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Squatting as an Alternative to 
Capitalism: An Introduction

Claudio Cattaneo and Miguel A. Martínez

This book is about how the squatters� movement has emerged and how 
it represents a comprehensive alternative to capitalism. Capitalism is a 
broad phenomenon, so given its hegemonic nature, the squatters� alterna-
tive must be understood at the local level first. Given the multiple scales 
upon which the interactions between the global and the local take place, 
a starting point of analysis refers to how and to what extent the practices 
of squatting scale up from a local attachment. This implies the necessity 
of understanding whether the formal and substantial features of the 
squatters� movement are reproduced and expanded at a wider level, or to 
put it another way, how they change and adapt to a broader social reality.
	 In the following chapters, we focus on the potential and actual alter-
natives to capitalism put in practice by squatters. Sometimes, the actions 
appear to be immediate reactions to certain needs, without much concern 
about their further implications for most of the participants � at least at 
the outset. The power of squatters seems to increase when the squats are 
connected to other similar anti-capitalist practices and are consciously 
promoted as part of broader anti-capitalist movements. Since the capitalist 
system is narrowly supported by most state agencies, the radical orien-
tation of squatting may be also distinguished in any oppositional action 
against those public policies that are deemed to fuel the reproduction 
of capitalism and social inequalities. The different forms of squatting � 
either urban or rural, social or political � are also relevant to anti-capitalist 
struggles because they offer positive means for the development of many 
other alternative initiatives beyond squatting itself, be they communal 
house projects, self-managed social centres or the defence of other 
common goods.
	 Above all, we need to clarify what we mean when we refer to �squatting�, 
�capitalism� and �anti-capitalist alternatives�.
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What Kind of Squatting?

Generally speaking, squatting is about the illegal occupation of property, 
used without the previous consent of its owner, which could be a public 
institution, a particular individual, a private corporation or any sort of 
organisation. Although there are many forms of squatting worldwide, in 
this book we do not deal with all of them. It is said that one billion people 
are squatting in houses or on land worldwide (Neuwirth, 2004). This is 
an amazing figure, accounting for one person out of seven. But we do not 
focus on such a broad dimension, and we stay put in Europe and North-
America, in post-industrial and widely urbanised countries. In such a 
context, most cities are experiencing radical transformations in the use of 
space. In particular, in the last four decades the implementation of neolib-
eral policies, gentrification and other processes of social displacement 
and segregation, the shrinking stock of social housing, the privatisation of 
public services and spaces, and the commodification of larger aspects of 
our lives, seriously threaten any aspiration to a just city (Fainstein, 2010; 
Harvey, 1973) or to fulfil the �right to the city� (Lefebvre, 1968).
	 As will be verified in this book, our approach has little to do with the 
illegal character of squatting. In spite of the central role that legal issues 
and processes can play in explaining the life of a squat, we rather prefer 
to focus on the context in which squatting emerges and its impacts. 
Therefore, our second remark about the definition of squatting leads us 
to the political features of squatting as an urban movement. Although 
�political squatting� is a very fuzzy category because there are different 
political dimensions involved in each configuration of squatting (Martinez, 
2012; Pruijt, 2012), a specific typology may help to distinguish the most 
significant diversity within the movement, notwithstanding the fact that 
some squatters may remain isolated from any sort of political coordination 
and mutual aid.
	 In Western European cities many squats are inhabited by immi-
grants, ethnic minorities such as the Roma, people homeless as a result 
of different social and personal conditions and so on. As long as these 
people do not pay rent, they are excluded from the housing market, and 
therefore their actions in squatting represent a practical and direct way to 
satisfy their housing need. This is an overtly alternative means of being 
housed apart from the options offered by capitalist markets or state supply, 
if any. However, their actions are almost exclusively intended to satisfy an 
immediate need in response to a desperate situation. The squat is consid-
ered as a temporary lodging solution, and if possible, the occupants aim for 
better conditions of dwelling � more permanent and legal. Moreover, they 
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tend to squat in isolation and not as part of any political movement, either 
spontaneously self-organised or in relation to self-help and pro-housing 
rights activism. Behind this type of squatting there is often no other moti-
vation than to remedy a desperate situation, secretly and in silence. Such 
a reason for action has little to do with what is usually called �political 
squatting�.
	 Certainly, the principal argument which emerges from the heart of the 
political squatters� movement is the practical defence of the right to decent 
and affordable housing. This is in line with the practice of direct illegal 
occupation which nonpolitical squatters adopt to satisfy their immediate 
needs, although they are not always able to express such a justification. 
The striking point is that political squatting offers a broader rationale 
for going beyond material housing need. First of all, political squatters 
criticise the dominant relationship between existing need and the way this 
can be satisfied in present Western European societies. The usual targets 
of their critique are the neoliberal forces of the late capitalistic stages: 
financial speculators, real estate developers, and the policy makers that 
favour them and exclude the worst-off from access to affordable housing. 
	 Criminalisation and repression of squatting is considered as an abuse 
of the penal laws, since the right to a shelter is a fundamental one. Thus, 
the �political� here also refers to the pretended public visibility of both 
the practice of squatting and the aforementioned criticisms. The aim of 
political squatters is to prefigure ways of living beyond capitalist society, 
implying the need loudly to express this message. On the one hand, 
political squatters address economic, social and political elites in order 
to let them know the desperate and precarious economic situation of 
those who cannot enjoy the right to housing. On the other hand, political 
squatters critique the society at large and make manifest with practical 
examples the kinds of problems, arguments and prospects that squatting 
suggests. In the end, it is basically about sustaining the legitimation of an 
act of social disobedience confronting the housing question.
	 Furthermore, as the emergence of social centres attests, the issue of 
housing is not the only one to be embraced by political squatters. Self-
produced and creative commons culture opposing intellectual property 
rights; space required for holding political meetings and campaigns; 
alternative exchanges of goods, foods and beverages; social interactions 
and debates without the pressure of paying with money, and similar 
phenomena are possible thanks to the availability, accessibility and 
openness of many buildings which have previously been occupied illegally. 
Regardless of the kind of social needs behind squatting, political squatters 
argue that is not legitimate to leave private property abandoned. The right 
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of use should be prior to the defence of absolute private property. Making 
profit from private property does not justify social inequalities regarding 
access to housing or social spaces. As a consequence, such an explicit 
criticism becomes manifest through direct action, public campaigns, 
the production of visual and written documents, political debates, press 
releases, confrontation with institutional powers and other forms of 
active or passive resistance. This book provides diverse accounts of the 
political squatters� movement, although other expressions of squatting are 
frequently intertwined with it.
	 In the recent years we have also witnessed cases of fascist squatted 
social centres, like Casa Pound in Rome, for instance (Kington, 2011). 
The name is inspired by the figure of Ezra Pound, an American poet and 
essayist who lived in Italy and embraced fascism. He was strongly anti- 
capitalist, condemning finance as the driver of the economy, seeing usury 
as evil and pointing at corporate banks as responsible for the First World 
War. Casa Pound was the name of a building squatted in 2003 for housing 
citizens of Italian nationality. Although the inhabitants were evicted, it 
gave space to the birth of Casa Pound Italia, an active political organisa-
tion, now present throughout the Italian territory. There is a neo-Fascist 
inspiration behind some of those who � against speculative corporate 
interests � are engaged in squatting actions. Their squats are part of a 
wider political programme which aims at the reconstitution of a strong 
central state, is strongly anti-global and anti-capitalist, and promotes social 
mortgages for home property, birth policies favouring Italians but not 
immigrants living in Italy, and strict public control of strategic economic 
sectors such as finance, energy, transport and primary resources. Other 
aims are to promote social and economic autocracy, a revision of the 
Schengen Agreement in an even more strict manner, a nationalist-based 
defence of the Italian identity and a clear-cut separation from minority 
identities. Casa Pound Italia uses squatting as a tool to implement some 
ideas from its very controversial programme.
	 This is a quite delicate issue. Although it is somehow ambiguously 
anti-capitalist, far-right political squatting is not part of our analysis, while 
left-wing or left-libertarian squatting is here considered as an alterna-
tive to the capitalist society at large. In these forms of squatting, a wide 
social diversity and different cultural minorities are included. In contrast, 
far-right squatters violently oppose migrants, ethnic minorities and 
lesbian, bisexual, gay, transgender and questioning (LBGTQ) individuals 
and organisations. Leftist squatters, however, are active in the provision 
of resources for deprived people, and apart from help in housing them, 
are generally involved in campaigns opposing restrictive and repressive 
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migration policies, or the persecution of unconventional gender identi-
ties. Again, from a political leftist perspective of squatting, rallying around 
these issues, and doing so in squats, is felt to be more legitimate than 
obeying the laws that protect the right to maintain vacant private property.
	 A final form of squatting which is not directly incorporated in the 
present research refers to the occasional and temporary occupations of 
places as tactical protests, without claiming them for housing or social 
centre purposes. Sit-ins, occupations of open squares and parks, �reclaim 
the streets� festivals, workplace occupations during a strike, and famously 
the Occupy movements, may be ideologically connected and also incorpo-
rate squatters, but do not necessarily share most of the claims, practices and 
forms of self-organisation that the squatters� movement develops (Hakim, 
1991; Notes from Nowhere, 2003; Shepard and Smithsimon, 2011).
	 Thus, this book aims at a deeper understanding of the political 
squatters� movement as a direct answer to housing deprivation and 
other social problems inherent to the dynamics of neoliberal capitalism 
in Europe and North America. The scholarly literature on the topic of 
squatting is highly fragmented and not easily accessible. The intention of 
this book is to contribute to the knowledge of squatting across Europe 
and North America, and not only in one country or city. By collecting 
research made through different scholarly perspectives, we seek to analyse 
squatting beyond the sole issue of housing. The cultural dimension of 
living in common, the historical emergence of the movement, the bonds 
and connection with society at large, the inclusion of social diversity, the 
regular dilemmas concerning legalisation and criminalisation processes, 
the critique of consumerism, the alternative ways of life, the environ-
mental dimension and the rural squatting phenomenon fall within the 
scope of our gaze.
	 In sum, we approach squatting as a heterogeneous phenomenon, 
specific to the local urban context in which it is formed and developed. 
While prior to the current systemic crises squatting was related mainly 
and almost uniquely � at least, in the eyes of mass media � to a sort of 
counter-cultural critique of the consumerist city, for us squatting is now 
more heterogeneous than ever. It can be intended either as a means 
towards something else � the institution of a right, through for instance 
the legalisation of a squatted house, or the cancellation of an urban plan 
that could cause irreversible social and environmental damage � or as an 
end: the maintenance of a threatening space against capitalist dynamics 
from positions of the radical autonomist and libertarian left (Mudu, 2012). 
The diverse cases of squatting dealt with by the authors offer original 
reactions against the commodification of housing and urban spaces for 
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the sake of their exchange value. When possible, the analysis takes in a 
historical examination of particular squatters� movements, and also a 
reflection of how significant squatting is within the local context, and the 
wider contexts of the financial crisis and, to some extent, environmental 
devastation.

Capitalism: Discontents and Alternatives

It is far beyond our present goal to define what capitalism is, but we 
cannot avoid highlighting a few crucial aspects tightly connected to the 
illegal occupation of empty buildings. Having expanded throughout the 
world with increasingly diminished barriers, deregulated capitalist modes 
of production, exchange and consumption, and the liberal assumptions 
underlying their hegemony (De Angelis, 2007; Harvey, 2005; Polanyi 
1944), have provoked an enormous earthquake. 
	 Very briefly, capitalism starts with a social contract between unequal 
individuals that allows the exploitation of labour and the accumulation 
of surplus value in the pockets of capitalists. But this was not historically 
possible without the help of different legal regulations and the massive 
mobilisation of peasants who were obliged to move to industrial settle-
ments. Capitalism means the domination of a particular economic 
system over the whole society, including both its political and cultural 
frameworks. Exchange value replaces use value, and every single social 
relationship and natural resource becomes commodified, subject to being 
bought and sold. Private ownership of the means of production (land, 
minerals, energy supply, machinery, capital and so on) and reproduction 
(shelter, food, leisure, education, culture and so on) is a part of the whole 
complex of social relationships which is colonised by capitalism. Economic 
inequalities and, in particular, the existence of an �underclass� which 
threatens workers� wages and conditions of work, are equally necessary to 
the continuation of such a system. 
	 Workers� organisations and struggles may change some of those condi-
tions if they operate within the limits of liberal (or even authoritarian) 
political regimes. And noncapitalist forms of making profits such as rent 
extraction and slavery may also coexist relatively peacefully if the tensions 
with the dominant ideology do not overflow, leading to uprisings out of the 
elites� control.
	 Hence, we need to ask what is the relationship between capitalism and 
squatting.
	 In principle, squatters take over spaces that have been abandoned by 
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their wealthy owners because they are rich enough to have no urgent need 
for them, or because they are waiting for better opportunities to make use 
of them. Proprietors, thus, are full capitalists if they dispose of these vacant 
spaces for productive (under exploitative relationships) or speculative 
purposes. In either case, squatters can stop, at least partially, the process 
of making profit from the estate. But this is not always the case. Some 
proprietors may be part of the working and middle classes who followed 
an individual or family strategy of saving and investing in the real estate 
sector. Some capitalists do not have any plan in the short run for their 
empty properties, so in the meantime they do not really care about occupa-
tion by squatters. At most, the act of squatting is an interference with the 
capitalist and noncapitalist operations of economic accumulation given 
the prevailing rules of the housing and urban markets. However, squatters 
strive for the decommodification of houses and buildings while embracing 
the use value of any urban good. The vacant spaces serve, then, to secure 
housing needs, to create housing communes of mutual sharing, and 
sometimes to open social centres where a range of creative, political and 
even productive initiatives are unleashed. The interference turns into an 
anti-capitalist experiment. The experiment may be replicated somewhere 
else, and subsequently many more can escape from the capitalist logic.
	 Political squatters are anti-capitalist: speculation using housing stock 
is considered one of the worst legal behaviours within a capitalist society, 
since it is the origin of housing exclusion and other social inequalities. 
Monetary speculation is considered to be an even worse business. Social 
relationships based on labour exploitation under economic compensation 
are also normally absent in squats. But being anti-capitalist does not mean 
rejecting the use of money and of free markets. In fact many squats are 
established informal businesses � see for instance Pruijt�s (2012) typology 
of entrepreneurial squatting � that, although freely playing in the market 
arena, are internally constituted as horizontal and self-organised entities 
and run through cooperative and often voluntary work. All this makes 
them radically different from other market players like capitalist corpora-
tions. For their individual income some squatters also participate in small 
economic projects outside the squats (often in cooperatives, sometimes 
in the informal economy) while others cannot avoid participating in the 
labour market, and work in salaried jobs for capitalist enterprises.
	 Capitalism is a perverse system guided by an addiction to profit with 
disregard to the needs of the rest of humanity. People no less than spaces 
are judged by their capacity to produce profits. They can be employed 
or discarded depending on the capitalists� calculations and aspirations. 
Empty houses and unemployed people are both dismissed until a use can 
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be found for them. Otherwise, it is the rest of the society that has to deal 
with the problems that capitalists can cause. On the capitalists� side, aban-
donment and destruction of the built environment does not entail any 
social or environmental trouble if the foreseen economic benefits are good 
enough. Private ownership of land and buildings provides a higher degree 
of direct control than is found in the relationship between capitalists and 
their workforce. Although there are legal restrictions to the degree of urban 
speculation, they are ineffective and cannot constrain the whole process of 
urban development based on the predominance of exchange values. Given 
such a context, real estate developers and speculators may also fail. Rational 
calculations also have to take into account the general cycles of economic 
boom and bust, and properties are not always easily sold or rented when 
and how the owners wish them to be. That is to say, vacancy is both a tool 
and a side-consequence of urban capitalism. Squatters are never completely 
sure whether they are interrupting the speculative engine or just taking 
advantage of the malfunctioning of the urban growth machine.
	 In this book we want to emphasise that urban and political squatting 
has lasted for more than three decades in Europe and North America. 
Over this long period of time an abundance of evidence has emerged about 
the practical achievements and the potentialities of squatting as an anti- 
capitalist struggle. Beyond the influence of every specific squat, there is 
a large network of mutual learning, connections and mutual help: that is, 
squatting has become a transnational urban movement. Squatters resist 
the commodification of housing, cities and their own lives. They embrace 
cooperation and social justice while satisfying basic human needs. 
Squatting is the most salient symbol of opposition against the damages 
caused by an unjust distribution of wealth and rampant urban specula-
tion. Living with others without exploitation and being efficient about the 
preservation of collective needs by making use of the dark holes in urban 
capitalism (the vacant spaces), squatters offer a political example which 
is easy to imitate. If the actual circumstances of vacancy and squatting 
cannot always define a frontal and decisive alternative to capitalism, in 
most of the cases political squatters, their multiple practices and their 
critical discourses represent a valuable symptom and indication of how to 
overcome capitalist society.
	 Our perspective also takes into account the contradictions and failures 
that squatters have experienced. An excessive generalisation might ignore, 
for example, the cases of squatters who sublet rooms. If squatting becomes 
just a way of saving the rent when you are a student while preparing 
yourself to compete in the market, to participate in the exploitative 
relations of labour or to buy a home, then the anti-capitalist effects of 
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squatting are just limited to the existence of every particular squat, and 
not always to all the processes taking place inside. Living in a squat does 
not necessarily entail an anti-capitalist attitude, or work out if no other 
personal transformations and political involvements occur. Meant in such 
a narrow sense, squatting risks being of no use for overcoming capitalism: 
no capitalist regime has been destroyed by one social group alone, and 
even less so by individualistic dynamics such as living rent-free. Within 
sectors of the squatters� movement, blind tactics regarding the salvation of 
one particular squat without considering the effects of repression on the 
rest erode the movement�s consistency and capability to spread. Beyond 
the movement, it would be a failure to miss out on the opportunity to tie 
in with other urban and environmental struggles.
	 The current crisis is founded upon huge financial speculation which 
includes housing, the built environment and natural resources as fields of 
investment. Public services, food and knowledge come next. No matter 
the devastating effects of these processes over millions of people and a 
limited Earth, global and imperial capitalism follows a never-ending path 
of accumulation. From this perspective, squatting defines a field of urban 
contention with one of the dimensions of capitalism. However, many 
squatters and activists in related social movements also try to look forward 
to wider ways of autonomous and sustainable living. Their criticisms 
concerning the urban ground of the present economic crisis have shown 
that common people have sufficient power to resist the most adverse situa-
tions such as lack of affordable housing and accessible social spaces. These 
are the shared threads, open questions and concerns underlying the stories 
told by the authors of this book.

