a greater emphasis on social and
cultural elements and starting the ‘housing-welfare regime’
literature, pioneered by Jim Kemeny (1981, 2001) and later
developed by Schwartz & Seabrooke (2009) into the ‘Varieties of
Residential Capitalism’ (VoRC) approach. While the former
established the links between welfare regimes and housing systems
based on the alleged trade-off between home-ownership and
attitudes towards redistribution, the latter has its main tenet in the
establishment of a typology based on the analysis of the relationship
between states’ financial systems and their housing markets,
measured essentially through the levels of household debt. In
response, Blackwell & Kohl (2018) have pointed at the need to go
beyond the limitations of the cross-sectional ‘national snapshot’ and
incorporate sub-state regional dynamics as well as the evolution of
systems through time from a path dependence perspective. This has
been also the approach taken by Alexandri & Janoschka (2017) in
their comparison between the Spanish and Greek roads to their
respective ‘housing crises’, and by Di Feliciantonio and Aalbers
(2017) in their own comparative of the Italian and Spanish housing
systems roots in fascist regimes’ economies, which has emphasized
the nature of neoliberal policies as a “migratory technology of
governing that interacts with situated sets of elements and
circumstances” (Ong, 2007, p. 5).

While the role of housing and the urban environment as a response
to the structural tendencies of financial capitalism toward crisis had
also been treated in the works of Harvey (2006), with the notion of
crisis-displacement via spatial and, later, financial fixes; or with
Brenner’s (2006) conceptualization of asset-price Keynesianism;
the intrinsic relation of housing with financialization and household
debt (a cornerstone of the VoRC) has become one of the major
concerns for many authors. Aalbers (2008, 2017) has extensively
theorized the housing-financial complex, and his collaborations
with Christophers (2014a, 2014b) have linked the rise of
securitization in housing markets with the need to develop policies
enabling Capital to ‘liquefy’ illiquid real-estate assets to avoid the
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material constraints of production and, ultimately, escape into the
theoretically self-valorizing financial sphere. Moreno (2014), for his
part, has emphasized the inherent inter-dependence of urbanization
and financialization and the enabling effect of both in extracting
profits from everyday life (or social reproduction), while Madden &
Marcuse (2016) have established the idea of a continuum between
financialization and the general commodification of housing, which
they see as the political result of class struggles and state action.

These processes have been distilled by the literature into more
specific trends and conditions such as those identified by Norris &
Byrne (2015) in the huge increases in the availability of investment
capital, the liquidization of real estate through innovations such as
securitization (Aalbers, 2013), and the transformation of homes into
quasi-financial assets and investment vessels. The focus on
institutional settings and policy environments allows for the
incorporation of elements at a meso level of analysis, such as the
regulatory frameworks needed to create and support financial,
housing and/or land markets, as well as the introduction of the state
as a fundamental arena for struggles between actors (Gotham, 2009)
over policy development and, ultimately, the prevalence of their
interests. Whether through comparative efforts linked to the VoRC
approach (Fernandez & Aalbers, 2016; Azevedo et al., 2016),
through an in-depth analysis of a single case (Lopez & Rodriguez,
2010), or through the analysis of specific policies (Smyth, 2018),
this perspective allows us to identify key policies, such as social
housing provision systems, legal frameworks (for rental markets,
taxation, etc.) or relations between different levels/scales of
government (Rivera, 2019); as well as important actors operating
within, power networks, such as savings banks or ‘urbanizing
agents’.

Finally, a certain transition between institutions and more subjective
aspects (which, later on, I will address under a Gramscian frame
such as the one provided by Crehan [2016] on the notions of senso
comune and the organic nature of intellectuals) can be found on the
analysis of the development of home-ownership culture and the
public policies designed and implemented to foster it, including
some of the aspects related with political domination and stability.
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This turning of debt-based ownership into a rational option through
the encouragement of generous lending practices, including tax
breaks, securitization, low-interest rates and cheap credit have also
been widely documented by several authors (Shlay 2006; Ronald
2008; Marcuse 2009).

Bringing these considerations together, a way to conceptualize
financialization that incorporates the central concepts of the
aforementioned approaches is to understand it as a transnational, yet
locally diverse, structural transformation of capitalism that is
mediated by state intervention and institutions which are, in turn,
informed by changing strength correlations between class-relevant
sociopolitical forces and agents. This transformation is essentially
defined by the growing weight of financial capital relative to
productive capital, along with the rise of increasingly complex
financial mechanisms and favorable institutional arrangements, with
effects going beyond the merely economic and well into the social,
political and cultural dimensions. Its intersection with the housing
field would involve the state-backed construction (or
transformation) of housing markets capable of integrating into
global financial markets, acting as a store and a source of value
through the transformation of real-estate (and related assets such as
land or mortgages) into increasingly liquid financial commodities.

Under this framework, we need to develop a contextual and state-
specific account of the Spanish finance-housing relation which also
incorporates the uneven distribution of power between agents and
social forces (including classes and class fractions), as well as the
consequences in terms of the relations between context, institutions
and subjective agencies. To do that, a theoretical clarification on the
nature of the state as an institutional ensemble, as well as its relation
with social and power relations exercised by actors pursuing their
class interests is in order.
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2.3 State, Market & Class

Having covered some of the main approaches to financialization
and, specifically, to housing financialization from a perspective
based on the idea of a positive analytical integration of structure, in-
stitutions and the subjective dimension, we need to proceed by clar-
ifying the relation between the state, its context and the contending
social forces in the formation of markets and, specifically, of hous-
ing markets.

To join in the challenge of the somewhat extended notion of finan-
cialization being partially defined by an absence, a “substraction” of
the state from real estate markets (Madden & Marcuse, 2016, p.31)
or by its “retreat in the face of exogenous market pressures” (Yesil-
bag, 2019, p.6), we need not only to define and reassert its role as a
central and active one, capable of investing resources on a massive
scale (Rolnik, 2013) and enabling/promoting specific practices such
as securitization (Gotham, 2009), but also focus on how different
actors have been able to activate, mobilize and transform its institu-
tional structure. This requires a prior understanding of capitalism as
a ‘historical social order’ whose -formal and informal- institutional
and legitimization frameworks change with time (Streeck, 2016).
Consequently, markets (as capitalism’s central organizing mecha-
nism) must also be seen as historical and social institutions which
are constructed and negotiated between actors with vastly different
power distributions, thus revealing the political nature behind an al-
legedly technical economy. This may be especially true for housing
markets, where the state could not withdraw, as it needs to guaran-
tee property rights, enforce contracts, fund infrastructure'® (Smyth,
2018) and, de facto, engage in direct provision. Markets are, there-
fore, as much a product of state organization!” as vice-versa, and
both need to account for the agency of the social forces which in-
form them.

16 The relation with the built environment, the secondary circuit of capital, has
been well theorized and documented by several authors, of which the most
prominent is D. Harvey (1982).

17 A fundamental issue brought forth as early as in Polanyi (1944).
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To understand how these markets are built, we need to analyze the
policies affecting them, their context and the roles and motivations
of the actors involved in both. Following these lines of inquiry, Bor-
dieu (2000) analyzed the links between the economic dispositions
of agents and the socially constructed basis upon which they
emerged. For him, the combination of different social structures
constituted economic dispositions and, at the same time, the eco-
nomic tendencies and regularities that were the result of the aggre-
gation of these dispositions (and the ensuing choices made by socio-
economic agents) influenced and conditioned the social sphere
where they emerged in the first place. The formation of more or less
solidified power!® structures should therefore be seen as a gradual
process unfolding in a multi-directional manner. Palomera (2014)
points out how Bourdieu's sum of dispositions, resources and state
supply, which form the basis for the formation of economic choices
in the housing market, is also heavily conditioned and dependent on
the socioeconomic consequences of housing policy, coming to sug-
gest that the size and shape of demand is significantly dependent on
what policies make possible. In line with these ideas, we need to ex-
plore not only the effects of policies, but the ways in which they are
conceived and implemented for, in the words of Bourdieu (2005,
p-89):

“what specifically characterizes that demand is
that it is, in large part, produced by the State. The
building companies (...) and the banks with which
they are associated, have means (...) for shaping
that demand, in particular, they can influence the
political decisions that are likely to orient agents’
preferences”.

The concretion of this focus on markets requires a specific and in-
depth take on marketization (the creation of markets) as a process
that unites calculative devices, goods and market agents into spe-
cific, provisional arrangements that are reached through strategic
achievements (Fields, 2017). These are, in turn, the product of the

18 Understanding power as the dynamic capacity to lay and enforce the norma-
tive foundations of social, political and economic spheres and, in this case,
ensure the reproduction of Capital.
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efforts, conflicts and struggles (Callon, 2007) characteristic of dis-
tributed forms of agency. The results of these processes, i.e. the ac-
tual configuration and effects of the market, will depend on how
they unfolded, who participated, which resources were mobilized
and to what end. This conceptualization coincides with the inter-
pretation of housing provision models (including the so-called
southern European) as being socially produced property regimes re-
sulting from the interaction of state, market and households (Pog-
gio, 2008; Azevedo et al., 2016). Ultimately, this means that the
construction of a market is a project that will involve agents en-
dowed with varying degrees of power, largely depending on their
class situation, who will clash and/or cooperate to produce emerg-
ing socioeconomic structures, networks and hierarchies against the
backdrop of the state.

To understand this process of negotiation, power struggles and re-
cruitment, we need to turn toward class analysis and the exploration
of class agency within institutional arrangements such as the market
and/or the state. This focus on the effects of class agency and the
capacity of agents to guide or channel state action leads us to Bob
Jessop’s revision (Jessop, 1999:2012; 2016) of Nicos Poulantzas’
(Poulantzas, 1975; 1978; 2008) theories on class power and the na-
ture of the State, his development of the Strategic Relational Ap-
proach (SRA) and, to a certain extent, to Historical Materialist Pol-
icy Analysis (HMPA) (Brand, 2014). These approaches rest on the
fundamental Poulantzian conception of the state, or rather of state
power, as a social relation in itself (analogous to Marx’s conception
of Capital), a changing “condensation” of social forces that is de-
fined by competing class strategies and implemented by uneven
class forces through the mediation of a biased state ensemble. Be-
tween the Scylla of a totalizing and all-encompassing capital ‘s’
State, and the Charybdis of its dilution in diffuse micro-power webs
or structural determinism, this perspective opens the possibility of
appealing to a lowercase ‘s’ state which is neither autonomous nor
subservient, neither a subject nor an object, but rather an arena of
intersecting power networks open for competition between classes
with unequal access to it. The role of this state, however, would be
far from minor, as it would be responsible for maintaining the “co-
hesion of the social formation” (Jessop, 2008 p.7), meaning not just
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ensuring overall economic reproduction, but actively taking part in
the formation and upholding of class domination through the orga-
nization of relations of production, popular consent and the disorga-
nization of those political subjects lacking the resources necessary
to access!” or effectively dispute this arena.

Appealing to the state’s nature as a social relation, deeply involved
in the reproduction of economic and social relations, Jessop
presents a system in which the changing institutional and organiza-
tional ensemble is capable of a ‘strategic selectivity’, that is favor-
ing certain actors, identities, strategies and horizons; and where
agents are capable of strategic calculation, meaning that their ac-
tions are context-sensitive, structured and structuring. Structure be-
comes strategic and actions (or strategies) become structured (Sum
& Jessop, 2013). Both categories would be capable of adjusting in
and to successive conjunctures, resulting in a temporary structured
coherence, possible thanks to the aforementioned selectivity and
power networks connecting the state to civil society. Ultimately, a
state project capable of securing the unity and capacity to act of the
state apparatus emerges around -or under- a hegemonic or societal
project, in turn intended to define a societal general interest through
which the state would be legitimized (Jessop, 2016). In the end,
state power, being the condensation of the balance of forces be-
tween these specific sets of agents would, paradoxically, not be ex-
ercised by the state, as its powers would instead be “activated
through the agency of definite political forces”, understanding that
instead of the state “it is always specific sets of politicians and state
officials located in specific parts and levels of the state system” that
act (Jessop, 2007 p.38). Specifically regarding the state’s role in the
financialization of housing, Gotham’s take follows a very similar
logic, as it regards the state’s interventions in the pursuit of securi-
tization and investment, its “selection of policies and laws” as the
outcomes of the struggles between class fractions and other orga-
nized interests over resource allocation and the control of markets
and capital accumulation in the political arena provided by “the es-

19 Through, for example, the use of ‘material concessions’ (a somewhat crude
formulation for highly complex systems of class integration/interdepen-
dence).
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tablishment of new governance structures (...) and socio-legal ar-
rangements” (Gotham, 2009 p.360-366).

These strategic selectivities and the resulting state projects should
not, therefore, be seen as something specifically devised by a few or
responding to a single logic, but as the result of many different
agents interacting with and within an institutional ensemble, engag-
ing in their own reflective strategic calculations and, often, coming
into conflict. In other words, we should see them as an emerging hi-
erarchy (Santos, 2014) of power. This allows us to shift our under-
standing of the forms of state agency -and thus of state power-
which are exercised through concrete institutions. Rather than as
manifestations of the impersonal and rather abstract thing that is the
state (whether it is thought of as an independent entity with a will of
its own or as a mere tool), they can now be seen as the results of
disputes between specific class forces and actors with particular in-
terests. These actors can, unlike abstract impersonal entities like the
State, be tracked, pointed out and analyzed taking into account their
own fractional interests. Consequently, the relations between banks
and the construction sector, or between real estate companies and
political parties and local administrations can be seen as an integral
part of this state strategy that is emerging out of disputes over the
deployment of state power. This way, regulatory and de-regulatory
practices, the often contradictory construction of a public narrative
or an economic rationality can also be understood as different re-
sults of the same emerging strategy.

Access to the state’s institutional ensemble, however, is highly un-
equal, and it is largely modulated depending on one’s social posi-
tion, of which class is a crucial determinant. Here, Poulantzas’ take
focuses too much on the division between intellectual and manual
labor and on the state’s bureaucracy. This is clear, for example,
when Jessop says, regarding access: “particular intellectual skills
are required for participation and official discourse and bureaucratic
secrecy obscure the realities of political power” (Jessop, 1985,
p.120.). While this may hold essentially true, especially regarding
intellectual skills?’, if we are to keep with his own analysis of the

20 Although one might argue that 'intellectual skill' should be considerably nu-
anced, as the idea remits considerably to certain academic qualifications and
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extended reproduction of classes (through ideology and control), we
need to supplement it with the Gramscian understanding of civil so-
ciety as a space for the extension of state power and discipline
(hegemony) (Gramsci, 1932/1972, p.290). Thus, to what Poulantzas
calls official discourse and bureaucratic secrecy, we should add two
ideas. First, the unofficial discourse generated by the media (and
other discourse-producing actors) in the construction of a dominant
public narrative regarding certain aspects of the Spanish economic
model -a Gramscian senso comune®’-, which extends class agency
(and, indirectly, strategic selectivity) beyond direct state institution-
ality. Second, the ‘technical secrecy’ of economic and financial rea-
son, leading to the de-politicization of profit extraction mechanisms
such as debt which, under technical arguments, function as an ex-
clusion strategy and a political safeguard.

This emphasis on class agency imposes the need to nuance the idea
of class domination being intentional but ultimately subject-less on
account of not being the product of a single will. It is precisely the
existence of a multitude of contesting subjects that makes the task
of identifying them, their interests and actions all the more neces-
sary to understand the resulting outcomes. If the state’s strategic se-
lectivity will more or less faithfully incorporate the interests of one
fraction over those of another depending on the correlation of forces
between them, then the plurality of disputing subjects cannot elimi-
nate the idea of a subject from the equation but, on the contrary, it
enhances its importance. In a similar manner, the conception of the
state as the material condensation (in institutions and policies) of a
balance of social forces (between antagonistic classes) is formulated
in a rather unilateral manner, as these forces are not preexisting en-
tities, simply there to be mobilized and balanced through the state’s
ensemble. Instead, they are articulated (or disassembled) precisely
because political subjects are neither constants nor objects. Like the
state, class subjects (and the social classes from which they may
originate) are social relations too, and their level of articulation, of

extra-academic social networks linked to social status.
21 “Common sense”, the most widely diffused sets of ideas for a given society,
result of institutions and knowledge producers (Crehan, 2016)
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political composition??> (Wright, 2002), is also an indicator of the
balance of forces that takes place in, through, and against the state.

The segregated and hierarchical access to state power has conse-
quences not only for society’s upper echelons, who might see their
fractional interests crystallize to a degree based on the results of
their own power struggles; but also for the different fractions of the
working-class, who might find themselves as more or less capable
of reaping some of the system’s benefits or as more or less exposed
to the consequences of an ever-looming crisis. The state condensa-
tion of social forces into laws/jurisprudence, resource allocation and
discourses/narratives (Brand, Gorg and Wissen, 2011) (re)produces
class relations and inequalities as much as its produced by them.
The most obvious effects associated to crisis moments have been
widely discussed (evictions, dispossession, etc.), but poor housing
quality has also been associated with housing provision systems re-
lying on homeownership (Mandic & Cirman, 2012), as well as low-
income households needs to resort to high-risk debt in order to ac-
cess property (Borg, 2015), including predatory lending or informal
housing practices such as informal lending and renting (Palomera,
2014). Overall, the financialization of housing played a key role in
the financialization of the economy as a whole and of workers rev-
enue in particular, as it allowed financial institutions to profit di-
rectly from workers’ present and future wages instead of surplus
value (Lapavitsas, 2011, p.620), ultimately making housing crisis a
phenomenon derived from class-based inequalities and antagonisms
(Madden & Marcuse, 2016) which deeply entrenched both.

2.4 The Spanish Mode of Accumulation

From the perspectives of critical geography and political economy,
financialization in Spain can be characterized as having unfolded
around a class-relevant state project which involved the extraction
of rents (Andreucci et al. 2017) through the deliberate and systemic
targeting of social reproduction via the financialization of a roughly
familial (Schwartz & Seabrooke, 2009) housing market. Soeder-
berg's (2014) conception of Debtfare States has framed the links be-

22 That is, the degree to which its emerging interests are organized and fostered.
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tween the State and debt-based accumulation strategies. The en-
couragement of systemic reliance on debt as a substitute for the
losses in social coverage and/or real purchasing power has become
indispensable for Capital’s accumulation and, at the same time, it
has acted as a social binding mechanism by constructing the illusion
of a unified society with no big apparent inequalities. Linking ne-
oliberalism and monetarist policies, money’s social power becomes
a disciplinary mechanism “in credit-led accumulation”, a device
which effectively allows to de-politicize social issues, debt relations
and, ultimately, the underlying class relations by turning them into
“technical features of (objectified) money” (Soederberg, 2014,
p.55). In this manner, abundant privately created money in the form
of credit would also alleviate the effects of a “relative pauperiza-
tion” (Lebowitz, 2005) caused by the growing difference between
stagnant real wages and growing social reproduction costs (spear-
headed by housing prices). The management of this ‘affordability
gap’ (Byrne, 2019) would prove key in the unfolding material con-
flicts that debtfarist strategies sought to avoid by selling money
(mortgages) to the general population, postponing Capital's contra-
diction between its need for value realization and its need for a la-
bor-costs reduction on the foundation of fictitious capital growth.

This consistent transferring of deficits from the state to the general
population operated in a regressive way, as the ratio between debt
financing and income was disproportionately unfavorable towards
the lower-income, working-class households. Such an underlying
foundation has also been conceptualized as a debt-led accumulation
regime (Fernandez & Aalbers, 2016), a finance-led growth regime
(Boyer, 2000), privatized Keynesianism (Crouch, 2009) or asset-
prize Keynesianism (Brenner, 2006), and has been identified as a
key common feature in the development of most housing systems -
including Spain-, along with increasing levels of private-debt-to-
GDP and a growing financial liberalization (essentially meaning the
loosening of operating regulations, and of borrowing and lending
conditions for banks).

The Spanish version of this mechanisms, as exposed by Naredo
(1996) and Rodriguez & Lopez (2011, p.53-56), reversed the ortho-
dox equation (which located real-estate investment as the last stage
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in a process led by fixed capital creation and followed then by
higher employment and savings) and relied heavily on income de-
rived from real-estate asset appreciation, which led to higher con-
sumption, higher investment in fixed capital and, ultimately, higher
employment. In this manner, the model eschewed the need for in-
creases in labor productivity and was able to decouple its profit ex-
traction from wage increases (but not from debt), focusing instead
on extensive (or absolute) exploitation. In this scheme, the highly
uneven “distribution of the social product” was “[close] to a zero-
sum game” (Rodriguez & Lopez, 2011, p.101) in which a// capital
fractions (including industrial capital) benefited in one way or an-
other from the arrangement, whether through the lowering of labor
costs and conditions, the diminishing provision of public goods and
services or through the immense dividends generated by fictitious
capital?® and rent extraction in land, housing and mortgage markets.
The placing of credit and mortgages as the central piece of the eco-
nomic engine (from the local to the state level) not only created un-
equal dependency relations, but also secured a steady transfer of
rents extracted from the social reproduction spaces of the working
classes towards capital. The limits of this formation were set by the
unsustainable need for the constant increase in real-estate prices and
on the expansion of private debt, which laid at the onset of the
growth cycle. When these limits were reached in a bubble bust and
a debt realization crisis, the unequal architecture of risk forced the
working-class to bear the brunt of the consequences, which took the
form of a vicious cycle of layoffs, debt and evictions. The model,
based on the accumulation of wealth by extraction (Etxezarreta,
1991; Naredo, 1996), ended up producing yet another wave of dis-
possession (Harvey, 2003).

23 “Money lent in anticipation of future value”, involving “claims over future
rent, production, and income-circulated as forms of credit” (Teresa, 2014,
p-466)
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Fig 2.1 The Spanish Mode of Accumulation

As we have seen, from a more institutionally-oriented perspective,
HMPA'’s reception of Poulantzas and of Jessop’s SRA (Kannaku-
lam & Georgi, 2014) perceives the state’s policy selectivity as de-
pending on the bias inscribed in the state’s apparatuses, resulting
from the conflicting strategies, forces and interests that traverse it
and, in turn, favoring certain discourses, forms of action and al-
liances in the pursuit of certain interests. Those issues which be-
come policy can also be part of specific ‘state projects’ providing
orientation to state agents and, in turn, constitute wider, hegemonic
‘societal projects’ to provide legitimacy for the former. If (follow-
ing Brand [2013]) we understand the resulting state policies as con-
tested attempts at stabilizing or fixing the unequal socio-economic
relations on which the mode of capital accumulation is based, we
then need to study how the wider socio-economic context interacts
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with the state’s institutional ensemble that produces these policies.
This means that, to analyze the construction of the Spanish mode of
accumulation, we must go beyond the state and the state’s appara-
tuses in a strict sense and understand public policies as a necessary
(but not sufficient) part of a bigger process; one involving the inter-
action with civil society’s institutions and the production of dis-
course and culture (the Gramscian stato integrale), and with the
wider (national and supranational) economic context where they are
inscribed. In this sense, the development of a hegemonic rationality
through means ranging from the state’s own actions to those of
other actors like banks, think tanks, the (orthodox) academia or the
media, generates dispositions to act in certain ways from state level
down to individual behavior. Altogether, Jessop (1990) described
this process as an analysis of the relations between social forces
which, endowed with certain identities, develop strategies to pursue
their interests over space/time, and which are mediated by a biased
institutional ensemble.

In the following sections, I analyze the construction of a financial-
ized housing market, capable of driving the generation of profit for
the whole economy, as a state project inscribed within the develop-
ment of a hegemonic societal project of homeowner society. I do so
by mapping the historical connections between its wider economic
context, the strategic selectivity/calculation of policies and actors,
and the development of a public discourse/rationality generating
shared cultural understandings and economic dispositions. The main
elements of Molotch and Logan’s (2007:1976) pioneering descrip-
tion of urban “growth machines” are used as a foundational start in
the analysis of real-estate promotion policies, of the relations and
synergies between “pro-growth” actors, and of the subjective ele-
ment both in terms of cultural narrative developments and the
agents’ rationale. This basis is complemented by Jessop, Peck and
Tickel’s (1999) call for the inclusion of the interactions and mutual
influence between multiple political and economic scales beyond
the local. To this effect, the time-sensitive approach taken incorpo-
rates some of its ideas from Blackwell and Kohl (2018) and their
emphasis on both historical context and path dependence, as well as
Fernandez & Aalbers (2016) call for the inclusion of the relations
between global finance, national markets and institutions. The anal-
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ysis focuses on the characteristics of the Spanish case, its placement
in the international context and the grid of social relations between
state apparatuses, economic actors and households, including the re-
lations between companies in the sector as well as their roles as pro-
moters, constructors, real-estate developers and financial institu-
tions (banks/saving banks) in an example of strategic selectivity and
calculation.

2.5 The Financialization of the Spanish Housing
Market

2.5.1 Context

Historically, the Spanish state inherited from Franco’s dictatorship a
strong class element in its composition, as well as a strong political
commitment in favor of capital and its traditional power structures,
together with a notable hostility towards most forms of organized
labor outside the state’s sphere of influence. The chronic commer-
cial deficit, characteristic of low economic development, and a
“Fordism with Mediterranean characteristics” (Palomera, 2015) ar-
rangement which, despite its focus on industry, lacked any form of
welfare-related ‘indirect salary’, or the usual accompanying in-
creases in productivity, wages and taxation (all of which remained
comparatively low until the 70s); led to the development of a
tourism industry destined to channel the inflow of foreign currency
needed to defray its trade imbalance and its dependence from core
countries. The move towards a de-industrialized service economy?*
and the necessary subsequent development of the secondary accu-
mulation circuit (including massive investments in transport infra-
structure) together with a series of innovations in the construction
and real-estate sectors, laid the grounds for the development of the
housing market as the heart of the Spanish economy and its power
networks. The earliest developments of this process started during
the 50s and the first post-war rural exodus, which overcrowded
cities and led to the development of some of the first legislative
changes in the form of the Ley 15 de julio 1954 de viviendas de

24 Culminating in the 80s with widespread layoff plans across the industrial sec-
tor.
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renta limitada®, introducing heavy government subsidies and turn-
ing the construction sector into a very profitable endeavor for a few
business groups. A trend that would continue under the 1961 Na-
tional Housing Plan. Finance capital played a pivotal role by financ-
ing both the private sector and the state through massive, high-mar-
gin credit operations, helping consolidate an already ongoing trend
in the interpenetration between economic and political elites during
the dictatorship (Juste, 2016, 2017; Gil, 2019).

During the early 70s to the mid-80s, the first of several crises took
place due to lack of international competitiveness and upwards
wage pressure, reducing profit margins for companies which tried to
regain them by rising prices. The Pactos de la Moncloa®s (1977) in-
dexed wages and inflation, subordinating the first to the latter and,
coupled with a deliberate lack of private investment, they subdued
labor -and wages-. However, due to the deficient Spanish accumula-
tion model (its severely lacking productive sector), investment lev-
els did not recover and the productive-industrial fraction of capital
lost its hegemonic location. Also during the mid and late 70’s the
foundations for the housing-finance cycle were laid. This period, as
exposed by Lopez & Rodriguez (2010a), culminated in a higher
concentration of power in the hands of the seven biggest financial
groups (controlling 73% of the total assets by 1985), securing the
position of the emerging finance-housing entente and the relative
decline of industry as the economy’s driving force. The long-lasting
trend that started during this period would see capital ‘escaping’
from class struggle into the financial sphere by substituting wage in-
creases with credit to bridge the ‘social needs’ gap. Thus, the earlier
steps of financialization would have also operated as a re-composi-
tion of capital following labor’s offensive during the 70s.