The Authors

SqEK (Squatting Europe Kollective) is the name of an  
activist-research network that was born in 2009. Since then, more than 
100 people have joined the electronic mailing list and many regular events 
have been held in different cities. All the contributions to this book are 
authored by SqEK members who decided to join this process through the 
email list and the latest SqEK meeting. For us � the coordinators and indi-
vidual authors of the book � this collective project has been a source of 
reflection, dialogue and cooperation. The texts we have produced aim at 
in-depth analysis of a diverse range of issues about squatting, as well as 
providing activists with systematic data and original interpretations. Most 
of us are based in different universities across Europe and North America, 



The Squatters’ Movement in Europe

10

but some are more involved in their local squatters� movement than in 
research institutions. In addition to our different academic backgrounds, 
one of the strengths of this group of authors, and of SqEK in general, is 
the gathering of committed scholars who are actively participating in 
and researching into the squatters� movement. We seek to provide first-
hand information rarely made visible by mass media and external social 
scientists.
	 The relationship between SqEK, the present group of authors � which 
constitutes a collective within SqEK � and each individual is a nested one. 
The context in which the book emerged as an idea is the broad one of the 
SqEK network, its meetings and the SqEK email list; within it, the group 
of contributors has been formed and evolved, and worked and cooperated 
in the realisation of the book. At the individual level, several people have 
put their activist or scholarly expertise into each of the chapters and boxes, 
and two editors have coordinated the entire work. However SqEK has also 
been involved as a whole, via the list or in meetings, in the completion of 
the book. More details of this process are given in the Appendix, which 
clarifies how this book is a production of SqEK with explicit authors, some 
of whom have proven expertise in their field.

Contents of the Book

Having seen that not all typologies of squatting can be represented, we 
acknowledge that not all perspectives around squatting can be undertaken. 
Hence, we have emphasised case studies and empirical evidence about 
different aspects of the squatters� movement, while attempting to keep a 
balance with our theoretical foundations, the core topic of this book and 
also our real-life experience within the squatters scenes.
	 The question we as editors have suggested to all the authors is whether 
or not squatting has displayed specific alternatives to capitalism. Our 
aim is to contextualise the squatters� movements, to see to what extent 
squatting is either a local or a global alternative, to what degree squatters 
manage to do without, and survive at the margin of capitalism. We take 
on board the idea of a critique to capitalism, expressed in how squatters 
live in everyday communes and how they create spaces where the impos-
sible becomes possible. Thus, we draw on both past experiences and recent 
events in order to assess the potential conditions under which squatting 
could be scaled up to provide a larger alternative to capitalism.
	 The chapters are organised as follows. Below are two boxes, one from 
Miguel A. Martínez, which offers a presentation of SqEK as a research 
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collective and of the methodological debates about being activist 
researchers, and one from Claudio Cattaneo, Baptiste Colin and Elisabeth 
Lorenzi, offering insights into how both our horizontal processes for 
decision making and the way our meetings take place constitute alterna-
tives to capitalism. Then follows a chapter that sets the wider framework of 
this book, that of capitalist dynamics and the crisis, the housing question 
and the kind of reactions and resistance that squatters propose. The rest 
of the book is divided into two main parts where we further develop the 
guiding ideas we presented above, and in particular, provide more contex-
tual insights about the historical, economic, political and environmental 
constraints within a capitalist society.
	 The first part, �Case Studies� � Chapters 2 to 5 � comprises city case 
studies which engage in a historical presentation of how the squatters� 
movement has emerged, flourished and at times declined. Common to all 
experiences is the centrality of the housing issue. However, we learn that 
while in some cities and contexts more radical experiences around the 
squat as an alternative commune have flourished, in other situations or 
moments in time the squatting phenomenon has been more focused on 
reclaiming housing rights. The cases presented are samples of a complex 
spatial-temporal reality represented by the experiences of Amsterdam, 
New York, London, Brighton, Berlin, Geneva, Barcelona, Rome and Paris.
	 In particular, Part I begins presenting a case for fomenting a genuine 
alternative to capitalism, rooted in a criticism of the consumerist society. 
Here squatting is the justification for engaging in the lifestyles that such 
a counter-cultural alternative entails. This radical approach has charac-
terised in many cities the emergence of what could be understood as the 
squatters� movement. This part further develops by presenting other city 
case studies which show the political approach of reclaiming housing 
rights. This movement, contextual to the present housing crisis, is best 
characterised in the last chapter of this series, with the cases of Rome and 
Paris, which are witnessing the emergence of large squatters� movements 
for housing. Extending beyond the traditional counter-cultural identity 
that emerges in the preceding chapters, these housing movements  
constitute another potential alternative to capitalism.
	 The second part of the book, �Specific Issues� (Chapters 6 to 8) is struc-
tured across three specific themes: the relationship between the city, its 
environment and the movement�s ecological dimension; the inclusion of 
diversity and gender minorities; and problems related to legalisation, crim-
inalisation and institutionalisation of the movement. Beyond the housing 
issue, our experience tells that these are three facets of the phenomenon 
that better constitute challenging alternatives to the capitalist system. 
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These alternatives manifest themselves in very different ways, which 
are visible in the comparative nature of these chapters, in each of which 
information from at least two cities is presented. Far from being uniform 
blocks, environmentalism, consideration for minorities and institutionali-
sation processes have been presented in very different manners, so we can 
learn from these comparative case studies that the squatters� movement 
can at best constitute many alternatives to capitalism, which are local, 
context-specific and never hegemonic. In each city and context the 
movement emerges with its own characteristics.
	 Moreover, we find that these issues have a broader reach than the 
squatters� movement as a whole. Throughout Europe and North America 
they have been present in sociopolitical debates across local, regional and 
national contexts, and independently from the existence of a squatters� 
movement, society at large often acknowledges the importance of environ-
mental, minorities and criminalisation problems. We argue that although 
they give marginal and very localised examples, the cases in these chapters 
deal with cutting-edge issues which show how the squatters� movement 
takes the ambivalent position of engaging in illegal experiences which 
have been introducing and promoting progressive sociopolitical practices 
which have often anticipated new legislation.
	 The book follows a structure where city case studies are presented 
in thematic chapters, so that particular characteristics of the squatters� 
movement of a city can appear across several chapters.  Table 0.1 shows 
for each city that has been included in this work, the chapters that offer a 
particular analysis.1

	 Let us summarise each specific chapter.
	 Miguel A. Martinez and Claudio Cattaneo set out in Chapter 1 the 
context in which squatting practices take place today, in the midst of the 
deepest capitalist crisis in nearly a century. This context is important not 
only because housing is a reason for squatting, but also because this is a 
serious crisis of capitalism and alternatives are required. In this respect, 
the practice of squatting is well placed to provide an answer to such a 
stringent issue. The main argument of the chapter is that squatting 
represents an opposition not just to private property but to many facets 
of capitalism. It is more appropriate to say that squatting is a practical 
critique of urban speculation, but this would be to leave aside the fact 
that there are many other forms of economic speculation that are equally 
contested. Squatting is a multidimensional way of living that pursues the 
collective satisfaction of human needs through autonomous, participative 
and horizontal means of direct democracy. Otherwise, neoliberal policies, 
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the rule of capitalist market, the housing bubbles and the exhausting oil 
transactions will reproduce existing social inequalities.
	 In Chapter 2 Luca Pattaroni presents the case of Geneva, a city with 
a powerful squatter movement which in the 1990s managed to get to the 
core of city politics. Not just campaigning for the right to housing, the 
Geneva squatters� movement represented a colourful diversity of attitudes, 
behaviours and lifestyles which flourished in opposition to the grey of the 
capitalist city. Pattaroni makes the case that since the idealistic surge of 
May 1968, a new-left political vision centred around self-management, 
solidarity, conviviality and creativity has emerged. People started to squat 
in order to live differently, not just to satisfy a �need�. The chapter is a 
narration of an intimate journey into the stages that shape a squat�s cycle: 
occupation, installation, habitation, eviction and perpetuation. It shows 
how the criticism of capitalism is applied in practice in the lifecycle of a 
squat. Also, it shows the power of the movement which stretched through 
the 1980s, growing a wide political consensus against housing speculation 
which favoured its existence and got sympathisers to adopt the squatters� 
festive conceptions of political struggle. In an intriguing manner, Pattaroni 
shows how squats are not only places of contestation, but also drivers of 
a rich and alternative life which eventually succumbed to the revenge 
of the market, the conception of the city as a commodity and zero- 
tolerance policies. The resurrection elsewhere proves how the phenom-
enon is mainly that of a network movement. Lucrezia Lennert�s comments 
(in Box 2.1) reinforce the sense that house projects, which are quite 
common in Berlin, promote alternative lifestyles and help people manage 
personal lives largely apart from the dominant capitalist ways of living. 
	 In Chapter 3 E. T. C. Dee provides an account of the Brighton and 
London history of the squatters� movement, both how it originated and 
how it appears today, decades later. The issue of criminalisation pending 
upon illegal occupations in residential premises is a central one in that 
story. Although not much has been written about it, the criminalisation 
of squatting in England and Wales since 2012 is a crucial landmark which 
might seriously challenge the future existence of the movement in these 
countries. The author argues how important squatting was for housing 
during the 1970s and 1980s, an importance which is also related to the 
political activity undertaken by activist groups who reinforced the right 
to housing through their squatting actions. The amount of empty proper-
ties, a number always much larger than the number of homeless families, 
fostered a shared understanding of the existence of a housing crisis that 
resulted in a certain societal approval of squatting.
	 The concept of �political squatting� is closely related to the refusal 
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to accept urban speculation in real estate � whether it leads to housing 
shortages, the construction of commercial superstores or the contested 
use of public urban space � but is also analysed in relation to the declara-
tions that politicians and activists offer about the issue. These explain the 
shift in public opinion and perception of a once well-accepted phenom-
enon, although as the author notes, the combination of empty buildings 
and economic crisis will mean that squatting persists, despite its crimi-
nalisation. Box 3.1 by the Needle Collective explains how the squatting 
phenomenon has been evolving one year after criminalisation.
	 In Chapter 4 Hans Pruijt elaborates on the history of the squatters� 
movement in Amsterdam and New York City (NYC). In particular, he 
focuses on how it became large-scale, and how it had the power and 
the organisation to manage the adaptation of top-down public plans in 
Amsterdam � including the Olympic Games � while it did not succeed so 
much in NYC. Pruijt observes that the case of NYC verifies a prevailing 
notion of squatting as merely a means to be housed, instead of also being 
considered an end itself. This prevented the maintenance of the movement 
over long periods of time as part of a larger plan of political activism at 
the city scale, as occurred in Amsterdam, where more combinations of 
squatting types have occurred. On the contrary, NYC squatters mainly 
focused on squatting as a deprivation-based and alternative housing 
strategy. A few comments made by Alan Smart (in Box 4.1) introduce the 
contribution of the Provos as pioneers of the Dutch squatting movement. 
In addition, Frank Morales (Box 4.2) tells a brief personal story of the 
Lower East Side squatters� movement, which sheds new light on how 
a repressive institutional context made the survival of the movement 
extremely hard, a situation that did not occur in the Amsterdam context.
	 In Chapter 5 Pierpaolo Mudu explores the context of squatting for 
housing in Rome, as a political claim to the right to housing. The stronger 
the crisis of capitalism, the bigger the rescaling of the squatting phenom-
enon. Here we observe the capacity of its reach and its heterogeneity. The 
first part of the chapter begins with elements of a cultural critique present 
in the lifestyle of people who choose to live differently, under communi-
tarian principles, and who find in squatting an open window to make the 
jump towards an alternative life. It ends by presenting an almost forced 
choice for people in need of decent housing who find a practical solution 
in the occupation of houses, given the cul de sac down which the present 
neoliberal capitalism is driving them. This does not occur only in Rome. 
Paris is an example of a large wave of political squatting for housing, as 
Thomas Aguilera reports (Box 5.1), with organisations that are active in 
providing shelter for those in most need. A similar typology of squatting 
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is spreading widely in Spain too, as an extension over the last two years of 
the direct actions and campaigns launched by the Platform of the People 
Affected by Mortgages (PAH).
	 At the start of Part II, in Chapter 6 Salvatore Engel-Di Mauro and 
Claudio Cattaneo see the city from the environmental perspective. Cities 
being both socially and environmentally unsustainable, the authors analyse 
local alternatives from Barcelona and NYC that, within the squatters� 
movement and in response to capitalist devastation, develop their ecolog-
ical conversion through setting up urban gardens, bicycle workshops or 
rural-urban (rurban) communes. They claim that these examples form 
part of a more general process among the squatters� movement which has 
begun to recognise how anti-capitalist autonomy must be founded not only 
on issues of social justice, but also on the supply and production of sustain-
able resources, and access to the means of primary production. However, 
far from arguing a simple case for greening the city through more urban 
gardens and pro-bicycle policies, squatters criticise the (green) neoliberal 
city. In rurban communes a whole lifestyle is built around the principles 
of mutualism, ecologism and social justice.
	 In Chapter 7 Azozomox engages in a comparison between Berlin, 
Madrid and Barcelona, aiming at studying the issue of social diversity 
within the squatters� movement. In particular, the author deals with gender 
relationships. LBGTQ  identities, the critical perspective of non-white and 
migrant women, everyday sexism and the division of labour in the repro-
duction of life are all controversial issues within the squats discussed. 
Although the relationship between capitalism and social domination in 
the field of gender relationships would deserve a larger discussion, the 
chapter provides evidence of the narrow connection � and sometimes 
clashes � between anti-capitalist and gender-emancipatory struggles. A 
strong self-criticism has arisen from inside the squatters� movement about 
the real contradictions and limits that political squatting has in terms of 
gender relations. Thus, Azozomox explains why some squats preferred to 
devote their political initiatives to those specific issues.
	 In Chapter 8 Miguel A. Martinez, Azozomox and Javier Gil propose a 
way of understanding the legal issues of squatting by reflecting on strate-
gies of resistance, the challenge of criminalisation and the controversies 
around the options of squats converted into a legal status. The authors 
deal with the different legal regulations in some European countries, and 
the evolution of the legal and political treatments of squatting over the 
years and according to the state authorities concerned. They focus on 
the cities of Madrid and Berlin in order to understand how squatters face 
the overall criminalisation of squatting and particular threats of eviction. 
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Other European cases are also considered for comparative purposes, and 
in Box 8.2 Deanna Dadusc presents the case from Amsterdam, which 
has been affected by the new Dutch legislation that seeks to criminalise 
the movement. As the authors argue, squatters� resistance to the law may 
take place inside or outside legal institutions, so that the legalisation of 
some squats should not be regarded as the major outcome of the legal 
dilemmas faced by squatters. Various other strategies, benefits, side-effects 
and contextual explanations also need to be included in the analysis, as is 
shown by the examples mentioned in the chapter. Claudio Cattaneo (in 
Box 8.1) offers an explanation of squatters� illegal behaviour grounded on 
the pursuit of their moral principles independently from respect of the law 
and combined with the movement�s capacity to resist oppression.
	 In the final chapter of this book we use the cases and arguments of the 
previous chapters in order to offer some answers to the original questions 
that motivated us. We also recall the ideas and remarks given by other 
SqEK members in the last debates we held in Paris (March, 2013).
	 Summing up, we claim that squatting does not represent a complete 
alternative to capitalism. Mainly, squatting provides a strong local alterna-
tive, with various branches of critical discourse, small-scale behaviours and 
autonomous practices directly connected with other anti-capitalist and 
emancipatory social movements. In addition, there are many hindrances 
and internal contradictions which squatters� movements need to face if 
they want to scale up to a level at which they become powerful enough to 
challenge the hegemony of capitalism.

Box 0.1 Some Notes about  SqEK’s Activist-Research Perspective

Miguel A. Martínez

We could define SqEK as an information and social network of 
activist-researchers. This should be distinguished from a formal 
organisation; it is neither an institutionalised research group nor a 
research institute. Instead of formal externally imposed regulation, 
SqEK members reach consensus decisions which are valid until the 
next face-to-face meeting. Decisions are usually based on previous 
debates which have arisen through the email list or during one of the 
regular encounters. Just as with squatting itself, no university, state 
agency, non-governmental organisation (NGO) or private company 
was behind the origin and development of SqEK, although members 



The Squatters’ Movement in Europe

18

may use the resources of the institutions to which they belong in the 
course of participating in this activist-research network.
	 Membership in the network is also quite open and flexible. The 
first call to meet in Madrid in 2009 was addressed to researchers all 
over Europe who had published books or academic articles about 
squatting (the members are mainly from Western Europe), but it was 
an open call that also appealed to students researching into this or 
related topics. Later meetings were even more public, with the aim 
of inviting activists and people interested in squatting and other 
researchers, like those from North America. New scholars, students, 
squatters and activists attended the presentations and discussions, 
although only a few remained involved in SqEK. Those who did joined 
the email list, or later wrote a short letter of introduction and motiva-
tion, and asked to join. Most of those who approached SqEK via the 
internet participated in the regular exchange of messages and in the 
upcoming meetings. Beyond the internal mailing list, there is also a 
website: sqek.squat.net
	 While the name chosen refers to the existence of a �collective�, this 
is a specific and variable outcome of the activities that all the members 
perform through the network. Every time we meet, gather in order to 
write a book (like we have done for this one in our last two meetings) 
or a special issue of a journal, or form a group in order to research 
a particular topic, we produce collectives. All are part of SqEK. The 
unitary name might be misleading. The way of working is as a �collec-
tive of collectives�, that is, as an active network producing research 
activities with a collective dimension. The general collective entity, 
then, has looser boundaries than the subgroups. However, these 
would not be possible without the general umbrella, and the flows of 
information which are constantly underway within the network.
	 At the end of the second meeting SqEK held in Milan in 2009, 
a manifesto and research agenda was written collectively, and 
published soon after in ACME (an e-journal of critical geography) 
and the ISA-RC-21 (International Sociological Association-Research 
Committee) newsletter. This text emphasised that

Critical engagement, transdisciplinarity and comparative approaches 
are the bases of our project �. Self-funded research in different 
countries, internal meetings of the research group and public events 
are, at the present, our main activities. Diverse methods of research 
and theoretical frames are also remarkable aspects of our methodology.
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At first glance, this declaration does not suggest any exclusive method 
or theory within SqEK. Nonetheless, there are some approaches 
that are strongly endorsed within this network (and which could be 
described as the SqEK research agenda).
	 SqEK encourages methodological approaches in which the 
researcher is critically engaged in squatting. This is an open and not 
uncontroversial issue, but at least explicitly, invites self-reflection on 
the researcher�s involvement with the practices and struggles carried 
on by squatters. There are different ways to express that engagement, 
from researchers who live as squatters themselves, to their availability 
to offer advice and information to squatters who request it. To make 
this commitment clear, we decided to hold public talks and debates 
with squatters in each of the cities where SqEK met. The same hetero-
geneity we observe within the squatters� scenes is also present within 
SqEK. There is no canonical model of the kind of activist-researcher 
that SqEK promotes, but the common ground is to consider this rela-
tionship crucial, and one which should be debated explicitly. We take 
it for granted that most who are affiliated with SqEK are sympathetic 
with squatting, or even joined this network due to their previous 
experiences as squatters. However this does not exclude critical 
perspectives regarding, for instance, squatters� contradictions, failures 
and unintended effects.

SqEK will seek to critically analyse the squatters� movement in its 
relevant contexts (historical, cultural, spatial, political, and economic), 
trying to involve the activists in the research practices, and sharing the 
knowledge thus produced with them and society. � Furthermore, in 
view of the diverse composition of our network we seek to challenge 
the traditional dichotomy between researchers and their subjects/
objects of knowledge. Whenever possible, we would like to involve 
squatters and activists in our research practices, thus favouring a 
collaborative and dialogical approach to knowledge production in the 
belief that social movement activists, just as any other social actor, are 
themselves producers of knowledge 

(SqEK research agenda)

Therefore, SqEK is a means for researching about squatting, for 
making collaborative research with squatters, and advancing public 
understanding of squatting. Cooperation, horizontality and direct 
democracy within SqEK are procedures of self-organising that stem 
from our past [or that of many members�] experiences in squatting 
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groups. When possible, SqEK members have supported squats under 
threat of eviction, or disseminated information about different cases 
of squatting, autonomous social centres and other urban struggles. 
Activists� networks and squats have been important for hosting 
attendees to SqEK meetings, without restricting this mutual aid to 
the squatting scene. 
	 In comparison with most conventional academic conferences, 
time limits for debates were more flexible in the SqEK meetings. It 
was familiarly assumed that the group would try to reach consensus 
concerning the organisational affairs of the network. Intellectual 
controversies were always welcome if they were able to shed light 
on the topics under examination. The depth of the discussions also 
varied according to the type of participants in each given situation. 
SqEK also learned from the activist style of do-it-yourself, launching 
research projects funded at a very low scale. Not least, it has been a 
relief for activist-researchers to discover that hundreds of European 
squatters are also �shadow researchers�. Activists may not be entirely 
aware of their contributions to the public knowledge of squatting, but 
many are highly educated and involved in the kinds of debates, publi-
cations, talks, video making and campaigns which inform a research 
process. SqEK members feel themselves very tied to those kinds of 
self-research processes, although they also remain connected with 
academic debates, bibliographic references and theoretical discus-
sions which may also interest activists. In addition, several proposals 
of publication in a nonacademic language, accessible to a wider 
audience,  emerged within the SqEK meetings in order to popularise 
this collaborative production of knowledge about squatting.
	 Indeed, activist or militant research suggests that the bound-
aries between activists and researchers are blurred. This also means 
conflicts. Activists may consider some information secret, or sensitive 
for political reasons. Some activists do not want to help individuals 
in their academic careers. Some researchers only see activism as an 
academic subject from a distant point of view, and are heedless of 
activists� concerns. There is great diversity among activists, researchers 
and activists-researchers, so stereotypes tend to play a harmful role. 
In general, whether activist or researcher, nobody likes to be treated 
as an abstract, simplified and static research object. Thus, the main 
challenge for all the people involved in a project of activist research 
is to agree on the terms of the interactions, the means and goals of 
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	 Finally, the comparative approach has been strongly supported 
by all researchers involved since the network was first launched as 
a means of connecting people from different European cities and 
countries. Some of them had also sought to compare squatting in two 
or more cities. All of us sought to obtain and share a deeper knowledge 
of all European countries as a way of assessing the transnational 
urban movement. Systematic comparisons point a way to overcome 
both local and descriptive stories about squatting. Comparisons are 
therefore conceived as a means to discover cross-national patterns 
and similar phenomena in different urban settings. In addition, the 
comparative perspective obliged SqEK members to collect empirical 
data in each place according to the variables agreed upon by all the 
researchers involved. While these intentions framed the whole activity 
of the SqEK in the long run, some of the publications were only able 
to collect articles with a national or local scope, leaving readers with 
the task of attempting the comparison on their own.

Box 0.2 SqEK Processes as an Alternative to Capitalism

Claudio Cattaneo, Baptiste Colin and Elisabeth Lorenzi

The SqEK meetings have provided the opportunity for face-to-face 
interaction between researchers, most of them coming from estab-
lished academic centres, but also many independent and freelance 
activist-researchers. This mix of participants already occurs in 
academic conferences but in the case of SqEK conferences, the main 
difference and novelty refers to the venues where they are held: not 
only university institutions, but autonomous social centres both legal 
and squatted.
	 The open and closed modalities of the different SqEK meetings 
imply that the group works as a research group � when doors are 
closed � and as a provider of a service from a social centre � when 
the doors are open. With reference to the first, we note that SqEK 
meetings use horizontal organising processes developed by contem-
porary social movements. This is also a heritage of some claims 
formulated during the 1968 students� movements, and is still present 
in some workshops organised in academic institutions. This is the way 
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a collaborative methodology is shaped. With reference to the second, 
an open door implies that, to the eyes of the external person, the event 
is not offered by an academic institution or by its research groups, 
but by a network within the squatters� movement, and in particular, 
one dedicated to scholarly research. In this way SqEK first appears to 
the public as part of a social movement, and only then it can be said 
that it contributes to the production of scientific knowledge. From 
a methodological perspective, it implies a step beyond �participant 
observation�, into �participant observing�, so that the main position 
shifts from that of observation to that of participation; from participa-
tory research to activist research. As more than an external observer 
� albeit many members are engaged in participation � SqEK stands 
as a participant in the production of scholarly knowledge, as another 
activist within the movement. The research carried out in this book is 
original insomuch as it is participative, activist and collective.
	 In parallel with the meetings � which can be seen as catalysts of 
initiatives and collaborating projects � the SqEK email list offers a 
platform out of which proposals and agreements of the meetings are 
developed and more projects are proposed, such as the offer to publish 
this book, a process that is detailed in the Appendix, or to compete for 
EU or national grants.
	 Some unresolved contradictions still remain on the table, not 
only inside SqEK but also as a matter related to any activist research 
process. How do we combine academic meritocracy � which often 
seeks principal and leading authors � with the social and collective 
production of knowledge? In the Appendix we also explain how 
this contradiction forms part of a learning process, with its obvious 
limitations. And with reference to the relationship between squatted 
social centres and knowledge production, what do squatted and 
collective places have to offer for scholarship? What can be scien-
tifically produced that stems out of their premises and processes? 
And what is there that academic and formal research centres cannot 
offer? How do we avoid the exclusive dichotomy of activist versus 
academic production of knowledge? We see that there are grounds 
for combined activities and processes between the academic/scholar 
sphere and the activist/social centre sphere, and SqEK contributes by 
promoting horizontality in decision making, by acknowledging the 
impossibility of truly independent and objective research, by adopting 
nonindividualistic values and engaging in self-organised social and 
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research processes. We see that as SqEK and through our meetings we 
are contributing to enhance this collaboration and to generate novel 
forms of scholar production.
	 Academic centres are increasingly becoming branches of the capi-
talist system through partnerships with the private corporate sector 
and similar processes of privatisation. But both the horizontal and 
consensus-based method that SqEK follows in the production of 
knowledge, and the practice of self-organising conferences within 
squatted social centres, are already enhancing an essential alter-
native to capitalism, and constitute a challenge to its hierarchical 
organisation.

Note

1	 Given the high interconnectedness between the case studies and specific 
issues of the movement, each chapter relates to several other ones. As 
editors of the book we have inserted text in square brackets [like this] which 
explains the connection, continuity or divergence between arguments across  
chapters.
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Squatting as a Response to Social 
Needs, the Housing Question 
and the Crisis of Capitalism

Miguel A. Martínez and Claudio Cattaneo

Introduction

Is squatting a feasible alternative to housing problems in the capitalist 
system? Is squatting only a marginal activity undertaken by people in 
need who are motivated against the rule of capitalism? Is squatting no 
more than a temporary reaction to the unsolved �housing question� in the 
current crisis caused by the malfunctioning of capitalist mechanisms?
	 These questions deserve a careful analysis. The capitalist system has 
experienced crucial shifts all over the world. Neoliberal policies and 
increasing global flows have been pervasive since the 1970s. The global 
elites and corporations have enjoyed new privileged and flexible ways to 
accumulate capital. In the meantime, the poor, the underpaid, occasional 
workers, undocumented migrants and the working classes have suffered 
new forms of dispossession. These have included cuts in public services 
and subsidies, looser regulation of working conditions, rising costs of 
living in urban settings, and police surveillance and repression in order 
to keep the wealthiest segregated from the deprived. Housing needs 
and other kinds of urban dwellers� social needs fall under that general 
umbrella. Therefore, the practice of squatting empty properties should not 
be dissociated from such an overall context.
	 In particular, we are now interested in understanding how different 
expressions of squatting are closely interconnected as a result of the 
constraints of the capitalist context in which they occur, although 
sometimes individual squatters or groups of squatters do not form an 
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organised movement. The squatters� class position, the political ties 
between squatters and the urban value of the occupied buildings may 
be highlighted as three substantial aspects in order to distinguish the 
relationship between capitalism and types of squatting. We argue that 
�social� and �political� squatting is an extremely simple way of classifi-
cation which obscures how social needs in general, and housing needs 
specifically, are determined by contentious interactions between those 
who rule the principal capitalist mechanisms of accumulation and those 
who are excluded from them. Any form of squatting, thus, is both �social� 
and �political�. What makes the difference, in our view, is why squatting is 
undertaken, what its different goals are, and how can they be understood 
in relation to prevailing capitalist ways of managing and allocating urban 
goods. In particular, in this chapter we analyse how the different types of 
squats, squatters and owners, on the one hand, and the ways that squatters 
take in order to satisfy their own and other social groups� needs, on the 
other hand, can contribute to understanding the most relevant reasons 
behind squatting.
	 Given the housing shortage, the lack of affordable and decent housing 
compared with available income, the stock of vacant buildings and the 
practices of real estate speculation, it is evident that squatting is a direct 
response to the failures of both capitalism and the welfare state. The key 
question is whether squatting is a sufficient and efficient response. If we 
consider the imaginary situation in which all the empty buildings are 
occupied, then the question would be: are there still housing and social 
needs to be satisfied? If so, squatting would not be the answer since all the 
built places would already be in use. The whole set would be divided into 
those occupied in conventional ways (by state or private owners, private 
tenants, housing cooperatives and so on) and those occupied in unconven-
tional ones such as squatting (that is, the occupation of a property without 
the owner�s permission). However, the size of the unconventional sector 
might be so limited that squatters and the homeless do not represent a 
threat to the whole real-estate system. Furthermore, in spite of the fact 
that the homeless and squatters may be self-housed, unacceptable social 
inequalities may remain within the conventional housing system, so these 
are not necessarily challenged by the persistence of squatting. The mere 
fact of occupying empty properties does not entail a change in the rules of 
the game, but only represents a partial transgression of some of them. 
	 Squatters may solve their own housing dilemmas by exploring alterna-
tive or illegal practices, and they can also spread their example to others 
with similar concerns. Notwithstanding that, the core of the real estate 
market, whether under the rule of private agents or state managers, might 
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not be touched by those who promote alternative ways of solving housing 
needs for a minority of the population. Squatting, lastly, could not be 
a useful alternative for the broader society unless all the housing stock 
was empty or all tenants stopped paying rent (assuming tenancy is the 
dominant mode of access to a home).
	 A different approach to our initial questions needs to take into account 
the specific historical periods and political-spatial opportunities. We 
observe that the numbers of squatters keep a narrow relationship with the 
most critical moments of the economic cycles in terms of unemployment 
rates, housing prices, privatisation, gentrification, urban renovation and 
industrial restructuring. There are also significant variations from one city 
and country to another. Squatters develop their own skills to explore these 
opportunities and to perform tactical means of action. Obviously, many of 
them are also encouraged by strategic views and anti-capitalist prospects 
coming from previous and contemporary social movements. Every local 
squatters� movement, then, covers a particular section of urban conflicts 
according to both the political coalitions in which it is embedded and the 
expressions of the capitalist crisis in everyday life.
	 Tradition states that where there is a need, there is a right. Each of 
these words � �need� and �right� � holds very controversial meanings, and to 
disentangle them would bring us too far from our present goals. In a rough 
manner we can conceive that housing needs are not restricted to having a 
roof over your head and having the money to pay for the acquisition of that 
roof, and for rent, maintenance, taxes and/or the regular costs of external 
supplies. A good life at home is connected with a good life in a social, 
urban and natural environment. It involves the spatial location of the 
house but also the available social resources at hand, beyond the domestic 
space. If squatting constitutes an essential claim to satisfy housing need as 
a right to housing, at the same time it is also a claim to satisfy social needs, 
which is linked to seeing housing need as a broad �right to the city�, in the 
Lefebvrian sense (Lefebvre, 1968).
	 Most squatters do not aspire to own the property they occupy. Neither 
do they define the practice of squatting as theft or usurpation, since they 
emphasise the right to use and occupy abandoned properties and keep 
them in a liveable condition. If anything, according to Proudhon, it is 
property which is based on a primal theft. Squatting, at its best, supposes 
a sort of symbolic and eventual expropriation of the property of owners 
who are perceived as illegitimate because of their excessive wealth 
compared with the dispossessed. It is not the right to private property 
that is reclaimed by most squatters, but the right to a more just and equal 
distribution of the resources that allow a decent life. Expropriation thus 
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involves an exercise of turning private goods into common goods. Housing 
needs, therefore, are accomplished alongside social needs. Squatting 
becomes, in the end, a form of class struggle where the housing question 
is a crucial one, but not an exclusive one. In fact squatting is more than just 
living under a roof, because it is a collective process of self-organisation 
to get access to an affordable space, a cooperative way of repairing and 
preserving the building, an alternative way of living in the margins of the 
capitalist patterns, and a political experience of protesting and mobilising 
through direct action.

Squatters Strive for Housing Needs and Social Justice

Every human need involves subjective aspirations and a lack of material 
resources according to conventional or underlying social agreements 
about the basic conditions for enjoying a decent life (Leal and CortØs, 
1995: 4�12). Homeless people need a home, above all. Home seekers in 
contrast are those who need a new or a better home, such as young people, 
residents in substandard houses, families that grow in size, divorced 
couples, those who demand space for working at home, as well as migrant 
newcomers (Bouillon, 2009; Leal, 2010). People who aspire to live in 
communes or in co-housing initiatives, for instance, may also contribute 
to the expression of housing needs in the form of a demand. 
	 Homes are not exactly the primary need, but they represent a way 
to satisfy many basic human needs such as protection, shelter, identity, 
affection and subsistence (Max-Neef, 1994: 58�9). There are other means 
to satisfy basic human needs, but without the satisfaction of at least 
the need for physical health and personal autonomy, it is quite difficult 
to participate in social life and to pursue your own goals (Doyal and 
Gough, 1991; Gough, 2004). Adequate shelter may be conceived, then, 
as an �intermediate need� or a �cultural satisfier� that helps other needs 
to be fulfilled. [This becomes evident in Chapter 2, which analyses how 
squatters� counter-cultural critique to capitalism is made possible in the 
special relationships that are developed within communes, like the Berlin 
house projects, or in the way well-being is achieved by the freedom to 
refurbish a home according to the different and evolving needs of its 
members, or even by the services that the existence of a house can offer to 
activists.]
	 As has been frequently noted, these processes addressing the satisfac-
tion of needs involve an exercise of social power (capabilities) because 
there are observable and implicit conflicts between individuals and groups 
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trying to influence, shape and determine others� needs and desires (Lukes, 
1974: 23). This opens the door to political action in the field of housing 
and social needs. Squatters exercise their power, their capabilities, in 
aiming at satisfying their own needs, and also support the struggles of 
those who are excluded from the dominant housing system. Solidarity 
with the homeless, the substandardly housed, the poor and young people 
who cannot afford a decent and well-serviced house, is also a political aim 
of all kinds of squatters, those who self-house themselves and those who 
run squatted social centres. This is another substantial reason for not sepa-
rating housing and social needs, and pro-housing and pro-social-centres 
squatters.
	 The satisfaction of human needs depends on many factors. Squatters, 
for example, can only represent the interests of those excluded from the 
capitalist housing system (although they often deny the politics of repre-
sentation and prefer the politics of autonomy, direct democracy and 
self-representation). However there are environmental limits to the size 
of the population to be housed and the materials and energy employed in 
the construction of houses (Riechmann, 1998: 310). Squatters can only 
operate within the already built stock, regardless of its inherent envi-
ronmental sustainability. They leave aside the claim for housing all the 
excluded by demanding new constructions. In both cases, there are also 
social, political and normative principles to deal with. Who has a priority 
right to be housed? What are the criteria used in practice to produce 
an equal and just access to a squatted place? How do we overcome the 
barriers faced by particular social groups as a result of their gender, class, 
ethnicity or abilities (Nussbaum, 2003)?
	 These aspects have received some criticism from outside the squatters� 
movement since the very beginning (Lowe, 1986). Priemus (1983), for 
example, argued that only �bona fide squatters� could contribute to adding 
empty dwellings to the housing stock by improving their premises. They 
also �place the housing shortage on the political agenda, expose abuse 
of ownership and increase the pressure on the authorities to tackle 
speculation in real estate effectively, to gear the programming of house-
building better to the demand and to improve housing distribution policy� 
(Priemus, 1983: 418). These squatters practise self-help, help others to 
find accommodation and use squatting as a means of protest against 
housing shortages, vacancy, speculation and housing policies. However, 
there are many squatters who occupy social housing at the expense of the 
groups who have priority of access according to the official regulations. For 
instance, squatters typically house young people, single persons and (in 
the case Priemus is discussing) Dutch nationals, a clientele that is different 
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from the deprived social categories like families with children that are 
supposedly favoured by the state agencies (ibid.). Among the responses 
to this criticism, some argued that �the largest part of the houses occupied 
were taken from private owners who preferred, for motives of profit, to 
speculate with empty dwellings, or to turn houses into offices� (Draaisma 
and Hoogstraten, 1983: 410). Also, �squatters rarely prevented people in 
greater need from being housed because most squatted houses were not 
intended for immediate use� (Wates and Wolmar, 1980: 61).
	 There are many autonomous groups which deliberate, fix norms and 
take their own decisions about where to squat according to the location, 
the type of building and their knowledge about the owner. They also 
recruit members or back other potential squatters by relying on trust, 
political affinity, needs, opportunity, capacities, skills, information and 
so on (Adell and Martinez, 2004; Bailey, 1973; Corr, 1999; SabatØ, 2012; 
SQUASH, 2011; Thörn, Wasshede and Nilson, 2011). [The Netherlands, 
particularly Amsterdam, is a clear case where the articulation of the 
squatters� movement reached a high level of complexity and organisation, 
as Hans Pruijt presents in Chapter 4.] Therefore, the controversy about 
the squatters� awareness of the social, urban and environmental context 
leads to the internal diversity of the movement and the single initiatives 
that any group takes. The issue of social justice, then, needs to be debated 
according to each autonomous group of squatters, since there is no central 
organisation that can impose general normative criteria. Nonetheless, 
it cannot be skipped because it affects the core argument about the  
legitimation of squatting to satisfy housing and social needs.
	 Another source of the legitimation of squatting has to do with the type 
of owner and the features of the empty properties that are taken over. 
The final decision to occupy a specific building depends on a limited 
amount of information. Whether the owner is a large corporation, a small 
company or a private proprietor, the major issue at stake is the owner�s 
class situation, which can be measured here in terms of their economic 
power and also according to the speculative operations they develop. The 
more distant the owner is from the squatters� class situation, income and 
ideological principles, the greater the legitimation of the conflict as a 
class struggle. However, this does not mean an immediate confrontation, 
because the owner�s reaction after the occupation may follow different 
strategies. Sometimes, for example, the owner avoids a direct confronta-
tion for a certain period of time while preparing documents for launching 
a judicial attack or while negotiating with interested buyers. If the legal 
owner belongs to the middle classes (or, in some exceptional cases, to the 
working class) and the property is crucial to their own economic survival 
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because they expect a change in their personal situation which will 
oblige them to transform this asset into money or into their primary 
home.