From the mid-80s to the mid-90s, the launching of the first consoli-
dated real-estate/finance cycle took place amid three interwoven
processes (Lopez & Rodriguez, 2011): a) the strengthening of the
biggest financial institutions and the real-estate/construction oli-

25 Law of July 15, 1954, for limited rent housing

26 Moncloa Pacts. A series of political and economic agreements between the
Government, the main political parties, trade unions and business associa-
tions.
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garchic positions; b) the acceleration of real estate and finance mar-
kets, fueled by European capital; and c) the integration in the Euro-
pean common market (Naredo & Montiel, 2011). Concurrently, this
period saw the development of tendencies toward the international-
ization, transformation and denationalization of the state (Brand et
al. 2011), including the progressive internationalization of indirect
profit-extraction mechanisms and class relations as well as the polit-
ical and economic internalization of external constraints in the form
of the Maastricht treaty, EU convergence criteria and the new eco-
nomic fitting of a considerably de-industrialized Spain in the Euro-
pean semi-periphery. The progressive growth of finance’s economic
traction, and its rise as the dominant capital fraction, contributed to
incipient “Debtfarist” (Soederberg, 2014) strategies which con-
ceived public spending as an inflation-inducing liability that threat-
ened financial benefits (Lopez & Rodriguez, 2011). Overall, the in-
ternational (or “second-order”, [Brand et al. 2011) condensation of
forces, a hegemonic project of its own, would help shape Spain’s
first experience of “Bubblenomics”. A model of Capital accumula-
tion based on rent extraction from finance and real estate and the
creation of demand based on foreign investment and household as-
sets -acquired through household debt-.

European integration placed Spain as part of the de-industrialized
semi-periphery?’ (including the end of state subsidies for the indus-
trial sector) in exchange for massive transfers destined for infra-
structure construction; it also brought a wave of foreign investment
and acquisitions in all economic sectors, except finance and con-
struction, which remained in Spanish capital’s hands, “de facto con-
solidating a long-lasting oligarchic position thanks to state protec-
tion and their over-representation in the country’s economic struc-
ture” (Lopez & Rodriguez, 2010a, p.168). The absence of institu-
tional obstacles to this process showed the lack of capacity and/or
willingness of the Spanish economy to resist the pressures stem-
ming from its deepening integration within global financial markets
(Fernandez & Aalbers, 2016). This considerably influenced the
shape of its financialization, affecting housing finance methods,
welfare arrangements (mostly regarding tenure types and commodi-

27 In relation to the german-led core as a primary lender and exporter and the
foundational imbalance in commercial accounts (Lapavitsas, 2018)
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fication levels), and the openness of the financial sector. In fact, the
state acted both as a resource mobilization structure and an agent in
the restructuring of the financial sector, facilitating and overseeing
several company mergers and, ultimately, privatizing Argentaria,
the last public banking holding (created under the PSOE administra-
tion and later absorbed by the BBV?® during Aznar’s first term).

By the early 90s, Spanish society already had a high rate of home-
ownership (77°8 percent in 1990 [Andrews and Caldera, 2011] )
but, up until that point, it had been able to retain low levels of pri-
vate debt, partially due to low international capital flows (Fernan-
dez, 2016). It would be from 1992 onward when policy started fa-
voring the lowering of interest rates and a general increase in pri-
vate debt levels to fuel aggregate demand. This period saw great in-
creases in real-estate and financial assets sales fostered by foreign
capital investment, which increased the amount of liquidity and thus
of aggregate demand and consumption; and growing household in-
debtedness, built on the back of already rising real-estate prices and
widespread credit availability. The sharp increase in international fi-
nance behind these phenomena (Spain’s exposure to foreign invest-
ment increased by 281 percent between 1999 and 2007 according to
BIS reports) is what Fernandez & Aalbers (2016) have labeled the
rise of an international “wall of money”, caused by the growing re-
sources of institutional investors, the surpluses coming from some
emerging economies, the implementation of loose monetary policies
(such as quantitative easing) and a rise in corporate savings (related
with the decline in wage shares). In the Spanish case, the interna-
tional context included the implementation of the European mone-
tary union (and Maastricht’s austerity policies of public spending
reduction and inflation control), which generated a favorable cli-
mate for the formation of bubbles (Naredo & Montiel, 2011), reduc-
ing the impact of national commercial deficits and favoring low-in-
terest rates (Lopez & Rodriguez, 2011), a necessary condition for
the constant appreciation of housing and the development of “As-
set-price Keynesianism” (Brenner, 2006).

28 Banco Bilbao Vizcaya, the merger would resut in the formation of the BBVA
(Banco Bilbao Vizcaya Argentaria), the second largest bank in Spain.
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To sum up, if up until the mid 90s the Spanish housing market pre-
sented the characteristics of the so-called familial model (in the
VoRC typology), including high ownership and a low mortgage-to-
GDP ratios -indicative of a still non-financialized market-, from the
late 90s to the end of the bubble its debt levels sky-rocketed. These
were part of a dynamic that included another construction boom
(the third in three decades), a housing price bubble, sizable in-
creases in population (thanks to the pull effect of the construction
sector’s labor demand on immigration) and in economic growth. To
understand these developments -which go back and forth from the
international to the state level and down to the regional and local-
interacted with the Spanish economy and society, we need to incor-
porate a multi-scalar analysis of the institutional settings and public
policies.

2.5.2 Institutional policies and market construction

Having seen some of the historical foundations informing the Span-
ish state’s institutional ensemble and its development of a state
project based on the financialization of housing, as well as the wider
economic context in which they were inscribed, we need to analyze
the relations between actors and policies in the institutional arena,
especially during the late 90s-late 00s construction boom period,
when Spain saw a sharp increase in several indicators, including
cross-border capital flows, housing prices to income, private debt to
GDP and mortgage to GDP ratios. To do that, we need to go beyond
theoretical abstractions and look at housing policy specifics, explor-
ing their relation with land and mortgage markets, with the process
of market construction and with the roles played by key institutional
and non-institutional actors.

A. Policies

The first part of the analysis corresponds to the development of the
different aspects of housing policy described by Clapham (2018).
Given the key role of the state’s agency, any state action -or inac-
tion- which ends up influencing housing outcomes must be consid-
ered a form of policy worth analyzing. The different levels and
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scale at which the state’s agency operates must also be incorporated
as, for example, regulatory frameworks and direct planning are of-
ten carried out at state and municipal scale respectively, each with
different actor networks and relations between them.

The first and broadest aspect would be the regulation of the hous-
ing field, centered on the legal delimitation of private actor’s range
of actions and on the social institutionalization of certain market
practices. In this sense, along with housing itself, the two other di-
rectly connected fields of regulation were finance (especially bank-
ing and the mortgage market) and public land. While the roots of
these connections can be traced as far back as the 50s, the earliest
installments directly aimed at fostering the contemporary housing-
finance model can be found in 1978’s fiscal reform’s exemptions
for home purchasing, and in the deep restructuring and liberaliza-
tion process of the financial sector spearheaded by 1974 and 1977
laws, which allowed for the creation of new banks, reduced reserve
requirements, largely equalized banks and savings banks and en-
abled foreign banks to start operating in Spain. These processes
would continue during the 80s and 90s in all three fields.

First, the foundations laid by 1985’s Boyer decree (RD2/1985) for
the progressive marginalization of the rental markets, which in-
cluded the elimination of the mandatory rent extension and thus the
liberalization of prices, consolidated in the 90s and 00s the trend of
rent’s decreasing share of the market versus ownership despite in-
creasing home prices (Azevedo et al. 2016). The dismantling of the
rental market played a key role in socially institutionalizing the ac-
quisition of housing through debt-based ownership by de facto turn-
ing it into the only viable option. Second, the changes in financial
legislation, which led to the creation of secondary debt markets and
to the rise in securitization? (L19/1992 sobre régimen y fondos de
inversion inmobiliaria y sobre fondos de titulizacion hipotecaria®’)
(Aalbers, 2014; Gotham, 2009). This was widely supported by sav-
ings banks, which linked Spanish and international markets and fa-

29 According to Bank of Spain data, the gross value of securitized assets multi-
plied by 12.5 for the 00-06 period.

30 Law 19/1992 on the regime of real-estate investment funds and mortgage se-
curitization funds.
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cilitated the flow of international capital, easing the overall credit
availability. Meanwhile, the progressive deregulation of mortgage
markets (through 1981’s L2/1981 de regulacion del mercado
hipotecario’') (Byrne, 2019) led to the widespread shift from fixed-
rate to adjustable-rate mortgages, and to the generalized loosening
in lending conditions. The ensuing deterioration of credit standards
(Garcia-Lamarca & Kaika, 2016) and the increase in quasi-preda-
tory lending practices (Muriel, 2020) were associated with the ex-
tension of credit to low-income social sectors, especially migrant
population (Suérez, 2015; Lopez & Rodriguez, 2010b). This phe-
nomenon contributed to the already steady increase in average loan-
to-value ratios (Akin et al., 2014; Bover et al., 2019) and on the av-
erage ‘mortgage redemption’ times, as well as helping spread prac-
tices such as multiple cross-guarantee mortgages. Third, the
changes in land regulation, famously developed during Aznar’s first
term by one of his administration’s star projects: the 1998’s Ley del
suelo (or “land law”), doubling down on the earlier regional regula-
tory innovations pioneered, for example, by the Valencian LRAU of
1994. These innovations formally assumed the thesis of land
scarcity as the main cause for real-estate shortage, mostly blaming
land-owners and enabling the re-designation of municipally owned
land and easing the procedures required to urbanize and ‘develop’
housing projects. This lead to a) the -territorially uneven32- adoption
of the ‘urbanizing agent’ figure (in detriment of landowners), capa-
ble of directly expropriating land; b) the prominence of regional and
local administrations, considerably reliant on income sources origi-
nated in real-estate development for their own financing; and c) the
heavy involvement of savings banks in financing such projects -
heavily exposing themselves in the process-. Ultimately, the incor-
poration, under the premise of an alleged scarcity, of vast amounts
of land into the urban real-estate-oriented market process, launched
the cycle of revaluation expectations and the constant price in-
creases (ibid, p.310).

31 L2/1981 of mortgage market regulation.

32 It was directly adopted -with minor variations- by Valencia, Castilla la Man-
cha, Extremadura, Asturias and Andalusia, but the figure spread with mixed
formulations, generally less grievous for land-owners and/or under greater
public control, to most other CCAA and, eventually, to state legislation
(L8/2007, L2/2008).
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Overall, in the Spanish version of asset-price Keynesianism, the
state’s intervention involved the deregulation of the financial sys-
tem, the fostering of inter-bank lending (Byrne, 2019) and the liber-
alization of capital movements, as well as the land, mortgage and
housing markets; it loosened mortgage conditions and marginalized
renting and public housing markets (with a de facto dual rental sys-
tem [Kemeny, 1995]). The combination of growing debt and real-
estate rising prices was instrumental in the extraction of profits via
new construction and in stock capitalization for both financial and
construction/real-estate companies.

The second aspect is the direct public provision of housing. As |
have shown, public social housing has been historically low in
Spain. The government’s indirect approach to housing provision via
conditioned subsidies to construction companies was initially aimed
at fostering the construction sector rather than covering basic needs
(Llorden, 2013), and the resulting social housing options (Vivienda
de Proteccion Oficial, or VPO) showed little differences in prices
with private provision except at a very early stage (which could al-
most be considered post-war emergency urbanism), and they can
hardly be considered as an effective form of social housing. During
the 1978-87 period, the stimulus to public-private partnerships for
the development of VPO (as a counter-cyclical employment mea-
sure) was supplemented with abundant public credit at first to, later
on, transition toward a strong mortgage market (for both VPO and
free market housing) articulated mostly through savings banks (RD
2455/1980). As weak as it had been historically, this semi-public,
semi-social system of housing provision was largely abandoned
during the second half of the 80s (especially as renting), and it un-
derwent a transformation in its approach which relegated it to an as-
sistentialist function circumscribed to vulnerable population groups
(Lopez & Rodriguez, 2011).

The third policy aspect is the provision of finance or subsidies,
which has been pointed out as an additional indicator of the grow-
ing financialization of the housing sector (Fernandez & Aalbers,
2016). This provision should be conceptualized broadly enough as
to include -and differentiate between- supply and demand sides, as
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well as indirect forms of subsidization. In Spain, considerable direct
subsidies aimed the supply side were used during the 60s and 70s
(Pareja-Eastway & Sanchez-Martinez, 2011) to sustain a system of
indirect semi-public provision, a sort of market-based social hous-
ing sector (that never fully covered the population’s housing needs)
which formed the base for the foundation of the major construction
companies. Later on, from the 80s onward (and after the creation of
the mortgage market), subsidies were directed at both the supply
and demand sides of the market with the widespread incorporation
of indirect mechanisms such as fiscal benefits, which included the
use of -fiscally regressive- tax deductions (Leal, 2005) for the pur-
chase of new homes (and even secondary residences). It should also
be noted how, while not a form of subsidy or financing, the gargan-
tuan public investments carried out by the state on the built environ-
ment (including infrastructure, transport, etc., or in other words, the
secondary circuit of Capital) operated as a necessary condition for
the formation (and appreciation) of land and real-estate value (Har-
vey, 1982), thus functioning as a de facto indirect form of subsidiz-
ing.

The combination of these three aspects, the de-regulation of finan-
cial and housing markets, the absence of a significant system of di-
rect public provision and the state-backed (direct and indirect) stim-
uli to home-ownership was a necessary condition for the full com-
modification of housing. When coupled with the decreasing interest
rates and the reduction of debt costs, the general population -and es-
pecially the working-class- was forced into the private provision
market, paving the way for a model based on property as the domi-
nant form of tenure, the implementation and development of an-
other reverse Keynesian finance-housing cycle of price apprecia-
tion, profit expectations and a volatile wealth effect tied to debt-
farist credit-fueled consumption and rising employment (especially
in lowly remunerated sectors3?).

Fourth, regarding the state’s information/guidance function, the
administrations’ public discourse and its technical knowledge pro-
duction were oriented towards pro-cycle and pro-growth narratives

33 By 2007, this tendency saw 56% of the working population earning no more
than 16.000€/year, and 40% no more than 12.000€ (Palomera, 2015).
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and rationales (Palomera, 2013) until the onset of the crisis**. Addi-
tionally, the regulative aspect concerning the boundaries of private
information exchange was neglected, as Spanish legislation did very
little to correct information asymmetries and, in the absence of clear
information rights, adhesion contracts and predatory lending (fos-
tered by lack of internalized risk for financial institutions) prolifer-
ated. Bank lending practices and conditions were, from the debtor’s
point of view, extremely opaque, confusing and often deliberately
misleading, to the point where they have been described as a form
of “dispossession by political fraud” (Alexandri and Janoschka,
2017) and were taken to court and declared in violation of rights by
Spain’s Supreme Court in 2015 and ratified by the CJEU in 2020.

This active lack of public supervision is also partially tied to the
fifth category of intervention provided by Clapham in the account-
ability pattern for private actors. It was not only the unpunished
widespread use of misinformation and abusive contracts which
evinced the lack of direct accountability between parts but, most no-
tably, the oblique manner in which financial institutions eschewed
their responsibility regarding risk exposure in comparison with that
of mortgaged households. In these terms, the first thing to notice is
the widespread use of adjustable-rate mortgages (98 percent of the
total in 2007, [INE, 2008]), in which market risk, represented by in-
terest rate fluctuations, is transferred from the lender to the debtor.
Additionally, the Spanish legislation concerning the full cancella-
tion of mortgage debt only contemplated the latter if, at the moment
of the property’s public auction, the value of the repossessed home
covered the full mortgage sum originally lent, including all potential
additional charges derived from being in arrears as well as other ex-
penses derived from the foreclosure legal procedures. These public

34 Miguel Sebastian, former Minister of Industry, Trade and Tourism (2008-
2011) and economic advisor to former president José Luis Rodriguez Zapa-
tero since 2004, declared that at no point did the government consider the op-
tion of “bursting the bubble”, also pointing at the way in which institutions
like the Bank of Spain had denied its existence for many years, “especially
between 2000 and 2004 (EFE, 2015). As late as March 2007, the Bank of
Spain still denied the possibility of a mortgage crisis and adduced the house-
holds’ “sound equity”, derived from the “wealth effect” as a guarantee (“El
Banco de Espafia descarta una crisis de las hipoetcas como la de Estados
Unidos”, 2007).
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auctions were, for the most part, public only in name, and were car-
ried out in a manner that allowed financial institutions to repossess
homes at a fraction of their original price while the former owner
was kept in debt for the difference (often in the hundreds of thou-
sands of euros). These price differentials would only keep on grow-
ing during the economic recession, as the housing market collapse
and the plummeting property prices contrasted starkly against the
mortgages taken during the bubble period (assessed by the bank’s
own expert’s criteria). Additionally, the widespread use of collater-
alization of friends’ and relatives’ homes spread the risks taken by
homeowners without diminishing them, and increased the financial
guarantees for financial institutions, which would be able to repos-
sess multiple houses in case of a single mortgage failure. Finally,
when even with a disproportionately favorable legal framework the
overall losses caused by the recession and the global credit crunch
took several financial institutions to the brink of bankruptcy (espe-
cially those savings banks who were caught in big land develop-
ments) the state intervened with a bailout program, injecting an
enormous sum of public money* and accompanying the creation of
the FROB?3® and the SAREB (a “bad bank™), destined to restructure
the sector’s profitability by absorbing its losses and toxic assets.

The sixth and seventh categories, the state’s discursive definition of
the issue/problem and its non-intervening role, are at the core of
the next sections. Regarding the first issue, suffice to say for now
that the narrative element implicit (and oft explicit) in pro-owner-
ship policies and the discourse of public figures in support of pro-
growth cycles had a distinct impact in defining the boundaries of
the housing issue in Spain. Second, the so-called ‘non-intervention’,
essential to understand the construction of the housing market, rep-
resents a clear case of the state as a planner in denial. The strategic
retreat of the state is a necessary condition for further market expan-
sion and commodification, and its absence leaves the necessary
room for certain actors to emerge and certain social and economic
practices to become institutionalized.

35 Itis calculated around 64.000.000.000€

36 “Fondo de Reestructuracion Ordenada Bancaria”, or Fund for Orderly Bank
Restructuring. Essentially a tool for the public intervention and bailout of the
banking system.
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B. Market construction

Secondly, a good approach to the specifics of market construction
is, as stated before, the one provided by Fields’ (2017, p.4-5) com-
bination of political economy with her reception of Caliskan & Cal-
lon (2009) and Berndt & Boeckler’s (2012) “microgeographical”
approach to marketization. Their notion of the market as an
“agencement”, an arrangement of things, social mechanisms and
people that is carried out through “practical and strategic achieve-
ments” to perform markets as a distributed form of agency can help
us concretize the SRA’s strategic calculations and strategies of con-
flicting institutional and non-institutional actors. This way, the par-
ticular form in which markets will affect social and economic life
will depend on the resolution of power struggles in the process of
assembly and/or construction. In this sense, several moments of
marketization are identified, each endowed with its own set of
power relations and conflicts:

The first of these moments is commodification, essentially mean-
ing a multi-scalar (operating at the levels of the home, neighbor-
hood, city and so forth) self-reproducing process by which hous-
ing’s role -and value- as real-estate grows to dominate its role as a
place to live (Madden & Marcuse, 2016). While historically hous-
ing systems (in the EU, the US and Canada) had displayed a certain
degree of de-commodification, the last decades have seen a trans-
formation of housing systems into hyper-commodified structures
polarized into over-accumulation on one side and risk, instability
and unaffordability on the other (ibid, p.26-39). In Spain, specifi-
cally, access to housing through state provision (in any form) had
been historically low when compared to other European countries,
operating as a political and economic strategy functional to the
composition and re-composition of national Capital fractions. How-
ever, the shift from a system relying on private rental markets to
one of widespread property as the dominant form of tenure (from
less than 50 percent in 1960 to 85 percent in 1990), together with
the homeowner culture associated with it, represented a significant
shift from use value to exchange value as the dominant element, as
rental systems tend to preserve and re-use already built real-estate
while depending on households available income (vs. debt) and
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overall perform better in low-price conjunctures (Naredo & Mon-
tiel, 2011). This greatly enhanced the profitability of real-estate as
an investment and fostered its consideration as a purely financial as-
set (Harvey, 2014; Christophers, 2010) over that of ‘home’ even for
those living in it. The transformation of mortgaged homes into in-
creasingly liquid financial assets (Gotham, 2009) free from territo-
rial bounds (Fields, 2014) had its roots in the de-regulation of the fi-
nancial system, and saw its most developed expression through sev-
eral forms of securitization, which experienced a dramatic increase
in Spain during the governments of the conservative Partido Popu-
lar throughout the 00s37 (an expansion of 65 percent per year, ac-
cording to Byrne [2019]) deepening the process of commodification
and further fostering speculative international investment. These
changes in the dominant tenure types were a necessary condition
(and, as they deepened, a consequence) for some of the processes of
accumulation by dispossession (Harvey, 2003) described by Smyth
(2018) in relation to the dismantling of social housing systems or
the re-qualification of public land for private development -and
profit-, and in the end benefited the members of the elites (local, re-
gional and national) able to mobilize the resources necessary to par-
take in the ensuing process of profit extraction.

In second place, the construction of a market needs processes en-
abling the valuing of goods. In this regard, we have already seen
how the role of the state was crucial in providing the built environ-
ment necessary for the formation of value, either directly -through
investment- or indirectly -through subsidies-. The huge state-led in-
vestments in, for example, transport infrastructure were essential for
the valuation of potentially developable land previously devoid of a
real market price, generating and homogenizing the necessary ac-
cessibility conditions and enabling the comparison and the forma-
tion of prices. It became a driving force in land valuation, as well as
a business regulator and a condition for the realization of the -up
until that point- speculative prices, together with further increases in
both land and real-estate price linked to new construction and so
forth (Lopez & Rodriguez, 2010a; 2010b). Concurrently, the
changes in financial and land regulation set the conditions for the

37 The Ley 62/2003 introduced the possibility for the securitization of any kind
of credit.
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money flows (from finance capital to real-estate and households and
back) necessary to kick-start the finance-housing growth cycle,
feeding into the appreciation loop between expectations and realiza-
tion that is characteristic of price bubbles.

Third, spaces and mechanisms for market encounters between ac-
tors need to be enabled. These encounters include those within the
market conceived in a strict sense (meaning commercial transac-
tions, buying and selling), but also those of a more peripheral na-
ture, including the -sometimes backhanded- political operations in-
tegral to certain transactions. These took place at several different
but interconnected levels/scales, building on the liberalization in
both land and credit markets and ranging from the local and re-
gional (municipal planning, local political parties, land developers,
savings banks, etc.) to the international (with markets enabling capi-
tal flows of inter-bank lending); and from the individual and per-
sonal to the abstract levels characteristic of securitization invest-
ment. We can systematize them into four categories/levels: First, in-
ternationally, in financial markets, either via the aforementioned in-
ter-bank lending or via investment in securities, funds, etc. Second,
nationally, between the state and construction companies in the sec-
ondary circuit of capital, and between the companies themselves
(construction, real-estate and finance). Third, regionally/locally, be-
tween developers and municipalities. And fourth, individually be-
tween real-estate companies, banks and consumers in mortgage
markets.

Fourth, the nascent market develops a price-setting process. Sup-
posedly, under normal circumstances, prices function as market sig-
nals partially indicating the evolution of consumer needs through
changes in demand. However, as housing becomes increasingly fi-
nancialized and its consideration as an -international- financial asset
tends to dominate its relation with the market, demaned increases
decouple more and more from dwelling needs (Madden & Marcuse,
2016), with price-setting following suit and responding largely to
investment needs (adding yet another layer of “market ineffi-
ciency”). In the Spanish housing market, prices were inextricably
linked in their origin with the increases in land prices fostered by
state intervention, which spurred the expectations of ever-growing
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value (and profit) based on bubble dynamics and speculative prac-
tices. Growing housing prices became an integral part of the model
(they tripled during the 97-07 period [Norris & Byrne, 2015]),
needed to sustain the immense profit margins based on the expan-
sion of fictitious capital (Durand, 2017) provided by debt markets.
On a smaller scale, the joint force of banks and real-estate validated
these overvalued bubble prices (and in further stimulating their
growth) not just by the means of easy credit, with increasingly long
redemption times and deliberate underwater borrowing, but also
through the use of experts provided by the very banks to report on
the adequacy of the mortgaged properties’ value. These inflated
price reports would later, in the context of downward prices typical
of a bubble burst, be used as the reference against which the auction
prices of foreclosed homes would be measured, effectively making
debt redemption impossible. Overall, the price-setting mechanisms
deployed in the construction of the Spanish housing market were
highly polarizing, as they provided massive profit margins for capi-
tal owners while setting borrowing working-class households up for
failure.

Fifth, markets need a system of orderly exchange to be designed
and maintained. In this sense, the successive changes in the regula-
tory framework we have already seen are the main basis on which
this system was sustained, especially in combination with the noto-
rious amounts of public spending and state participation in the de-
velopment of the construction sector, which created a “stable invest-
ment environment and a relatively stable atmosphere of trust for
real-estate markets” (Lopez & Rodriguez, 2010a, p.317). Spanish
legislation provided a normative framework particularly favorable
to financial institutions, as the absence of a functioning debt re-
demption mechanism transferred risks to borrowers; while the
growth of securitization (started once national savings had been ex-
hausted [Naredo & Montiel, 2011]) externalized risk to investors,
theoretically making exchange more predictable, certain and overall
secure (Gotham, 2009).
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2.5.3 Discourse, Narrative and Rationale.

The importance of the relations between the shape of housing mar-
kets on the one hand, and ideology and discourse on the other was,
as we have seen, famously pointed out by Kemeny (1981) in his ac-
count of the causal relation which, allegedly, linked homeowner so-
cieties with growing opposition to egalitarian policies. While one
may disagree with the substantial argument, the emphasis on the
cultural relevance of housing policies remains solid, especially if,
following Brand’s (2013) account of Hajer (2008), we understand
them as performative attempts, mediated by power and hierarchies,
at establishing political meanings and boundaries.

A less ambitious statement on the relation between housing systems
and ideology or values may state that a profit-extraction circuit rely-
ing largely on the back of a financialized housing market needs a
society that understands debt-based home-ownership as a desirable
path to access housing or, at least, well within the boundaries of ac-
ceptable policy. For this to happen, however, a large sector of the
population needs to be willing to go into considerable amounts of
debt irrespective of the objective risk attached to finance and fi-
nance-led boom and bust cycles. Such an endeavor requires the
means to hegemonize public discourse to allow the gradual emer-
gence of a superseding “general interest” (Santos, 2014), the selec-
tion and promotion of elements fitting a public narrative to be
shared (the “strategic-discursive moment” [Sum (2009, p.185]) and
of individual subjective rationales (“‘economic imaginaries” [ibid])
which incorporate the aforementioned general interest. While, as we
have seen, there is solid empiric evidence on the widespread adop-
tion of debt as means to access home-ownership coming from the
Spanish case (among many others), there is also ample theoretical
research conducted on the reasons which led people to take such
mortgages (Cook et al., 2013), including not only market mecha-
nisms and institutional designs, but the “social construction of val-
ues” (Poppe, Collar and Jakobsen, 2015), a contradictory process
involving the dispute over the cultural and political meanings attrib-
uted to social and market practices.
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The notion of multiple and often contradictory sets of ideas and val-
ues (as abstract as the meaning of freedom or security) that are not
only attached to property, but actually generated by it in a bi-direc-
tional relation of meaning and narrative, has been explored by sev-
eral authors (Saunders, 1990; Vassenden, 2014). The construction,
for example, of “debt amnesia” (Soaita and Searle, 2015), or the un-
derestimation of risk in favor of other perceived values such as se-
curity, freedom or even potential earnings among buyers from heav-
ily financialized markets (Poppe et al., 2015), are characteristic of
home-owner -and even investor- mentalities which have been co-
constituted alongside the growing prevalence of certain market
practices (re-financing, double mortgages, bridge mortgages, securi-
tization, etc.). Their internal contradictions (housing as dwelling vs.
housing as an investment), however, appear especially stark against
the Spanish case’s background, where mortgage legislation and
state intervention transferred most of the risk towards households.
This apparent disconnection can only be explained if we do not treat
the rationale behind it as an ideological ruse or a misinterpretation
of reality, but as the concretion of the conceptual toolbox of finan-
cialization (Haiven, 2014), adapted to the characteristics of the
Spanish finance-housing complex, its development of state debt-
farism (Soederberg, 2014), privatized Keynesianism (Crouch, 2009)
and the changing needs generated by them. What this means, essen-
tially, is that the construction of the modern Spanish housing market
transformed debt-based property and consumption into rational re-
quirements for social reproduction within the boundaries set by the
mode of accumulation’s internal logic. The ensuing cultural domi-
nation should not be treated as a separated ideological counterpart
to objective economic phenomena, but rather as a very material
force of its own, a sort of financial fetishism.

Ronald’s (2008) analysis of these ideologies of housing and owner-
ship differentiates between the perspectives of provision and con-
sumption. On the side of supply, he integrates the interests of both
capital and state with the analysis of policy and public discourse;
while on the side of demand he focuses the analysis on daily prac-
tice and private meanings. Both perspectives are necessary to under-
stand how discourse was employed to exert domination and how
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dominant tenure types shaped “homeowner ideologies” into “prac-
tices of everyday life” (Ronald, 2008).

On the side of housing provision ideologies and discourse, the pro-
motion of ownership cultures has been more or less established by
the literature not only for the Spanish case, but across a wide spec-
trum of states with different economies and institutional settings
(Blackwell & Kohl, 2018; Yesilbag, 2019). The core of this narra-
tive has been identified with the rise of neoliberalism and the global
trend towards liberalization, commodification and the retreat of
welfare (Harvey, 2005; Kemeny, 1992; Schwartz & Seabrooke,
2009; Brenner & Theodore, 2002) in the context of an individualis-
tic and property-based stakeholder society ruled by the principles of
governance (Lopez & Rodriguez, 2010a).

On the side of demand, the genesis of these tendencies in the Span-
ish case needs to acknowledge two interrelated phenomena: first,
economic “dispositions” towards tenure type preference, debt fi-
nancing and investment are shaped by “the structure of possibilities
generated by housing policies” (Palomera, 2014, p.221) which, as
we have seen, was devoted to the development of a finance-housing
complex. Second, the financialization of income sources for house-
holds during the boom years brought changes in their management.
These were associated with the rising importance of financialized
real-estate assets and property titles (which became at least as im-
portant as wages) as well as greater exposure to market fluctuation
risks. The economic inequalities stemming from class positions im-
plied an unequal dependency on debt which, in turn, entailed a
greater subordination to both markets and financial institutions and,
ultimately, a deepening of preexisting inequalities. These develop-
ments generated changes in the narratives, conceptions and ratio-
nale of working-class households concerning housing and debt, but
also on their conceptions of values like security and autonomy.

Furthermore, the intertwining of the media sector with financial
capital and its relations with the state ensemble -illustrative of the
class nature of these networks-, were crucial in fostering pro-growth
discourses from both perspectives. The “integral state” operated in
this aspect as a power-inscribed knowledge (i.e. discourse) producer
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(Jessop, 2015) within the frame of an accumulation model striving
to overcome the struggles and conflicts native to industrial relations.
In this sense, media (and media discourse) were an integral part of
that process, one that was just as embedded in and traversed by eco-
nomic power networks as was the deployment of state power
through policies, and which was part of the same process of strate-
gic selectivity. This way, the economic power networks binding fi-
nance, construction/real-estate and media within the state’s hege-
monic project can be tied to policy, knowledge production and nar-
rative shifts.

It is therefore not surprising that homeownership did not start to be-
come the dominant form of tenancy until the last third of the XXth
century, fully consolidating by the late 80s to early 90s, and reach-
ing its peak approximately between 97 and 07. During this period,
the main discursive concern regarding housing provision was lack
of access for certain social sectors due to rising prices (Fuster et al,
2018), so that easy credit and long repayment terms were presented
as a solution, a democratization of access to property. Notwith-
standing, the main discursive pillar on which this model stood was
precisely the belief in the ever-growing nature of prices (Castells,
Caraca, and Cardoso, 2013) above that of interest rates, an idea
shared across many societies with financialized housing markets
(Poppe et al., 2015). This notion was accompanied by other comple-
mentary discourses, prevalent in lower-middle strata, which high-
lighted both the perceived safety of ownership (especially regarding
family formation) as an investment and a form of saving, and which
saw renting as a “waste of money” (Fuster et al., 2018).

2.5.4 Actors

Finally, in line with the urban political economy of Haila’s (1991)
seminal analysis of spatial patterns of investment and her identifica-
tion of key actors/parties promoting specific agendas, the main
agents/parties involved in the construction of the Spanish housing
and credit markets must also be identified. These are many, with
different interests and degrees of power and access to the state en-
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semble and capacities, but they can be grouped into six broad cate-
gories.

The first category, financial capital, is itself subdivided in two:
First, international finance capital actors, including financial insti-
tutions, investors and traders, private equity funds and rating agen-
cies. These were instrumental in supplying the Spanish financial
system with the liquidity necessary (through investment or direct
lending) to fuel land, real estate and mortgage markets during the
expansive part of the cycle. Later, during the recessive part of the
housing cycle, some (especially the so-called “vulture funds” like
Blackstone or Cerberus) would take a more active role and directly
engage the rental market (Garcia-Lamarca, 2019). And second, na-
tional finance capital, with considerable economic participation
both in the construction/real estate and in the media sectors, as well
as notable ties with the state. The rise in the relative power of these
capital fractions has been tied to de-industrialization (Aguilera &
Naredo, 2009) and the use of state instruments to increase the dif-
ferences in an already unequal distribution of economic and politi-
cal power (through privileged deals, privatizations, etc.) which al-
lowed its further concentration (Naredo, 2010). The main actors of
Spanish financial capital included banks but, most especially for the
time period, also savings banks. The latter, being semi-public insti-
tutions linked to territorial demarcations and partially co-managed
by local political representatives, offered the possibility to concen-
trate in the same board-room the capacity to re-designate public
land uses (from non-developable rural land to developable urban or
potentially urban) in order to make it sellable and, at the same time,
fund the investors and developers -especially urbanizing agents and
similar figures- who would purchase that very land to develop large
real-estate projects. This fostered the appearance of clientelistic net-
works (Lopez & Rodriguez, 2010b; Garcia, 2014) between political
parties, economic agents and local ‘elites’ (which often ended in in-
fluence trafficking, illegal financing and other corrupt schemes.

In third place, we can find construction and real-estate capital,
made up of many companies of different sizes operating at different
scales. The largest business groups?®, coming from a decades-long
38 ACS, FCC, Ferrovial, OHL and Sacyr
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process of growth on the back of infrastructure building and the
tourism industry, were able to expand their oligarchic positions into
real-estate (and the energy sector). Smaller companies (sometimes
in the hands of a single individual or a very small group of in-
vestors) filled the role of land developers/urbanizing agents (or in-
vestors/capitalists in land) seeking yields in a favorable economic
and regulatory conjuncture, linking land and financial markets and
sometimes undergoing processes of immense capitalization. They
represented a contrasting figure against that of the traditional
landowner, more akin to the economic role of the agricultural ren-
tier. State policies bent on stimulating land availability for real-es-
tate development and new construction often favored alliances be-
tween landowners and developers, but ultimately tended to favor the
latter in their efforts to expedite the process.

The foundations for the rise of these actors had been laid as early as
1956, with the Ley del suelo, later reinforced by 1963’s Ley de cen-
tros y zonas de interés turistico’® or, more recently, by 1994’s
LRAU (Ley de Arrendamientos Urbanos*’)and the following legis-
lation inspired by it. This competitive co-existence of strategies was
territorially uneven, and it broadly followed two directions: one
centered around a more centralized approach, built around state-
backed land developers (pioneered in Valencia); and a second one
centered around a de-regulative market approach beneficial for
landowners (deployed, for example, in Madrid) (Lopez & Ro-
driguez, 2010a). Their combination coalesced in the -superficially
paradoxical- construction of an unregulated market-driven by state
regulation. Land developers (agentes urbanizadores and other simi-
lar figures), enabled by advantageous regulation, operated as the
conveyor belt between finance capital and the emerging land and
real-estate markets, while the land-owners with enough resources
(economic and political) embraced their role as promoters/develop-
ers.

Both national finance capital and construction/real-estate capital
had strong ties with the state, some going back to -at least- the post-
war period and some built during the mid-80s to early 90s. The

39 Law for centers and areas of tourist interest.
40 Urban lease law
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analysis carried out by Juste (2017) shows how in 1992, with the
launch of the IBEX35%!, thirteen of the listed companies included a
total of forty-three board members who were former high-ranking
state officials under the PSOE government. These included pres-
ence in banks like BBV and Banesto, as well as ties with the His-
panoamericano. Thirty-five more board members (distributed be-
tween twenty-one companies) had occupied high offices during the
dictatorship -and the monarchic interim government-, again with
important ties with finance (as board members in the BBV, His-
panoamericano, Popular, Central and Santander banks) and also the
construction sector in firms like Vallhermoso, FOCSA -later FCC,
the biggest Spanish construction company-, CyMZOV and also
other non-listed companies like OHS, HASA and Huarte*? (Aalbers
& Fernandez, 2017). While the growing primacy of finance and
construction over industry was a product of the 80s, one of the main
points of access to these corporate networks (other than direct fam-
ily ties) happened through the state, either through political parties
in control of sectors of the administration or through high-ranking
official positions in the state’s institutions (also operating as a sort
of recruiting ground for elements of the middle classes). In the year
2000, for example, 17,5 percent of all board members in ibex35
companies had direct ties with the state. Ultimately, following
Juste’s (Juste, 2017) analysis and his reception of Useem’s (Useem,
1984) idea of a “power core” of interconnected companies tied to
the state’s ensemble, and of the Poulantizan notion of a political
“power bloc”, the financial system (and especially the banking sys-
tem) would have prevailed in its dispute with the industrial capital
fraction by effectively mobilizing the state’s resources (policy ca-
pacity, personnel, influence networks, etc.) tied to the ministry of
economy. These links with the consolidating ibex power core devel-
oped concurrently with the accelerated privatization of many state
resources (where publicly appointed executives would remain in
formerly public companies after these were sold), solidifying their
role as a sort of conveyor belt between both spheres. This trend

41 The stock market index for the Bolsa de Madrid, Spain’s main stock ex-
change.

42 Both HASA and Huarte were acquired with considerable financial support
from the government.

70



would be strengthened by the rise of savings banks* which, unable
to be listed in the stock market, found a way to grow through their
participation in the profits provided by the stock capitalization of
listed companies, becoming central actors in the money flows
within the construction and real-estate sectors**. Finally, these pro-
cesses were accompanied all along by the state-arbitrated concentra-
tion of finance capital* during the 80s and 90s and of construction
capital also during the early 00s (which crystallized into a big six of
ACS-Dragados, FCC, Ferrovial, Acciona, Sacyr-Vallhermoso and
OHL).

The fourth group of actors is formed by the state’s ensemble and
its different branches, seeking to realize its own hegemonic and
state projects and operating at different scales. The central level de-
vised large, state-wide investment plans such as the several consec-
utive Planes Nacionales de Vivienda (from the 50s onward), and the
Plan Director de Infraestructuras (93-07, reinforced in 2003 by the
PEIT), both cornerstones in the concentration and consolidation of
the construction sector, becoming the linchpin of economic growth
and an even more powerful political lobby. At the same time, the
de-centralized regional administrations of the Comunidades
Auténomas competed to attract investment and stimulate growth
with their own policy and regulation (the already mentioned LRAU,
etc.).

A similar concurrent process took place in the chronically under-
funded municipalities, as they held the legal competency to desig-
nate land uses and plan their development (using the PGOU/POUM
tool). These municipalities were, at the same time, in possession of
large amounts of potentially developable land and in need of their
own financing schemes, already heavily dependent on income de-
rived from several land and real-estate taxes. Based on these com-
petencies for urban planning and the re-designation of land uses,

43 Cajamadrid, Bancaja, CAM, Banco de Valencia, La Caixa, Catalunya Caixa,
etc.

44 For example, the acquisition of Dragados in 2002 (the biggest Spanish con-
struction company) by ACS (the fourth) was financed by La Caixa and Caja-
madrid, both savings banks, with a 450 million loan which allowed ACS to
purchase a 23.5 percent share from Banco Santander.

45 E.g. the mergers giving birth to BSCH and BBVA.

71



municipalities were able to decide the moment and conditions in
which land could be incorporated into the construction and real-es-
tate development circuits, thus determining the timing and pace of
the process of urban capital accumulation. This capacity turned the
local level of the state into both a proactive agent and a first-order
political arena (but far from the only one) for the unfolding and res-
olution of some of the disputes between class fractions shaping the
state’s strategic selectivity. Incentives for political parties to adopt
public policies in favor of these interests included not just the prom-
ise of electoral success fueled by economic growth, but the possibil-
ity of backhanded funding schemes (Iglesias, 2007; Jerez et al.,
2012) and a functioning revolving door between companies and
parties. This pro-growth triple alliance between local and regional
politicians, land developers and construction companies was identi-
fied by Naredo & Montiel (2011, p.25) as the basis for the rise of
clientelistic relations, informal power networks and systemic urban-
related corruption (Moreno, 2020).

The fifth category of actors is composed of the media system and
its integration within state and finance/real-estate capital networks.
From this perspective, we can see how during the bubble period the
media sector was a highly concentrated one (Barrera, 2010) -a ten-
dency which has only intensified since-, with a few main business
groups holding the vast majority of the market’s share. In terms of
state and finance/real-estate capital penetration and leverage within
the sector, the frequent state intervention (an average of 24.08% of
total audiovisual revenue for the period ‘01 to ‘05 came from direct
subsidies [Palacio, 2006]), in line with the ‘polarized pluralist’
model (Hallin & Mancini, 2004), enhanced the sector’s dependence
from the state’s ensemble and its indirect integration within it (in its
‘integral’ Gramscian sense), while the ample participation of fi-
nance capital in the main media holding’s strengthened the bonds
with the hegemonic capital fraction.

Turning to the specifics of some of the sector’s main holdings, the
evolution of the Atresmedia group (now Atresmedia/Planeta), the
largest media group in Spain, is quite revealing of the kind of ar-
rangements that intertwined government action, financial capital,
media and real-estate directly. In 1997, Telefonica, a formerly state-
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owned company*® which was participated by BBVA and La Caixa -
now Caixabanc- with around a 5 percent respectively, bought 49
percent of the group, while Banco Santander’s participation rose to
29 percent. Later, in 2003, Grupo Planeta -another media conglom-
erate- became the main stockholder (hence Atresmedia/Planeta),
while, at the same time, it owned the real-estate company Inver-
siones Hemisferio*” which, in turn, bought 5 percent of Banc
Sabadell in 200743, The case of Prisa, the second biggest media
group in Spain (essentially devoted to printed media and radio dur-
ing the 97-07 period), is also indicative of the growing embedded-
ness of the media system with finance capital and of the direct influ-
ence of the latter. In this case, finance capital’s leverage over the
media holding was made evident when Santander, Caixabank,
HSBC and Telefonica became stockholders thanks to a debt re-
demption strategy, which saw the group trading massive amounts of
unpaid debt for company’s stocks, effectively materializing the in-
direct control financial institutions may have been exerting. Yet an-
other example of the direct ties between media and finance can be
found in Vocento (the fourth largest media group in Spain), which
holds a major presence in printed regional media and is largely un-
der the control of the Ybarra family, whose head, Emilio Ybarra,
was also president of the BBVA from 1990 until 2001. These cases,
notwithstanding the pursuit by every major actor of its own interests
and the internal competition within the sector, point at a growing
concentration of capital and an increasing inter-penetration of finan-
cial and real-estate capital within the media system during the bub-
ble period, making a strong case for its consideration as a corporate-
political “power core” and a form of poulantizan “political unity”4°
(Juste, 2016).

46 Privatized between 1995 and 1999 under both the PSOE and PP govern-
ments.

47 1Its CEO was J. Crehueras (later CEO of Planeta) and had Jordi Faine (son of
Isidre Faine, president of La Caixa) as a board member.

48 Of which Jose Antonio Lara, CEO of Planeta, was also vice-president.

49 Essentially, the idea that the links between state and corporate elements (rep-
resented by personally held objective economic and political positions) oper-
ate as enablers in the implementation of common strategies for the defense of
the interests of several dominant class fractions.
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Finally, the model of accumulation was ultimately sustained by the
sixth category or group of actors: households, characterized by
their universal need for housing and the combination of their more
or less rational willingness to acquire mortgages and a lack of op-
tions besides mortgaged property (either in tenure or in types of fi-
nancing). Both homeowners seeking home price appreciation and
would-be homeowners (at the bottom end of the value formation
chain) were able to rely on a cooperative credit system reinforced
by international liquidity (Naredo & Montiel, 2011) but paid a price
in the de-territorialization of families and communities, and in the
individualization and fragmentation of the social fabric. The tempo-
rary ‘unification’ of their interests with those of capital in the ‘coop-
erative antagonism’ of the financialized housing state project came
mostly through the considerable increases in wealth and upwards
social mobility derived not just from the wealth effect, but from the
capacity of the model to generate jobs in the construction sector and
its related industries (13°9% of the total workforce in 2007).

Two moments existed in this circuit (or two intersecting sub-cir-
cuits) which fed off each other: one dedicated to construction, and
oriented toward the land market and the mobilization and commer-
cialization of land; and another one dedicated to the buying and
selling of real-estate, oriented towards debt/credit markets. Actors
participated differently in them, with landowners and construction
companies operating mostly in the first one and real-estate compa-
nies and households doing it in the second one. The state’s strategic
selectivity at the regional and local levels provided the regulation
and policy frameworks necessary for land developers to connect
land and real-estate markets, while finance capital provided the nec-
essary liquidity at both ends of the process (production and con-
sumption).

Overall, a key element to highlight in this arrangement is the ab-
sence of the presumed tension between “bad rentiers” and “good in-
dustrialists” (Lapavitsas, 2011, p. 618), substituted instead by a dis-
tributive conflict between land-owners and land-developers, mostly
resolved in favor of the latter (Lopez & Rodriguez, 2010a), as well
as a tight relation and interpenetration between corporate and finan-
cial elements within the same profit extraction mechanisms, in
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which finance operated not as a passively extractive rentier layer
but as a prime mover of money across classes and as an accelerator
of capital flows and business cycles. Altogether, it could be said
that not only did “the financial sector took control of the construc-
tion industry, submitting the old engineering logic of real estate en-
trepreneurship to the financial requirements of investors” (Fix, 2011
in Rolnik, 2013), but it did it hand in hand with the state’s institu-
tional ensemble. Municipalities and political parties, landowners,
urban developers, construction companies, banks and savings banks
split the lion’s share of the cycle’s profits, while largely working-
class households were forced to rely on a wealth effect bound to be-
come a ‘poverty effect’ and a wave of dispossession (and, as usual,
accumulation) with the inevitable collapse of the bubble. It is in this
sense that we can say that it was “through the wholesale interven-
tion of central and local governments that a massive spoliation of
the assets of the poor [took] place” (Rolnik, 2013, p.1064).
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In the Spanish case, financialization and housing have been two
sides of the same coin. A single process that has intertwined the
state’s selective strategies with international economic tendencies,
political shifts and deep cultural changes oriented toward the con-
struction, as a state project, of a fully financialized housing market
based on asset-price Keynesianism and tied to the development of a

“debtfarist” homeowner society.

Tracing back these processes, we have seen the historical marketi-
zation of the Spanish housing provision system, as well as its tailor-
ing through progressive changes in different aspects of housing pol-
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icy leading, among other things, to an inversion in the dominant
tenure types and the subsequent development of a home-ownership
culture from the 60s until the late-70s to early-80s. The state’s
strategic selectivity regarding housing policy allowed for a quick
opening to international markets with the deployment of a ‘financial
fix’ in the context of an increasingly de-industrialized semi-periph-
eral economy, channeling foreign investment but also enabling fi-
nancial institutions to accelerate the capital circulation and realiza-
tion speed by simultaneously stimulating production and consump-
tion, while temporarily decoupling it from income levels and in-
creasing profit extraction through a “debtfarist” strategy linked to
“privatized Keynesianism”. The liberalization of the Spanish bank-
ing system, together with land regulations during the 90s (reflected
in the massive increases in mortgage-to-GDP ratio) and the devel-
opment of a culture of ownership as investment fostered by public
and private discourse.

This strategy involved, at its core, a substantial class component, as
it enabled a) the massive accumulation of fictitious capital and the
realization of profits for financial and construction/real estate capi-
tal (and their interpenetrated forms) based on the extraction of rents
-that is, promises of payment depending on future wages- in the
sphere of social reproduction; b) a reduction of labor costs based on
wage stagnation without an apparent loss of overall aggregate de-
mand thanks to liberalized private debt markets (mortgages) and an
(ultimately unsustainable) wealth effect; c) the transference of risks
stemming from endemic financial instability from large finance cap-
ital owners to mostly working-class households and, eventually,
small-time investors; and d) the hyper-commodification of the hous-
ing system, leading to growing embedded inequalities in access to
housing in the first place, and to massive impoverishment and a
wave of dispossession once the mode of accumulation collapsed.

The changes in the international political and economic context (the
European integration process, monetary unity, de-industrialization
and the availability of international liquidity) fostered the develop-
ment of this mode of accumulation. However, the design, selection
and implementation of the necessary policies depended on the
highly unequal capacity of the different actors involved to articu-
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late, dispute and promote their own interests in the complex arena
of the state’s institutional ensemble. This depended, in turn, on their
capacity to shape the state’s strategic selectivity, largely a function
of their class location and the associated functions, resources and
power. In this sense, both financial capital and the construction/real
estate sectors emerged victorious vis a vis traditional industrial cap-
ital, consolidating their oligarchic position and their organic ties
with the state. On a similar line, the increasingly embedded nature
of the Spanish media system with both financial and real-estate cap-
ital, as well as its concentration and dependency of the state, con-
tributed to the ongoing development of a socio-political narrative,
an economic rationale and subjective economic dispositions which
favored the involvement of the working-class in the process, provid-
ing the sufficient legitimacy to sustain the pro-growth coalitions and
the pro-ownership hegemonic project.

In sum, the capture and exploitation of the housing market for the
benefit of the capital owners and the ruling classes (Madden & Mar-
cuse, 2016) involved a combination of old and new money, of im-
mense benefits for the established oligarchy and the promise of
riches for the aspiring members of the new proprietor/entrepreneur
classes, in an overall very unbalanced alliance between upper and
middle strata. This arrangement included the working-class in a sort
of negotiated subalternity which, under the hegemonic dominance
of the horizon offered by the homeowner society, included and tar-
geted key aspects of the social reproduction of the working-class as
a source of profit, while exposing it to the immense risks and dire
consequences of its inevitable downfall. While the cycles of price
appreciation and debt realization held, the state-sponsored mode of
accumulation was able to subsume most of the antagonistic forces
brewing inside of it, defusing conflict and relegating social move-
ments in the field of housing rights to the political fringes. The end
of the bubble and debt-fueled welfare starkly ended two decades of
a societal project built on the finance-housing complex, casting a
large shadow on the state’s ability to ensure the political interest of
the ruling classes and bringing class conflict back to the center stage
of social mobilization.
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3. Union Without a Trade:
Class Subjects in Social Reproduction.
The Case of the PAHC Sabadell

Abstract

The present article combines some insights from urban political
economy with a class-based approach to social movements studies
to deal with the sociopolitical contention of new systemic forms of
profit extraction based on household mortgage debt. Through an
analysis of the subjectivation processes taking place within the
PAHC Sabadell in its struggle against evictions and in defense of
housing rights, the article explores both the political necessity and
the practical possibility of working-class composition processes tak-
ing place outside the sphere of production and within that of social
reproduction. It focuses on the relation between the PAH’s shared
class foundations and the PAHC’s almost unique results in the form
of articulated class manifestations. By building on the organiza-
tion’s role as a class institution, the roots of the emerging subject
are traced back to previous experiences of local class conflict, re-
fracted through praxis and discourse. The PAHC is conceptualized
as capable of building within social reproduction some of the orga-
nizational forms typical of class struggles occurring in production,
developing a similar form of agency in a different sphere of capital
accumulation and, ultimately, enabling the hybridization of work-
ing-class subjectivity through the experience of market failure. The
need for the development of an explicit class perspective on housing
struggles is established to re-politicize household debt and rent ex-
traction, as well as to transcend the limits of debtor alienation,
moral outrage and a (re)negotiated subalternity. The article brings
forth the potential ways in which an otherwise historically dis-ag-
gregated and fragmented class can come together in newly formed
spaces, organized as an emancipatory answer to the needs emerging
from the transformations of financialized capitalism.

Key words: Housing, Class, Social Reproduction, PAH, Subjectiva-
tion, Debt
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3.1 Introduction

After its foundation in the wake of 2008’s recession and ensuing
housing crisis, the PAH’s struggle against evictions and its defense
of housing rights in Spain joined a diverse array of new urban
movements (Schipper, 2015) dealing with the consequences of un-
bridled capitalism and opening spaces for new political subjects
(Haiven, 2014) or “subjectivities of dissent” (Fields, 2017, p.3).
While the nature of the PAH as an organization capable of articulat-
ing subjectivation processes has already been addressed by some of
the existing literature (Garcia-Lamarca, 2017a; Di Feliciantonio,
2016b), the potential class nature and characteristics of the subjects
have remained mostly under-explored.

For its part, social class has been tied to the housing question both
in general (Rolnik, 2013) and, specifically, as a fundamental ele-
ment to understand the evolution and shifts of the PAH’s defining
features (Garcia-Lamarca, 2017b; Ravelli, 2019). The organiza-
tion’s needs, structures, actions and/or discourse are deeply affected
by its class composition and its relations with the structural context
and both state and capital’s agents. However, while all local PAH's
developed different sorts of class-relevant®® action, and many devel-
oped anti-austerity discourses and identities (Sudrez, 2017), there
are no detailed accounts of local PAH assemblies producing politi-
cal subjects who conceived themselves as primarily class-based,
other than the PAHC Sabadell. Even there, class subjectivation pro-
cesses have been far from mechanical, uniform or linear, and have
displayed considerable discontinuity and change over time. The sin-
gular nature of this case and its internal variations make it worthy of
in-depth study, which I will address from the combined perspectives
of urban political economy’s insights and a class-based take on so-
cial movements ethnographic studies.

50 Derived from class relations (evictions being maybe the most self-explana-
tory example) but not explicitly read as such. In the words of Meiksins Wood
(1998: 1986), “The absence of explicit class 'discourses' does not betoken the
absence of class realities and their effects in shaping the life-conditions and
consciousness of the people who come within their 'field of force™ (p.95).
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The article is divided into four sections. First, a review of the cur-
rent literature’s perspectives on the PAH. Second, a theoretical
framework clarifying the relations between indebtedness, social re-
production and the political articulation or composition of social
classes. Third, a two-part analysis of the PAH and the PAHC
Sabadell concerning class subjectivation. Fourth, a concluding ac-
count of this process’s impact on class struggles and emancipatory
political action in social reproduction.

3.2 Perspectives on the PAH

A first strand of the literature is comprised of several authors oper-
ating under the frames of protest cycles (Tarrow, 1994; Della Porta,
2013), resource mobilization, political opportunities and/or framing
(Snow et al. 2019). These have worked mostly on the PAH’s cam-
paigns and resources (Gonzalez, 2019; Fominaya, 2014; Romanos,
2013; etc) and, while they have provided an account of the when
and the how of protest mobilizations, they have not studied the pres-
ence and/or formation of the acting political subjects and their class-
relevant practices. This puts us at risk of taking some elements at
face value, overlooking their deeper implications and accepting, for
example, the movement’s definition as a form of pragmatic and
non-ideological activism (Ordofez, Feenstra & Tormey, 2015).
However, most of the literature acknowledges the presence of polit-
ical subjectivation processes, some form of empowerment (Suérez,
2017; Ravelli, 2019) and the existence of a collective consciousness
(Rodriguez, 2019). Nevertheless, this recognition cannot answer
those questions concerning the causes and/or consequences of these
processes and the substantive nature of the resulting political sub-
jects (their characteristics, self-conception or dispositions to act).