Given all the above elements at play, we argue that squatting is more than 
just a simple challenge to private property.
	 Sometimes squatting consists simply of unconventional forms of getting 
accommodation, but more frequently squatting challenges capitalism as a 
whole: the uneven distribution of private property, the labour exploitation, 
the commodification of housing and urban life, the functional tendency of 
state powers to favour the elites� and capitalists� accumulation, and so on. 
The legal preservation, inheritance and reproduction of private property 
is only one of the foundations of capitalism and social injustice, but capi-
talism works thanks to many other mechanisms and social relations which 
change from time to time. Speculation in the housing market, for example, 
may develop through expensive, scarce and expanded forms of tenancy 
instead of access to home ownership. Socio-spatial displacement of the 
poor may also contribute to opening new business opportunities for the 
elites in the city centre. In spite of the limited impacts of the squatters in 
altering these capitalist mechanisms and the urban growth machine, the 
squatters� movements are able to shift them to the foreground and make 
them visible.

Housing Deprivation at the Core of the Financial Crisis

The phrase �the housing question� recalls Engels� seminal contributions 
in 1872 and 1887 to the analysis of urban problems from the point of 
view of working-class interests (the �social question�) and by imagining a 
post-revolutionary society. Engels (1975[1872]: 587) disputed Proudhon�s 
embracement of the right to home ownership in a more egalitarian society. 
On the contrary, Engels advocated state control over the whole built stock 
and a just distribution according to everyone�s needs. The practice of 
squatting is situated in an intermediate territory. Although most squatters 
reject private property as it is now because it is considered an obstacle 
to the satisfaction of the housing needs of large numbers of people, they 
consider that once a building is occupied, only some people have the right 
to use and manage the space. This does not usually mean that squatters 
claim the right to a legal title as private owners (although this sometimes 
happens), but only that they claim the right to take care of the building 
and of the life inside according to their own collectively agreed rules 
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(Martínez, 2002: 189�92). This can be called a right to partially private 
possession, rather than to private property. The interesting lesson about 
these analyses is that they urge us to focus on the major shifts within the 
history of capitalism and the role played by the housing question. This 
endeavour exceeds our present purposes, although a few illustrations may 
help us to understand how squatting emerges as a reaction against this 
overall context, and is fuelled by more than the exclusion of access to a 
home.
	 More than just focusing on the issue of private property, the squatting 
of empty buildings provides a public critique of capitalist speculation. 
Profit rates have been falling since the 1970s, and the capitalist recon-
version from industrial production to financial markets has been the way 
to keep profits alive. In particular, financial markets have been oriented 
increasingly towards the housing sector. Urban speculation is thus only 
one of the expressions of broad speculative operations within capitalism. 
These consist of credits, debts, mortgages, pension funds, patents and all 
sorts of financial deals with legal titles and money, which fuel the capacity 
for accumulation of capital regardless of the commodities, services, work, 
natural resources and background information (López and Rodríguez, 
2010: 76�81). 
	 After the expansive period of capital accumulation through the central 
role played by the heavy Fordist industries (1945�73), during the following 
years of crisis a combination of different means were used to recover 
the rates of profit for the global elites. Neoliberal policies, for example, 
involved the retrenchment of the state in most areas from national indus-
tries and the delivering of services and subsidies to all who needed them 
(Harvey, 2007). Monetary policies were dissociated from the amount of 
gold actually held, and direct foreign investments were allowed to move 
worldwide almost without national controls. The privatisation of common 
goods, lands, natural resources (minerals, oil, water, fisheries and so on), 
public services (health, education, transport, planning and so on), software 
and knowledge, created new forms of scarcity and appealing markets 
for investors. The new technologies of communication, computing and 
transport were able to provide tools for the quick movement of capital and 
goods, although the flows of people remained strongly restricted. Fordist 
and post-Fordist industries as well as the increasingly more industrialised 
and mechanised food production were displaced to new emerging regions 
of the world such as Asia and Latin America, while the wide sector of 
services occupied much of the workforce of the richest countries. Financial 
institutions like the banks, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the 
World Bank and hedge funds were able to dictate the policies of indebted 
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countries, but also to control our present and future lives through student 
loans, housing mortgages, consumption credits, retirement funds and so 
on (Harvey, 2007). These forms of financial speculation are not completely 
new since they are based on old forms of tributes, enjoying rents and the 
primitive destruction of commons, but their novelty is in the accelerated 
rhythm of expansion and colonisation of all the spheres of life, including 
in particular, in recent times, the sphere of housing. This highly developed 
and sophisticated means of capital accumulation through financial instru-
ments has provoked severe economic crises such the one in 1998 and the 
latest one which started in 2008.
	 Empty apartments and office buildings, abandoned factories or schools, 
destruction of public parks and arable lands, commodification of music 
and theatre spectacles, or renovation of old urban areas, are some of the 
material aspects resulting from the pressure of speculative forces in tight 
connection with the political institutions that favour them. Real-estate 
speculation, then, is part of a wider engine of a mobile capitalist specu-
lation which can jump from the promotion of urban mega-events to the 
hoarding of cereal crops, and can intervene in the international exchanges 
of national currencies and debts. 
	 No squatters� movement was strong enough to stop these ongoing 
financial processes, but the occupation of some empty spaces at least 
made them visible. In spite of the material and economic benefits which 
squatters can hold by keeping themselves apart from the pervasive flows of 
economic speculation in most dimensions of our personal and social life, 
their struggle is mostly symbolic and political, calling for others to join the 
cause against urban speculation. The real estate sector also suffers internal 
contradictions: while some agents want to accelerate the cycle of construc-
tion, others tend to decrease the pace at which they put their assets in 
the market (López and Rodríguez, 2010: 118). State policies may oscillate 
between favouring some real-estate developers in the housing sector, for 
example by building roads and other infrastructure, and freezing state 
support for private urban projects. These contradictions and variations 
open different opportunities for squatting from time to time, and from 
place to place. Urban speculation is quite variable, and may be affected 
by interest rates, the wages paid to employees, the duration and costs of 
education, and not least by strikes, fair-trade movements and campaigns 
to preserve social commons. Squatters therefore take advantage of the 
available cracks which those contradictory economic flows are producing.
	 Obviously, this implies that their struggle goes beyond opposition to 
the concentration of private property in a few hands. Rather, squatters 
question how private property is managed by either financial speculators 
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or the state authorities. Squatters also try to stop the artificial circulation 
of money by placing themselves as (temporary) obstacles to the tactic 
of making profit through the built environment. Finally, squatters open 
opportunities and offer practical examples to those who wish to extract 
themselves, at least partially, from growth and the speculative urban 
machine. There is no mechanical adaptation to the economic crisis 
because the squatters� movement follows its own social and political 
logics of self-reproduction, which have to do with their achievements, 
organisation, media representation and their interactions with state 
authorities. However, the empty holes left behind by urban speculation 
are a crucial source and motivation for squatting practices in particular 
places. The squatters� movements did not start to develop in Europe and 
the United States in the 1970s by chance: this was the time when the 
previous wave of capitalist expansion was reaching an end.

Urban Speculation and Financial Crisis: Lessons from Spain

The Spanish case is quite significant for understanding these processes. In 
the last four decades there have been phases of economic expansion and 
recession. The major economic indicators such as gross national product 
(GNP) changed sharply. The first economic crisis began during the period 
of transition from dictatorship to liberal democracy, from 1975 onwards. 
This heyday for social movements � involving citizens and workers above 
all � was not able to transform the power of the elites, the crisis persisted, 
and a profound industrial restructuring gave rise to a high percentage 
of unemployment (Castells, 1983; PØrez and SÆnchez, 2008). After the 
decline of those movements, squatters who broadly followed the practices 
seen elsewhere in Europe appeared around 1984, although there were 
some individual cases from 1977 (Martínez, 2002). Spain was incorpo-
rated into the European Union in 1986. This inaugurated a new wave of 
urban speculation which lasted until 1992. In 1995, squatting became 
a criminal offence following a substantive change in the Penal Code. 
However, the squatters� movement was experiencing a strong expansion, 
wide media coverage and increasing public attention.
	 After a few critical years and alongside the emergence of many more 
protest movements, another phase of economic prosperity for the elites 
was initiated around 1996. Apart from the traditional tourist industry and 
the economic concentration of power in a few groups of large corpora-
tions which took advantage of the liberalisation of strategic sectors, the 
economic boom until 2008 was based on the construction of houses, major 
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infrastructure and often unnecessary large public buildings (López and 
Rodríguez, 2010; Naredo, 2011). Intensive flows of incoming migrants and 
several reforms of employment regulations contributed to keeping salaries 
very low, and work temporary and precarious. Housing prices, however, 
rose continuously. Anti-globalisation movements and squatters (Martínez, 
2007) remained very active and critical about these massive mobilisations 
of workforce, land and oil (and also about the state�s involvement of Spain 
in the Iraq war) but their voices were not loud enough to warn society at 
large about the greatest urban process of speculation and political corrup-
tion ever. Among the tentative uprisings of those years, it is worth noting 
the Movement for Decent Housing, active between 2006 and 2009, in 
which some squatters also participated (Blanco, 2011).
	 Figure 1.1 shows how six indicators related to finance and housing 
shifted sharply from before the bubble (up to the 1990s) to the time of the 
bubble (until 2007):

1	 The availability of houses for rent decreased dramatically, from 40 per 
cent of all housing in 1960 to 10 per cent in 2005.

2	 The proportion of construction that was social housing (VPO in 
Spanish, which covers privately owned houses enjoying different state 
subsidies) reduced from 34 per cent in 1973 to 4 per cent in 2005.

3	 While in 1997 credit granted to industry was 3.3 times higher than 
loans for real estate, in 2005 loans to the real estate market became 
higher than the those to industry.

4	 Homeowners became increasing indebted, with the proportion of the 
house cost they owed growing from an average 45 per cent in 1990 to 
60 per cent in 2004.

5	 Housing prices increased relative to wages, so the average time some-
one needed to work to earn the equivalent of the price of a house grew 
from 14 months in 1980 to 14 years in 2005.

6	 There was increasing speculation over the value of housing plots, with 
the proportion of the cost of the average house that was attributable 
to cost of the land growing from 25 per cent in 1985 to 55 per cent in 
2005.

The bursting of the financial bubble brought about the highest ever histor-
ical rates of unemployment (up to 27 per cent at the middle of 2013) and 
foreclosures on people who could not pay their mortgages (with an average 
of almost 100,000 foreclosures per year between 2008 and 2012, although 
this figure includes both houses and commercial properties, according 
to the CGPJ, 2012). The bursting of the bubble, this time, was the worst 
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ever. On 15 May 2011 a popular autonomous movement occupied the 
squares of many cities. A few weeks later, local assemblies started to meet 
everywhere. A huge grassroots mobilisation aiming to stop the foreclo-
sures followed next (PAH, an acronym for the Spanish for Platform of 
People Affected by Mortgages: Colau and Alemany, 2012, 2013). Squatters 
also took part in these movements, and new squats, unexpectedly, were 
launched by some of the activists who had recently been involved in these 
new types of autonomous politics (Martínez and García, 2013). In August 
2011 the two principal political parties, the PP (conservatives and neolib-
erals) and PSOE (social democrats and liberals), agreed upon a change 
in the Constitution in order to concede supreme priority to the payment 
of state debt. All other public expenses needed to be reduced in order to 
meet the interest claimed by creditors. Cuts in salaries, subsidies, pensions 
and public services, the privatisation of state services and properties, the 
discovery of immense cases of corruption and fierce repression of social 
movements, became the regular agenda of the final years of this long 
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neoliberal turn, which had been well prepared over the previous decades 
(López and Rodríguez, 2011).
	 Concerning the housing question, some data may clarify the trends. 
First of all, the proportion of home ownership rose over the periods of both 
economic growth and decline. In 1950, 46 per cent of the housing stock 
was in the hands of private owner-occupiers and 54 per cent was occupied 
by tenants (although the proportion of tenants was 94 per cent in the city 
of Madrid and 95 per cent in Barcelona: Naredo, 2011: 30). By 1970 the 
proportions had been reversed, with 64 per cent of owner-occupiers and 
32 per cent renting houses. This linear trend ended in 2001, when there 
was 82 per cent home-ownership and 11 per cent renting (Pareja, 2010: 
112). The percentage of state-owned social housing for rent reduced from 
3 per cent to 1 per cent between 1950 and 2001. These changes were not 
echoed in the rest of Europe, with the exception of some Eastern European 
countries such as Hungary (Naredo, 2011: 22).
	 Ownership meant stability, quality and also financial investment. 
In comparison with other European countries, the Spanish state barely 
offered state-owned housing or any other affordable alternatives. On the 
contrary, most of the housing policies during this period were aimed at 
removing obstacles to home ownership: direct aid to families who bought 
a house by subsidising the interest rates on mortgages, tax relief on 
mortgage interest payments, and subsidies on the purchase of standard 
houses for the middle and working classes with a very flexible control 
regime (Pareja, 2010: 119�20). There were almost no alternatives for 
those needing a home other than becoming a house owner. As a result, 
more and more social groups sought finance for house purchases. A whole 
society was obliged to take out mortgages from financial institutions if 
they did not want to become homeless.
	 Young people were among those who suffered the consequences of 
exclusion from the housing sector, because of their financial uncertain-
ties, their high rates of precarious employment and unemployment, and 
the lack of public housing and other affordable alternatives to house 
ownership. This led to an extraordinary delay in the age at which they 
became independent from their parents. For example, in 1997 more than 
80 per cent of the Spanish population aged between 18 and 29 years still 
lived with their parents, while in comparison, in Denmark the propor-
tion was less than 30 per cent and in the Netherlands less than 40 per 
cent (Leal, 2010: 25). Of course, they were the first victims of the rising 
prices of housing, while the previous owners and the new investors made 
profits from their privileged situation. The first important housing bubble 
between 1986 and 1992 was mainly caused by incoming flows of foreign 
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speculative capital (Naredo, 2011: 49). Tourism, international exhibitions 
and the Olympics, the so-called modernisation of the national infrastruc-
ture (high-speed trains, for instance) and explicit public policies and urban 
plans fuelling the construction of housing, paved the way for all kinds of 
speculative activity.
	 The almost 5 million migrants who came to live in Spain after 1996 also 
participated in this already well-established and very expensive housing 
market. For these and for other new home buyers, interest rates had fallen 
considerably compared with a decade earlier. In 1990 the average rate of 
interest on new mortgages was over 16 per cent. In 2006 it was around 
4 per cent (Rodríguez, 2010: 59). However, this source of profit was not 
sufficient for the financial companies, and they tried to incorporate immi-
grants and young people into the dream of home ownership by extending 
the payback period for mortgages and using other tools to ensure that 
house prices continued to rise. The mortgage period reached an average 
of more than 28 years in 2007, but recent foreclosures have led to cases 
when people will be paying back their financial providers for up to 40 
years. At the same time house prices never stopped increasing: at a yearly 
rate of 11 per cent, the accumulated rise in housing prices was 183.8 per 
cent between 1997 and 2007 (Rodríguez, 2010: 67). The major conse-
quence was an extreme transfer of rents from individuals and families to 
the financial sector. While home owners spent on average less than 30 per 
cent of their income on housing up till 2000, in 2008 the average home 
owner was spending 51 per cent (Rodríguez, 2010: 71).
	 This huge amount of financial debt generated a lot of vulnerability, 
instability and hidden poverty for those following the mainstream way 
for accessing a house, which means the majority of the population. 
Local authorities and the central state fed this machine, and presented 
it as a new source of wealth and revenue for the government, and for 
local government in particular. However, there were natural and social 
limits to the never-ending construction boom ,which the authorities did 
not even attempt to foresee. The number of empty houses, for example, 
grew to an unbelievable high: more than 3 million were officially regis-
tered in 2001 (around 15 per cent of the total housing stock). This figure 
increased to 3.5 million in 2011, although this only represented 14 per 
cent of the increased stock of housing, according to the National Institute 
of Statistics (INE: www.ine.es). Once banks, developers and constructors 
could not sell all the newly built houses, the vicious circle of recession, 
unemployment and unpaid debts contaminated the whole economic 
life of the country. The credit crunch started primarily in the real estate 
sector, but immediately global financial corporations put pressure on the  
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government to aid banks that had acquired debts to other international 
banks and financial agents. This game ended with the state underwriting 
the private load of debt, which drove the whole state financial system into 
a cul-de-sac. That the state could no longer afford to provide social services 
was the perfect scenario for the implementation of new neoliberal policies 
of privatisation.
	 Two salient aspects of this exemplary case of urban speculation are the 
overproduction of houses (and major infrastructure) and the discipline 
applied to the workforce. On the one hand, the 7 million housing units 
that were built in the decade from 1997 to 2007 did not respond at all to 
social needs. The demographic growth was much lower (with an absolute 
increase of 5.3 million inhabitants according to the INE). Wages and 
income did not grow substantially (they only increased from an average of 
�15,000 per year in 1997 to �18,700 per year in 2007: INE, see also a more 
detailed analysis in López and Rodríguez, 2010: 229�36). As López and 
Rodríguez (2011: 8) noted, �after nearly 900,000 housing starts in 2006 � 
exceeding those of France, Germany and Italy put together � sales began 
to fall away. By the end of 2008 there were a million unsold homes on the 
market, while Spanish household indebtedness had risen to 84 per cent of 
GDP.� The highest rate in Europe of houses per inhabitant coexisted, para-
doxically, with the worst rate of housing affordability. Simultaneously, the 
construction industry also created the highest European rates of empty, 
secondary-touristic and substandard houses (Naredo, 2011: 52). This had 
serious urban, environmental and political consequences. Urban sprawl, 
territorial polarisation (leaving abandoned immense rural areas) and the 
fast demolition of buildings which deserved rehabilitation, showed how 
urban planning was reduced to nothing more than a legal tool that backed 
new real estate developments. The local and regional banks, closely tied to 
the rich elites who started the first wave of vast urban development in the 
1960s, contributed to the municipal corruption and reached unsustainable 
levels of risk after selling millions of subprime loans to indebted home 
owners (Naredo, 2011: 55�6).
	 On the other hand, it is worth recalling that home ownership was the 
solution to public order promoted by the dictatorship. The more people 
were indebted and attached to their property, the less they were prone to 
challenge the social order. The same disciplinary project continued over 
the democratic years, with the additional impulse of the destruction of 
social housing. The rising prices of houses in the period 1986�92 created 
an enormous social polarisation between those with access to a house and 
those excluded. The 1997�2007 boom turned that social cleavage into a 
new and overlapping one: indebted households versus financial investors. 
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Submission to debt was even a stronger discipline than that associated 
with the immobility created by house ownership. Moreover, the heyday 
of urban speculation came with many micro-instruments of �housing and 
urban violence� (VVAA, 2007) such as forced displacements, frauds in 
financial or buying agreements, attacks against undesirable tenants and 
squatters who delayed the plans for prompt demolitions and reconstruc-
tions, the lack of public control on the rising rents, and the absence of 
public help to those who live in overcrowded households. 
	 Once builders were not able to construct any more, and the banks were 
not able to get payment of the interest on their loans, and construction 
workers could not keep their jobs, and unemployment and debts were trans-
mitted to other economic sectors, the collapse was unavoidable. First the 
social democratic government of Zapatero, then later the conservative one 
of Rajoy, decided that the middle and lower classes should pay the bill for 
the elites� losses. According to the European Commission (2012), between 
2007 and 2011 the Spanish state aided the financial companies with a total 
of �90 billion, which represents 8.4 per cent of the Spanish GDP in 2010. 
It is already planned to increase the aid up to 32 per cent of GDP (equal to 
�337 billion). If this were not enough, the so called �austerity measures� 
imposed by the Troika (the European Commission, the European Central 
Bank and the IMF) resulted in budget cuts, wage freezes and the disman-
tling of social programmes. External financial institutions and agents, then, 
obliged a whole population to pay the private debts of a few. The mirage of 
prosperity has disappeared. Social exclusion has become more visible once 
the veil of the financial mode of accumulation has been torn away. Personal 
freedom and national sovereignty, in the end, are just fictions under the 
domination of financial capital and the neoliberal policies that support their 
power.
	 As we mentioned above, the squatters� movement in many Spanish 
cities did not stop protesting against the vacancy levels and the specu-
lative games behind the housing sector which caused great damage in 
all the public spheres. They just used one of the elements of that game, 
a few vacant properties, to call society�s attention to urban speculation 
in particular, and financial speculation in general. Vacancy, rising prices 
and housing deprivation were just symptoms of the more intensive forms 
of job exploitation, rent extraction and capital accumulation. Squatting, 
therefore, represented an oblique way of challenging the final stages and 
complex mechanisms of the capitalist society. Only when the Movement 
for Decent Housing and the M15 movement tackled the political 
consciousness of broader parts of society � once it found itself deep inside 
the crisis � were squatters� claims considered more acceptable and useful 
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to counterbalance the underlying crisis which had existed before the 
crash, and was ongoing and explicit at the end of the decade.