A second strand of the literature, mostly tied to critical political
economy and geography, has analyzed the links between political
subjectivation processes, indebtedness, capitalism and the role of
the state as a fundamental enabler of profit extraction in social re-
production®'. Authors such as Aalbers (2014), Graeber (2016), Laz-

51 Broadly understood as the sum of processes which enable the reproduction of
people and society (Katz, 2001), (within which the housing provision system
plays a crucial role) and understood as an integrated process including the re-
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zarato (2015), Caffentzis (2018), Fields (2017) or Soederberg
(2014, 2018) share a foundational conception of housing as a social
relation based on property rights and the exercise of power of one
class over another®?. These perspectives provide us with a general
framework to focus on the specifics of the PAH, and examine the
work of another group of authors (Di Feliciantonio, 2016a, 2016b;
Garcia-Lamarca, 2016, 2017a, 2017b; Ravelli, 2019; Sanjaume,
2015; Berglund, 2020), with an interest in the political subject’s
production, boundaries and/or nature.

Working on the relation between indebtedness and the production
of subjects in the context of neo-liberalism and austerity urbanism,
Di Feliciantonio (2016a, 2016b) has shown how housing can be-
come a ‘main domain of contention’. Departing from the power and
resistance dynamic, he presents the nature of subjectivation as pro-
duced and productive, pointing at the dialectical tension between
structure and subjectivity. This acknowledgment of new subjectivi-
ties emerging in social reproduction points at their potential to block
those capital accumulation processes that birthed them, introducing
the idea of the limits of profit-extraction being internal to the antag-
onistic relation between capital and the reproduction of life>?, thus
bestowing the initiative of political agency to those subjects born
out of the conflict between the two. However, while accounting for
the effects of the PAH's agency on the articulation of collective sub-
jects, the approach to the movement and subjectivation remains
largely foreign to class analysis. Regarding the specific strategies
leading to subjectivation, Berglund (2020) incorporates the idea of a
“dual strategy of prefigurative legitimizing ” (p.5), highlighting the
productive tension between anarchist-inspired direct action and lib-
eral civil disobedience, the importance of their different moral in-
stances of legitimation and, most significantly, the internal variation
in the movement. Another key element introduced here is the idea
of shared experiences as the basis for the articulation of political

production of the conditions for production (Bhattacharya, 2018).

52 An idea also present in the work of D. Harvey (1999), with roots on the
works of H. Lefebvre and traceable as far back as Engels’s 1862 study of the
housing question.

53 Also seen on Christophers (2010), especially in relation to the impossibility
of treating property as pure financial assets for those actually /iving in it.
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subjects and, especially, their extension “beyond the workplace”
(p.9), as this opens the door for an understanding of class subjects
which ties the productive and the reproductive spheres.

Fully centered on the political demarcation and boundaries of the
PAH's subjects, Sanjaume's (2015) work incorporates the theoreti-
cal notion of hospitality into the analysis. Through the limits of state
hospitality and its inability -or unwillingness- to protect the rights of
the “polity’, the PAH’s activity highlights the underlying tension be-
tween the public and private dimensions of economic structures and
processes (mortgage markets, chronic debt, evictions). Thus, the
limits imposed on the definition of the polity and, by extension, on
the subject (ie. those deserving state protection) by the effects of
economic exclusion end up evincing the shortcomings of those con-
ceptions of rights based on formal citizenship. This way, socializa-
tion and politicization (i.e. turning the private into public) carried
out on the back of ethical and moral claims end up being the key el-
ements enabling the emergence of a disobedient and (un)conditional
form of hospitality. This idea of a moral backbone will be funda-
mental to explain some of the elements shared by all the organiza-
tion.

However, this approach rests on two weak points which illustrate
the need to incorporate a class dimension (especially, as we will
see, considering the internal variation of the organization). First, the
division between activists and victims (seen also, for example, in
Gonzalez [2019]), where the former offer illegal hospitality (i.e.
self-provided rights) to the latter (to those expelled). This separation
ignores the condition of the hospitality providers as members them-
selves of the expelled, and not of the polity. Second, and as a conse-
quence of the former, the inclusion/exclusion dynamic remains tied
to the notion of citizenship, and cannot explain how those materi-
ally (albeit not formally) excluded citizens can welcome anyone
into a collective entity of which they are not a part. What is shared
by all PAH members are, precisely, the conditions for their exclu-
sion (determined by class location), and what is offered by the
movement is not unconditional hospitality, but reciprocal solidarity.
In other words, although socialization, politicization and a moral
drive are factors in pushing hospitality “beyond [the] private inter-
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personal sphere” (p.222), the public sphere into which it is pushed
is not that of citizens and citizenship, but that of social classes and
class-based political subjects.

This is why, in dealing with the less developed subject’s substantive
nature (or, in other words, what it is made of), we need to talk about
class both as an underlying frame and in its incarnation as class sub-
jectivity. Garcia-Lamarca & Kaika (2016), use bio-politics and bio-
financialization as a way to tie in macroeconomics and state policies
with their embodiment in people’s lives, stressing how housing and
mortgage contracts have been pivotal in integrating the social repro-
duction of the workforce within capital accumulation schemes (Gar-
cia-Lamarca, 2017a). The relation between the effects of changing
class relations like the fictitious wealth effect of the wage-earning
population or changes in subject’s positions®* and self-conceptions
(Langley, 2008; Fields, 2017) lie at the basis of the contribution of
mortgages to the “creation of [a] new bio-political subject” (Gar-
cia-Lamarca & Kaika, 2016, p. 10). Thus, the interruption of this
process, the rupture of the dominant order by the PAH, is consid-
ered as a form of political subjectivation which can produce both a
“dis-identification [as] failed mortgage homeowners” (Garcia-
lamarca, 2017a, p.429) and an incipient antagonistic conception of
social order where one’s position is with the “losers (the poor)”
(Ibid, p.430). This, seen as intimately linked with the disruption of
urban capitalist accumulation (Garcia-lamarca, 2017b), operates un-
der a class-based understanding of the PAH pointing at an ongoing
process of proletarianization and the development of emancipatory
potential (also pointed out in Suarez, 2017; Ribera, 2019; and
Berglund, 2020). Further down this road, adding an explicit analysis
on the subject’s class nature to the study of its production, Ravelli
(2019) has worked on the “contestation of financial products as a
vehicle for “political empowerment” (p.2) and the development of
subjective strategies within the PAH. His work unequivocally de-
fines the PAH's nature as a working-class movement with a work-

54 From citizens/workers to investors and back.

55 While financialization has generalized dependence on markets’ performance,
class has remained the determining factor in explaining how is this actually
experienced.
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ing-class identity. However, at the same time, it warns against self-
explanatory (or mechanical) attempts at linking these social roots
with political success considering the diversity in the movement’s
internal composition, reflected in the class fractions converging
within it; and the difficulties in articulating a cohesive subject.

Reiterating the main points made so far, from a starting point con-
cerned mostly about resources and opportunities, we moved to the
need for an analysis of political subjects and the social relations, an-
tagonisms and processes that may engender them, represented in the
current research by those takes most related to debt capitalism, the
role of the state and social reproduction. We turned here to social
class searching for an analytical concept able to tie together all
these categories as well as binding the subject’s structure and
agency. Most authors, however, have not found an explicitly articu-
lated class subject within the PAH and, while acknowledging the
relevance of class, have focused on other aspects of the movement
and/or the subjectivation processes. This lack of a clear class sub-
ject, while true for most of the movement (the PAH), needs to be
challenged in the face of -at least- one notable exception in the
PAHC (Sabadell).

In the following section, I will draw insights from urban political
economy, critical geography and the British Marxist historian tradi-
tion to provide an analysis of the links between debt, social repro-
duction and class formation. This will set the stage for a Gramscian
reading of the PAH and the PAHC.

3.3 Debt, Social Reproduction and Class

Two tasks need to be undertaken: First, the establishment of clear
links between debt (the mechanism), class (the subject) and social
reproduction (the field). Second, providing a framework for the
links between social classes and the composition of class-based po-
litical subjects. In addressing the first task we face two fundamental
claims: First, that modern debt cannot be understood outside a class
framework. Second, that class studies are incomplete without ac-
knowledging the importance of structural private indebtedness and
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its impact on social reproduction. This is especially important in re-
lation to housing (as a wealth-generating asset), and its effects on
the fragmentation or formation of class subjects out of surplus -and
potentially surplus- populations (Wigger, 2020). Several authors
have delved into these connections, both from the perspectives of
critical political economy and geography (Harvey, 2003; Krippner,
2011; Soederberg, 2015, Lapavitsas, 2013; Aalbers, 2008, 2014a,
2014b; Montgomerie & Tepe-Belfrage, 2017), as well as from ap-
proaches leaning more on the subjectivist aspects (Lazzarato, 2011;
Caftentzis, 2018; Ross, 2014; etc). The latter have put a bigger em-
phasis on the internal individual consequences that indebtedness can
have and their impact on social conflict and mobilization capacity.

Overall, the main idea upon which the connection between class
and debt rests can be summarized as the primacy, for the working-
class, of indebtedness over salary in its relation with capital (Caf-
fentzis, 2018). While the certainty of such a categorical claim could
be challenged, there is ample empirical evidence of a shift in the na-
ture and role of private (and especially household) debt (Krippner,
2011; Lapavitsas, 2013). This turn points towards the consolidation
of debt as a structural condition immanent to the profit extraction
mechanisms of financialized capitalism, a condition illustrated, for
example, by Soederberg's notion of “debtfare states” (Soederberg,
2014), by Brenner's category of ‘asset price Keynesianism’ (Bren-
ner, 2009) or the analysis of the increasing centrality for the repro-
duction of capital of “value grabbing” through rent versus the cre-
ation and accumulation of value in production (Andreucci et al.,
2017). Its importance for the Spanish housing and mortgage mar-
kets has been addressed by Lopez & Rodriguez (2010) or Muriel
(2018), who has stressed the role of underwater borrowing as a ma-
jor threat to social reproduction. Capital’s fundamental internal ten-
sion between value realization, depending on an ever-growing con-
sumer base able to absorb production’s efforts, and its need to maxi-
mize profits by increasing its workforce’s exploitation was ad-
dressed in Spain with an increase in the costs of social reproduction
and a standstill in labor costs (salaries and, therefore, consumption
capacity). The growing distance between indispensable and socially
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perceived needs>® was bridged over through debt/credit in the form
of mortgages sold to the working-class, in a bid to overcome the
contradiction and its potential conflicts, as well as conquering a new
space for valorization through fictitious capital (future labor time,
value and profits). This model fulfilled debtfarism’s tenets in its
substitution of a living wage with credit, and it fostered cross-class
social unity without a real compromise with the working-class
(Soederberg, 2018), as the ensuing arrangement did not incorporate
any safety net or rescue mechanism in case of market failure.

This can be described, following Gramscian terms, as an example of
class domination or hegemony in the form of “cooperative antago-
nism” (Burawoy, 2003): a situation where the fundamental contra-
diction of interests remains largely unmodified but the ‘counter-of-
fer’ made by the combined efforts of state and civil society is
enough to reach a negotiated compromise with the subaltern which,
ultimately, prevents the development of the subject’s early eco-
nomic incarnations towards hegemonic and emancipatory ones.
Only through the emergence and work of organic intellectuals
through class organizations could a counter-hegemony strong
enough to shake off capital’s domination be developed. However,
unlike in Gramsci’s account, the hegemonic development of a fi-
nancialized housing system took place not only in the sphere of pro-
duction but, to a large extent, in that of exchange, of real-estate and
debt markets, posing the following question: can a subaltern subject
carry out a “war of positions” in an allegedly foreign battlefield?
Karl Polanyi’s focus on the idea of ‘active society’ as a site for soli-
darity and a transcendent historical category, and the role of the
market in people’s lives (Polanyi, 1944) can help clarify how these
forms of domination could be undermined. According to Burawoy
(2003), while Gramsci may have been right in considering produc-
tion as the shrouded seed of all hegemony, what opened the field for
the exploration of class-based relations of power outside of produc-
tion was Polanyi’s idea of the experience of the market’s destructive
effects as a cross-class phenomenon. This meant going beyond an
industrial conception of the working-class and, therefore, it required
an agent capable of superseding class (“society”) in bearing a cer-

56 The “relative pauperization” gap (Lebowitz, 2005)
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tain general interest. However, this move towards a broader concep-
tion of classes shaped also by social reproduction points towards a
synthesis that can widen the field of political dispute for hegemony
without having to surrender the notion of subject to the classless
idea of society.

The effects the collapse of real estate and mortgage markets had
upon vast swathes of the population are well known: evictions, im-
poverishment and a vicious cycle of social exclusion and health
problems (Vasquez-Vera et al., 2017). From capital’s side, the
evaporation of fictitious capital required an intervention on behalf
of creditors and against those debtors compelled by suddenly unfea-
sible promises of payment, creating the possibility of political con-
tention through legal-financial (Teresa, 2016) or community-based
means (Fields, 2015). These conflicts, native to an all-consuming
market and fueled by debt/rent extraction are at the core of the class
struggles over the value grabbing and distributing process (An-
dreucci et al. 2017). This is precisely where one would expect to
find processes of class articulation, driven by the assembling of in-
tra-class fractions previously separated by their location in an in-
creasingly fragmented production’, brought now together by a
shared situation regarding value distribution. This is also Jessop’s
(2008) perspective on Polanyian thought, as the tendencies he iden-
tifies as driving market forces -the commodification and extension
of economic codings to non-commercial fields- are said to have
their bases in the search for new value creation sources and the ex-
tension of economic logic to systems not fully integrated into the
market. These tendencies towards unbridled commodification (and
market failure) can endanger the social reproduction of capital and
engender specific forms of resistance in non-economic spaces that
are, nonetheless, essential for profit extraction and exploitation. In
the Spanish case, while the property-housing market was, indeed, a
full-blown market by 2008, its construction implied a process of in-
tense liberalization, the formation of a financialized value-grabbing
mortgage market and, ultimately, the re-conceptualization of homes
as assets/investment (Lopez & Rodriguez, 2010; Palomera, 2014).
This is why, even if Polanyi stressed the non-class basis of these

57 Multiple studies on the current forms of work organization have explored ex-
ternalization, subcontracting, etc. (Alés & Jodar, 1995; Rubery, 2003).
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conflicts and considered them more as societal responses, a class
analysis of social reproduction’s commodification can hybridize
both perspectives and elicit forms of class struggle occurring out-
side production.

Those perspectives which treat exchange and production as mutu-
ally exclusive sites for class struggle and political subjectivation fall
into a fallacious either/or argument, as our different experiences of
the market cannot be separated from our standing in production.
Furthermore, the embeddedness of debt in everyday life and social
reproduction has consequences on the potential articulation of polit-
ical subjects and, especially, of class-based political subjects. Ac-
cording to Caffentzis (2018), the integration of indebtedness as a
fundamental part of the working-class reproduction turns the satis-
faction of its needs into a four-fold alienation source with effects
over a) whatever is purchased -e.g. homes-; b) oneself; c) other
debtors (perceptions and relations with them) and, finally; d) the
(knowledge of the) oppression of class structure.

Especially interesting is the relation and intertwining between the
last two. First, the alienation from other debtors stems from the pri-
vate and individual nature of debt, preventing us from identifying
our peers, while being simultaneously capable of generating a nega-
tion, a rejection of one's condition which, out of shame, appears as
harsh censure towards those experiencing similar circumstances.
Second, the growth in the relative importance of private debt vs.
salary implies a different ‘logical structure’, as the latter incorpo-
rates a collective dimension (of both vertical conflict vs. capital and
horizontal cooperation with other workers) that is not only absent,
but actually suppressed in the former. Therefore, the nature of debt
tends to alienate, dis-aggregate and operate as a conflict muftler es-
pecially in everyday life, hindering the potential for the composition
of class subjects. This limits both the emancipatory capacity and the
sustainability (Garcia-Lamarca, 2017b) of struggles revolving
around the commodification of social reproduction, raising the fol-
lowing questions: can a form of class counter-hegemony be articu-
lated around those aspects of everyday life affected by the conse-
quences of unleashed markets? Can social reproduction have its
own modern prince?
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One key element to subject articulation is, as we have seen, the con-
struction of spaces of socialization where debtors are brought to-
gether and where feelings of shame and helplessness are shed in fa-
vor of some form of empowerment and, ultimately, some form of
subjectivation. However, while common denominations used for
and by PAH members such as debtor, mortgage victim or even
housing rights activist can be read as class-relevant identities, they
fall short of an articulated class subjectivity, evincing how bringing
indebted working-class people together may facilitate conscious-
ness-raising, but it does not generate per se a class subject. These
findings pose questions about the shape of subjectivation efforts and
the specific articulation (or lack thereof) of class. Are they tied to
value grabbing in housing, forming a political identity around debt?
Do they remain tied to identities rooted in production and occupa-
tions? Or is there a hidden hybridizing mechanism at work? To an-
swer these questions and understand how -through the PAHC-
class-aware identities may be articulated out of class-relevant ones
(Jessop & Sum, 2012), we need to build a relational account of class
that treats it neither as a thing nor as a socio-demographic character-
istic. T do so we will draw from E.P. Thompson (1963, 1978), Ellen
Meiksins Wood (1986: 1998) and the British Marxist historian tra-
dition (Kaye, 1989; Eley & Nield, 2011).

In this Thompsonian tradition, the idea of class subjects being
shaped and/or re-shaped only through class-relevant practices as
well as through personal and collective experiences tied to histori-
cally grounded analysis becomes the focal point of analysis.
Thompson's approach emphasizes social reality and the lives of his-
torical subjects beyond their occupations, exposing the fundamental
connection of life outside the factory with the multiple experiences
of class realities. This perspective eases the transition from an ana-
lytical focus set almost exclusively on the direct/primary forms of
exploitation, found in the productive sphere, towards the inclusion
of the indirect/secondary forms of exploitation characteristic of so-
cial reproduction and systemic debt-based profit extraction mecha-
nisms. This offers a materially grounded, non-mechanical and non-
deterministic account of class formation and subject articulation.

106



Two key elements can be extracted from this tradition: first, the no-
tion of class as a relationship; and second, the importance of time
and process. The former must in its turn be understood not as one
but two relationships, one inter-classes and one intra-class. In other
words, there is a vertical dimension of class involving the antago-
nistic and potentially conflictual relations between capital and labor,
and there is an internal, horizontal relationship between the mem-
bers of a class that may involve recognition and cooperation. An
analysis of how both of them operate is needed to understand the
composition of class subjects.

Traditionally, the productive process brought workers together in
factories and companies, pitting them directly (vertically) against
any particular representatives of the capitalist class. However, what
attracted Thompson's attention was the way in which class relation-
ships emerged horizontally among those workers who were not
brought together by the productive process, something he thought,
could only be explained by the mediation of other shared experi-
ences. Thompson's work focused then on the traditions, culture and
institutions which brought the working-class together and disposed
it to behave as such. However, far from a universal conception,
Thompson's approach took these elements as historically specific
and committed every future attempt at exploring processes of class
formation to a focus on their particular historical configuration. This
forces us to face a scenario where the productive process does not
assemble working-class debtors and where, in fact, systematic over-
indebtedness functions precisely as a tool for separating and isolat-
ing (Lazzarato, 2012) an already fragmented potential subject lack-
ing traditions, institutions and even social (and physical) spaces of
its own; leaving us with the task of finding them and bringing them
to light. Not only do we need to identify the new other at the end of
vertical class relationships based on debt, but also those standing to-
gether at the bottom end and, more importantly, how can they come
together. It is in this specific sense that I will examine the PAHC as
a class institution, as a space where the experiences of determina-
tion can be articulated into a collective process of political subjecti-
vation by and for the working-class.
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The second key element is time, and with it the notions of process,
tradition and memory. Thompson's approach to the historical forma-
tion of the working-class in England had the explicit intention of
showing how a preexisting “commoner consciousness” (although
multiple and fragmented) had not only existed, but had also been
“refracted” in the ways in which the people, through their own cul-
ture and institutions, had handled new social experiences in a way
which would end up producing a new (yet related) consciousness
suitable for the industrial working-class. In the very words of
Thompson:

“Change in material life determines the conditions of
that struggle, and some of its character: but the particu-
lar outcome is determined only by struggle itself. This
is to say that historical change eventuates, not because a
given "basis" must give rise to a correspondent "super-
structure," but because changes in productive relation-
ships are experienced in social and cultural life, re-
fracted in [peoples'] ideas and their values, and argued
through in their actions, their choice and their beliefs”
(Thompson, 1979, p.266; as cited in Steinberg, 1991,
p.176)

Traditions and collective memory play a decisive role in this
process of class refraction through time by forming the framework
within which experience is interpreted (Gomez, 2013), earlier strug-
gles are incorporated into the “urban landscape” (Fields, 2017), and
the genealogies of urban rights discourses and broader anti-capital-
ist social movements (Shin, 2018). In a similar fashion, it is possible
to explore how the PAHC Sabadell may have functioned as one of
these working-class institutions, able to weave back together the
radical past of buried political traditions of class struggle, whose
thread was lost within the rush of inter-generational upwards social
mobility during the boom years.

In this sense, the history of Sabadell exemplifies some tendencies in
the development of the working-class in Spain since the late 60s
(Domenech, 2003), helping us understand the collective memories
under which new experiences may be refracted. The configuration
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of Sabadell as a leading site in the development of an industrial in-
frastructure favored the settlement of migrants from the rest of
Spain, who experienced the harshness of housing auto-construction
in the city's peripheral slums and often clashed with the police to
defend their illegal homes. These migration waves joined a local
working-class with its own radical tradition, and were pivotal in
kick-starting a cycle of struggle which had its most vigorous mani-
festation in 1976's “metal strike”, which seriously threatened the
state's political stability as one of the last antagonistic political mo-
bilizations of the working-class (Domenech, 2002). Memories of
past struggles, oft attributed to older generations or harder times, are
a smudged lens through which the present is seen and a personal
link to a pool of accumulated experiences which can become very
relevant when analyzing the PAHC's composition of political class
subjects. If the English commoner consciousness shaped the forma-
tion of the English working-class, the consciousness of the 60s and
70s labor movement may have shaped some of the forms that new
class identities may take when facing the conflicts and antagonisms
of financial capitalism.

Finally, the concept of the “moral economy of the crowd” (Thomp-
son, 1971, p.79) can help explain the narrative and cultural aspects
of the PAHC. Related to popular traditions, Thompson used this no-
tion to conceptualize the violent protests of peasant mobs which,
during the eighteenth century, would strike violently to lower prices
and press a fatherly government into action. He provided a compre-
hensive account of such recurring phenomena without abandoning a
materialist point of view, going beyond explanations based on the
simple reaction to famine and exposing a deeply embedded popular
resistance to emerging market forces. This mob behavior was de-
scribed as partially the result of a moral economy built upon a tradi-
tional consensus on the social norms regulating the community’s
distribution of economic functions which, when violated, produced
outraged claims.

While Thompson's original use of the concept was historically re-
strictive, other authors have extended its applicability beyond pre-
industrial economies. Svallfors (2006) included within it public per-
ceptions on the welfare state, and the normative effects of policies
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and institutions; while Gotz (2015) defended the outright universal-
ity of the concept, challenging Thompson's idea of popular rights
trampled by the market to give way to an amoral economic system.
Gotz appeals to Thompson's (1991) own revision of the concept,
and his agreement with Tilly's definition of the term, which distilled
it into claims to non-monetary rights to commodities backed by
third parties. Dogan (2010) criticized this sharp distinction between
pre-modern moral economies and modern amoral economic ratio-
nality, highlighting the capacity of capitalist societies to coexist
with (and exploit) non-market social relations, and the capacity of
the latter to resist (and resurface) when facing further commodifica-
tion by forces lacking social legitimacy. For Dogan, the moral econ-
omy helps explain how threats against modes of subsistence key for
the social reproduction of communities can spur resistance and con-
tention. Similarly, Palomera and Vetta (2016) stressed the inade-
quacy of dichotomous uses of the concept (moral versus amoral),
pointing at the multiplicity of overlapping moral economies. They
deemed the concept applicable to broader fields of social antago-
nism as long as these integrate the concepts of class, capital accu-
mulation and the interactions with the state and the market. The spe-
cific moral economy of housing markets has been explored by
Alexander, Hojer and Koch (2017), who have conceptualized the
rationale behind rights-based demands for housing (a basic need
with a fair price and a mutually accepted market regulation) stress-
ing the need to incorporate the state’s representations and practices
in addition to the market. About the Spanish case, Muriel (2016)
has addressed those views on mortgage over-indebtedness which
understood it as a breach in a moral economy built on promises of
security and ever-growing income, prices and investment returns.
This bundle formed the basis for debt-fueled forms of home owner-
ship available for a new ‘investor’ working-class. The failure to ful-
fill these promises threatened the core of social reproduction and fu-
eled a Polanyian defensive reaction in the emergence of the PAH
and a new moral economy based on an understanding of creditor-
debtor relations as fundamentally exploitative.

Thus, when Thompson describes dearth as a shock capable of be-
coming fury when faced with inequality and artificial scarcity, one
can hear the echoes of the PAH’s chants: “it's not a crisis, it's a
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scam”, “all the bankers have one desire, filling their pockets with
our money” or “makes no sense, people without homes and homes
without people”. Even if the collapse of the housing market did not
bring pre-industrial dearth, it did jeopardize the foundations of a so-
cial reproduction held up only by growing amounts of household
debt. When the bubble burst, the dormant contradiction between
market uses of goods (housing as an investment) and a non-market
culture (housing as a need, as a fundamental right) was finally
brought forth. This opposition between capital accumulation and so-
cial reproduction, between housing's exchange and use value (Har-
vey, 2012; 2015) would fundamentally shape the PAHC’s moral
economy.

3.4 The PAH and the PAHC

The PAH represented, as a state-wide social movement, the most
cohesive attempt at organized contestation to the consequences of
the Spanish mode of accumulation’s collapse. As such, it has been
regarded and analyzed by most of the literature as a single, essen-
tially homogeneous organization. However, its grassroots structure,
based on the creation of many semi-autonomous local branches, al-
lowed for the development of considerable internal variation. Thus,
while all the local PAH assemblies superficially shared the same
discourse and action repertoires, some differed significantly when
analyzed in terms of class antagonism, organization and subjectiva-
tion. Among them, the PAHC Sabadell offers one of the most inter-
esting class-based perspectives, due to its considerable uniqueness
and its strong influence within and outside the movement. Its case
can, hopefully, tell us quite a different story regarding the potential
for the political composition of class subjects in social reproduction.
The following sections start with a review of the literature’s ap-
proaches to the PAH regarding class analysis and systemic house-
hold debt. This is accompanied by a comparison between the PAH
and the PAHC destined to highlight those elements of the latter
which, differing from the literature’s take on the former, distinguish
it as an active class institution. This difference is taken as the key in
explaining the PAHC’s capacity to compose class subjects and de-
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velop a class reading of the failing mode of accumulation which
can, in turn, lead to the formulation of emancipatory politics.

3.4.1 The PAH

Turning to the PAH’s class analysis, three approaches can be identi-
fied in the literature. First, those who, focusing on campaigns and
resources, have not used class as a category (Gonzalez, 2019; Fomi-
naya, 2014; Romanos, 2013; Ordofiez, Feenstra & Tormey, 2015).
Second, those which, assuming the working-class condition of most
PAH members (Sudrez, 2017; Rodriguez, 2019), have studied its
subjectivation processes without identifying an articulated class
subject (D1 Feliciantonio, 2016a, 2016b; Berglund, 2020), although
some underlying processes have been pointed out (Garcia-Lamarca,
2016, 2017a, 2017b). And third, those who, without directly ad-
dressing the PAH in their work, have theorized some of the rela-
tions between indebtedness, class and/or the state (Aalbers, 2014a,
2014b; Lazzarato, 2015; Caffentzis, 2014, 2018; Fields, 2017 or
Soederberg, 2014, 2018).

Of the latter group, Caffentzis' (2018) has readily adopted the term
“creditor class”, entailing the necessity of a debtor class counter-
part. This idea is shared by Ross (2014), who uses the term “credi-
tocracy” to describe the domination of one over the other. For both
authors, the gap between class location and class as a political sub-
ject can only be bridged over through prior action, although they
differ in the form it should take. For Caffentzis, the socialization of
the private condition of debtor is enough to shake the burden of iso-
lation and enable class action. Ross identifies the refusal to pay as
the defining rupture moment, a turning point prompting a funda-
mental change in self-perception and disposition to act. However,
most of the literature on the PAH has been inconclusive on the mat-
ter of class, with little empirical evidence to substantiate the appear-
ance of such a political subject. Nevertheless, if we look at PAH
members’ locations within a production-based class scheme (Rav-
elli, 2019), the PAH appears as an organization largely formed by
people in working-class positions, with a massive presence of man-
ual workers both among men (81,2 percent, with 69.6 percent com-
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ing from construction) and women (61,3 percent,). More precisely,
the widespread presence of negative equity confirms the PAH as
composed mainly by a class fraction of over-indebted workers.

The connection between these class locations of PAH members and
their dispositions to act as one in a context without a clear class
identity requires a clarification that goes beyond the notion of class
relevance. We can find a starting point in Gramsci’s seminal cate-
gorization of collective political consciousness (Gramsci, 1971),
split between corporate, when action pursues local economic inter-
ests through, for example, trade unions; economic, elevating the
corporate stage to the collective level through union federations (or
parties) striving for legal changes; and hegemonic, the moment
when these class interests are presented in a universal frame. This
classification relies considerably on the relation of the constituent
parts of an organization with its center, mediated by different forms
of leadership, something we can find detailed in Bonfert’s (2021)
account of the Gramscian conception of the “collective organic in-
tellectual”. This figure is considered fundamental in assessing a
coalition’s political outlooks and, crucially, its potential counter-
hegemonic nature. In other words, its capacity to develop a hege-
monic disposition of its own, one involving a path towards a “sub-
stantial rupture”, would depend on the fulfillment of three func-
tions: a) the development of a common strategy in pursuit of a new
political and economic order, b) a distribution of leadership and
practices which stimulate “followers” to lead, blurring the division
with the leadership, and c) the creation of a collective identity
(whether it revolves around the conception of class or not being a
crucial aspect) and mutual solidarity bonds.

This taxonomy can be first fleshed out by looking at the PAH’s ac-
tion repertoire. The most immediate defensive actions, including the
stopping of evictions, collective assessment and several forms of
negotiations, were carried out (especially during the early stages) at
the local level and mostly within a corporate framework. Later on,
the development of regional and state-level coordination and deci-
sion-making mechanisms (mimicking to some extent the formation
of a union federation), propelled the organization towards the eco-
58 Recounted in Burawoy (2003)
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nomic stage. While no party was ever founded, most major cam-
paigns of the PAH belong in this category as attempts to implement
regulatory changes. All ILP’s, “Romper por abajo” or “Las 5 de la
PAH”, were based on the use of formal institutional channels and/or
the direct interpellation of political parties. Finally, regarding the
presence of hegemonic elements (necessary to form a hegemonic
disposition), while implicitly present to some extent across the ac-
tion repertoire, they developed only in those forms of praxis that ad-
dressed the fundamental contradiction at the heart of market-based
housing provision. This approach, characteristic of the PAHC,
could not be sustained without addressing class relations in social
reproduction and, ultimately, it diverged from the PAH’s general
approach, more reliant on the notions of citizenship, democracy and
fundamental rights. This has been addressed by Berglund (2020), in
noting the internal differences in the movement, especially regard-
ing the role of PAH Barcelona (more liberal and more reliant on
“tactical leadership” and hierarchical structures) which, de facto,
exercised an informal strategic and discursive leadership for the ma-
jority of the movement. This dominant line has been described as a
“reformist” way of seeking to “secure housing rights within the cur-
rent institutional setup” following “a liberal fidelity to the law’
without subverting ‘prevailing power relations” (p.8-10). These
characteristics are somewhat at odds with the Gramscian require-
ments for the development of a collective hegemonic disposition,
especially regarding the rupture with the economic order and the de-
velopment of class identities.

Contrastingly, the rejection of the market’s logic of value appropria-
tion/indirect exploitation through rents had its concretion in the
“Obra social” campaign, dedicated to the occupation (or “recupera-
tion”) of empty houses and largely carried out by a reduced number
of local branches under the leadership of the PAHC Sabadell and
the PAHC Bages®®. This analysis points at the connection between
class positions and more developed forms of class action resting on
the mediation of a class institution acting as such (both in praxis
and narrative), something mostly absent from the movement’s main
current.

59 Both sharing close political and personal ties.
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On the reasons for this absence, Diez & Larafia (2017) point at the
connection between the 15M and the PAH which, in addition to the
personal links of some prominent activists, rests on a shared ideo-
logical matrix that located the movement outside the left-right axis
and within a political narrative of democracy, liberties, and civil and
human rights (Lopez, 2013). This discourse largely avoided the
class approach in favor of an appeal to a social majority of disen-
franchised citizens. Some of its aspects entailed an internal debate
both in general assemblies and in the Catalan coordination commit-
tee which remained unresolved (“there has been no consensus, there
is no positioning”, Manresa Catalan PAH’s Assembly, 08/06/13)
and implicitly sanctioned the majority’s line. This kind of subter-
ranean tensions surfaced recurrently and usually diverged not only
in terminology but in the general approach to the organization's role
and/or strategy towards other movements. The large degree of au-
tonomy of local PAH’s allowed the minority to develop its own
agenda (within some commonly established boundaries) while the
PAH as a whole was able to sidestep a deeper internal division.

“A debate is generated over the PAH as a broad
popular front which reaches all social problems.
It is proposed that these kinds of common fronts
could and should be carried out at a local level,
it’s unnecessary to bring them to the global
coordination”. (Barcelona, Catalan PAH’s
Assembly 08/09/2012)

Nevertheless, the PAH was not hostile to traditional mobilizations
tied to labor or left-wing positions, and it occasionally participated
in (and steadily received support from) other social movements and
organizations. However, these were neither organic nor systemic, as
no stable coordination mechanism or communication channel was
established (besides some local assemblies).

“Everybody’s in support of the mobilization on
the 14", without hesitation; -there is need for the
creation of a wider platform for social rights; -
the general strike spreads to all the
Mediterranean. [PAH] Murcia explains their
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march against unemployment, cutbacks and

precariousness in their community” (Valencia,
State PAH’s assembly, 20/10/2012)

Overall, the language used by the PAH, both externally and inter-
nally, conformed to and reflected the aforementioned narrative. In
all the minutes from both Catalan and State PAH assemblies (2012 -

2 (13

2017), there are no mentions of the terms “class”, “workers” or
even “debtors”, while the references to ‘“citizens”, “citizenry” or
“citizenship” as political subjects more than double those referring
to “the people” or any manifestation of ‘popular’ elements (“popu-
lar will”, “popular struggle”, etc.). The collective self-identification
of most PAH’s as political subjects captured in these meetings is

notably explicit.

“What we need to do is put forth a campaign [Las
5 de la PAH] and prove that we are the citizenry
and the vanguard of housing rights”. (Caldes de
Montbui, Catalan PAH’s Assembly, 04/02/2018)

“In the Table, the banks are represented, but not
the citizenry, although the public administration
holds the majority”. (Mollet del Valles, Catalan
PAH’s Assembly, 22/11/2014)

However, rather than as a dichotomy (worker vs citizen), subjective
identification functions as an ensemble of locations along a continu-
ity, with a multiplicity of possible manifestations harboring ele-
ments from both far ends of the spectrum. These positions appear
and combine in uneven (sometimes contradictory) ways in what is,
effectively, an ongoing dispute over the political interpretation and
representation of the same phenomena. There is, for example, a
steady identification of the ILP with a “popular will” emanating
from the citizenry which, when perceived as betrayed, brings forth
an underlying hierarchy where civic and popular elements (the will
of the people) conflate to override state authority and regulation.
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“The popular will has not materialized in the
law”. (Valencia, State PAH’s assembly 15-
16/06/2013); and “The 24/2015 law is a citizen
initiative, much more than a law”. (Tordera,
Catalan PAH’s assembly, 11/06/2016)

Ultimately, despite the nature of the PAH as a class-relevant institu-
tion and its capabilities for the articulation of new political subjects,
its narrative and praxis remained mostly within the political frame-
work of liberal moral legitimization, citizenship and human rights
instead of that of class antagonism, within an anti-austerity political
outlook and identity instead of an anti-capitalist, hegemonic one.

3.4.2 The PAHC

Turning to the PAHC, we can observe how, during its early stages,
the smaller size of the assembly and the long solution times of mort-
gage-based cases made deep socialization experiences possible. The
collective counseling and management of the assembly as well as
the experience of confrontational direct action strategies, generated
strong interpersonal solidarity bonds and inspired a collective sense
of autonomy, a condition identified by Thompson as key in delimit-
ing the formation of a class (along with organization and self-
awareness). Additionally, the informal leadership of the founding
core of activists helped to shape two key elements: first, the overall
narrative of the assembly, already heavily indebted to the state of
the crisis and its pervasive presence, which politicized most of the
discussions, especially during the welcoming assembly; and second,
many member’s understanding of the crisis as a capitalist crisis (not
a “scam”) and, most significantly, of their role in it as members of
the working-class.

The majority of new PAHC members came from working-class
backgrounds (qualified manual workers) or the recently impover-
ished middle strata (white-collar workers, self-employed and some
small business owners), often displaying common trajectories of in-
ter-generational upwards social mobility followed by a sudden dras-
tic relapse.
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“My parents lived in shantytown (...) the neigh-
bors would have communal working days and be
like 'come onm, I'll help Palomo and we'll help Ro-
driguez', and that's how the neighborhood was
built (...) and when the cops came to tear down
our house they would pretend my sister was sick
in bed to prevent it. And that marked me, how my
parents fought to get ahead...we are talking about
the 60s (...) I started working in the market when
I was thirteen”. (17/03/2018) [Interview 7]

“All my life I've worked in the textile industry,
until I was thirty-something, when it collapsed. |
have always been self-employed and made a good
living (...) my father always worked in the metal
industry, at the Unidad Hermética, and my mom
was a housewife until we all grew up (...) and
then she came to work in the textile industry”.
(11/05/2018) [Interview 5]

“My dad took part (...) in the metallurgy strikes
here in the city (...) and when the company he
worked for closed down (...) he established his
own business (...) we never were high class nor
had lots of money, but for some years we lived

well”, (04/05/2018) [Interview 13]

Most of them had no previous activist experience, showed a very
low level of apparent politicization and did not align themselves
with working-class identities. However, some of the most success-
ful subjectivation processes in terms of class awareness pointed at a
truncated political family history which was later picked up through
their involvement and activities with the PAHC. These breaks or
gaps in their political traditions -not limited to their families, but
easily extendable to their social environments-, are often tied to ex-
periences of moderate inter-generational upwards social mobility.
We can see examples of both the Gramscian concept of negotiated
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antagonism, established during the boom, and E. P. Thompson’s
idea of refraction, re-emerging after 2008.

“My father always explains how when he came
here he would run from the 'grises®’. When he
saw that there was a world that was very different
from his village, a whole range of possibilities
opened up for him, of being able to fight for a bet-
ter society, general strikes...he's lived through all
of that and he has always taught us that you have
to fight for certain things (...) he was a member of
the communist party here in Sabadell”.

(20/03/2018) [Interview 15]

“My family is all left-wing, they come from the
struggle, but I may have lived in a 'well-off’
era...the job, the house, the kids..when I really
start thinking something is going on is when [ feel
it directly (...) My father and my brother, my fa-
ther was always a union representative, he always
liked to be in the movement, try to defend rights in
the factory, and my brother was a member of the
PSUCY”, (17/03/2018) [Interview 7]

While the presence of similar profiles was a dominant characteristic
throughout the movement, what distinguished the PAHC from most
of the PAH was its anti-capitalist agency, closer to far-left positions.
Subsequently, participation in general strikes and traditional work-
ing-class celebrations, together with a steady relationship with other
local political organizations, including small trade unions and anti-
capitalist movements (which coalesced in the formation of an anti-
capitalist platform called ‘Sabadell Lluitant’, of which the PAHC
was a founding member), solidified this political stance. These con-
ditions enhanced the political tone of its assembly meetings.

“It is explained that for the anti-capitalist
organizations that are part of ‘Sabadell

60 Slang for ‘police’ during the dictatorship.
61 Unified Socialist Party of Catalonia
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Lluitant’, the PAH is an example of anti-racist
and anti-capitalist struggle, and it’s the same in
the rest of the country, so total support is asked
for that action”. (PAHC assembly minutes,

20/11/2013)

“MAY Ist DEMONSTRATION CELEBRATION
OF THE working-class (...) Remember that the
PAHC SBD is the highest representative of the
working-class in Sabadell”. (PAHC assembly
minutes, 27/04/2016).

“From the start, we considered that the
collaboration arm in arm with the rest of the
social and political rupturist movements of the
city and of our closest environment was

indispensable”. (04/05/2018) [Interview 8]

The combination of these elements with practical and discursive ex-
pressions of class antagonism was able to dig up preexisting tradi-
tions of class struggle entrenched in the history of an industrial
town that had been considerably subdued and buried during the
transition to democracy. These experiences were processed and ‘re-
fracted’ through a largely autonomous class institution operating as
a catalyst for political class subjectivation. The negotiated subalter-
nity built on the back of a moral economy that had accepted the
commodification of housing (as long as it provided a steady path to-
wards wealth and social mobility) was ending, and resistances to
the logic of profitability re-emerged.

“It was our first [general] strike, most of us had
not gone on strike or been in a picket line or a
demonstration in our lives, and about fifty people
from the PAH showed up at six AM to participate
in a picket line (...) it was like putting a mirror in
front of us, if we are here it's because of their
fault, and we need to go out on the streets to tell
them that this cannot stand, that -like they used to
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say in the 15M- that we are not commodities”.
(04/05/2018) [Interview 13]

Later on (circa 2014), two stabilization processes took place almost
simultaneously, one within the PAHC Sabadell and one in the
broader economic and political context. As the PAHC (and the
PAH) consolidated its more mature organizational structure and
strategy, and while it was able to secure significant advances in mo-
bilization capacity and influence, the combination of State and na-
tional capital reacted re-configuring the housing and financial sec-
tors and adjusting the legal framework to the challenge posed by the
growing anti-eviction movement. The gradual accumulation of mi-
nor reforms in mortgage and eviction-related legislation, together
with the natural conclusion of the evictions cycle changed the type
of cases arriving at the PAH (favoring rent and squatting), thus lay-
ing the foundations for a change in its internal composition and its
class subjectivation capacities. Additionally, increases in the
PAHC’s size and complexity reduced and fragmented interpersonal
relations, making additional extra-assembly work necessary and
helping to introduce several forms of delegation which hindered the
members’ sense of autonomy and empowerment.

During this period, the government was incorporated as a main an-
tagonist for the PAH (not just in discursive terms but as a specific
target, due to its rejection of the ILP) and even more so for the
PAHC Sabadell, advocate of a political strategy which saw little po-
tential in the interstitial strategies of legislative reforms.

“The [ILP's] goals are not so important in them-
selves, it's the road and the way in which it allows
you to hegemonize a certain discourse and have
very powerful media speakers and, bit by bit,
build a deeper and more politicized narrative that
goes to the root of the problem, which is not the
mortgage legislation but the commodification of
the right to housing which happens because we
are in a capitalist system and there's a class
struggle and a struggle over the accumulation by
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dispossession which throws working-class people
into misery”. (04/05/2018) [Interview 8]

The main split between the PAH and the PAHC is manifested here.
The challenge to the legal framework, driven by a moral outrage
channeled by the organization based on a prior breaking of the
moral economy, aims at establishing a “new legality” (Ravelli,
2019) confronted with the antagonist’s old one. Civil disobedience
and all direct actions deviating from the current legal framework are
subsumed within the aim to restore a lost moral standard. The ques-
tion, however, lays on the instrumentality of this new legality,
whether it is driven by a desire to fix or to surpass the fundamental
contradiction at the heart of financialized housing markets, moving
towards a hegemonic conception of class or, at least, of the organi-
zation as a bearer of universal interests.

“The bankers, the PAH's enemies are the bankers,
who also control the politicians, the banks control
Spain, they are not just our enemy, they are every-
one's enemy, the enemy of every Spaniard, the
banks are the enemy, there's no other way”.
(11/05/2018) [Interview 5]

“There's working people and people who take
advantage of working people (...) people who
profit from other people's work, who live off other
people's work”. (20/03/2018) [Interview 15]

Callinicos addressed this issue (2009 [1988]) through his reading of
Gramsci and his critique of mechanical conceptions of subjectivity.
Noticing the fragmentary and inconsistent nature of workers’
thought, Gramsci developed the idea of a double consciousness: a
narrower emancipatory part, stemming from the material reality and
activity of their class (debt and evictions), and a broader one,
“uncritically absorbed” from the past and more open to
misconceptions (the ‘boom years’ social arrangement). The jump
over the gap between them is where, according to Harman (1998),
false generalizations take shape based on the capacity of classes to
impose their material interests as universal. The degree to which
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this contradiction can be resolved depends on the state of class
struggle. A favorable balance would allow the immediate reality to
dominate and foster the working-class to articulate its own interests,
worldviews, discourse and praxis; while a dis-favorable one would
hinder it. In this sense, class struggle becomes, per se, an
ideological struggle between people’s social identities (Callinicos,
2009 [1988]) and, therefore, a dispute over their political
subjectivation as either workers -and class members-, or as citizens
-and state members-. The consequences of their relative articulation
will affect the political reading of their experiences and the kind of
conflict-proneness of emerging subjects.

“I didn't use the term social class, ever, I haven't
used it regularly until these last years in which
you become an activist at many places and you
work on certain vocabulary which you were not
using (...) it's linked to your purchasing power, to
were you come from, or in which neighborhood
do you live (...) the poor and the rich, I used to
talk about the haves and the have-nots, and the
poor were not poor, I used to say I was middle
class (...) which was false, it was a lie, but well, 1
believed 1 was middle class”. (20/03/2018)
[Interview 15]

“Sure, [participation] increases [the chances of
becoming aware of one's class position] for sure,
because they are talking to you about this, week
after week (...) I used to be posh, a spoiled posh
daddy's girl, and now I'm more normal, I know
better what I can and what [ can't get”.
(04/05/2018) [Interview 13]

Around 2016 the effects of the financial and housing sectors’ re-
composition during the stabilization period were fully developed,
causing changes in the subjects at both ends of the antagonistic
class relations within which the PAHC operated. First, there was a
considerable withdrawal of the central state and national financial
capital and a re-focus towards local administrations, small owners
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and international investment funds. Second, profit-extraction mech-
anisms turned towards rent, while those sectors of the population
most affected by the recession kept being pushed towards socioeco-
nomic exclusion, changing the nature of those addressing the PAHC
from members of the working-class and impoverished middle strata
to a growing underclass. While the size of the assembly shrank, the
organizational changes implemented to face the needs of the new
dominant case typologies (rent and squatting) coupled with shorter
time margins and assistentialist solutions, hindered the development
of the mutual recognition, collective solidarity and political social-
ization processes. This period also saw the dissolution of local al-
liances, a considerable withdrawal from supra-local PAH coordina-
tion, and a devolution into a “corporate” stage.

These changes and re-configurations disrupted the class subjectiva-
tion in the PAHC, reinforcing its conceptualization as non-mechani-
cal, non-linear and unstable, and considerably nuancing the emanci-
patory potential of the movement. While the lack of a class reading
in class-relevant institutions (like the PAH) may not be a problem
in overcoming the alienation “from others”, it is only in autono-
mous class institutions (like the PAHC) where it is possible to over-
come the alienation from structural class oppression.

3.5 Conclusion

Having explored the connections between household indebtedness,
understood as a threat for social reproduction, and class subjectiva-
tion, channeled through a social movement organization, our main
conclusion is that the class element of the PAHC’s subjectivation
and its potential for successful class struggle are fundamentally in-
tertwined. That is to say that the way and degree in which political
subjects, born out of debt-based struggles, can oppose profit-extrac-
tion and value-grabbing schemes rooted in housing is inextricably
tied to their class nature and the organization of their composition.
Or, in other words, that class subjectivation is a fundamental piece
in the development of emancipatory struggles, also in social repro-
duction.
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In this regard, however, we must note that a single, unified process
resulting in a single, unified subject composition has not taken
place in the PAHC, and it would be more accurate to refer instead
to the joint articulation of a multitude of interconnected processes,
mediated by past and present experiences of class struggle. In the
PAHC Sabadell, class subjectivation has been non-linear and dis-
continuous, and it has produced both cases of successful class sub-
jectivation with an active awareness of class identity and a capacity
to read debt relations in class terms; and less developed examples of
class-relevant subjectivation, shaped by class situations but lacking
an active, self-aware identity (Wood, 1986: 1998). Treating class
subjectivation as a non-binary process linked to ongoing, changing
antagonistic struggles enables us to see its varying results as part of
a continuum. The movements along this continuum can then be ex-
plained as the result of the combination of, on the one hand, the ma-
terial conditions resulting from the shifting balance of power be-
tween the state, capital and the working-class; and on the other, the
different forms of mediation exercised by class-relevant institutions
such as the PAH and the PAHC.

In the case of the PAHC, through experience-sharing, direct action
and a class-based antagonistic political narrative, the movement's
organization operated as an active class institution refracting past
experiences of class struggle. Socialization and the public sharing
of the personal burden of debt could, by virtue of creating collective
spaces, bring the isolated debtors together, overcoming their alien-
ation from each other and enabling the implementation of collective
debt-refusal strategies. However, as much as these strategies chal-
lenged debt-based power structures from a class-relevant antagonis-
tic perspective, they shared origins with a sense of grievance stand-
ing on the moral grounds resulting from the breakdown of housing's
moral economy. The role of the PAHC was pivotal in taking this
corporate disposition beyond its natural limitations (partially
restorative goals and a re-negotiated form of cooperative antago-
nism) and towards an anti-capitalist perspective through the compo-
sition of a class subject with a “hegemonic” disposition.

Only in class and power terms (especially power to extract benefits
through direct exploitation or rents and value appropriation) can the
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effects of structural private debt and the commodification of social
reproduction debt be politically read, piercing the veil of its charac-
terization as a technical issue, a temporary injustice derived from a
solvable malfunction. The capacity to decode the foundational po-
litical elements of financial capitalism lays in the development of a
class subjectivation process that emerges organically from the new
socioeconomic relations characteristic of the so-called financial turn
and from the embedded locations PAHC members occupy in this
relatively new relational structure. The formation of a hegemonic
class subject enables this class reading to occur based on a cohesive
narrative for the -otherwise fragmentary- anti-austerity discourses
and identities.

However, this class subject was not composed exclusively around
debt, nor was it a mechanical transfer from traditional class identi-
ties embedded in production. Instead, the PAHC operated as the
link -or bridge- between the two possibilities; as an autonomous
class institution hybridizing those working-class identities based on
production with the emerging systemic debt relations taking place
in the sphere of social reproduction and, specifically, in the catch-
all experience of a collapsing housing market. The resulting politi-
cal subjectivity neither negated nor surpassed traditional class iden-
tities, it was the result of a process capable of bringing together the
struggles and antagonisms of both production and reproduction. In
the search for the achievement of emancipatory goals, political
praxis in itself is not enough, the articulation of any political subject
is not enough, and class institutions and class subjects are still indis-
pensable. However, we may have to look for them in unconven-
tional spaces, and in doing so a certain symbiosis between Gram-
sci's strategic approach and Polanyi's focus on the unbound mar-
ket’s effects may be very helpful. The ‘indebted subject’ may not be
able to compose a hegemonic class project founded on its condition
alone, but class institutions like the PAHC can bring together what
of class antagonism there is in the debtors' positions and knit it into
the long thread of working-class history. As trade unions did for the
world of labor, organizations operating in the sphere of social re-
production can refract past experiences into new political subjects
coalescing around unions for social reproduction, unions of multi-
ple trades or, perhaps, a union without a trade.
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4. Organizing the Political Subject:
The PAHC Sabadell

Abstract

The PAH has been one of the most salient social movements in
Spain’s last two decades, with its outstanding capacities for
organization and discourse generation built around emerging forms
of debt-based precariousness and socioeconomic exclusion. It has
thus been largely seen as a success story but, has the PAH -in any of
its multiple incarnations- been able to form a new political subject?
This article aims to explore the relations between the different
organizational forms and the different subjectivation capacities
through the study of the PAHC Sabadell’s praxis and its particular
form of class struggle. To do so, it employs action research and an
ethnographic approach to focus on an analytic triangle formed by
the movement's organization, its socioeconomic context and its
composition; and on the evolution through time of the combinations
of these three elements and their relation to experiences of
subalternity, antagonism and autonomy. This analysis identifies
three phases (feint, parry and riposte) in the changing relationship
between the aforementioned elements, as well as two over-arching
processes of political class re-composition and de-composition
within the PAHC’s struggle.

Key words: PAH, social movements, debt, social reproduction,
subjectivation, social class, class composition, subalternity,
antagonism, autonomy.

4.1 Introduction

Financialization in Spain, and its concretion in the construction of a
financialized housing market, has been a state-backed project which
sought the establishment of debt-based profit extraction mecha-
nisms in the social reproduction sphere through the direct targeting
of households (Rodriguez & Lopez, 2010, 2011). As such, and
given the collusion between political elites and financial capital ex-
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plored in the first chapter of this thesis, it should be considered as a
distinct class endeavor. The organized response to this phenomenon
took the shape of the PAH, a social movement/organization which
used several civil disobedience strategies to oppose the effects of
the housing crisis (essentially in the form of evictions and long-
standing debt) while at the same time it sought legal reforms to put
an end to systemic indebtedness and to effectively grant a universal
right to housing.

Since its foundation in 2009, the PAH has been able to produce dif-
ferent subjectivation mechanisms through several means (its organi-
zation, discourse, forms of direct and/or institutional action, etc.),
most especially via the commonly named empowering processes.
However, the nature of the PAH -and its capacity to articulate these
processes- has been far from uniform, neither internally nor over
time, as it has been subject to an array of influences that have condi-
tioned its class composition®? and primary needs, thus causing sig-
nificant changes in its functioning structure. What I propose in this
article is the need to explore the relations between the PAHC’s vary-
ing subjectivation capacities and the movement’s different configu-
rations.

In this sense, the selection of the PAHC Sabadell (beyond the
methodological need for an in-depth analysis achievable only at the
local level) responds to the combination of two factors intrinsically
tied together: a) the particularly politicized nature of the PAHC, and
b) the city’s long history of working-class struggles. As a mid-sized
industrial hub (focused on the textile and metal sectors), Sabadell
has -since its emergence as the so-called Catalan Manchester- been
home to all the main labor-fueled migratory waves which have
taken place in Spain, most notably from the 50s to the 70s and,
more recently, during the 00s. This character of the city as one of
the most notable Catalan working-class epicenters favored the de-

62 A concept which, further down the line, we will divide in two different mean-
ings: technical and political. For now, and until further notice, we will refer
to it in the first sense as the array of characteristics relevant for the organiza-
tion that are derived from its members relation to housing and debt. In other
words: who makes up the organization and why.
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velopment of a distinct left-leaning political®® and organizational
tradition, which crystallized in some of the most important labor
mobilizations in Spain’s recent history (Doménech, 2002, 2003).
Thus, both the political nature of the PAHC Sabadell and the long-
standing local history of class-based conflict are intertwined and
salient features.