Why Do Squatters Oppose Home Ownership?

Some years ago, there was a passionate debate about the relationship 
between home ownership, social class position and political action. 
Saunders (1984), for example, argued that the class position in the 
sphere of production imposes limits to the social position in the sphere 
of consumption, but not an absolute determination. Thus, some crucial 
aspects of consumption, such as housing, open relevant lines of social 
cleavage and stratification which can overlap class relationships while 
keeping a certain degree of independence. The specific forms of capital 
accumulation that home ownership provides, the shared social interests of 
home buyers and their preferences regarding some state policies on urban 
planning and fiscal subsidies, for instance, are suggested as the basis of this 
type of social division. For Saunders, then, private property entails �exclu-
sivity in rights of control, benefit and disposal� (1984: 208) plus the rights 
of sale and inheritance which grant great power to the holder, although 
there are always specific legal regulations which constrain those rights to 
some extent.
	 Furthermore, in a context of continuous privatisation, he argues that 
first those excluded from ownership, and later those excluded from state 
provision (or �collective consumption�), will behave:

from relatively coherent communal self-help strategies on the part of those 
who enjoy cohesive social networks to sporadic and relatively unorganised 
outbreaks of civil unrest and attacks on private property on the part of those 
who lack either the patience or the resources necessary for the development 
of such a compensatory strategy.

(Saunders, 1984: 215) 

In the end, Saunders claims that individual rights to property or private 
consumption should be preserved in a socialist society, but the state 
should avoid any possible market �exploitation� (that is, rent extraction and  
speculation) exerted by the holders over the rest.
	 From this perspective, we could consider squatters as either those who 
develop self-help strategies in order to counterbalance both the dominant 
tendency to privatisation and the social exclusion which that engenders, 
or those who just attack private property as a desperate gesture against the 
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icon of their social exclusion. However, Saunders did not distinguish clearly 
between property (legal title) and possession (effective use). Individual and 
collective rights to use private property do not necessarily imply either a 
claim of the right of private property, or its extension to the whole society. 
In addition, the kind of collective possession that squatters practise can be 
considered a useful measure to exert social control over actual and potential 
real estate speculative deals, at least for a while. This would agree with both 
Saunders� proposals and Proudhon�s endorsement of the right of workers 
to be small owners if there is equality and mutual cooperation, a sort of 
market under the workers� control. If this argument is true, squatters would 
not be exactly against private property but against social inequality caused 
by exclusive accumulation and the capitalist mechanisms of speculation. 
Squatters distrust both the unique alternative of a solid state provision of 
housing to hinder the trend of privatisation, and the rule of the wealthiest 
within a free market. Given the starting point of already vacant property 
and homes occupied in different forms, squatters add their specific claim 
of autonomous housing tenure to that diversity, while at the same time 
they criticise the bureaucratic modes of social housing, try to discourage 
workers� wish to buy, and spread the call for the abolition of private property 
as a radical approach to opposing urban speculation.
	 Hodkinson (2012: 4) has classified squatting as a type of �alternative- 
oppositional� challenge to the mainstream market provision of �individual 
home ownership or private renting backed up by some form of state- 
regulated or funded safety net for those unable to access the private 
market�. Squatting, then, is conceived as a �rival praxis� to the main-
stream, an �overtly politicised act of defying private property and creating 
(temporary) autonomous living spaces outside of market and state control 
as part of a squatting movement� (ibid.). Housing cooperatives, for 
example, will fall under the type of �alternative-additional� because they 
would not be able to contest the dominant housing system as squatters 
do. Instead, housing co-ops and collective ownership would tend to add a 
choice to the private property system by reducing the costs of purchasing. 
However, collective ownership may be seen by squatters as a more feasible 
alternative to capitalism than squatting itself once they have been evicted 
several times. As Pruijt (2003: 135) notes, squatting combines a political 
opposition and an economic demand, and these two dimensions may 
diverge. The satisfaction of housing need may prevail over the opposi-
tion to private property if squatting is the last resort for those trying to be 
adequately housed. Once this option disappears and resistance is broken, 
squatters may accept other less oppositional forms of housing such as 
co-ops, self-construction and rental.
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	 Therefore, in political terms squatting may be defined as �an act of 
refusal and autonomy, a counter-cultural prefigurative alternative to the 
everyday dictates of state and capital� (Hodkinson, 2012: 4), while in 
economic and social terms squatting puts in practice a �sustainable way 
to repair, heat and maintain buildings, and deal with owners, authorities 
and the community. Effective squatting also entails contributing to the 
push for a lively, low-income people friendly city� (Pruijt, 2003: 134). 
Although most squatters reject capitalism, they also reject statist solutions 
for the housing shortage because �state housing within capitalism has 
been a disempowering and alienating experience for tenants through the 
top-down and paternalistic welfare relationship it has created between 
provider and client� (Hodkinson, 2012: 13). 
	 Obviously, state housing no less than squatting may be available as an 
option for the most deprived social groups. The key question is which one 
is most efficient in setting up an alternative to the capitalist exchange-
value of housing as a commodity and a financial investment. The answer 
resides in several aspects, all mutually intertwined, including the size and 
volume of the public and squatted stocks compared with dominant home 
ownership, long-term sustainability in terms of financing the maintenance 
of the buildings and basic services, the autonomous ways of collective 
management, and regulations that impede a complete reversal of the form 
of tenure. Other collective housing alternatives may erect barriers to the 
tide of capitalism and neoliberal policies, but sometimes they are not afford-
able for the lowest-income groups, and these groups may be trapped in 
financial and speculative serfdom just as private home owners usually are.

The Pitfalls of Home Ownership in the  
United Kingdom, Japan and the United States

Recent analysis has emphasised the different context, timing and pace at 
play when neoliberal policies apply to the promotion of home ownership. 
The cases of the United Kingdom and Japan, for example, show how 
political authorities implement liberalism and push speculative dynamics 
according to those key aspects (Forrest and Hirayama, 2009). In the 
1980s, Margaret Thatcher attacked a widespread welfare state, and in 
particular council housing, in order to get it dismantled and to favour 
owner-occupied dwellings. At that time the United Kingdom had around 
a third of households living in the state housing sector, while by 2000 this 
figure had shrunk to 12 per cent (Forrest and Hirayama, 2009:1002�3). A 
large proportion of state-owned housing was sold (that is, privatised) to 
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the tenants. Deregulation of the financial market also fuelled competition 
between mortgage providers. 
	 In contrast, Japan followed a slower pace in the implementation of 
neoliberal policies. The previous situation consists of a relatively small 
public rental sector targeted on the poor and special needs groups (Forrest 
and Hirayama, 2009: 1003). Similar to the US case, these groups were not 
able to purchase their homes even if they asked to do so. Thus, the level of 
home ownership in Japan was rarely high after the 1960s (averaging 64 per 
cent) compared with other industrialised countries. The explanation was a 
financial policy of subsidising low-interest mortgages up to 49 per cent of 
the loan in the 1990s. Once home ownership was the dominant pattern, 
those subsidies disappeared around the late 1990s. The neoliberal dogma 
of avoiding state intervention in social and economic affairs was applied 
following state intervention which favoured market forces. Financial 
agents found a new group of clients for their loans, and low interest rates 
encouraged the mortgage business.
	 However, after periods of housing inflation, prices went downwards 
between 1989 and 1993 in the United Kingdom and between 1990 and 
around 2005 in Japan. �This implied the end of the era when home 
ownership was reliable in terms of property asset accumulation and, 
instead, the beginning of the new era in which property ownership is 
higher risk and less sustainable� (Forrest and Hirayama, 2009: 1004). The 
policy responses, then, differed. In the United Kingdom some programmes 
attempted to incorporate low-income groups in those able to access home 
ownership, while in Japan subsidies to mortgage interest rates were imple-
mented again and mass construction was also favoured. Therefore, when 
the market did not work, the neoliberal policies used the public budget 
to feed the pursuit of private profit. The promotion of home ownership 
was thus one of the key flagships of these policies, intertwined with 
other measures of privatisation and deregulation. In the periods of rising 
prices it was younger households who could not afford to enter the home 
ownership market. They had to opt for renting from private landlords, who 
also took advantage of the �buy to let� market. First-home seekers, whether 
young or immigrants (as happened in Spain) are the first losers from this 
dominant housing system.
	 As a consequence, it is evident that the waves of inflation and decline 
(involving mortgage defaults), backed by neoliberal policies, created  
instability, uncertainty and severe social divisions. In illustration:

The current situation in the British housing market is a potent and toxic 
mix of sharply increased borrowing costs, a shortage of loan finance, rising 
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numbers of empty and unsaleable properties, a rising number of bad loans 
and waning confidence in the entire financial system. � Growing job inse-
curity, rising debt and a generally less supportive social security system have 
also been key ingredients in delaying departure from the parental home and 
restricting access to home ownership. Here, however, there are differences. 
In the UK, education-related debt is an important new factor. The growing 
costs of higher education mean that more students choose to stay at home 
during university years and also that more young people leave university or 
college with a large debt. In Japan, however, the key factor is the growth of 
irregular employment among a younger generation.

(Forrest and Hirayama, 2009: 1009�10)

In addition, housing deflation was also at the core of the periods of 
economic recession, which means that housing bubbles in the institu-
tional context of neoliberalism form a greater threat to the rest of social 
and economic life.
	 In the United States, a recent report about the housing system in NYC 
pointed out that there is a housing shortage and a housing surplus at the 
same time (Butler, 2012). In this city, around 70 per cent of the popula-
tion live in rental housing. However, rents rise to extremely high levels all 
over the boroughs, and above all at the core of Manhattan. The New York 
City Housing Authority (NYCHA) has not built public housing since the 
mid-1990s (Shwartz, 1999), and around 161,000 home seekers who cannot 
afford the market prices are still registered on its waiting lists. According to 
official data, the total estimated vacancy level in NYC in 2011 was around  
8 per cent of the housing stock, although 165,500 vacant units (5 per cent 
of the total stock) were not available for rent or sale because they were 
dilapidated, under renovation or used for recreational purposes (HVS, 
2011: 11). The median contract rent�income ratio was 31 per cent in 2011, 
but three in ten of renter households in the city (30 per cent) paid 50 per 
cent or more of their income for contract rent, excluding the costs of fuel 
and utilities (HVS, 2011: 7).
	 Butler (2012: 2) provides two arguments regarding this situation. 
First, the public housing stock was not affordable for the working classes, 
although it was built thanks to the state subsidies and thus using the contri-
butions of taxpayers. Second, construction workers were among those 
who could not afford to pay for decent housing because in the residential 
projects the wages were below the current union scales. These sharp social 
cleavages occurred in a context of neoliberal policies. Since 1947, a Rent 
Control Law had controlled rental costs and made houses affordable for 
most residents. The NYCHA also provided affordable dwellings all over 
the city, Manhattan included. Many labour unions also developed their 
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own housing projects. In those decades, black people and latinos were the 
most excluded social groups regarding access to a home. Nevertheless, 
small landlords and real estate lobbies, such as the Realty Advisory Board, 
the Real Estate Board of New York and the New York Building Congress, 
fought for the abolition of the Rent Control Law in order to �either force 
out poor, working class or lower middle class tenants and replace them 
with upper middle class or wealthy tenants that could pay higher rents, 
or outright destroy their units� (Butler, 2012: 5). The first battle was won 
by the elites� lobbies, and a new Rent Stabilization Law in 1971 replaced 
the Rent Control Law. This provided for rents to increase every one or two 
years. Afterwards, private landlords started a second battle:

In Manhattan�s Lower East Side, West Side and Upper West Side and in the 
downtown areas of Brooklyn, many landlords tried to force tenants out by 
denial of services like heat, hot water, repairs and locked exterior doors. 
Some even encouraged criminals to come into their buildings and prey on 
tenants or even hired them for that purpose. Those areas were predom-
inantly White neighborhoods that were close to Manhattan�s two main 
business districts, Midtown and Downtown. The goal was to �gentrify� those 
areas � to drive out working class tenants and replace them with upper 
middle class and rich folks who could pay higher rents. In some cases, this 
meant driving tenants out of existing buildings, doing modest renovations, 
collecting a J51 Major Capital Improvement tax credit and then renting 
out the building at the new higher Rent Stabilization Law rents. In other 
cases, it meant driving out the tenants, tearing down the existing building 
and using that city low interest loan and tax credit program to build luxury 
high-rise apartment buildings in the place of the older buildings.

 (Butler, 2012: 7)

In other areas that were not so attractive to gentrifiers, landlords used the 
strategy of burning down their buildings to collect the insurance money 
(Marcuse, 1985).
	 Subsidies to private companies to renovate housing stock, the increas-
ingly precarious nature of work and irregular low wages, plus the raising 
of rents every year, contributed to housing inflation. Home ownership was 
even promoted by landlords, who turned their properties into cooperatives 
and condominiums where the new owners had to pay high �maintenance 
fees� in addition to mortgages. This was an easy way to avoid the constraints 
of the Rent Stabilization Law. After the early 1980s, the building boom 
caused rents to soar. The numbers of homeless or badly housed people also 
went up rapidly.
	 After the decline of 1989, authorities, developers, landlords and 
workers agreed upon new investments, subsidies and regulations to help 
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the construction sector recover. In 1994, for example, the landlords� and 
constructors� lobbies won a new battle. Rents over $2,000 per month were 
made exempt from the Rent Stabilization Law. This deregulation had a 
side effect: 

This so called �luxury decontrol� encouraged landlords to raise up rents as 
much as possible to get them over the $2,000 a month limit. The new rules 
also encouraged �churning� apartments � encouraging rapid tenant turnover 
because every time a landlord gets a new tenant, that�s a new lease and a 
new chance to raise the rent.

(Butler, 2012: 13)

In parallel, the NYC Department of Housing Preservation and Development 
(HPD), launched by the Koch administration, had implemented a policy 
of allowing not-for-profit housing associations (community-based organi- 
sations) to deal with the renovation of the most ruined stock (Gould et 
al., 2001: 188). In other words, a neoliberal policy was fully developed. 
Deregulation in favour of elites� interests, reduced state intervention, 
public subsidies to mega-developments (Fainstein, 2008), and privatisa-
tion of the few �public housing� initiatives, paved the way for generating 
one of the biggest housing bubbles in the world throughout the 2000s. 
While employment conditions worsened for the working classes and 
ethnic discrimination overlapped with housing exclusion, the flow of 
public funds aimed at helping the construction industry built dwellings 
for the affluent upper and global classes.
	 The most significant squatters� movement in New York took place from 
the early 1980s in the Lower East Side (Manhattan). This neighbourhood 
was under pressure from gentrification, demolition and renovations. 
Initially, around 500 squatters lived in 20 buildings, some of the most 
dilapidated ones in the area (Pruijt, 2003: 139), but the figures grew to 
around 3,000 squatters or people involved in the movement, and 25�30 
buildings occupied in the mid-1990s. The occupation of vacant lands in 
order to promote community gardens was also linked to squatters� activi-
ties from the very beginning. Solidarity with homeless organisations and 
campaigns was also a central claim of this movement. Most of the squatted 
properties belonged to the City, and 200 squatters living in 11 buildings 
were able to sign an agreement with the Giuliani administration (through 
the mediation of a federal agency: Pruijt, 2003 :142), between 1998 and 
2002, in order to acquire legal status. Although most of the squatters 
opposed the housing policy of the HPD, finally they faced the dilemma 
of being immediately evicted or entering into the plans for privatising the 
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home ownership and state housing in the present capitalist system are 
quite functional to the elites� interests, any anti-capitalist strategy should 
also focus on viable ways to transform these regimes into more collectively 
owned and self-managed ones. [The recent developments of squatting for 
housing rights show how a counter-hegemonic force is likely to emerge, 
with the case from Rome discussed in Chapter 5 being an excellent 
example. Similarly, the coalitions that are now occurring between parts of 
the Barcelona squatters� movement and the platform of People Affected by 
Mortgages � which has recently started squatting empty blocks owned by 
banks � show the beginning of a similar case.]
	 Squatting opposes private property as one of the bases of the social 
inequalities in the dominant capitalist system. In addition, as we have argued 
before, squatting also opposes other essential mechanisms of capitalism, 
mainly commodification, urban speculation, unbearable financial debts 
and the inflation of housing prices. Most squats combine a broad critique 
of the capitalist system as a whole and a practical solution to some of its 
major contradictions in the real estate sector. Squatters thus contribute with 
practical solutions to the housing needs of those involved in the squatters� 
movement, and those who self-house themselves taking advantage of the 
vacant stock of houses and buildings. Although these direct actions are often 
temporary and fragile, they offer an accessible, affordable and efficient alter-
native to the failures of both the housing market and public policies on 
housing matters. These failures become evident with the bursting of financial 
bubbles and the increasing poverty it entails.
	 Squatting cannot provide housing for all and it is not able to challenge 
the whole capitalist system, but it can serve to help some of those 
excluded by capitalism and those who wish to change the system by their 
involvement in an alternative way of living, political campaigns, other 
social movements and so on. This is the reason we do not see a big gap 
between so-called �social� and �political� squatting, or between squatting 
just for housing and squatted social centres. Different types of squatting, 
along with other urban struggles (�defensive� ones, for example), may be 
combined in order to increase their anti-capitalist (or �counter-hegemonic�) 
effects, if this is the case. The local political, economic and environmental 
context suggests that the crises of capitalism vary significantly, and so do 
the specific reactions against them, such as the squatters� movement. [The 
reach and effects of this antagonistic relationship between capitalist forces 
and squatters� movements will be more deeply analysed in the Conclusion, 
after the presentation of case studies and specific squatting issues in the 
following chapters.]
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Box 1.1  The environmental basis of the 
political economy of squatting

The fate of financial capitalism, the regular and devastating housing 
bubbles and the continuous depletion of natural resources are all 
interlinked. In particular, the environmental dimension of squatting 
has rarely been pointed out. Above all, the occupation of vacant 
buildings implies a wise and efficient use of natural resources since 
it diminishes the pressure to construct new buildings. Therefore,  
already occupied land and all the energy and materials that were 
employed in the construction are effectively used by someone,  
regardless of the legal title they hold.
	 We should not analyse the housing bubble and the inherent 
dynamics of post-industrial capitalism in isolation from the decreasing 
availability of natural resources (oil in particular). As much as they 
have been considered as bubbles that later explode, the nature at 
the base of speculative processes is not only formed by thin air. As 
Martinez-Alier (2008) argues, the economy is made of three levels. At 
the top we find the speculators contributing to the financial dimension 
of the economy, who are only interested in the infinite growth of 
monetary (M) value, of accumulation for accumulation�s sake, M�M� 
processes, Below, at the factory floor, lies the productive economy, 
made of material processes of commodity (C) production, distribution 
and consumption, which also contribute to the capitalist process of 
accumulation. This goes through a material process: M�C�M�. Most 
factories are now increasingly displaced to emerging economies, such 
as China, the Far East and Latin America, while European and North 
American economies are specialised in the service sector and demate-
rialised economies dependent on  real production elsewhere. Finally, 
at the very bottom level and deep underground in the mines, there 
are the physical resources which are used as inputs to the processes 
of commodity production This is not by chance known as the primary 
sector, which includes extractive industries, fisheries, livestock and 
agriculture production. They are only finite resources on a limited 
planet, and the economic  growth imperative has meant that key 
natural resources are now less available, such as the atmospheric 
carrying capacity of anthropogenic carbon dioxide emissions (one 
of the most salient outputs of the economic process) and the avail-
ability of cheap oil (one of the most basic inputs that fuels the current 
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production). �Peak oil�, for example, will soon determine, if it is not 
already doing so, economic turbulences and sharp changes in energy 
supplies. The construction and the housing sectors are obviously 
deeply affected  by these natural constraints.
	 Not only does the building sector require materials and energy 
from the natural world in order to produce, but all capitalist 
dynamics, since although they tend towards pure speculation, depend 
on real processes made of real resources. As Nafeez Mosaddeq Ahmed 
remarks (2010), between 2005 and 2010 oil production first reached 
a peak and then stabilised on a plateau, while the price per barrel hit 
the record of $147. As a consequence, speculation over global food 
raised prices in 2008, leaving many in desperate hunger, and the real 
estate bubble exploded in many countries simultaneously.
	 If an economy is compelled to grow at an ever-increasing rate but 
scarcity of  natural resources fails to provide adequate material input, 
the tendency will be to substitute material with immaterial growth, 
as has occurred through the processes of dematerialisation of post- 
industrial economies and through the consequent rise in the GDP 
relevance of the service and financial sector. This post-industrial trans-
formation has contributed to maintaining certain levels of economic 
growth, but at the cost of rising levels of indebtedness. This is known as 
�debt-fuelled growth�.
	 Evidence of reduced oil consumption leading to a long-term drop 
in profit rates and economic growth and in less capacity for debt 
repayment is explained by Tverberg (2012). Although it might appear 
as a chicken-and-egg problem, he shows the ties of the financial crisis 
to the oil crisis in 2008.  As peak oil expert Richard Heinberg (2011) 
claims, by also connecting the present financial crisis with a  crisis in 
energy resources, society will not be able to get back to growth. Since 
the abandonment of the Gold Standard, the supply of money is not 
any longer related to a physical resource. This implies that the amount 
of financial debt is not naturally limited, and  in the last few decades 
it has experienced a J-shaped exponential growth curve, a debt growth 
not backed by a similar growth in the production capacity of the real 
economy which in turn was limited by the increasing scarcity of cheap 
fuels. Douthwaite  (2012) finds an explanation of the financial-energy 
link by looking at the international flows of debt and fossil energy, 
particularly involving the rich post-industrial nations, and provides an 
account of how these advanced economies in the past ten years have 
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‘The Fallow Lands of the 
Possible’:  An Enquiry into the 

Enacted Criticism of Capitalism 
in Geneva’s Squats

Luca Pattaroni

With more than 150 squats, in the 1990s the city of Geneva hosted one 
of the larger squatters� movements in Europe. The story of this social 
movement goes back to the 1970s, and it had almost completely disap-
peared by the end of the first decade of the 21st century. This movement 
was not concerned only with the sole question of housing � particularly 
social housing � but it constituted a more radical challenge to the way 
social life is organised within the modern capitalist city. Indeed, as I shall 
try to show in this chapter, squatters have repeatedly given birth to an 
enacted and embedded critique of capitalism. They opened up �fallow 
lands of the possible� within the capitalist city, where frail and exper-
imental processes took place through which different lifestyles could 
express themselves and alternative worlds were invented.

Essential Heterotopias

The squatting movement in Geneva, particularly in its heyday in the 
1990s, can be described as the irruption of a pluralist, burgeoning, slightly 
off-beat world in the highly ordered universe that is the city of Geneva. 
By violating the established order, squatters opened a whole world of 
possibilities, wherein the wildest, most fragile projects could be dreamed 
up and tested. This was no utopia, but rather a �heterotopia�, to use the 
term coined by philosopher Michel Foucault to describe �those different 
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spaces, those other places, a kind of both mythical and real contestation 
of the space in which we live� (Foucault, 2009). These �other places� � 
from gardens to monasteries to the parental bed where children invent 
an imaginary world � are necessary to society as a whole because they 
are spaces where the established order and all its demands of conformity 
are kept in check, so as to welcome and protect the vulnerable processes 
(learning, creation, sociability and meditation to name a few) which forge 
our humanity.

The Invention of the Squat

Before entering the world of squats and revisiting its major milestones 
(occupation, installation, habitation, evacuation and perpetuation), we 
must briefly go back and look at the history of squatting and squatters. 
Squatting, understood as illegally occupying land or a building, fits into the 
larger context of different forms of revindication and protest against private 
property, whose objectives and modalities were extremely divergent. As 
CØcile PØchu suggests, the invention of squatting1 as a form of political 
action can be traced, at least in France, back to the end of the 19th century 
(PØchu, 2010: 21�35), It started with the déménagements à la cloche de bois 
organized collectively by anarchists as early as the 1880s. This consisted 
in quickly and quietly moving families who were behind several months 
on their rent so that bailiffs could not seize their furniture. In 1911, the 
Trade Union of Worker and Employee Tenants, under the leadership of 
union secretary George Cochon, took to using this practice as a form of 
political protest, along with other measures such as rent strikes. The relo-
cations were public and accompanied by a �racket� in front of the homes 
of bad landlords. By 1912, in the wake of all this, emerged the practice of 
�reoccupying� empty apartments to house families in need. Thus did forms 
of direct action aimed at both meeting a need and providing �propaganda 
of the deed� come to exist (PØchu, 2010: 35).
	 The period following the Second World War saw a proliferation of 
squatting activities to accommodate needy families with children. AbbØ 
Pierre�s 1954 appeal led to the birth of associations to help the homeless, 
whose activities resulted in the creation of shelters �squatted� in vacant 
buildings. As such, squatting is above all a response to distress. Nowadays, 
associations like Droit au Logement (Right to Housing) carry on this 
humanitarian tradition of squatting by occupying empty buildings to 
house families in need [For a more detailed presentation of this collec-
tive, Thomas Aguilera in Chapter 5 deals on the widespread emergence 



The Squatters’ Movement in Europe

62

of squatting movements for the right of housing as a response to the 
crisis, and how they are criticised by more radical Paris squatters.] The  
mediatisation of occupations also makes it possible to denounce the 
injustices of housing policies and promote veritable �housing rights� that 
guarantee decent living conditions for everyone.
	 In addition to this first squatting tradition � while closely linked to it 
� the 1960s, with its critical movements that culminated in the events of 
May 1968, saw the emergence of another facet of the squatting movement. 
In the wake of community experiences and calls for a change of lifestyle, 
illegal occupations became an opportunity to experiment with other ways 
of organizing daily life. Now, people squatted in order to live differently, 
not just to satisfy a �need�. It became a question of challenging the right to 
property and, more generally, capitalist forms of organising society.
	 The different squatting experiences we can observe in Europe oscillate 
between those two horizons (a more humanitarian one and a more critical 
one). More specifically, squats are used, to varying degrees, as shelters, 
as platforms from which to decry certain injustices and as places to live 
differently.2 Some seek legal recognition, while others are more radical 
and avoid all forms of compromise. Others still are �clandestine� and 
serve only as a refuge for particularly vulnerable populations. That said, 
to a certain extent they are all places where the logic of the market is 
attenuated, or even temporarily suspended. Thus do they contribute to 
promotion of non-market spaces needed to accommodate fragile popula-
tions and/or processes such as the pursuit of alternative ways of living, the 
establishment of convivial relations, artistic experimentation and not-for-
profit projects, or the chance for less affluent populations to appropriate 
the spaces necessary to live well. These spaces are all the more necessary 
as the modes of capitalist development of contemporary cities gradually 
subsume all places and activities into the snares of market logic. In other 
words, no money means no social life, fun, creativity or pleasure.
	 As such, the now-defunct policy of tolerance implemented in Geneva 
starting in the mid-1980s can be seen as a kind of hard-won shield which 
allowed different types of squats to exist and coexist peacefully for several 
decades. These spaces took turns and even collaborated in offering refuge 
to the poor, sheltering the experiences of collective living that challenge 
how we relate to the world and others, and enriching the quality of the 
city�s night-life and art scene.
	 The large majority of Geneva squats belonged in varying degrees to the 
critical tradition, wherein it was not simply a question of providing shelter 
for the poor, but of creating alternative spaces that questioned dominant 
lifestyles in our society and the market system that frames them.
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How can we be blamed for dissenting, for adopting a logic of refusal 
with regard to this appalling representation of life? Squatting is not a 
response to a need for housing; it is creating situations that break with this  
representation. Invest in new spaces. Enjoy.

(anonymous leaflet, Geneva)

By questioning the framework of everyday life, criticism of speculation 
and the right of ownership blended with more practical issues, such as 
improvising a kitchen in an old empty building, repainting shutters in 
bright colours, shared toilet facilities or creating a wood-fired heating 
system. It also combined with the excitement of occupations and collec-
tive work, laughter, times of sharing, and the fears that arise when the 
threat of expulsion is imminent, or outbursts of anger that happen when 
the burden of cohabitation becomes too great. Here we touch on expe-
riences where the political was intrinsically tied to the intimate, the 
personal � the essential conditions for rethinking boundaries and the way 
we live together.
	 The time has come to delve into both the history of the movement and 
the daily life of squatters. Our journey will follow the five steps that mark 
the life of all squats: occupation, installation, habitation, evacuation and 
perpetuation.

 Occupation

The first phase which describes both the history of squats and the 
movement itself is occupation. During occupation, squatters violate the 
order of the city and, in so doing, one of the founding principles of liberal 
society � the right to ownership. In this phase, their critique of the status 
quo and demands for a new social order can be heard loud and clear. What 
matters is not only making your convictions heard, but also finding the 
political and popular support needed to organise a true power struggle 
with the state and the police. Above and beyond the strictly illegal nature 
of occupations, here it is a question of the legitimacy of occupations. A 
brief detour through the history of the squatters� movement in Geneva will 
help us grasp the motives and justification behind its birth, as well as the 
hopes and desires that lead to occupying and living in a squat.
	 The squatters� movement in Geneva was born, in the mid-1970s, of 
organised resistance to the plan to demolish and rebuild a little neighbour-
hood called Les Grottes, situated right behind the main train station and 
left partially abandoned for decades. In its place was to be built a denser 
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area of �modern� high rises. As in many countries at that time, this plan 
for so-called �functionalist� urbanism received harsh criticism, since in it 
could be seen the negating of the traditional urban fabric, the strength-
ening of the movement to expel working-class people from downtown 
areas, and more broadly, the consecrating of a rationalist and capitalist 
logic of production of the territory.
	 Extreme leftist militants supported the neighbourhood�s traditionally 
working-class population (artisans and workers) and its nascent residents 
association by occupying the numerous apartments left vacant in prepa-
ration for the demolition. With these occupations, squatters and their 
supporters wanted to show that these units were still habitable (contrary to 
the authorities� assertions), and should be renovated rather than destroyed.
	 These occupations and the direct actions that took place surrounding 
them (organized tumult in the streets, festive interventions at official gath-
erings and so on) are in keeping with the emergence of a new left that was 
at odds with social democracy and communism, and for whom social justice 
resulted from technological progress and the rationalisation of society. 
Significant in this respect was support for the demolition of Les Grottes 
by a portion of the socialist party (with the idea of providing quality social 
housing based on the model of new housing developments, typical of the 
French �Grand Ensembles�). This new left � the product of the critiques and 
ideals of the May 1968 movement � advocated self-management and enter-
tained a certain distrust of technology and the standards associated with the 
development of a state capitalism that not only strengthened inequalities 
but also, in its view, impoverished the human experience.
	 More precisely, the occupations themselves created the encounter 
and the dialogue between two contrasted segments of the new left (Gros, 
1987). On one side we had the so-called �gauchistes�, who were usually small 
radical groups based either on a Maoist or a Trotskyist ideology (calling 
for an armed insurrection and workers� self-management). Those groups 
were illustrative of a radicalisation of what Boltanski and Chiapello have 
called the tradition of the �social criticism� of capitalism, in other words a 
criticism of it as a source of inequalities and domination (Boltanski and 
Chiapello, 1999). On the other side, we had the so-called �marginaux� who 
were promoting an ideal of self-emancipation from the convention of the 
bourgeoisie, through social and cultural experimentation (living theatre, 
communitarian life, drugs, sexual emancipation and so on). Inspired by 
the writing of the Situationists, they were anchored in the second main 
tradition of the criticism of the capitalism, �artist criticism�, rooted in the 
bohemian ideals of the 19th century, criticising the dehumanising and 
oppressing effects of capitalist society (Boltanski and Chiapello, 1999).
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	 By allowing participants to organise collectively on a daily basis, the 
occupations made it possible not only to resist the plans for demolition 
and keep workers downtown, but to bring about another social world in 
the here and now, coupling the social and the artistic critique of capi-
talism. They allowed individuals to regain control over their environment, 
and gave an opportunity for less individualistic social relationships. This 
encounter � within the walls and everyday life of the squats � of those 
contrasted militant trends gave birth in the 1980s to what has been called 
�alternative culture�.
	 Criticisms raised by the squat movement thus varied, pointing equally 
at policies of normalisation and standardisation, the lack of dialogue 
between authorities, the logics of the market and the individualisation of 
society. We can find them stated ironically on this 2001 wall newspaper:

The Grottes were a disgrace for Geneva. What? A city so rich, so inter-
national, that it hasn�t stopped standardising itself? What! A Western 
European city that hasn�t pushed all of its working-class neighbourhoods to 
the outskirts yet �. Get rid of this filthy fungus, this strange, incongruous 
space that is all askew, alive and full of squats .� Paint those facades � so 
clumsily painted by those living behind them � all the same colour. Evict 
the squatters and raise the rents. Nothing should be left up to improvisa-
tion, or to residents. The urban planning service is much more capable of 
choosing the right living standards for everyone (especially for the city�s 
image) than anyone else �. The same cleanliness, aseptic conditions, 
security and drought will cover all the sidewalks .� Our whole city � will 
be completely dead.

(Le Grottesque, wall newspaper, no. 2, September 2001)

These critiques call for an alternative social universe in which principles 
like solidarity (versus the spread of market logics), conviviality (versus 
individualistic withdrawal), creativity (versus standardisation) and 
self-management (versus authoritarian policies) should prevail.
	 These principles are in line with the ideal of a right to the city as 
described by Henri Lefebvre in 1967. By �right to the city� Lefebvre meant 
the right to use the city as a place of meeting and enjoyment. As a good 
Marxist, he contrasted the city�s �use value� with its �exchange value�, in 
which it is reduced to a place of �gain and profit� and in which commodity 
exchange (spaces bought and sold, product consumerism and so on) is 
paramount. Faced with a city that seemed to be increasingly governed by 
the laws of the market, it was crucial to defend the idea that a city can be 
conceived, designed and used by those who live there rather than by those 
who own it financially.
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Then I learned that these buildings were empty because they were making 
money. The call was even stronger. Not only can I reclaim an empty space 
and create a temporary autonomous area � a breach in the city�s control 
� but I also hinder the nonperforming benefits of the rich, I diminish the 
building�s financial value � its invented value, its petit mort � to give it real 
value: inhabitants. I refuse one world � that of ownership on paper and 
bank figures � and affirm another: that of the ownership by use.