Consequently -as stated before-, to lay the foundations for an analy-
sis of subject formation in the PAHC, it is necessary to examine the
evolution over time of the complex interactions at play between the
three vortexes of an analytic triangle formed by the movement's: A)
organization (including practice and discourse), B) socio-economic
context, and C) its technical composition. The different combina-
tions of these three elements through time have produced different
subjectivation processes, the analysis of which can offer three
things: First, insight on the specific relation between the PAHC's
class composition, its needs and its changing responses to the latter;
second, an analysis of the evolution of the underlying conflict be-
tween finance capital and the PAHC, including changes in its politi-
cal, legal and economic context; and third, an explanation of the
mechanisms behind the partial disruption of political subjectivation
processes taking place at the PAHC.

The article’s analysis is divided in two sections: The first one is de-
voted to the theoretical framework, and it includes two sub-sections:
first, a review of the current literature’s approaches to the analysis
of the PAH; second, a theoretical proposal centered on the relation
between the notions of class composition and class subjectivation to
help us fill some research gaps. The second section presents an in-
depth exploration of the central categories of analysis, focused on
the ideas of organization, composition and context, and it develops
an in-depth exploration of their changing interactions and results
along three time periods corresponding with three different phases
in the movement’s trajectory.

63 The local government, for example, belonged to the euro-communist PSUC -
and its heirs, ICV, from 1976 until 1999, when it was replaced by the social-
democrats of the PSC who would, in turn, be ousted by a coalition of anti-
capitalist, left-wing and republican secessionist parties in 2015.
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4.2 Theoretical framework

4.2.1 Analytical approaches to the PAH

Following some of the aforementioned perspectives, several authors
have conducted research on the specific characteristics of the PAH
as a social movement, where we can essentially distinguish two ap-
proaches. First, a classic approach, with a framing and political op-
portunities background has focused mostly on the PAH's organiza-
tion (the first element of the analytical triangle previously proposed)
including the movement’s campaigns, resources, discourse and nar-
rative. Romanos (2013), under a largely framing-centered approach,
has described some of the movement's practices and tactics, as well
as its use of institutional strategies and engagement with institu-
tional actors; Mir et al. (2013), who have stressed the role of ac-
tivists' trajectories in the formation -and success- of the movement
as well as the relevance of collective empowerment processes for
people with a mortgage, a social sector understood here as a bur-
geoning political subject; also from a framing-centered perspective,
Fominaya (2015) has developed a critical discourse analysis of one
of the movement's campaigns (the so-called “escraches”) to show
the way in which its narrative can transcend issue-based protest and
challenge ‘“hegemonic definitions of crisis and of democracy”
(p-465) under a transversal citizenship-based framework and a
democratic-deficit point of view, acknowledging the relevance of
“deliberative and participatory practices” as well as “consensus and
non-hierarchical structures” (p.466) in the PAH's decision-making
processes; Barbero (2015), in a similar vein, has conceptualized the
PAH as vindication of a different citizenship model and of those cit-
izenship rights which have been eroded by increasing inequality and
precariousness (highlighting, in the process, the links with the 15M
movement), as well as exploring some forms of judicial support and
pointing out at the (maybe involuntary) creation of “new legal and
political subjects” (p.278); and, more recently, Martinez (2019)
who, coming from a political opportunities approach, has analyzed
the unintended outcomes of the PAH action in terms of their suc-
cess, drawing partially from the work of Aguilar and Fernandez
(2010) -who analyzed the housing movement prior to the PAH's for-

138



mation- and seeing the abandonment by the PAH of its predeces-
sor's more “radical” approach and its adoption of a more “moder-
ate” and less “exclusive” frame as a reason for its success.

For this literature, the focus is largely set on campaigns and re-
sources, on discourse and narrative, and on several forms of institu-
tional engagement, but these are generally assumed as given -almost
independent- elements (framing efforts, for example, are rightly at-
tributed to activist efforts, but they tend to overlook the material
foundation on which they stand) leaving little room for an examina-
tion of how they interact with each other and, especially, with the
socio/economic context (the second vortex of the analytic triangle
which, despite being largely acknowledged, is seldom explored).
Overall, these authors have centered mainly on the portrayal of the
organization's most salient features and campaigns, as well as on
some of their external effects, success and impact (mostly in terms
of goal achievement, but not so much in those of the state and capi-
tal's response -and its effects on the overarching context-), but the
internal processes and composition of the movement, as well as its
outcomes, have stayed out of focus.

These trends and schools have been the main theoretical source for
most of the analysis of the PAH so far, and they provide an excel-
lent point of departure to supplement some of their missed angles
by exploring a critical and inter-disciplinary analysis. Following
this idea, a second group of authors (Suarez, 2014; Garcia-Lamarca,
2016; Casellas and Sala, 2017; Bailey et al. 2018) has developed a
more holistic and integrated approach, bringing together, from a
critical standpoint, the fields of political economy, geography and
anthropology into their work, and thus fully incorporating the rela-
tion between the PAH’s organization and the socio-economic con-
text.

Starting with Casellas and Sala (2017), they have conceptualized -
and incorporated- neoliberal governance and the state-backed Span-
ish housing model (most especially land speculation) which led to
the housing bubble (and its collapse) as key structural elements to
understand the PAH, linking this with more organizational elements
through the identification of the causes for the PAH's success,
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namely, the historical presence of social movements (focusing
mostly on the direct precedent of V de vivienda® and the links with
the 15M), the sophisticated grassroots movement and territorial or-
ganization, the new narrative and in the existence of empowerment
through collective action. On a similar line, Suarez (2017) has ana-
lyzed the PAH as a case of grassroots organized response to the use
of debt and financial predatory practices as the new preferred profit-
extraction tools of current neoliberal capitalism, conceptualizing the
Spanish legal system as instrumental in producing financial preda-
tion, therefore tying together the State and the production of finan-
cialized housing and mortgage markets, and thus bringing the focus
to the more contextual elements. Her work has focused mainly on
the Ecuadorian families of the PAH Barcelona -subject to some of
the direst forms of predatory lending- and on the capacity of the
PAH assemblies to encourage anti-debt (or even anti-capitalist)
practices -such as debt default or the occupation of vacant housing-
(again, tying in the organizational element into the analysis) and, ul-
timately, change the narrative on indebtedness (something which is
seen as a revolutionary in this context) and the self-perception of
the families from one of individual failure deserving guilt and
shame to an understanding of a “broader process in a system of eco-
nomic dispossession” (p.271). Although subjectivation is not ex-
plicitly mentioned, the combination of the equalizing effect of in-
debtedness and the transformative power of assemblies (spaces of
learning, socialization and the expansion of political horizons) does
point implicitly at an undergoing process. In class terms, the PAH is
seen as a facilitating space for a “cross-class alliance” (p.266), even
though Ecuadorian families are considered as part of the “interna-
tional working-class” and it is acknowledged that participants in the
movement come mainly from low-income backgrounds.

However, if these self-perceptions and narratives are tied in with an
economic system of dispossession which is made more or less
visible depending on collective action and political practices, the
need for a clear notion of the positions held by different actors in
such a system becomes increasingly relevant. These locations
within a debt-fueled extractive mechanism should then be

64 A wordplay on the comic book “V for Vendetta” which would roughly trans-
late as “H for Housing”.
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conceptualized as -at least- class-relevant if we define the working-
class not as a thing (a social group, a stratum) but as a social
relation confronting capital in its diverse incarnations (e.g. financial
capital). Here, debt -and most especially mortgage debt- quickly
becomes a defining and unifying class characteristic understood in
its broadest sense (Caffentzis, 2018) and, under this new light, the
ensuing analysis of the economic dispossession process (as well as
anti-debt and anti-capitalist practices) also becomes a class-relevant
endeavor. It is at this point when a deeper look into the (class)
composition of the PAH assemblies emerges as a need yet to be
addressed.

Delving deeper in the much wider context of a general analysis of
housing's political economy and its consequences in the form of
widespread over-indebtedness and evictions (at a European scale
and with a decades-spanning time frame), Bailey et al. (2018), have
studied the PAH's trajectory, its organization (including its strate-
gies), and its effects on its members, pointing at the emergence of
new collective identities and activist subjectivities through forms of
community organizing, paying special attention at the pragmatic
prefiguration aspects of its activity.

Finally, Garcia-Lamarca (2017a, 2017b) has analyzed the emanci-
patory potential of the PAH's practices (specifically the blocking of
evictions and the occupation of empty housing under the “Obra So-
cial” campaign banner), understanding them as fundamentally dis-
ruptional of -urban- capital accumulation mechanisms. She has con-
ceptualized these “insurgent” practices (both practical and discur-
sive manifestations of organizational aspects) as processes of politi-
cal subjectivation, meaning the reconstitution of marginalized iden-
tities and the creation of political subjects, and has shown the links
between these processes and the aforementioned disruptions of ac-
cumulation. This incorporation of the underlying material conflict
between finance capital and social reproduction (the necessary con-
nection with the socioeconomic context), according to which “fi-
nancial expropriation can also be conceived as a process of proletar-
ianization” (p.46), opens up the possibility of examining the poten-
tial class dimension of these newly emerging subjects in relation to
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the kind of organization and practices the movement develops
within the frame of such a confrontation.

These “insurgent practices”, by making visible this conflict between
capital and social reproduction, constitute the forms of “contingent,
context-specific collective action” (Rutland, 2013, p.989) which
(re)make the subject. Their study can thus benefit from a comple-
mentary analysis of the evolution of the changing contexts in which
they are organized, one which also establishes clear links between
them, individual needs, collective organization and the processes of
subjectivation that may take place. In line with this, a first approach
is made by Garcia-Lamarca (2017a) in considering the PAH assem-
blies (especially some of their functions like collective counseling)
as key factors in generating relations and “formulating deeper say-
ings that connect to the structural causes” (p.46), understanding
them as spaces where one can start to experience one's problem as
collective, structural and political, where to shed guilt and shame
and where to start believing in the transformative potential of col-
lective action. In a similar fashion, Berglund (2020) has identified
organizational aspects (in the combination of tactical leadership and
horizontal democratic practices) and a mix of strategic and discur-
sive ones (in the respective liberal and anarchist narratives provided
to justify direct action and civil disobedience tactics) as key ele-
ments in the formation of an anti-austerity “revolutionary subjectiv-

ity” (p.9).

4.2.2 Class composition: A bridge to the subjectivation
process

Generally considered, the literature analyzed so far provides a solid
knowledge foundation on which to build upon, allowing for a more
in-depth analysis and detailed exploration of the interconnections
between the PAHC’s features, its praxis and their changing environ-
ment. There are, however, at least three important aspects that need
a closer look. First, the specific mechanisms and forms of subjecti-
vation. Second, the class composition of the PAH (one of the three
elements constitutive of the previously presented analytical triangle)
and the evolving material needs of its members. And third, an anal-
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ysis that brings the previous two together, tackling how the chang-
ing relations between context, organization and composition affect
the capacity of the PAH to produce -or not- different subjectivation
processes and results.

Nevertheless, before we address these matters empirically, we must
provide some theoretical anchoring for subjectivation as a concept.
As a starting point, Cox & Nilsen (2014, p.7-8) provide us with the
idea of “active experience” -formed under the parameters of spe-
cific historic and spatial contexts- as the seedbed of consciousness
(and thus, one may add, of becoming subjects). These experiences
are shaped by our attempts to, essentially, make and change our re-
alities, and by our reflection and understanding of these processes.
However, the specifics of the nature of these experiences and their
connections with subjectivation still needs to be defined. For this,
we can turn to the work of Modonesi (2014), who has defined polit-
ical subjectivation as the “formation of political subjectivities
around a group or series of collective experiences born out of rela-
tions of domination, conflict and emancipation” (p.1) which take
place amidst structural conditionings. The experience® of these
three types of relations of power (power over, power against and
power to) brings us to -yet another- conceptual triad in the notions
of subalternity, antagonism and autonomy. For Modonesi, these
concepts, far from being heteronomous, mutually exclusive or even
subsumed within each other, are instead homologous and coexist
unevenly in what are labeled as subjective formations, where one
may be dominant over the others, albeit never in a linear or teleo-
logical way.

Subsequently, subalternity (or the experience of domination) and
subaltern subjective formations would define -partially in the foot-
steps of Gramsci’s thought- those situations where there is a tension
between acceptance of and resistance to power, but it is one from
which the subaltern does not break free nor attempts to overcome
and which, in the end, will be directed “towards a renegotiation or
adjustment of the exercise of power over” (p.141), a (re)negotiated
subalternity. For its part, antagonism (the experience not just of con-

65 The use of the term ‘experience’ here refers specifically to E. P. Thompson’s
definition.
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flict, but of insubordination), which Modonesi takes mostly from
the early works of Negri, incorporates the active®® idea of collective
agency -based on that of praxis- into the core of political subjectiva-
tion. Thus, a subjective formation emerges that is “derived from re-
lations and processes of conflict and struggle” (p,141). However,
unlike subaltern forms of resistance, antagonism is aimed explicitly
“against the existing domination” (p.141), and the capacity to exert
power against. Finally, autonomy (the experience of emancipation)
would encompass those formations where social relations based on
self-determination and collective practices (mostly concretized in
self-management or “autogestion”) become the main conduct for
political subjectivation. Autonomy would then be, simultaneously, a
means (a tool, a condition), an end in itself, a process (of subjectiva-
tion) and a prefiguration of the emancipated relations to be realized,
all oriented toward the “negation and [overcoming of] the existing
domination” (p.142) and the development of “power to”.

The point to which subalternity, antagonism or autonomy dominate
a specific subjective formation informs the way processes of subjec-
tivation unfold, and thus constitutes our main subject of research.
However, to understand transitions from one synchronic stage to an-
other, one must add a diachronic approach to the analysis of these
changing subjective configurations, a point of view which is largely
absent from the literature we have seen so far. What this absence
highlights is -returning to the words of Modonesi- the importance of
“exercises of periodization that permit the decryption and disaggre-
gation of the processes of subjective construction” (p.150), an en-
deavor for which we will need to develop a substantive analysis of
their changing material foundations. This analysis takes us back to
the concepts of organization, context and composition of the PAH,
and the need for a better understanding of the latter, especially in its
political acceptation.

In order to carry out this task, and intending to bridge over the gap
between subjectivation theory and our analysis of the movement,
we need to turn towards critical political economy and to a transla-

66 Versus more ‘structural’ -and static- views of conflict, which Negri labeled
as ‘polarity’.
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tion of the Italian autonomist tradition from its first conception in
the sphere of production towards that of social reproduction.

Following this path, we must first delve further into the distinction
between the technical aspect of class composition -the one we have
used so far- and its political counterpart. Originally®’, this first
meaning referred largely to the technical (in a broad sense, includ-
ing technology, hierarchy, etc.) conditions and organization of the
work process that brought the working-class together in specific
configurations, and signaled the working-class’ fraction on which
capital based its accumulation (Battaggia, 1981). This conception
would be expanded beyond the confines of the strictly productive
sphere by Tronti’s (1962) notion of the “social factory” or Negri’s
(1971) take on the “social worker”. However, both the ‘factoriza-
tion” of society and the growing abstraction of “cognitive” work re-
main tied to the notion of the workplace as the gravitational center
for capitalist accumulation and remaining largely oblivious to the
importance of later developments such as structural household debt.
But if we follow the work of authors such as Madden & Marcuse
(2016), Harvey (2012, 2015) or Aalbers (2016), it becomes neces-
sary to understand that, in financialized capitalism, the extraction of
benefits from social reproduction (and from housing in particular)
has become a systemic feature of the economic structure akin to the
extraction traditionally carried out in the productive sphere, and
thus the analysis of the organization of the production process -
which was the object of both Marx and the autonomist tradition-
can give way to an analysis of profit-extraction mechanisms target-
ing social reproduction®®. This understanding of the development of
systemic household debt not only as a profit-extraction mechanism,
but also as a disciplinary one, enables a parallelism between the in-
troduction of financial technologies in social reproduction and the
implementation of technological changes in production for similar
purposes. It allows us to see the targeting of households as a re-ar-
ticulation of capital’s power (Panzieri, 1961) and, later on, to under-

67 In the works of, for example, Alquati in the Quaderni Rossi, also analyzed in
el-Ojeili (2015).

68 The UK-based journal Notes From Below has further developed the concept
into that of ‘social composition’, intended to encompass all aspects of social
reproduction, including culture, family structures, etc.
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stand “technological change as a moment within the changing bal-
ance of class power: class composition, political recomposition and
decomposition” (Cleaver, 1991; p.6). However, by translating the
analysis of technical composition to the -mostly private- reproduc-
tion sphere, the possibility to observe it in the workplace®® disap-
pears and, therefore, it needs to be transported to the one space
which housing-related debtors share: The PAHC assembly. There,
the manifold relation of its members with debt and housing will in-
form their needs, as well as almost every aspect of the movement’s
organization and relation with its context. This way, looking at the
PAH’s internal composition appears to be the best -if not the only-
way to see a reflection of an otherwise hardly visible phenomenon.

Having thus understood that the class composition of those finan-
cially expropriated -or indirectly exploited- sectors of the popula-
tion can be as good an indicator of “class power” (Cleaver, 1979) as
class composition within a factory or an industrial sector, we need
to turn our attention to the political aspect of class composition.
This is, simply put, the sum of the ways in which the response to the
needs brought by a changing technical composition is channeled
and organized to pursue newly emerging interests, and it involves
the active experiences of domination, struggle and autonomy that
may arise from -and exert an influence on- a specific mode of profit
extraction to, ultimately, produce class subjectivities. These experi-
ences are, as we have stated before, the key to any understanding of
subjective formations, but we now possess, in the concept of class
composition, the tools necessary to understand the transitions be-
tween them. These changes (e.g. from subalternity to antagonism or
vice-versa) are, in turn, fundamental to explain the ebbs and flows
between offensive moments, capable of aggregating and articulating
political subjects; and defensive ones, where the opposite takes
place. This is what, in the words of the autonomists, we would call
processes of class re-composition and de-compositon. They are, in
sum, parts of an ongoing dialogue between composition and subjec-
tivation.

69 Unlike how, for example, the ‘mass worker’ could be identified within the
long assembly lines of the FIAT factories.
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Thus, to the original triangle composed of organization, context,
and technical composition we should now add the production of dif-
ferent subjective formations affecting the political composition
and, ultimately, resulting in different subjectivation processes. The
PAHC's different periods can then be analyzed as part of a double
movement (almost a pendular swing) of class political re- and de-
composition, both affecting and being affected by its organizational
form and capacities.

4.3 Feint, Parry & Riposte

In fencing, a feint is a deceptive offensive movement, a discontinu-
ous blow resembling a direct attack that, secretly, intends to change
its course before it finishes. Commonly, a feint is responded with a
parry, a defensive action destined to avert an attack with minimal
motion and, in certain styles, to buy enough time for an effective ri-
poste, a counterattack aimed at defeating the opponent.

Just like a good fencer, the PAHC Sabadell started its duel with a
feint. Aiming for housing rights, it actually intended to hit capital
directly in one of its core accumulation dynamics, and while stop-
ping evictions, the goal of its founders was the articulation of a new
political subject around notions of solidarity and class. This first of-
fensive phase (2011-2012) was met by state and capital with a
parry consisting of changes in the socio-economic context through
the controlled stacking of minor reforms on mortgage and evictions
legislation, coupled with the re-configuration of the financial sector.
This defensive phase (2013-2015) altered the composition of the
PAH both technically and politically, and gained capital enough
time for a riposte, which has recently (2016-2017) thwarted the
PAHC's capacity to articulate class-relevant political subjects.

The following sections are structured according to these three
phases, with each one being additionally subdivided into three cate-
gories corresponding to the three vortexes of the analytic triangle
proposed in the first section, namely: Composition, Organization
and Context. In turn, each of these subcategories comprises several
features identified as their fundamental components. For the move-
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ment’s (technical) composition, these features are the size of the as-
sembly, the number of weekly new cases, their typology, average
duration and staying ratio. For the organization, they are the organi-
zational structure, the decision-making mechanisms and processes,
the case management, the narrative and the predominant type of dis-
cussion and strategy. Finally, for the context, the key features are
the organization’s antagonists, the policies and legal framework, the
local government and the general housing situation. The different
combinations of these elements are then linked to a moment of tran-
sition between subjective formations and, ultimately, to the process
of political subjectivation.

Table 4.1 Elements of Analysis

Composition Organization Context

Size of the assembly | Organizational Antagonist/s
structure

New cases/week Decision-making Legal framework
mechanisms/ and Policies
processes

Case typology Case management Local

Government
Avg. case duration | Narrative Housing crisis
: : ; state

Staying ratio Predominant type
of discussion
Strategy

4.3.1 Feint (2011-2012)

a) Composition

During this period, especially during the first half, the reduced size
of the assembly (between thirty to fifty people) and the relatively
small weekly number of new cases (five to ten, approximately) al-
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lowed for close and sustained interaction between members, both
old and new, as well as between “victims” and “activists” (an inter-
mittently emerging distinction -especially among newcomers-
against which most members, especially veterans and “activists”,
actively fought). PAH members recall having a detailed knowledge
of every case and a strong feeling of community and solidarity.
This, in turn, made assemblies reasonably easy to conduct and al-
lowed for all matters to be addressed collectively, also enabling
high levels of participation for most of the attendees. By the end of
the period, weekly case numbers would start to rise rapidly, reach-
ing their peak between 2012 and 2013.

In terms of case typology, the presence of occupation or rent-based
cases was mostly anecdotal and the virtual dominance of mortgage-
defaulting cases defined the needs and tempos of the movement
(both for the PAH in general and in Sabadell). Regarding case du-
ration, the nature of the eviction process (always depending on the
moment when the case arrived at the PAH) meant that, on average,
it would take at least a year (and often two or more) until its resolu-
tion, giving ample time for the development of political socializa-
tion and subjectivation processes, which in turn created strong inter-
personal bonds and resulted in a high staying ratio.

“When [ joined the PAH there was a lot of people with
mortgage problems, and those make your problem
stretch on for a long time, and that makes people stay
because they end up getting hooked, not just because of
their case but to help others, because you feel useful,
you learn many things and you feel part of the project”.
(20/03/2018) [Interview 15]

70 Close to a majority of newcomers would stay as new members.
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Table 4.2 Feint Composition

COM- Size Small (30-50)

POSI- New cases/week 5tol0

TION (approx. avg.)”!
Case typology Mortgages
Avg. Case duration Year/s
Staying Ratio High

PAHC Sabadell data, Own Elaboration

b) Organization

Most newcomers knew very little about the PAH beyond its exis-
tence and its eviction-stopping activity, and their notions about the
organization’s nature (as a social movement), its functioning (struc-
ture, activity, strategies, etc.) or its long-term goals were vague at
best. In terms of the PAHC’s organizational structure, it was dur-
ing this period that the newcomers’ assembly was created to deal
with these issues by organizing weekly introductory meetings which
provided a crash-course on the movements basic principles, and ful-
filled a key role in generating a first chink in the mainstream narra-
tive on mortgage defaulting and the economic crisis. During several
months, this smaller assembly ended with newcomers joining the
regular assembly to introduce themselves, explain their case and
have their first experience of collective counseling which ended
with specific instructions -depending on the particularities of the
case- to be carried out during the following week (further reinforc-
ing the aforementioned high staying ratio by developing a positive
structure of incentives).

“I went [to the PAH] with the intention of handing my
documentation to a lawyer or to someone knowledge-
able so they would solve it for me”. (20/03/2018) [In-
terview 15]

71 Not all the new cases stay; there is a varying 'return rate' and several degrees
of participation which directly affect the members’ rotation and thus the total
numbers.
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Keeping this in mind, the PAH's structure of weekly meetings was
divided in two parts, with the first one (often called the “political
part”) dedicated to deliberation and decision-making processes re-
garding all sorts of issues related to the collective, and the second
one (simply called “counseling” or “cases”) dedicated to the collec-
tive counseling process. The scheduling of both parts, with the so-
called political half taking place first, was a deliberate organiza-
tional choice taken by the founding members with the explicit goals
of encouraging participation in decision-making and disincentiviz-
ing an instrumental type of participation limited to case counseling.
Key assembly roles (moderation, minute taking and turn manage-
ment) rotate every week to prevent -as much as possible- the emer-
gence of informal power positions. An emphasis on the nature of
the PAH as a horizontal social movement whose success chances
depended on the degree of involvement and commitment of its
members -against a more vertical, professional and charity-based
NGO model- became a staple of newcomer assemblies. The number
of extra-assembly working commissions was small and they held
little to no decision power, taking charge mostly of logistical tasks
like dissemination (at street markets, unemployment offices and es-
pecially during public PAH appearances like actions against banks
or at signature gathering stands), the preparation of materials to be
used during the actions, resource management and the statistic
tracking of all cases. All these commissions were formed largely by
non-activists with the only exception of “external relations” (includ-
ing the non-rotating role of spokesperson), in charge of dealing with
the press, the public administration and the rest of the movement.
The goal was to have rotating members, including veterans and
newcomers, to foster the transmission of acquired knowledge, the
integration of new members and, ultimately, the processes of em-
powering.

“Commissions were created to work in the name of the
rest of 'compariieros”?, but they all have to work, all of
them. And if [ am in a commission, let's say the Courts
commission, and I know that if I go to the SAC and ask

72 1 opt here for the original Spanish, as the sense of the word here is halfway
between 'companion’' and 'comrade’, with the first carrying too little political
meaning and the second one carrying too much.
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about a 'compariero’, they are going to stop that evic-
tion, but if I can go with the person who's being evicted,
so that he can know how to do it, and then you come
with me and you hand in the documentation with me,
then next time you will be able to do it yourself, and it's
a way of rotating and not taking over a commission just
because I know how to do something” (11/05/2018) [In-
terview 5]

During this period, relations of new members with the founding
core of activists were constant, partially as a result of the assembly's
dynamics and partially due to conscious group efforts to reinforce
political socialization and learning, and a deep feeling of interper-
sonal solidarity.