 (squatter�s anonymous pamphlet, 1999)

These criticisms and the defence of an alternative notion of urban life 
based on solidarity, self-management, conviviality and creativity helped 
legitimise the occupations in the eyes of some of the population. This 
public legitimacy, which allied the squatters with some of the unions and 
left-wing parties, was indispensable in forging the counter movement 
needed to withstand repression.
	 Thus, toward the end of the 1970s, the movement gradually spread 
throughout the city. The occupations were presented as a means of fighting 
against speculation and the reduction of housing to a market object. This 
theme of the fight against speculation helped strengthen political alliances 
around the squatting movement. During the 1980s, occupations were 
more and more carefully staged and politically supported.
	 In the mid-1980s, this power struggle led to a policy shift by the author-
ities. In 1985 Claude Haegi, a city magistrate belonging to a centre right 
political party, signed the first �trust contract� giving squatters the right 
to use an empty apartment building that belonged to the city. The magis-
trate�s idea � very liberal, all things considered � was to temporarily remedy 
the lack of housing, and at the same time give more responsibility to the 
squatters via a contract. This solution was not supposed to cost the state 
anything. A portion of the squatters, however, refused this institutional 
solution, seeing it (not without reason) as a form of recuperation that 
would weaken the occupations� critical momentum. Nevertheless, these 
same squatters would, to a certain extent, benefit from the policy of relative 
tolerance3 established subsequent to the first �trust contract�. Indeed, the 
expulsions were gradually suspended (including those from private property 
and even instances wherein there was no trust contract) with the idea 
that it was better to put up with the occupation of property wrongfully 
left empty than to heighten social conflicts through the use of oppressive 
measures. [The way authorities and society respond to squatting is a key 
variable for the success of the movement, which in turn depends on the 
movement�s capacity to influence them. In the next two chapters too we 
can see how across time squatting in England, the Netherlands and New 
York has been more or less successful and has managed to consolidate to 
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varying degrees as a consequence of different social perceptions, legislation 
and state regimes, ranging between social democratic, paternalistic and 
neoliberal.]
	 This tolerance policy resulted in the proliferation of occupations, 
with a record number in the mid-1990s (between 150 and 200 spaces 
occupied at one time, depending on the source and counting method). 
During this time, a true power struggle was no longer needed to occupy 
a space; many of the occupations took place discreetly, without public 
demonstrations of support or even a clear indication of the nature of the 
occupation (no banners stating immediate demands on the façade or the 
like). Nonetheless, this period was also marked by more militant and 
radical occupations � inscribed within a libertarian ideology � where the 
finger was pointed at both the speculative logic of the real estate market 
and the need to create environments of self-determination.

As this society does not offer us the right to live according to our desires and 
rhythms, we give ourselves permission to take it without asking. 

(ManiFeste Apacheria, 1998)

The face of the occupations of the 1990s and early 2000s was therefore 
multifaceted, like the occupied premises themselves (community houses, 
large multicoloured buildings, apartment-shelters and so on). This 
diversity of places allowed many people � and not only militants � to enter 
squats and even frequent them (they provided bars, theatres, concert halls 
and so on) on a more or less regular basis, sometimes even going so far 
as to move into them. Spaces of confrontation, as well as dialogues with 
authorities and neighbours, led to various learning processes.
	 Some who initially sought to live in squats simply for financial reasons 
gradually became militant activists. Others, wary of squatters, gradually 
discovered that they were ordinary people after all. The authorities, for 
their part, also learned how to deal with these demanding residents, and 
conversely, the squatters discovered the virtues of negotiating and learned 
to deal � critically, of course � with the requirements of building to a 
common order at the scale of the city (Breviglieri, 2009).
	 However, as we shall see, the 2000s were marked by the return of a 
more repressive policy that destroyed the slow learning process and most 
innovative compromises. Along with the strong-arm occupations resulting 
from the radicalisation of a faction of the movement in response to the 
oppression, the 2000s likewise saw the return of a game of alliances 
surrounding highly publicised occupations.
	 Above and beyond the different motives and forms of occupation, we 
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still see a shared ideal in this militant tradition of squatting � which was 
interpreted more or less radically depending on the squat � of an alterna-
tive conception of living together based, it has been suggested, on such 
principles as solidarity and collectivisation, hospitality and conviviality, 
participation and self-management, and finally of creativity and sponta-
neity. In some ways, the squatting movement defies all logic � state or 
market-related � that could potentially impede plans of self-determina-
tion of space and lifestyle choice. Squats must therefore be places where 
these alternative notions of living together are carried out every day in the 
dynamic of social relationships and the materiality of shared spaces. As we 
shall see, it is through this material and social embeddedness in daily life 
of alternative principles of togetherness that squats open up an enacted 
critique of capitalism.
	 Another hallmark of the squatting movement is its specific �repertory� 
of collective action (Tilly, 1978) embedded in a festive conception of 
political struggle, which derived partly from the artistic experiments of the 
1960s and the 1970s (situationism, living theatre and so on). Thus, actions 
and events often took on an entertaining air. Among the many examples 
can be cited the satirical Calvin�s Pride demonstration condemning the 
cold and austere nature of Geneva politics, and a nude parade protesting 
against expulsions in the 1990s. More entertaining and subversive still 
were actions such as 50-person impromptu soccer games in large retail 
stores or in the streets, inspired by the Reclaim the Streets movement 
of the 1990s and its famous �critical mass� philosophy (�spontaneous� 
groupings of a large number of cyclists to occupy the streets). Present-day 
�flashmobs� are a depoliticised version of this.
	 As we can see, occupation does not only concern housing in the narrow 
sense of the word, but also reclaiming public spaces in general and on a daily 
basis, removing them from both market logic and a separation of functions 
which is more or less intolerant of festive expressions and eccentricity.

The resident should be able to manage not only his home but also his street, 
where he may want to plant palm trees, raise yaks or make bonfires out  
of cars.

 (anonymous flyer, 1990s)

Installation

Beyond the moment of occupation itself, the real challenge lies in taking 
possession of the premises and its surroundings to implement the ideals 
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of self-management and community life. Thus, upon entering a building, 
squatters try to make the space habitable. This starts with urgent solutions 
(for sleeping, washing, cooking), followed by more specific adjustments 
which gradually define the burgeoning community�s material comfort. It 
is during this second phase of the installation process that the political 
plans for collective living (as opposed to more individualistic models) take 
shape. This entails setting up living spaces that bear the marks of these 
ideals: spaces that allow for living together on a daily basis. Then do we 
see the walls that draw clear boundaries between the public and private 
� so characteristic of rental properties � come down. Former apartments 
are thus unified to create larger common areas. Doors are removed or left 
open.
	 At the heart of these renovations is the �common room�, an essential part 
of any squat, representing the political ideal of self-management (a meeting 
space) and conviviality (a shared, festive space). These common areas are 
often readily open to casual visitors (for relaxing, sleeping and so on). In 
the wake of such spaces we see the emergence of other spaces emblematic 
of squatters� ideals, such as �sleep-ins� (room/dormitory accommodation for 
people passing through), or other spaces open to the public (underground 
bars, experimental art galleries, theatres and so on). At the same time, the 
setting-up also included the delicate task of assigning each person a sleeping 
place, an intimate space vital to any lasting cohabitation.
	 These new arrangements � from the most private to the most shared � 
are in general discussed by all of the occupants. Group meetings are at the 
heart of squat life, somewhere between the individuals� desires and plans 
for collective living. In more radical squats, decisions are made not on a 
majority basis but � following an anarchist inspiration (Graeber, 2004) � 
unanimously, which involves long, sometimes heated meetings, the idea 
being not to avoid conflict, but rather to generate it so as to gradually arrive 
at a consensus.
	 The installation phase is also a time of jubilation and enthusiasm that 
results from the basic pleasure of jointly appropriating a living space and 
setting it up according to people�s desires. In surveys on private property, 
it has been shown that one of the main reasons for wanting to become a 
home owner is to be able to set up a space as you please (Thalmann and 
Favarger, 2002). This is one of the fundamental conditions of being able to 
truly appropriate your own home, above and beyond the formal dimensions 
of occupancy status.
	 In fact, there are two key aspects with regard to the right to ownership: 
security and appropriation. The legislation in Switzerland on the protec-
tion of tenancy rights has to some degree extended housing security to 
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tenants. However, this happened at the expense of being able to take 
control of your home in a meaningful way, with tenants in Geneva hardly 
daring to paint their walls. Squatters, on the other hand, have incredible 
freedom in the first regard, but little security.
	 And thus, in a city where tenants � amounting to 85 per cent of the popu-
lation � are afraid to so much as stick a nail in the wall, there is something 
deeply exhilarating about being able to get rid of things, or simply get up 
and knock down a wall because it clashes with your ideals. With these acts 
of reappropriation, squatters reinstill a sense of excitement and pride in 
their living place, and, in consequence, the material possibility of living 
differently � outside of the norms and rhythms imposed by society.

It is not every day that we have the chance to live the way we want to, 
without constraints or the presence of conventions imposed by the system 
and those holding its reins�Having a space we manage ourselves, where 
we can do what we want: paint, make music, eat herring, celebrate, laugh, 
talk, share the fridge, sleep, cry, wash socks, walk barefoot or naked, be ugly 
or beautiful � it is this, and much more, we are seeking.

 (ManiFeste Apacheria, 1990s)

The first months of a squat�s life are thus marked by intense physical and 
emotional investment. Squatting is not an easy task, especially when 
people occupy a space that has been long abandoned. Another relation-
ship to this new dwelling, based not on the regular payment of rent but 
rather the effort spent reappropriating it and rendering it habitable, is thus 
forged. In other words, for squatters, it is a question of working less to earn 
a salary that, at the end of the day, will only make the landlord richer, and 
working more to maintain the premises.

Art. 5: The choice of the Freundler house instead of a ready-to-use squat 
was intentional. It results from a willingness to invest time, money and 
energy in the definitive improvement and maintenance of the premises and 
openness with the adjacent park.
Art. 6: As such, the relationship between inhabitant and habitat is not based 
on rent.

(The Villa Freundler Convention, proposed to  
the City of Geneva, 1990s)

In this joint effort, occupants become close and forge lasting ties, demon-
strating resourcefulness and creativity in their renovations. DIY is elevated 
to a veritable art form, contributing (along with recycling) to the daily 
struggle against an environment perceived as standardised and consum-
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erist. Thus are walls and shutters given colour, an old bathtub lords it over 
the middle of a room, parking spaces become impromptu gardens, and so 
on. Gradually, objects and individuals spill over the narrow frames of order 
which govern the modern city.
	 But the squat is not only overflow; it is also the framework that has 
made other ways of living and consuming possible. Throughout the 1990s, 
the bars, restaurants and workshops set up on squat premises contrib-
uted to the development of veritable alternative cultures and economies. 
Collection systems allowed for the circulation of objects and food. Self-run 
daycare centres welcomed children of squatters as well as those of their 
neighbours. People could also drink and dance in the evening for a modest 
price (often the price is �open�, allowing each consumer to contribute to the 
extent of their means). They could exhibit or pursue new artistic projects 
without grants. Certain dance or theatre troupes born in squats have 
known later success even at the European level (Omar Porras�s ThØâtre 
Malandro, for example). The squat network was also the venue for many 
other supportive and festive events. �Boulans� for instance � free meals 
alternately offered by different squats � assembled up to a hundred people 
at a time. The famous �raft race� each year still sees the most unusual boats 
imaginable defying the laws of flotation. Inter-squat soccer tournaments 
brought squatters from all over Europe together around a football.

By restoring 5 bd Emile-Jacques-Dalcroze to activity and turning it into 
housing, we have taken it out of the state of neglect into which speculators 
have put it, and are giving it new life by living in it, rehousing an evicted day 
care, setting up a library, and proposing various workshops, talks, screen-
ings and concerts �. These different activities are open to everyone. Spread 
the word. Our response is one possibility among many, and we encourage 
everyone to react in his or her own way, collectively and supportively. We, 
the reappropriators of free living spaces, only �sponge off� the Geneva that 
dreams of the money-king, those exploiters who live off the backs of those 
who work for them, the rich heirs who preach, who�d rather make virtual 
money with habitable spaces than house real people.

(Occupation of 5 bd Emile-Jacques-Dalcroze, 25 August 2007)

By providing alternative spaces, squats opened a world of possibilities, 
especially for young and vulnerable populations who suffer the brunt of 
the market�s demands. However, by taking place in the city and offering 
people a different way of relating to others in a materialistic world, the 
squat movement simultaneously ran headlong into the established frame-
works and norms that govern community life at the city-wide scale, 
eliciting a variety of responses � from negotiations to evictions.
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	 In this perspective, squatters truly constitute what the French philos-
opher RanciŁre calls a �dissensual subject�, that is, a political subject who 
breaks the consensus of the established order (1998). This dissensual subject 
is not only a discursive one � who criticises society orally � but one who 
makes manifest the �difference of the society to itself� by empirically shaking 
the �distribution of the sensible� (ibid.: 251). Indeed, for RanciŁre, the estab-
lishment of a given order is made possible by the �hierarchic distribution of 
places and functions� for each person taken into consideration within that 
specific order. This distributing work � that operates a practical and visible 
delimitation of the place of each person in the society (a �distribution of the 
sensible�) � is what he calls a police (RanciŁre, 1998: 112). By physically and 
symbolically delimiting the right ways to engage in the society, each order 
inevitably produces a remainder, that is, excluded people and modes of living. 
The politic (�la politique�) appears when such an established and reproduced 
order is challenged and new subjects call for recognition and a place to exist 
(ibid.: 16). The politic is therefore a call to transform the distribution of the 
sensible, to organise society differently in order to open it up to the excluded.
	 The story of the Geneva squatters� movement � and any squatters� 
movement � can be seen as truly political moment where the �distribution 
of the sensible� of the capitalist order and its police are practically chal-
lenged. By turning small individual apartments into large collective ones, by 
opening up illegal bars without schedule and no fixed prices or by hosting 
illegal migrants, squats and squatters break the various normative settings 
which allowed the reproduction of a capitalist order based on negative 
individual autonomy, formal responsibilities and market regulations. Those 
experiences call for a renewed political work (�le politique� in RanciŁre�s 
term) able to combine the building of a common world (police) and the 
call for emancipation and equality (politic). In effect, after years of rein-
vention of the �distribution of the sensible�, Geneva went back in the 1990s 
to repression, impoverishing the urban order of the city.
	 Before discussing the repression phase, let me look in a little more 
detail at the daily life of squats � a daily life that includes not only collec-
tive tasks, meetings and parties, but also rest and private routines. It is 
essential to understand this phase in order to grasp all the difficulty of a 
political action that is embedded in daily life.

Habitation

As I have emphatically pointed out, squats are places not only of struggle, 
but also of life. In this perspective, and in order for them to withstand 
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the test of time, they must also make allowances for the individual habits 
and peculiarities of their inhabitants; in other words, they must allow 
each person to truly live in the occupied space. In this regard, the squat 
model could have been borrowed from philosopher Roland Barthes and 
his ideal of an �idiorhythmic� community (Barthes, 1977). By this he 
meant a community wherein each person can live at their own pace. Such 
a community would diametrically oppose institutions like prisons, army 
barracks or monasteries, which operate by imposing a common rhythm. 
Contrarily, the idiorhythmic community must be able to make room for 
the desires and routines of each person. We find traces of such an ideal in 
squatter communities, where spontaneity is valued and any system of rules 
that is too formal arouses suspicion. At the same time, squats are often 
demanding communities in terms of individual contribution, whether 
it is maintaining or cleaning the site, making meals or settling financial 
matters in a joint manner. Here major tensions arise between the militant 
demands of collective life and each person�s own need to dwell.
	 This need, or rather this �inclination to dwell� as Marc Breviglieri 
calls it, refers to the individual�s personal experience and how they 
gradually create a familiar world by appropriating it through personal 
use (Breviglieri, 2009). This is how each of us, little by little, weaves our 
routine and familiar world, from which we draw strength to face the 
outside world. By moving in, the person forges their singularity and pace, 
and keeps the injunctions of others � and the rules of social life in general 
� at arm�s length.
	 Therefore, as any current or former squatter or roommate knows, living 
together (sharing your private world with others) is difficult, even more so 
if these �others� are not friends or lovers. The militant context of the squat 
makes this even harder, as withdrawal in order to �dwell� often is regarded 
as an abandonment of the collective project (Breviglieri and Pattaroni, 
2005). How, then, do people organise a community at once militant and 
idiorythmic?
	 It is interesting to see how, over time, squatters learned to cope with 
this inclination to dwell. Gradually, walls are re-erected, and the formal 
privatisation of certain spaces is tolerated. More broadly, certain rules to 
help measure individual effort and responsibility emerge and are imple-
mented to protect individuals from wearing themselves out by investing 
too much, as well as recognising their need to withdraw at times.
	 These changes are sometimes viewed as �embourgeoisement� from 
the outside. However, this simplistic critique fails to take into account 
the challenges of creating a sustainable community that must also 
cope with these other aspects of our humanity. Experienced squatters  
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understand these challenges and accept with irony their own contra-
dictions as a guarantee of their human wealth. The issue is not to deny 
these other inclinations or wanting to eliminate personal paradoxes, but 
rather to find a fragile balance between the militant project and personal 
comfort, between a friendly, exuberant community and a more settled 
group. Squatters as such are caught between the need to regulate and insti-
tutionalise to ensure that their project is sustainable in the larger order of 
the city, and the need to carry on the objector tradition, that wellspring of 
life and upsurge.
	 Throughout the movement, squatters endeavoured to keep their 
political project alive and, through different events and activities, rekindle 
the enthusiasm of the early phases and militant vein. Collective works, the 
opening of new spaces, acts of protest, the changing of inhabitants, street 
parties, raft races and soccer tournaments were all opportunities for stimu-
lating debate, and participation helped to maintain the ideal of a friendlier, 
more involved lifestyle. As we shall see, such moments were important 
because the movement�s institutionalisation was both the guarantee of the 
survival of its ideals and the cause of its slow death. However, the disap-
pearance of squats in Geneva was mainly the result of a political hardening 
caused by a major housing crisis and the return of property investment to 
cities.