“It was different in the past, there were less people,
you could know cases a lot more, there was a will to
get to know the families, we could know their situation
a lot better, personal and emotional links were created,
relations were created, but they were very natural (...)
we used to talk a lot with everyone, not just during the
assembly or in the organization's spaces but during ac-
tions or even in informal spaces, meeting people, hav-
ing coffee...”. (04/05/2018) [Interview 13]

“There were very few of us back then, and the struggle
became like a brotherhood, we were a very closed cir-
cle and no one could touch us, everything was beautiful
and that's when many of us devoted ourselves to it, be-
cause we touched each other's hearts”. (11/05/2018)
[Interview 5]

The absence of a separated coordination committee and the deliber-
ate choice of the assembly as the only formal decision-making /o-
cus was fundamental in generating a more horizontal distribution of
power, allowing in turn for greater self-determination, empower-
ment and autonomy. This particular shape of PAH Sabadell's orga-
nizational structure can be conceived as analogous to the shared
collective counseling (a type of case management opposed to the
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professionalized use of lawyers and experts) in the way in which the
latter allows for the sharing of similar experiences between mem-
bers and the identification of common problematics and interests re-
lated to debt; all of them crucial factors in the articulation of the
horizontal element of class-based social relations. In addition to the
pragmatic need for collective counseling (considering the ineffec-
tiveness of traditional legal strategies and the need for alternative
solutions based on the cumulative shared knowledge of trial-and-er-
ror tactics), there is a determined and politically motivated avoid-
ance of both formal and informal vertical elements that is character-
istic of PAH Sabadell's model. In this sense, it is hard to overstate
the importance of the informal leadership roles of the founding
members in shaping not just the organizational structure and the
overall political orientation and narrative of the assembly, but also
in keeping the movement united and operating as a:

“Potential element of politicization and an entry point
into rupturist organizations, and a dissemination tool
for anti-capitalist discourse to reach people to whom
we didn't have the practical, material or organizational
instruments to reach (...) as a space for the self-defense
of the working-class, as a space of self-sufficiency for
our material needs, we see it as an instrument for
politicization and class self-recognition, as a political
tool at the service of a wider struggle which is social
liberation”. (04/05/2018) [Interview §]

In the words of veteran members who have very actively and
steadily participated in the regional and state coordination of the
movement (getting to know most of the local and supra-local as-
semblies):

“[They] are very, very politicized profiles, people who
have been active militants almost since before they
started to walk...at least since their teenage years, (...)
and this shows, because they have had super strong
profiles in the assembly since the onset (...) and that's
what gave us strength, and it has made many of us
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learn, learn from them, and that's what makes this PAH
different from the rest”. (04/05/2018) [Interview 13]

“[They] have played a super important role, they have
taught us to sand for ourselves, to step on red lines
without crossing them, to know how to ask for what we
want, to get empowered”. (11/05/2018) Interview [In-
terview 5]

In terms of strategy, the PAH Sabadell engaged mostly in con-
frontational direct actions of civil disobedience (office occupations,
stopping evictions) designed to force negotiations, combined with
several dissemination tactics (from handing leaflets to a local
demonstration). Overall, the tactics of PAH Sabadell were mostly in
line with the common repertoire of the rest of the movement, even
if the tone was considerably harsher (with, for example, chants like
“banker, tonight, look below your car”, or “our next visit will be
with dynamite”, unheard of in the rest of the movement). However,
while 2012's ILP was seen as a legitimate and credible horizon of
possibility by most members -in line with the mainstream narrative
fostered by PAH Barcelona-, it was considered more of a dissemi-
nation and unification tool -with limited possibilities of passing- by
the core of Sabadell's more politicized members, something which
partially foresaw the upcoming disagreements over the movement's
tactics and strategic priorities.

“The ILP, seen in perspective, was very useful for us to
be on the streets, to explain it to the people... and the
signature-gathering was a nice process, it was a way to
get involved” (17/09/2018) [Interview 9]

“The ILP was... not bad, but the ILP accompanied by
the escraches was very good”. (04/05/2018) [Interview
13]

Generally, the narrative for this period was deeply shaped by the
stark feelings of injustice caused by the combination of the growing
eviction numbers with the ongoing financial bailout. Additionally,
Sabadell's late birth as a PAH -in the wake of the 15M-, together

154



with the distinct political background and orientation of its founding
members, facilitated the initial implementation of a more radical ap-
proach, rooted in the conflictual framework of class struggle (which
would contribute to shape the emerging political subjectivities). At
this point, the juncture of this narrative with the novelty of the
movement and its need to explain and define itself -not just out-
wards but also inwards- imprinted a highly politicized tone to most
of the discussions held during the assemblies.

Table 4.3 Feint Organization
OR | Organizational Assembly (dominates) + Com-
GA | Structure missions
NI- | Decision-making Informal leadership (close-knit)
ZA- | mechanisms/ + Assembly
TI | processes
ON | Case management Collective counseling

Narrative Conflictual

Predominant Type of | Political

discussion
Strategy Conflict (civil resistance) vs.
Financial institutions + Negotia-
tion with the State (ILP)
PAHC Sabadell data, Own Elaboration
c) Context

These are the years of the high tide in terms of the housing crisis,
and the percentage of mortgage defaulting was very high and still
on the rise, as were the number of newly started eviction processes
per month and, subsequently, the number of evictions being carried
out. However, the policy and legal framework -specifically mort-
gage legislation- remained almost without changes for most of the
period, with the only exception in the Real Decreto-Ley 6/2012 de
medidas urgentes de proteccion de deudores hipotecarios sin recur-
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sos”? (known as Cddigo de buenas prdcticas bancarias, or Code for
Good Banking Practice), a voluntary set of measures for financial
institutions which included the so-called dacion en pago (non-re-
course mortgage debt), but which limited its application to unem-
ployed families without any source of income.

Additionally, between 2011 and 2012, while the economic crisis
was on its way to reach its most grievous effects, the bulk of the of
the financial system’s bailout was carried out by the Spanish gov-
ernment, as several major financial institutions (including the CAM,
Banco de Valencia, Caja Madrid, Caixa Catalunya, Novacaixagali-
cia and Unnim) were intervened (and de facto nationalized) during
2011, followed by the official announcement of the EU’s hundred-
billion bailout, made in June of 201274, and the creation of the
SAREB (a “bad bank™). This, together with the context of political
and economic crisis -and generalized unrest-, facilitated the clear
identification of an antagonist figure which embodied the adversar-
ial class-relevant relations embedded in systemic household indebt-
edness and the housing crisis.

“During the first period there is a clear antagonist
which are the banks, bankers worked as antagonists, a
bit as an abstract entity, and in this sense, in a time of
financialization, they replaced as a class the historical
capitalist class, which have always been the antagonist
of the working-class movement, and it was a very
clearly identified antagonist”. (09/01/2018) [Interview
12]

Regarding the local government, Sabadell's city council (in the
hands of the PSC”® since 1999) was largely indifferent to the PAH
when not openly hostile -more so than its party’s official line- due
partially to historical political tensions with the founding core of ac-
tivists. This may have reinforced PAH Sabadell’s conflict-prone-

73 Royal Decree-law 6/2012 of urgent measures to protect mortgage debtors
without resources

74 A re-structuring process which would develop over the following years, until
the completion of the financial system's overhaul.

75 Partit Socialista de Catalunya
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ness from the onset, as the organization received no sympathy from
any level of the administration.

Table 4.4 Feint Context
CON- Antagonist Financial institutions
TEXT | Legal Framework | Minor reforms at the end of the
period.
Local Govern- Indifferent/hostile (PSC old
ment guard)
Housing crisis High (and rising) number
state of evictions.
Financial institutions:
High % of toxic assets.
Start of re-composition.

PAHC Sabadell data, Own Elaboration

d) Subjective formation

The PAHC’s early period -the offensive feint- is characterized by
the transition from some forms of subalternity, present in the in-
creasingly growing numbers of newcomers -most of whom need to
be convinced to stop paying (Muriel, 2018)-, to the domination of
antagonism and a collective sense of emerging self in struggle vs.
an antagonistic other essentially represented by financial institu-
tions. Actions like the stopping of evictions or demands like the
dacion en pago walk the line between resistance and struggle, com-
bining an essentially defensive strategy (keeping one’s home or, at
least, exchanging it for total debt cancellation) and a conditional ac-
ceptance of domination (e.g. campaigns focused on the use of legal
channels, like the ILP) with an increasing rejection of structural
domination crystallized in civil disobedience tactics, widespread
calls to insubordination and the generation of a growing counter-
power intending on the development and imposition of its own
agenda.
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4.3.2 Parry (2013-2015)
a) Composition

During this period, the assembly's growth is consolidated and its
size is increased dramatically up to five times the size of assemblies
carried out just a year before (occasionally reaching more than 300
attendants). The number of weekly new cases remains very high at
the beginning of the period, when the absolute majority of the cases
come from mortgage defaulting (611 in 2013), almost three times
the number of those coming from rent defaulting (132) and squat-
ting (101) combined. However, during 2014 and 2015, overall num-
bers -while still considerably high- started to dwindle and dropped
significantly (also affecting rent-based cases, which will not see
their ranks go up until 2016-17 and the rise of the rent bubble). In
this sense, there are two notable tendencies present in case typol-
ogy: First, there is a drop in mortgage cases (from 268 in 2014 to
only 178 in 2015, representing a 31,1 percent of the overall number
of cases, compared to the 72.4 percent of 2013) which, paired with
the steady rise from 101 occupation cases in 2013, to 113 in 2014
and to 145 in 2015 (from 12 percent to 32 percent of the total num-
ber) evinces the first signs of the forthcoming dominance of occupa-
tion as the PAH's main issue; second, there is also a drop in the total
number of evictions (from 49 in 2013 to 28 and 29 in 2014 and
2015 respectively) but, most significantly, the relative weight of
mortgage-related evictions falls from a 53 percent of the total in
2013 to a 32 percent in 2014 and a mere 24 percent in 2015. Very
little for an organization named after mortgages. Notwithstanding
these two tendencies, the average case duration -so closely linked
to the predominant case typology and its effects on organization,
strategy, etc.- remained notably high on average during these years
(in good measure due to older unresolved cases). However, its pro-
gressive decline had already started (it was well underway by 2015)
and, combined with the increases in total number of cases and the
subsequent weakening of direct interpersonal ties, it would start
having its effects over the staying ratio, which would also start to
dwindle.
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Number of cases by type (2013-2015)
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Fig 4.1 PAHC Sabadell data, Own Elaboration
Table 4.5 Parry Composition

COM- | Size Big (300+)
POSI- | New cases/week 20
TION | (approx. avg.)

Case typology Mortgages + (some) Rent &

Squat
Avg. Case duration Months-yeatr/s
Staying Ratio Mixed

PAHC Sabadell data, Own Elaboration

b) Organization

Two -mostly counterbalancing- trends take place roughly at the
same time. First, as the movement (both in general and in Sabadell)
finds itself at its peak in terms of membership, organization and
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strength, its sees its capacity to engage the Spanish state reinforced,
allowing for an intensification of its characteristic dual strategy
(conflict-negotiation) that crystallized in the so-called escrache
campaign during 2013, designed for the last stretch of the ILP run
and directly confronting the PAH against the state and its demo-lib-
eral rules of engagement. The escraches would -among other
things- challenge hegemonic definitions of violence and political
participation boundaries, attempting to redefine both. At the same
time, the Obra Social campaign challenged widespread notions of
property rights, disrupted financial capital's processes (including nu-
merous clashes with the recently created SAREB) and greatly en-
hanced the autonomy of the movement by taking on the self-provi-
sion of material needs and the self-guarantee of fundamental rights.

“What's given strength and made visible the movement,
and what has empowered a lot of people are direct ac-
tions, occupation of bank offices, blocking evictions,
home occupations through Obra Social, the es-
craches...it's direct action what has allowed people to
feel as protagonists and as an essential part of this
struggle, it's what has allowed people to experience the
collectivity, the community, the struggle, the little victo-
ries which in the end are what determines if there is a
certain degree of hope in social transformation, in see-
ing that collective struggle produces results, to feel you

are collectively enjoying a very powerful empowering
process”. (04/05/2018) [Interview 8]

This tendency helped maintain the considerably politicized tone of
assembly discussions, even though they started to incorporate a
growing amount of strategic elements, as the assembly moved
away from a discourse intended for its understanding of itself (its
reasons, motivation and legitimacy) and towards one focused on ef-
fectiveness and results. This gradual shift towards a strategic ap-
proach implied the appearance of an organization-centered tone in
the overall narrative of the PAHC, turning towards its own corpo-
ratist interests as a movement (oft rightly perceived as the sole rep-
resentative of the housing struggle) in relation to the general politi-
cal situation, rather than the situation itself.
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A second trend can be identified in the way in which the combina-
tion of the imperious needs imposed by shorter time margins (linked
to new case typologies) with the logistic limits of a much bigger as-
sembly, including a more indirect and less intense socialization
process, created the conditions for a change in its organizational
structure founded on a technical, bureaucratic -or in the PAHC's
own words, assistentialist- turn. This was based on a certain degree
of delegation and on the immediate provision of solutions. The de-
mand for a re-distribution of the assembly's workload brought by its
growth crystallized in the formation of new work commissions and
further changes in case management, with the implementation of
new negotiation dynamics in the form of “collective negotiations”,
including the figure of a responsible person in charge of multiple
cases (grouped by financial institution), thus abandoning the no-del-
egation principle.

“Counseling is done like when we started, collectively,
but now there's many more of us and maybe...maybe
there's counseling outside the assembly”. (17/03/2018)
[Interview 7]

“Cases are so urgent that you prioritize assistentialist
solutions, also because there are no other kind of solu-
tions (...) people don't feel welcome to the assembly
(...) there are lots of cases and we don't take care of
the emotional part at all (...) also there's been a lot of
tension (...) I don't think the people see the PAH as a
socialization space (...) this has been lost, I don't think
we are changing people's lives a lot”. (17/09/2018) [In-
terview 9]

Additionally, changes in the local administration's attitude (from the
former indifference and/or hostility to a certain approachability)
generated new negotiation opportunities and management needs,
which brought about more changes in the organizational structure
with the formation of the “Courts commission” and the opening of a
steady communication channel with the local administration (espe-
cially with the social services circuit), a task which would end up
generating a development in the decision-making processes
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through the formation of expert activists who would not rotate their
positions as members of these commissions. This allowed for the
emergence of dependent relations between a core of veterans and a
first circle of veterans on one hand and, on the other, an increas-
ingly large proportion of newcomers who were not participating in
the processes which had characterized the organization during the

previous period.

Table 4.6 Parry Organization
O | Organizational Assembly (dominates) +
R | Structure Commissions
G
A | Decision-making Informal leadership (distributed) +
N | mechanisms/processes | Assembly + Commissions
I- (subdued)
Z
A | Case management Collective counseling +
T Commission work (subdued)
|
O | Narrative Conflictual + Corporatist
N
Predominant Type of | Strategic-political
discussion
Strategy Conflict (civil resistance, direct
action -OS, Escrache-) Vs.
Financial institutions & State +
Negotiation (ILP, NNCC, motions)
with the State & Financial institu-
tions

PAHC Sabadell data, Own Elaboration
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c) Context

By 2013, with the restructuring of the financial sector mostly com-
plete (and with the majority of savings banks either nationalized or
absorbed by the banking system), the housing problem situation
reached its higher point, where it would remain stable until late
2015. Until then, unemployment levels reached historical heights
and banks increased pressure on debt holders (especially after the
ECB's mandatory stress tests) while trying to rid themselves of toxic
assets by selling enormous amounts of private debt to foreign in-
vestors.

Facing the rising tide of evictions and protests, the Spanish govern-
ment opened the door to several additional changes in its policy and
the legal framework in order to try to stabilize the situation. In
May 2013, a reform of the mortgage legislation (L1/2013 de medi-
das para reforzar la proteccion a los deudores hipotecarios,
reestructuracion de deuda y alquiler social’®) was passed by the
Spanish government in compliance with the pronunciation in 2012
by the ECHR of a sentence regarding unfair terms in mortgage con-
tracts, and following its own rejection of the first of the PAH's
ILP's. Among several other measures -supposedly aimed at alleviat-
ing the eviction crisis-, it loosened the very restrictive requisites for
the application of the Codigo de buenas practicas (RDL6/2012), but
overall it remained largely ineffective in stopping evictions or re-
ducing household levels of indebtedness. In February 2015, the
government passed yet another reform in the form of a royal decree
(RDL1/2015), allowing some -considerably restricted- forms of per-
sonal debt cancellation and, in July of the same year, it expanded
them by promulgating the so-called “second opportunity law”
(L25/2015). Meanwhile, the Catalan autonomous government
passed the ILP sponsored by the Catalan PAH's, thus promulgating
its own Llei de mesures urgents per a afrontar l'emergencia en
l'ambit de I'habitatge i la pobresa energética™’ (L24/2015). A far
more progressive piece of legislation, it was later partially repealed

76 Of measures to strengthen the protection of mortgage debtors, debt restruc-
turing and social rent.

77 Law of urgent measures to face the emergency in the field of housing and en-
ergy poverty
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by the Spanish Constitutional Court after the Spanish government's
appeal, leaving as applicable those aspects which bound local ad-
ministrations (mandatory re-accommodation and financial aid for
renters facing eviction) and those that dealt with ‘“energetic
poverty”, while suspending those which bound financial institutions
in any way (including mandatory social rent, mandatory cession of
empty homes, economic fines and a broader second opportunity
mechanism).

“But eviction cases are easily solvable nowadays,
thanks to the PAH the law was changed, just a bit, but
it changed. If mortgage cases come with an eviction or-
der it's stopped ipso facto and you get a social rent the
next day, it's no longer a long process”. (17/09/2018)
[Interview 9]

“The tempos are shorter, the first royal decree (...)
slowed us down a lot, it allowed many people to re-
course to a two-year eviction moratorium and after
that with the 1/2015 came many more changes, small
changes but they can be felt, shortening the tempos...
and what it's caused is that people don't come any
more”. (04/05/2018) [Interview 13]

Nevertheless, in June of 2013, the law L4/2013 was passed to re-
duce the mandatory time for renting contracts and to allow the so-
called “express evictions” in cases of non-payment, paving the way
for the union of slightly increased protection for the remaining
mortgage-based cases with an increased vulnerability for those
pushed towards the renting market. A combination that would prove
itself key in the later shift in the PAHC's composition.

Changes in the movement’s strategy (the aforementioned es-
craches), linked to the government’s largely uncompromising posi-
tion in front of institutionally channeled demands (most notably, the
first ILP), fostered the antagonism between the PAH and the Span-
ish State. This direct pitting of administration and movement
against each other was thus translated from discursive terms to an
active engagement on the PAHC’s part. This escalation went be-
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yond the usual (up to that moment) passive resistance in front of
eviction and directly targeted officials and elected representatives.

While during 2013 the relationship with the local government re-
mained largely the same as before, in 2014, a breach in the local
government opened up due to the internal struggles within the gov-
erning party (PSC), caused by a corruption scandal (Segura, 2017).
This weakened the government’s public and political position, caus-
ing a displacement of the hostile old guard by an approachable
fraction of critics. These were willing to open permanent communi-
cation channels with the PAH (through the housing and social ser-
vices councillorships) and, occasionally, to side with it publicly in
notorious conflicts (ACN, 2014). This change in attitude increased
the PAHC’s influence and its capacity to obtain -partial- solutions
through local institutional channels, a tendency which reforms in
Catalan housing legislation would reinforce considerably.

Table 4.7 Parry Context

C | Antagonist Financial institutions +

(0) Administration (State)

N | Legal Framework | Changes in mortgage legislation,

T European moratorium, etc.

E | Local Government | Approachable (PSC critics)

X' | Housing crisis High (but stable) number of

T | state evictions.
Financial institutions: re-composition
consolidation.

PAHC Sabadell data, Own Elaboration

d) Subjective Formation

The middle period is characterized by the transition from the preva-
lence of antagonism as the main subjective experience driving the
PAHC’s subjectivation to the growing relevance of autonomy’s.
The double stabilization (external and internal) and the consolida-

78 This does not imply their disappearance at all. In fact, new forms of open
conflict such as the escraches appear during this period.
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tion of the organization’s form of counter-power allowed for the de-
velopment of a more self-centered approach, both in strategic terms
as well as from a self-management perspective, with the full imple-
mentation and systematic deployment of the Obra Social campaign,
involving the “recuperation” and management of several housing
projects which, in some cases, became (or at least tried to become)
self-regulated communities and pre-figurative models (Ribera-Al-
mandoz, 2019). During this period, open conflict with the state and
the disappointment with the results of institution-oriented cam-
paigns (such as the ILP) and political representation (exemplified
by the escrache campaigns) led to the growing conviction of the ne-
cessity to act independently (for itself, one may dare say), fostered
by narratives denouncing the collusion between finance capital and
the state. In this sense, it is possible to identify a transition from
“the negativity of the antagonism” towards the “positivity”® of au-
tonomy” (Modonesi, 2014; p.124-146) which stands on both the no-
tions of autonomy as “class independence” and as “emancipation
(...) prefiguration”.

4.3.3 Riposte (2016-2017)
a) Composition

During this period there was a considerable reduction in the total
size of the assembly (which stabilized between 100 and 150 atten-
dees per week), paired with a noticeable decrease in the number of
weekly new cases. The downwards tendency of mortgage cases ob-
served during the stabilization period was then fully consolidated
and so was the change in the dominant typology of new cases, hav-
ing almost no mortgage-based casuistry, some rent-based ones and
an absolute dominance of occupation as the main problem being ad-
dressed by the assembly. In 2016, 72,3 percent of the 83 stopped
evictions were occupation cases, and in 2017 this figure rose up to a
78,3 percent (with just 8,7 percent of mortgage-based evictions). As
rent and occupation-based eviction processes have much shorter
resolution times, they thus require the assembly to provide much

79 Of course, there is a positive, propositive element in campaigns such as the
ILP, but it remains subordinate to the state’s approval.
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shorter-term solutions. A considerable amount of these cases had to
be resolved in less than a month -sometimes less than a week®-.
This drop in the average case duration left little room for any sort
of meaningful political socialization and often resulting in a per-
verse structure of incentives which lead to instrumental uses of the
PAHC's limited resources (not just its capacity to stop evictions, but
also its influence on the local administration -most especially on so-
cial services- and its own housing provision in the form of OS).
This instrumental logic characteristic of new members -which found
its counterpart in the assistentialist turn of the assembly- increased
the circulation speed for new cases and fostered intermittent forms
of participation, resulting in a significantly lower staying ratio.

“A mortgage-based process meant two years of fight-
ing against a bank, against a financial entity, two years
of asking for the 'dacion’, for a social rent, [and] when
you didn't get the 'dacion’ then debt forgiveness, it was
a continuous, steady and long struggle with the same
faces...with an occupation, they come and we give them
the necessary tools to get a decent home but once they
have it they disappear until the eviction notice”.
(11/05/2018) [Interview 5]

Table 4.8 Riposte Composition
COM- | Size Medium (100-150)
POSI- | New cases/week 5to 10
TION | (approx. avg.)
Case typology Rent & Squat + (some)
Mortgages
Avg. Case duration Week/s-month/s
Staying Ratio Low

PAHC Sabadell data, Own Elaboration

80 The time for rent defaulting evictions is thirty days at best once the procedure
has started; and for occupation evictions, though it varies greatly, it is usually
as short (if not shorter), considering the moment people address the PAH
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b) Organization

Accordingly, the main changes in the PAHC’s observed during this
period were the consolidation of this assistentialist turn in terms of
strategy, followed by the subsequent changes in the organizational
structure, in the form of the establishment of commissions as tech-
nical solution-providers, especially through the Courts commission,
the External Relations commission and -to some extent- even the
OS commission. This new technical element meant two things.
First, an increase in the type of needs requiring -or better solved by-
the use of legal or institutional channels rather than by confronta-
tional direct action means (for example, the possibility of stopping a
good number of evictions at court -instead of blocking the door-, or
the capacity to directly address social services management). Sec-
ond, an increase in immediate housing needs which could only be
solved by either joining one of the collectively occupied OS blocs,
an increasingly limited possibility due to the rapidly decreasing
number of available homes, or by an individual occupation with in-
formal PAH support. Both possibilities involving a considerable de-
gree of dependence from veteran members and -especially- from
commission members.

Both the Courts and the External Relations commissions required a
degree of specialized work in the form of specific know-hows in-
volving the administration (the social services circuit, for instance),
the relations built within both environments and a specific set of
communicative skills. This, combined with the very low rotation
rate within these commissions caused them to end up being largely
made up of the same groups of veterans (with little room for new-
comers), thus generating informal extra-assembly decision-making
spaces and accumulating informal power based on some form of
technical knowledge or their position within the assembly. The na-
ture of this delegation affected case management considerably, as
it became progressively less collective and more specialized, and
thus tended to generate dependent relations in which the assembly
demanded certain tasks from the commissions but, at the same time,
ended up depending on them to do a work it could not do itself. In
the end, the assembly retained its place as the central decision-
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making mechanism, but it saw some if its main features, like the
capacity to empower its members or to build strong bonds between
them, considerably diminished.

“Commissions are useful, but sometimes what they are
doing is make the PAH fall through, because we take it
too personally (...) We should emphasize that it's not
the people in the commissions who do the work, that we
all do it, all of us! And like we said in the extraordinary
assembly, commissions should rotate so that people
wouldn't always see the same faces and they wouldn't
see them as the bosses, because none of us are. And
they are marked as such, they go straight for them, be-
cause they have been in the commissions a long time
and they are very visible faces and people come asking
'where is this person'?”. (11/05/2018) [Interview 5]

“Commissions have stopped functioning as commis-
sions and operate more as lobbies, as affinity groups or
almost as internal tendencies (...) certain commissions
which should be open and transversal but in which it is
impossible for a person to participate if it has not been
aligned with a certain line (...) [conflicts] are more
personal than political ”. (09/01/2018) [Interview 12]

“It's true that the courts commission is the one that ba-
sically does the work of stopping [evictions] but it's not
that the assembly loses the power to solve cases, it's
that is loses the capacity to transform the people who
attend it”. (17/09/2018) [Interview 9]

At this point, the PAH no longer had the capacity to provide solu-
tions -beyond occupation- for the kind of cases it primarily received
and, as debt had stopped to be the unifying feature of PAH mem-
bers, what new cases shared was -simply put- their general incapac-
ity to gain access to decent housing. Their social profile was com-
prised mostly of people not on the brink of socio-economic exclu-
sion, but of those already excluded. Whether as the result of an im-
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poverishment process (usually accompanied by several previous
evictions) originally triggered by the crisis, or as part of an already
excluded underclass (very often with a great over-representation of
migrant population), the PAH efforts to enforce the right to housing
through disobedient practices (OS) were not enough to solve their
problems. The reality was that the PAH did not have the resources
to guarantee housing solutions for its members, something that
could be seen in its resort to periodic occupation “workshops”,
where veteran members tried to provide newcomers with the basic
knowledge resources needed to occupy bank-owned empty homes
in a semi-autonomous way.

“Many of the people who lost their home years ago be-
cause of their mortgage are now losing it because they
have occupied one (...) [the problem] has moved and
they haven't gotten out of the hole, they are even
worse”. (04/05/2018) [Interview 13]

“The problem's so heavy... and it overwhelms us, the
administration and us, too. And there's little we can do,
there are no blocks anymore to occupy, and we are
solving issues of infra-poverty. At the same time, it
makes it very difficult for us to grow as an organization
and for the people to go through the political con-
sciousness-raising process”. (17/09/2018) [Interview
9]

As a consequence, a pragmatic or managerial Kind of discussion
focusing on logistics, management and technical issues was no
longer confined to counseling and became commonplace during the
assemblies. This displaced the more politicized tone of earlier peri-
ods and created difficulties for the generation of a political narra-
tive. This phenomenon deepened the PAHC’s shift towards a more
self-centered approach which was mainly concerned with the orga-
nization’s challenges —both internal and external- and growingly
apart -for most members- from concerns over structural political
and economic problems. Remnants of earlier political discussions
focused more at this point with the immediate political scenarios
and their relation with the movement's tactical opportunities to ad-
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vance its agenda, generating a sort of corporatist, inwards-looking
tone in the movement's narrative.

“We used to talk more about politics and the problem
itself, and now we talk more about personal cases”
(11/05/2018) [Interview 5]

Table 4.9 Riposte Organization
O | Organizational Commissions + Assembly
R | Structure
G | Decision-making Informal leadership (disputed) +
A | mechanisms/processes Commissions + Assembly
N
I | Case management Commission work + Collective
Z counseling (subdued)
A | Narrative Corporatist
T
I | Predominant ‘Type of Pragmatic-managerial
O | discussion’
N
Strategy Conflict (civil resistance, direct
action -OS-) + (minor)
negotiation + assistential turn
(Courts, Social services)
PAHC Sabadell data, Own Elaboration
c) Context

By 2016, the housing situation had reached its limit in the number
of possible mortgage-related evictions and eviction processes, at
this point already significantly lower (and still decreasing) than in
previous periods. This was due to the previous shifts in policy
which sought the combination of gradual changes in the legal
framework (still being built up in 2017 with reforms in the
RDL6/2012 and the L1/2013, which loosened even more their req-
uisites and extended the eviction moratorium until 2020), and the
natural progressive conclusion of those processes started during the
peak of mortgage defaulting.
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As was due, the effects of the re-composition of the financial sector
-and its implications in the housing one- were fully felt during this
phase, with the composition of the PAHC's main antagonists
changing again. Instead of just financial institutions bailed-out with
public funds, the PAHC found itself facing a combination of those
very institutions with, on the one hand, many little property owners
and enormous vulture funds®' with very little physical presence (dif-
ficulting the usual pressure tactics) and, on the other, a local admin-
istration unable to provide solutions. When debt ceased to be the
unifying factor for members of the assembly, the intensity and the
clarity of the antagonism with the state-backed union of financial
and real-estate capital wavered.

“It’s very different to fight against a bank, a mortgage
and a debt that you have there, than an occupation
where, if you don't give me a social rent, I'll just go
squat somewhere else. The struggle is very different
(...) the enemy is still the same and the collective strug-
gle should be the same, but that's not what's in people's
heads”. (11/05/2018) [Interview 5]

Concurrently, 2015’s municipal elections brought major changes in
local governments, several of which -including Barcelona and
Sabadell- saw significant participation of prominent PAH activists
in newly formed parties -some keeping a double membership in
both movement and party- that would end up in government coali-
tions which had incorporated promises of major reform concerning
the housing issue, diverting resources from the PAH to the so-called
“institutional assault”.

“They are ‘big’ people and they have to fight for big-
ger things, and I understand that, but when they left
those who came behind didn't know how to do it as well
as them”. (11/05/2018) [Interview 5]

At the same time, the change from mortgage-owners to renters and
squatters altered the nature and/or the intensity of the antagonisms

81 Blackstone, Cerberus, etc.
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with the main recipients of the PAHC’s demands, from an almost
exclusive focus on banks to the inclusion of social services and, in
the end, from national financial capital to, quite often, the local gov-
ernment and administration. This re-alignment of the movement’s
allies and antagonists brought about deep alterations in the PAHC’s
organization, strategy and narrative (most especially, changes in the
role and relevance of the assembly) which led it to be -all while its
mistrust towards city council grew- perceived as a sort of problem-
solving appendix of the administration, operating para-legally to
reach places who are otherwise beyond the administration's capaci-
ties (for example, occupying empty homes).

“(...) now the responsible end up being the public ad-
ministration when it does not satisfy all your demands,
and the local administration at that, the one you recur

t0”. (09/01/2018) [Interview 12]

“The PAH right now...I don't think the PAH right now
is a social movement, I think it's a 'tapa-parches®' for
the city council”. (11/05/2018) [Interview 5]

Table 4.10 Riposte Context
CON- | Antagonist Administration (local) + Small
TEXT owners + Vulture Funds +

Financial institutions
Legal Consolidation of new framework
Framework
Local Sympathetic (Left coalition)
Government
Housing crisis Medium (and decreasing) number
state of evictions. Financial institutions:
clean. Vulture funds.

PAHC Sabadell data, Own Elaboration

82 Someone or something barely covering the administration's shortcomings
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d) Subjective formation

The third period, state and capital’s riposte, is defined by a return
from autonomy to a kind of re-negotiated subalternity. An adjust-
ment of the relation of domination through controlled reform, regu-
lation and minor concessions (the eviction’s moratorium, for ex-
ample), leading towards a partial, progressive restoration of order in
mortgage markets and a displacement of profit-extraction towards
renting markets and of public solution provision towards local ad-
ministrations. Changes in the PAHC’s organizational forms favored
technical delegation over autonomous decision-making (the assis-
tentialist turn), while growing conflict with social services’ local ad-
ministration over the management of scarce resources led to a blur-
ring of previous forms of antagonism.

Again, this developments do not mean that practice and experience
of autonomy and/or antagonism disappear, but that the emergence
of somewhat new -or at least changing- forms of resistance as a re-
sponse to the evolving framework of domination, as well as the
PAHC’s internal developments become, once more, the main driver
behind the process of subjectivation.

Finally, as a summary, the analysis of the Feint, Parry and Riposte

periods, as well as the over-arching class re-composition and de-
composition processes has been synthesized in the following table.
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Table 4.11

Summary (Feint, Parry, Riposte)

Class Class
Re-composition De-composi-
tion
Feint Parry Riposte
(2011-12) (2013-15) (2016-17)
C | Size Small (30-50) | Big (300+) Medium (100-
(0) 150)
M| New cases/ | 5t0l0 20 5to 10
P | week
O | Case Mortgages Mortgages + Rent & Squat +
S | typology (some) Rent & | (some) Mort-
I Squat gages
T | Avg. Case | Year/s Months-years Week/s-month/
I | duration S
O | Staying High Mixed Low
N | Ratio
O | Organiza- | Assembly Assembly Commissions +
R | tional (dominates) + | (dominates) + Assembly
G | Structure | Commissions Commissions
A | Decision- Informal lead- | Informal leader- | Informal
N | making ership (close- ship (distrib- leadership
I | mecha- knit) + Assem- | uted) + (disputed) +
Z. | nisms/ bly Assembly + Commissions +
A | processes Commissions Assembly
T (subdued)
I | Case Collective Collective coun- | Commission
O | manage- counseling seling + Com- | work +
N | ment mission work Collective
(subdued) counseling
(subdued)
Narrative | Conflictual Conlflictual + Corporatist
Corporatist
Predomi- | Political Strategic-politi- | Pragmatic-
nant cal managerial
type of
discussion
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Strategy Conflict (civil | Conflict (civil Contflict (civil
resistance) vs. resistance, resistance,
Financial direct action: direct action:
entities + OS, escrache) OS) + (minor)
Negotiation vs. Financial negotiation +
with the State institutions & assistential turn
(ILP) State + Negotia- | (Courts, Social
tion (ILP, services)
NNCC, mo-
tions) with State
& Financial
institutions
C | Antagonist | Financial Financial insti- | Administration
(0) entities tutions + Ad- (local) +
N ministration Small owners +
T (State) Vulture Funds
E + Financial
X Institutions
T | Legal Minor reforms | Changes in Consolidation
Frame- at the end of mortgage legis- | of new frame-
work the period. lation, European | work
moratorium, etc.
Local Indifferent/ Approachable Sympathetic
Govern- hostile (PSC (PSC critics) (Left coalition)
ment old guard)
Housing High (and High (but Medium
crisis state | rising) number | stable) number | (decreasing)
of evictions. of evictions. number of
Financial Financial Insti- | evictions.
Institutions: tutions: re- Financial
high % of toxic | composition Institutions:
assets. Start of | consolidation. clean. Vulture
re-composition. funds.
Subject High Medium Marginal
formation

PAHC Sabadell data, Own Elaboration
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4.4 Conclusion

The crux of this article is the co-constitutive nature of class subjects
and class struggles, their shared role as both the chicken and the
egg. Therefore, to fully understand the movement’s developments in
discourse, strategy and organization in its conflict versus capital, it
is crucial to incorporate an analysis of the political subjectivation
processes taking place within it. However, to understand these pro-
cesses, we also need to identify their roots, which lay in the experi-
ence of needs and, crucially, in the organization of those experi-
ences. This way, we have seen how changes in the movement’s or-
ganizational forms are inextricably tied with the socio-economic
context in which it operates, and with its technical composition; a
shifting triangulation on which lay the foundations for the emer-
gence of different subjective formations (Modonesi, 2014). These
have, in turn, been a part of and co-developed wider processes of
political class re-composition and de-composition. Nevertheless,
these uneven combinations of subalternity, antagonism and au-
tonomy -and the relative weights in the subjective formations they
inform- cannot be simply accepted as given states of affairs, for
they also depend on the specific material configurations within
which emerging subjects actually operate.

The three time periods analyzed (the feint, parry and riposte; or the
offensive, defensive and reactive moments, respectively) essentially
correspond with changes in class struggle pointing at moments of
transition between the aforementioned subjective formations and,
concurrently, with a double process of political class re-composition
and de-composition. These processes have been -albeit partially and
discontinuously- both the cause and the effect of changes in the eco-
nomic and political context, in the movement’s organization (its
strategy, its tactics and its discourse) and in the needs derived from
the PAHC’s changing technical composition.

The main characteristics of both moments can be summarized in the
following manner. First, the subject political re-composition
process, located in time between the feint and parry phases, hap-
pened due to a combination of collective ‘empowering’ (the recov-
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ery of one's self-determination and, ultimately, of autonomy), expe-
rience-sharing and direct action which took place within the frame-
work of a political narrative deliberately articulated in conflict-ori-
ented class terms by an informal but close-knit founding core of ac-
tivist members. Additionally, these processes were organized and
channeled through a set of autonomous and -mostly- horizontal in-
stitutions largely devised to maximize the autonomy and political
counter-hegemonic elements, like the rejection of debt-fueled mech-
anisms of profit extraction, of the newly coalescing collective sub-
ject. The technical composition of this subject was made of a mix
of newly indebted members of the traditional working-class, and
new members of the middle strata experiencing a sudden and unex-
pected downward social mobility induced by mortgage debt. During
this period, a strategy based on a conflict-prone antagonistic praxis
directed against financial institutions and accompanied by an ac-
cordingly politicized narrative dominated the PAHC Sabadell as-
sembly. This particular organizational configuration was a re-
sponse to a political and economic context where the structural
changes in the profit extraction mechanisms®® had shifted the rela-
tive proportion between direct forms of extraction, characteristic of
the productive sphere, and indirect or secondary forms, characteris-
tic of the sphere of social reproduction, in favor of the latter. The
high tide of the eviction crisis, paired with the administration’s in-
action -if not its hostility- opened the possibility for a virtuous com-
bination of factors (from the movement’s perspective) which en-
abled a powerful process of political subjectivation and class re-
composition.

Second, the political de-composition process, located in time be-
tween the parry and riposte phases, should be seen as deriving from
the changes in the political and economic context, entailing a reac-
tion and reconfiguration of the financial and housing sectors, added
to the natural evolution of the number of evictions towards a ‘low
tide’. These changes resulted in a second internal shift inside the
PAHC, something which considerably modified the organization’s
internal composition and, therefore, the needs most new members
8 were facing, as well as the typology of most cases (from home-

83 Characteristic of the Spanish version of financialization.
84 With very different social profiles and often with migrant backgrounds.
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owners to renters and squatters) and, consequently, the duration of
their cases and their timing needs. This generated further changes in
the PAHC’s organization, with a technical turn and an increase in
the levels of internal delegation which fostered a service-provision
logic, strengthened informal hierarchies and, ultimately, consider-
ably hindered the practical and discursive mechanisms that enabled
political subjectivation. These changes in the needs addressed by
the organization were paired with further contextual changes in the
antagonists the PAHC was facing, driven by the needs of financial
capital to escape a less than advantageous situation. Thus, the
PAHC went from confronting mostly rational political and finan-
cial elites (now finally in control of -or at least able to manage- their
most toxic assets) to having to add in a mix of international vulture
funds with no territorial physical presence, mid-tier real-estate capi-
tal and, especially, the local administration through the social ser-
vices circuit. All these changes in the movement’s context, techni-
cal composition and organization deepened the disruption in the
class relations’ dynamics on which the PAH's activity had been op-
erating during previous phases, and reinforced a vicious circle of
changes in the organizational forms of the assembly, in its tactics
and in its discourse which set them further and further apart from
their earlier -and more successful- counterparts. In more general
terms, the impact of class relations in organizational, strategic and
political terms and, more specifically, on the political composition
of class simply cannot be overstated.

The different phases of the PAHC’s activity can thus be conceptual-
ized as moments within a double process of political class re-com-
position and later de-composition (Cleaver, 1991; Wright, 2002).
These are organized through a class-based institution engaged into
varying forms of class struggle from below directed against the ef-
fects of the Spanish mode of accumulation’s collapse (Rodriguez &
Lopez, 2010, 2011) through insurgent disruptive (Garcia-Lamarca,
2017a, 2017b) and prefigurative (Ribera-Almandoz, 2019;
Berglund, 2020) praxis. Conversely, the ensuing political and eco-
nomic reconfiguration of the housing and financial sectors can be
thought of as a state-backed legal-technical responses seeking the
de-composition of this emerging class subject, the end of potential
threats to the re-configuration of accumulation mechanisms and, es-
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sentially, the restoration of social and economic order. In other
words, a form of class struggle exercised from above.

Fig. 4.2 Subjectivation Summary

In sum, class relations, and especially the co-constitutive nature be-
tween class struggles and the composition of class subjects, have
shaped -and been shaped by- every aspect of the movement, from
its narrative to its action repertoires, resources and organization. In
doing this, these processes have informed the subjective experi-
ences of the PAHC’s members which, in turn, have been a key ele-
ment in the development of both its praxis and political composi-
tion. Ultimately, what this net of interrelations evinces is the need to
vindicate the inclusion of class relations as a fundamental factor of
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analysis of the PAHC and, possibly, of all social movements strug-
gling against financialized capitalism and its effects.
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5. Conclusion

The main goal of this thesis has been the study of the evolution of
some of the newer forms of class struggle and class subjects that
have been emerging outside the sphere of production (specifically
in the housing field) under the light of global capitalism’s financial
turn (Harvey, 2014; Lapavitsas, 2012;Aalbers & Christophers,
2014; Aalbers, 2019). In answering the two over-arching questions
posed at the onset of the thesis, it has explored how transformations
in the sphere of social reproduction have fostered and/or hindered
the development of class struggles, as well as the ways in which the
organization of these struggles has affected the political composi-
tion of class subjects. Treating class conflicts as a single, fluid,
overarching process, from above and from below, has allowed this
research to avoid a unilateral focus, as well as to encompass the per-
spectives of both capital and labor, their constant interaction and the
ebbs and flows in their power correlation. Collective agency has
thus been taken as a fundamental element at both ends of these class
relations, with a special focus on the interactions between popular
and elite movements representing their respective class interests.
The scope of the project has ranged from the macro/meso analysis
regarding the formation of a mode of accumulation in Spain, to the
study of the organization of specific social movements capable of
operating as autonomous class institutions, including their potential
for the articulation of class subjects able to read capital’s accumula-
tion schemes in antagonistic and emancipatory terms. This has re-
quired the adoption of an interdisciplinary approach which included
the insights offered by critical geography, political economy and so-
cial movements studies and which, ultimately, has enabled a
process of cross-fertilization between them. In this sense, the idea of
class struggles (whether labor-based or not) as processes separated
from social movements as a whole has been thoroughly challenged
(as in Cox & Nilsen, 2014), and the need for a critical political
economy of -at least- class-based social movements firmly estab-
lished.
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More concretely, we had also posed two grand research questions:
First, how can the financialization of housing foster or hinder the
development of class struggles? Second, how did the evolution of
the struggle in housing impact the PAHC’s capacity to re-compose
a class-based subject? Next, [ will summarize the answers I hope to
have provided for each of them.

Firstly, we have seen how the construction of the financialized
housing market in Spain constituted a class project mediated
through the state’s ensemble and the strategic selection and deploy-
ment of state power. This project was a response to the need for a
capital accumulation model which was compatible with the global
economic tendencies and the changing position of the Spanish econ-
omy, especially within the European context, which had seen the
space for its industrial capacity and development considerably re-
duced. The shape of the model was determined by the highly un-
equal access of social, economic and political agents to the state’s
arena and to the land, real estate and credit markets, as well as the
ensuing vast differences in their capacity to defend their interests in
either of them. These deeply embedded class inequalities were in-
dispensable for the mode of accumulation to function, as its archi-
tecture relied on the triple role of the working-class as the producer
of goods and value, as a consumer of debt, and as a consumer of
goods. The last two functions fulfilled, in turn, three systemic
needs: first, high levels of consumption were essential for the real-
ization of value in the construction/real-estate sector (and for all the
concomitant sectors); second, the reliance on debt as a means to
guarantee social reproduction enabled a policy of wage stagnation
and helped companies keep high rates of profit; and third, the gener-
ation of vast amounts of fictitious capital for the financial sector
(and the overall increasingly financialized economy) was a major
source of yields for those actors involved (Lopez & Rodriguez,
2012). The fuel necessary to keep this economic machine running
was the existence of a working-class that was highly reliant on debt
and more or less willing to submit to a negotiated form of subalter-
nity, crystallized in a debtfarist state project (Soederberg, 2015) and
the promises of upwards social mobility of asset-prize Keynesian-
ism’s wealth effect (Brenner, 2006). Meanwhile, the lion’s share of
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the benefits was reaped, although in an uneven manner and through
different mechanisms, by the different fractions composing Capital.

The crisis and collapse of this system would further evince the fun-
damental inequalities con-substantial to any class-based economic
system. The shattering of the value chains attached to debt realiza-
tion set in motion a massive process of accumulation by disposses-
sion (or, in this case, repossession) which, hand in hand with the
state’s intervention, facilitated finance capital’s re-composition
while, at the same time, pushed vast swathes of the working-class
towards exclusion and a newfound condition as surplus populations
(Wigger, 2020).

Secondly, having understood the class dimension of the financial-
ization of housing, as well as the inseparable nature of exploitation
and the debt-based profit extraction mechanisms that are character-
istic of fictitious capital’s value realization, the next step has taken
us to analyze the labor’s side response in the formation of class-
based organizations and, eventually, class subjects in social repro-
duction. This has been done through an analysis of the PAHC
Sabadell in comparison with the PAH as a whole, understanding
that the appearance of the organization, while not being the first to
address the housing issue and, in fact, belonging to a diverse and
ongoing movement for housing rights in Spain, did represent a shift
in power dynamics vis-a-vis capital and the state. While other orga-
nizations or sectors of the broad housing rights movement (like the
PAH’s immediate predecessor, “V de Vivienda”, or the rather di-
verse squatting movement) had failed to gather mass appeal, the
PAH was able to reach unprecedented levels of public traction. In
this sense, one of the main conclusions driven by this thesis has
been the intrinsic relation between the organization of class strug-
gles in social reproduction, the articulation of class subjects and the
capacity of the latter to disrupt profit-extraction and value-grabbing
schemes. This relation is configured in a way that strongly suggests
that, similar to the traditional development of trade-unionism in the
productive sphere (or moment) of capital accumulation, class-based
institutions can appear outside the domain of direct exploitation.
These institutions formed, instead, around the daily-life experience
of market failures and the threat on social reproduction brought by
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the breaking of (housing’s) moral economy and the end of the nego-
tiated subalternity (or cooperative antagonism). In this sense, the di-
vision between the productive and the reproductive in configuring
class schemes, or between old and new class subjectivities is poten-
tially superseded by a hybridization of both, able to refract pre-ex-
isting class traditions, experiences and identities through the role of
the PAHC as an active class institution. This process of subjectiva-
tion, however, was a diverse one, and it was non-linear, uneven and
discontinuous in nature, able to produce considerably different re-
sults depending on how it was organized and experienced. The cre-
ation of collective spaces, the political praxis and the collective
sharing of personal situations -common to all PAH local assem-
blies- were enough to overcome individual alienation and enable the
challenging of debt-based power structures. However, the limits of
moral outrage and corporate defensive/restorative goals could only
be surpassed through the political re-composition of a hegemony-
oriented class subject capable of reading and explicitly addressing
the fundamental class contradictions lying at the heart of the fi-
nance-housing mode of accumulation.

Third -and final-, the economic crisis and the ensuing break in the
negotiated form of subalternity that was distinctive of the bubble
cycle’s growth peak put an end to the cooperative antagonism be-
tween classes. As we have seen, this change, in opening the possi-
bility for new forms of organization which, like the PAH, operated
in social reproduction, also opened the door for the aforementioned
processes of class subjectivation to take place through autonomous
class institutions like the PAHC. However, these processes were
anything but linear, uniform or continuous, and the analysis of their
evolution through time, including their ups and downs, required the
inclusion of not just the material circumstances in which they devel-
oped, but also the finer details of the conflicts in which the PAHC
engaged with both state and capital. Three different phases were
identified in this ongoing struggle vis-a-vis finance capital (and, to a
certain extent, the state) which generally summarized the relative
balance of forces between classes. First, a moment of social offen-
sive and development of a strong antagonistic praxis; second, a
stale-mate allowing for some strong autonomous and pre-figurative
praxis and a defensive moment for capital re-composition and legal
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re-adjustment; and third, a reactive moment which led to political
class de-composition process. The analysis of this process -
metaphorically characterized as a fencing match- linked the changes
in the combination of the PAHC’s organization, its political and
economic context, and the movement’s class composition with
changes in the different subjective formations (Modonesi, 2014).
These changes, in turn, marked the transitions between subaltern,
antagonistic and autonomous in subjective formations and the ensu-
ing subjectivation processes. In sum, finance capital was able to
mobilize state power to displace the locus of conflict -centered so
far on homes mortgaged by national financial capital- towards rent
on the one hand (as is typical of recessive conjunctures [Naredo,
2012]), and international and individual actors on the other. At the
same time, the deployment of state selectivity softened the pressure
on the indebted working-class with the stacking of calculated re-
forms which, among other things, were able to alter the technical
class composition of the movement, disrupting its subjectivation ca-
pacity and fostering the -at least partial- political de-composition of
the class subject.

Trying to conclude at a higher level of abstraction, we have seen
how, in light of contemporary Capitalism’s financial turn, the fun-
damental role that exploitative dynamics located in social reproduc-
tion (whether as secondary forms of exploitation, financial expro-
priation or accumulation by dispossession) have taken in sustaining
profit rates evinced two things: first, its incapacity to sustain stable
growth, with an even greater than usual inherent tendency towards
crisis and instability; and two, in the face of crumbling modes of ac-
cumulation, class conflict will follow capital (Silver, 2003), not just
geographically but into its different moments and circles of accu-
mulation, with populations on the verge of becoming surplus ones
spearheading new forms of struggle and, in turn, eliciting further re-
sponses from Capital. Notwithstanding this, while it appears clear
that both labor and capital react to each other, the relation between
them is far from mechanical, and neither operates in a political or
institutional void, set apart from the state and its institutional en-
semble; but rather in, through and/or against it (Jessop, 2007), de-
pending on the conjuncture and their capacity to access and mobi-
lize state power.
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Therefore, class relations are fundamental in understanding the dy-
namics of any mode of capital accumulation, especially regarding
the establishment and evolution of profit extraction and value real-
ization mechanisms on which it is founded. Just as the combination
of the massive accumulation of rent-derived fictitious capital with a
reduction of labor costs (characteristic of Debtfarism and Privatized
Keynesianism) entails huge profits for capital as a whole, the sum
of the displacement of financial risks towards the working-class
with the hyper-commodification of housing implies the indirect ex-
ploitation of labor as a whole and a clear extractive structural dy-
namic. These embedded class inequalities are what, ultimately,
shapes the living conditions and daily experience of those occupy-
ing subaltern class locations, both in production and in reproduction
(which, far from being antithetical, are inextricable from each
other). However, the bare experiences, even under the extreme cir-
cumstances brought by the collapse of the accumulation mode and
its shift toward dispossession, are not sufficient to produce articu-
lated class subjects out of the subaltern classes. If experience is the
foundation on which these political subjects are supposed to be
raised, then experience must be organized. And yet, the organiza-
tion of a class-relevant subaltern movement, by itself, does not nec-
essarily imply the formation of a class subject that is articulated not
just as an antagonistic force, but as an emancipatory one. The iden-
tification of the fundamental contradictions at the heart of class con-
flict and, what is more, the overcoming of the exploitative class
foundations of an accumulation mode, can only be carried out by a
fully articulated class subject. The concrete experience of organiza-
tion shapes the subjectivation of its members (Modonesi, 2015) and,
in these terms, only an autonomous class institution can prompt the
subaltern class substratum from antagonism to emancipation.

These moments of transition from antagonism to autonomy are
where, at a more concrete level, the high mark of the class subjecti-
vation tide was set, with a class subject able to assert itself and self-
provide/self-protect its needs and rights. However, the movement as
a whole was not able to configure as a fully articulated class sub-
ject, and the development of the aforementioned transition toward
an emancipatory class project was, in fact, uneven and often limited
to certain left-flanking sectors within the organization, of which the
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PAHC was probably the most notable example. Once the field and
the antagonistic actors were able to adjust and re-compose on their
own, the movement showed notable difficulties in adapting to the
new triangulation between organization, context and composition.

Nevertheless, even if it appears to be clear that class struggles per
se do not automatically produce class subjects (the process relies, as
we have seen, on different forms of organization and political
praxis), that does not imply that subjectivation should be seen as a
largely voluntaristic matter. The state of class struggle -meaning the
power correlation between classes- does influence (and is influ-
enced in return) by the different subjective formations the experi-
ence of which is organized into political subjects. Therefore, the
bidirectional relation between the state of class struggle and the
dominant subjective formations is key in the articulation of a class
subject not restricted to the productive sphere and that is capable of
furthering its struggle beyond the goals of moral restorative justice
and towards a politics of class emancipation.

5.1 Further research

This thesis offers several opportunities for further research. First of
all -and still within the field of housing-related social movements
and struggles- the present study has not been able to cover the more
recent transformations in the re-configuration of the Spanish hous-
ing provision system, nor the appearance -or, at least, the growing
importance- of new actors at both ends of vertical class relations.
The consolidation of the shift towards certain international Capital
agents (e.g. the so-called “vulture funds”), or the new role of rental
markets as key spaces for value extraction and capital accumulation
(for example through the use of REITS, as seen in Garcia-Lamarca,
2020) opens up the possibility of reassessing the organization of
power networks and domination dynamics in the housing field, as
well as analyzing new actors and tendencies of -more or less active-
opposition and resistance. The appearance of the “Sindicat de Llo-
gateres”® (Palomera, 2018), the diversification of the housing
rights movement in terms of organization and strategy (and the at-
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tempts to organize an overarching political structure) or the latest it-
erations of the dispute over the political meanings of house “occu-
pations” offer not just the opportunity of studying further possible
re-compositions of class subjects, but also the chance to test new
and past experiences of subjectivation against different backgrounds
and on different class fractions.

On this line, the outcomes of the 2008 crisis for the Spanish econ-
omy and, especially, for its mode of accumulation, are still unclear.
All the external and internal economic and political constraints
which led to the development of the “brick economy” are still in
place, while the roads for an alternative economic restructuring
based on digital green capitalism seem, at least, far from simple.
The possibility of a new experience of housing and finance-led
growth may be far fetched, but the most recent government eco-
nomic plans to confront the post-covid recuperation have alloted the
second biggest budget item to “housing and urban renewal”, with
the first one being destined to “secure and connected mobility”.
This combination of housing and infrastructure investment is hardly
new, and could, in principle, reinforce similar dynamics to those
previously experienced. The exploration of these developments not
just in terms of policy, but of capital flows, economic actors and
power networks constitutes one of the fundamental elements neces-
sary for the future analysis of class conflict and movement organi-
zation.

Secondly, while the financialization of housing represents a funda-
mental aspect of the process of growing commodification of social
reproduction, the “finance-housing complex” and Asset-price Key-
nesianism’ do not exhaust the many aspects Debtfare societies may
take, nor the resistances these may engender. The growing incorpo-
ration of more and more of social reproduction’s “background con-
ditions” (Fraser, 2014) into marketized value chains, without a sig-
nificant change in distributive policies and, in the context of a
decades-long widespread retreat of public welfare, fosters the
growth of already increasing inequalities in the affordability, access
and quality of things like healthcare or education, among others.
Additionally, the speculative dynamics associated with over-accu-
mulation and the financialization of the economy as a whole, in-
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cluding sectors like food, water and energy provision, are likely to
increase secondary forms of exploitation (Yrigoy, 2020), as well as
global and local economic instability. This erosion of social repro-
duction, tied to growing exploitation and inequality, is likely to
keep increasing the numbers of surplus populations (or populations
in the process of becoming surplus) and the organization of resis-
tance movements traversed by the underlying class tensions they
face. The extension of the analysis to these fields, struggles and
movements would allow us to further explore the possibility of class
subjectivation and composition outside the productive sphere, as
well as the potential development of an emancipatory politics able
to transcend both subjectlessness and “class reductionism”.
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