Eviction

The last phase of a squat is evacuation or eviction. The event abruptly 
reminds squatters of their illegal occupant status, and makes a clean sweep 
of all efforts to devise innovative compromises. It solves the problems 
squatters raise by reaffirming the primacy of property and market logics. 
Out go the question about the limits of ownership and attempts to find 
new forms of collective housing.
	 Eviction, however, gives rise to new political and legal issues. Indeed, 
it is the state exercising the use of force, which must also be legally  
authorised and can be judged as legitimate or not.
	 From a legal perspective, many rules define the conditions for 
expulsion. While we cannot address them here, it is important to note 
that squatters are protected in their �possession� of premises, and that it 
is therefore illegal for a landlord to remove them personally (or by using 
private security personnel). As people are not permitted to take the law 
into their own hands, landlords are forced to take legal measures to 
reclaim their property. For many years � at the instigation of the elected 
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district attorney of Geneva, Bernard Bertossa � legal authorities weighed 
the benefit of owners recovering property that had been left more or less 
abandoned against that of maintaining public order. As a result there were 
no evictions � so as to not incite unruly demonstrations or other �civil 
unrest� � so long as the property was destined to remain empty (in other 
words, there was no approved and funded project to demolish or renovate 
it). As we have seen, this doctrine allowed for the creation of the policy 
of relative tolerance that characterised the 1990s. However, this doctrine 
was more or less abandoned by the next district attorney Daniel Zappelli, 
who was elected in 2002 and instead instated a �zero tolerance� policy with 
regard to squats.
	 However, debates surrounding the evictions went well beyond the 
question of their legality � like the occupations themselves � to that of 
their legitimacy. As such, the forceful evictions from the first squats in 
Les Grottes (and that of the Empeyta Street squat in 1975 in particular) 
resulted in large-scale protests against what appeared to be an illegitimate 
and disproportionate use of state force.

Following the repressive events, I got involved in the neighbourhood�s 
struggle for survival. There was a desire to share activities, to experience 
them together.

 (an occupant cited in Collectif d’auteurs, no. 96, 1979)

Similarly, 30 years later, the evacuation of one the most emblematic squat 
of Geneva � Rhino �sparked many demonstrations. In between those two 
repressive periods, evictions were not often as conflictive. Thus, during the 
1990s, many evictions � like many occupations � took place quietly, often 
led by the squat brigade, which directed occupants to new empty spaces. 
Nonetheless, certain squats violently resisted eviction using barricades, 
or with squatters physically attaching themselves to the façades of the 
buildings. Such resistance was the policy of the movement�s more militant 
wing, which continued to refuse to play the institutionalisation game and 
reduce the notion of squats to simple questions of housing for those in 
need (who were simply housed elsewhere).
	 Evictions are not a purely public problem; first and foremost, they 
concern those who end up in the street. In this respect, it is interesting 
to note that the diversity of backgrounds, which on the whole had little 
impact on daily life in the squats, played a significant role during evac-
uations. In fact, it was often the poorest � both financially and in terms 
of social networks, as is the case for foreigners (legal or illegal) in partic-
ular � who found themselves most greatly affected, whereas residents with 
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strong local ties found temporary or permanent housing (with friends 
or family, finding a guarantor for a rental unit, and so on) more easily. 
The eviction phase thus brings us back to the harsh reality of the housing 
market, marked by crises and essentially governed by private actors 
looking to make a profit, in which all inhabitants are far from equal.
	 In this regard, with the virtual disappearance of the squat movement 
(barely a handful of squats remain in 2013), we can now more accurately 
measure its role, in both mitigating the impact of the market and real 
estate speculation on marginal populations, and more generally impacting 
on the city�s social and artistic life. Evictions no longer concerned only 
squatters � almost all of who had been expelled at this point � but affected 
vulnerable populations in general. In 2009, 493 people were evicted from 
their accommodation, and this rose to 559 in 2010. Eviction processes are 
multiplying today, and at the heart of this process we find both an abusive 
hike in rent prices and an ever-increasing price per square metre, not only 
making the idea of tolerance towards squats illusory, but also making it 
more difficult to build social housing. [To this extent, the analysis of the 
previous chapter, which focused on Spain, the United Kingdom, Japan and 
the United States � showing how different processes have led to pretty 
similar results favouring neoliberal housing policies � can also apply to the 
case of Geneva and Switzerland.]
	 The increased pressure on Geneva�s real estate market, due to strong 
demographic growth and the revival of the building market starting 
at the end of the 1990s (caused in particular by a drop in mortgage 
rates) most likely also played a key role in the ending of the exceptional 
tolerance with regard to squats. We see a sharp decrease in their numbers 
by the beginning of the 2000s (prior even to attorney Daniel Zappelli�s 
election). The repressive policy introduced thereafter only accelerated the 
movement that the construction market � fuelled by the growth of the 
city�s financial industry and multinationals � had launched. Very schemat-
ically, we can say that it was the growth of a �winning� and �global� city 
that bid on a wealthy population and the development of an increasingly 
luxurious real estate supply, with excessive rents4 that not only pushed the 
popular fringes to the margins, but also stifled spaces that were favour-
able to experimentation and the development of non-market exchanges 
in the city. Thus began a return to the type of conflict that had ignited the 
urban struggles of the 1970s, between the city�s use and exchange values. 
Apparently, it is the exchange value that has won out for the moment, with 
use gradually coming to take on a single expression � that of consumption 
(of land, culture, leisure and so on).
	 It must be said, however, that the splitting of the movement between 
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a less militant fringe, which had become dominant during the 1990s, 
and one which had radicalised during the same period � refusing to 
compromise with political parties or even unions � played against it. Thus 
militants found themselves with neither political nor popular support 
against the repression. Removed from the collective struggle against the 
disenfranchisement of residents� power over their housing (especially that 
of tenants), they were unable to make the meaning of their struggle � 
which gradually appeared marginal and lacking solidarity � heard by the 
larger population.

Perpetuation

The squatting movement and the urban struggles of which it was born 
have nevertheless resulted in a number of institutional innovations 
which bear � however distantly � the marks of the militant principles the  
occupations defended.
	 The first which comes to mind is the so-called �associative� coopera-
tive, like CODHA, which was created by former squat movement activists. 
These housing cooperatives seek not only to ensure collective property for 
their members, but also to defend more participative modes of production 
and management. We find, for example, features such as common rooms 
(which also serve as meeting rooms � essential for collective management) 
in buildings built by these cooperatives.
	 More unusual still and very rare in Geneva are �associative leases� � nego-
tiated in former squats or occupations with the benefit of a �trust contract� 
� which combine the mechanisms of social housing (typically constructed 
as an individual benefit) with aspirations towards a more collective way 
of living and self-management of the premises in question (Pattaroni 
and Togni, 2009). [The case of the house projects presented by Lucrezia 
Lennert in Box 2.1 is an example of this kind of lease, which became quite 
popular in Berlin after its squats had to be legalised. It shows how the anti- 
capitalist critique can be perpetuated in other legal forms.] Under this 
type of lease, residents associations thus maintain an important say with 
regard to newcomers and building management. This solution offers 
great promise in terms of rethinking the balance between security and  
appropriation, as well as the larger issue of social ownership of housing.
	 Leaving these more institutional paths, we see a willingness to develop 
alternative lifestyles where control over people�s environment and affirma-
tion of a collective dimension in the production and management of daily 
life start to take precedence.
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	 The choice of caravans as living spaces exemplifies the expansion of 
the field of possibilities. These caravans were originally nomadic when 
they first appeared on the lawn of a squat in the early 2000s, following 
the evacuation of a number of occupied spaces. Faced with the growing 
scarcity of housing and eager to push the limits of their freedom, some 
squatters decided to turn to a less-anchored living space, becoming part of 
a larger European movement toward a voluntary return to more nomadic 
habitats (of which the German Wagenburgen and English travellers were 
the precursors). Thus they asserted their determination to move away 
from the dominant models of ownership in our society to explore another 
relationship to housing and land. A series of migrations triggered by 
successive expulsions which ensued � affecting no longer squats them-
selves but rather their location � led these nomads farther and farther 
away from the downtown area. They were finally allowed to settle on a 
piece of land that was partly polluted and therefore of no use (or profit) to 
the host community.
	 In fact, the strategy of these squatters was more akin to that of colonisers 
(or American pioneers, who fled to occupy new lands) than a strategy of 
confrontation where people put up a fight to open up alternative possibili-
ties in the heart of the city. To some extent, it symbolises the abandonment 
of inner cities to capitalist logic, where earlier urban struggles sought to 
regain a veritable right of use. This strategy nonetheless gave birth to an 
unprecedented collective living project, partly on the margins of the capi-
talist system (at least with regard to how to access and manage housing), 
which substantially increases self-determination of everyday living condi-
tions. Should we then see them as a few leftover outsiders �who couldn�t 
let go� � as they are sometimes criticised for being � or the simple creation 
of a place �apart� for those who do not want or cannot participate in neolib-
eral society? Or rather should we see in this an original and subversive 
exploration of different types of housing and lifestyles that is so charac-
teristic of a post-industrial period? Indeed the themes of nomadism, and 
mobility more broadly, are at the heart of �network capitalism� (Boltanski 
and Chiapello, 1999). New ways of organising production have resulted in 
a new relationship to territories marked by mobility: the massive increase 
in commuting, urban sprawl and the collapse of the relevancy of developed 
areas that structure the well-ordered territory of the Fordist economy (Du 
Pasquier and Marco, 2009).
	 In this perspective, caravans are perhaps a response (albeit marginal 
and provocative), an attempt to reappropriate the fringes of this world 
of mobilities that is a source both of empowerment and of suffering and 
unprecedented inequality.
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	 Here we find ourselves facing the paradox of forms of resistance that, in 
a certain way, are also at the forefront of contemporary change. Similarly, 
the ideals that fuelled the squat movement (and the critiques of the 1960s 
before that) have permeated capitalist logic, where there is only a question 
now of autonomy, creativity and mobility. It is also not surprising that the 
institutionalisation of squats � starting with the first trust contracts � took 
place by commending the squatters� �entrepreneurialism� and �creativity�. 
Critiques at the heart of the urban struggles and the squatters� movement 
have been slowly integrated into political elites and the transformation of 
public action.
	 Many other institutional processes were also influenced by the critiques 
of the 1960s and 1970s. For instance, eco-districts are also the heirs of the 
social and ecological sensibilities of these movements. As with coopera-
tives, the institutionalisation of solution in this case led to unprecedented 
compromises with capitalist logics without, however, questioning them. 
The ideals of the urban struggle lost some of their subversive nature and 
edge in this process. What place is there, then, for real subversion? How 
does not only a discursive but an embedded critique of capitalism � that is, 
one able to open up real disruptive spaces and political claims � take place 
(RanciŁre, 1998)?
	 In this context, the future hope of militant factions, in which people 
voluntarily decide to be marginal (like the communities in Tarnac and 
those elsewhere in Europe) is to fuel the imagination of possibilities and 
at the same time sustain (through new technologies in particular) active 
networks of resistance. But it is not merely a retreat. Thus caravan dwellers 
are also active in Geneva�s social scene, running bars at literature festivals 
or renovating old greenhouses in the heart of the city. By living in caravans, 
they are able � as was the case in former squats � to spend less time earning 
money because they do not pay rent. They therefore have more time to 
spend for collective work and projects. In this regard, the territories of 
urban struggle may be changing scale, and it is the relationship between 
living spaces and spaces of resistance that is evolving.
	 Similarly, within this shift of places of subversion and possibility, 
self-run communal and community gardening experiments can also be 
seen as an alternative response � less conventional and more removed 
from the logic of the market than certain �organic� labels� � to the desire 
to promote locally based forms of consumption. [The environmentalist 
idea of creating these type of urban ecosystems through open-air squatting 
of abandoned urban spaces � and its broadening into the invention of 
�rurban� squats � is a specific part of the squatters� movement�s reper-
toire of issues which is becoming increasingly important and relevant. 
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This environmental dimension is analysed in Chapter 6 with the cases 
of New York and Barcelona.] More generally, the occupation of idle land 
(for vegetable crops and self-built dwelling) is a new strategy that directly 
questions land policy and, more broadly, the zoning system inherited from 
the 20th century. By promoting new forms of functional entanglement, 
these experiences naturally find themselves at the forefront of debates on 
urbanism. In particular the question of self-construction � of both straw 
huts and extensions to houses in residential areas � opens new avenues 
with regard to densification.
	 The spirit of squats therefore lives on in the exploration of possible 
alternatives, monitoring the market logic which so often makes more insti-
tutionalised projects lose much of their substance. It is always a question 
of playing against the established order � its distribution of places and 
functions � creating niches strong enough to accommodate other, more 
fragile, yet essential possibilities so that a true diversity of lifestyles and 
social relations can emerge. Will these experiments and the critique 
implicit therein succeed in gaining political strength, so as to find broader 
popular support, like in the 1970s and 1980s � the support necessary for 
undermining dominant forms of organisation and making room for new 
possibilities? This question is all the more relevant at a time when a rela-
tively simplistic model of urban development is spreading that, day by day, 
is sandblasting the face of Geneva under the imperatives of international 
financial logics and policies �by objectives� (ThØvenot, 2013) aimed at 
creating competition between global cities.
	 Given these changes, it seems important to keep the memory of past 
experiences alive and to lend an ear (and a hand) to those to come; these 
are the conditions needed to maintain imagination of the possibilities and 
the heterotopias necessary to human life itself. In this regard, we could 
say that the last phase in the Geneva squat movement was also that of 
the conquest and invention of a city that, for a few decades, was a little 
more hospitable to its diverse populations and their ways of living � a city 
capable of making room for the most offbeat and fragile projects, a city 
where having no money does not automatically mean being ostracised. 
What has become of these wastelands, those real and imaginary hetero-
topias that give city dwellers a chance to dream and experience a better 
world?
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Box 2.1  Anti-capitalist communes remaining despite 
legalisation: the case of house projects in Berlin

Lucrezia Lennert

House projects in Berlin are the legalised spaces which remain from 
the squatters� movement. Legalisation resulted from an intense 
period of struggle to defend squatted houses, and for many was the 
only alternative to eviction. As radical spaces, house projects have 
clearly compromised on their anti-capitalist politics through entering 
into the property market, and as such they can no longer claim to be 
part of a movement which challenges the capitalist commodification 
of housing. However, within the spaces themselves, forms of self- 
organised collective life are developed which continue to challenge 
capitalist economic and social relations. Legalisation, then, allowed 
for the establishment of an unusually stable radical urban infra-
structure which provided spatial continuity for the development 
of anarchist, autonomous, feminist, anti-fascist, queer and other  
subversive forms of politics.
	 The fact that house projects remain spaces of radical political 
organising is made clear by the state repression they continuously 
face in the form of raids, evictions and police terrorising of  inhab-
itants. One example is the house project Liebig 14 whose residents 
were evicted in February 2011 by several thousand police after it had 
existed for over 20 years as a collective living and autonomous cultural 
project. The threat of eviction faced by house projects in Berlin also 
demonstrates that even with legalisation, a collective house is not safe 
from the state forces which seek to destroy spaces of resistance and 
protect the sanctity of property ownership.
	 We can critically discern the extent to which a space is radical 
despite being legalised by asking to what extent the space is a 
commune: that is, a space of collective life in which the value form 
has no bearing.* House projects challenge capitalist relations through 
for example organizing non-commercial cultural events and dinners 
on a pay-as-you-can basis. House projects also practise organising the 
collective and the space of the building on a communal basis: the 
collective has a communal meeting and living room, and people can 
pass freely through the whole house. In many houses the rent of those 
who cannot afford to pay is supported by the rest of the collective. The 
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Notes

1	 By 1800, the term �to squat� was used to describe the activity of American 
pioneers who settled the land without any legal title (PØchu, 2010). It was 
only at the turn of the 20th century that the word was used to refer to the 
illegal occupation of a building. In French, the use of the masculine noun 
�squat� appears only in the 1970s.

2	 A more refined categorisation of the various logics of squatting can be found 
in Pruijt (2013).

3	 This tolerance was relative, because even though they were not evicted, 
squatters without a contract of trust could still be punished. At the end of 
the 1990s in particular, squatters were convicted of crimes related to their 
residence and given various sentences, including prison terms.

4	 I could cite many examples, but the most impressive is probably the 1 Gevray 
project to replace the former Hotel California, which was squatted and then 
used as student housing for two years, with luxury apartments sold for more 

communal structure of the houses allows for children to be raised by 
many people and thus break with traditional family unit structures. 
The space therefore remains radical to the extent to which life in the 
house and the materiality of the building is not privatised but remains 
an anti-commercial collective project in which resources, ideas and 
friendships are shared.
	 Whether a certain radicalism can survive legalisation therefore 
depends  on the strength and coherence of the movement, and it 
necessitates that the members of a collective living together continue 
to develop ideas and practices which challenge capitalist logic.

*	 [There are places that, despite being squats, are not interested in 
developing alternative practices such as communal living, and also 
other places, not necessarily different from these, that use squatting 
as a mean to achieve better housing conditions, in the sense that they 
aim to obtain institutional support and eventually a legal status. The 
intersection of the diametrically opposed positions of anti-capitalist 
squatters interested in communal lifestyles and people oppressed by the 
neoliberal hegemony seeking help for better housing can be understood 
as an opportunity to set up a counter-hegemonic housing struggle, as 
envisaged in Chapter 1, and is also seen in the conflict between radi-
cal squatters and housing right activists such as Jeudi Noir in Paris, 
discussed in Chapter 5. A more detailed understanding of the Berlin 
case � and in particular of the dilemma between legalisation and the 
survival of radical spaces � is developed in Chapter 8.]



83

The Fallow Lands of the Possible

than CHF2 million for three rooms (more than CHF20,000 per square 
metre). Similarly, whereas a four-room apartment was rented for CHF1,000�
1,500 four years ago, the same space now goes for CHF2,000�2,500. I 
recently saw an ad for a 96 square metre apartment for CHF5,000 a month 
on rue des Bains, which is emblematic of the gentrification of the Jonction  
neighbourhood.
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The Right to Decent Housing 
and a Whole Lot More Besides: 
Examining the Modern English 

Squatters’ Movement

E. T. C. Dee

Introduction

This chapter argues that squatting as a political tool began in England in 
its modern form with housing need, and quickly branched into other areas 
of protest, which continue to this day, with the right to decent housing 
remaining as a fundamental driving force. It focuses on political squatting 
for several reasons. Private residential squatting is of course much more 
common, but because of its underground nature it is almost impossible to 
track. Political squatting is open about its intentions as activism for social 
change and thus is easier to study. And paradoxically the political squatting 
movement, a vibrant social movement of over 40 years� standing, has been 
little theorised.
	 I concentrate on two important time frames: first the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, when the modern squatting movement began, and second 
the contemporary era (the late 2000s and early 2010s), when squatting 
has been criminalised in residential buildings and hence is ostensibly at 
an endpoint. Attempts were made to criminalise squatting previously in 
the late 1970s and mid-1990s, but for reasons of space I can only refer to 
those periods briefly (although these initiatives do in themselves indicate 
the continuance of squatting as a movement). I focus chiefly on Brighton 
and London, two places where the squatters� movement has existed and 
persisted since the late 1960s, perhaps in ebbs and flows, yet with a collec-
tive heritage (particularly in the Needle Collective). While there are land 
occupations and travellers living in Brighton and London (and the history 
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of New Age travellers needs to be documented), I do not have space to 
cover them here. As we shall see, by far the largest number of squatters has 
always been in London. Brighton is included as a point of comparison, and 
many other UK metropolitan areas could also be studied, such as Bristol, 
Leeds and Manchester.
	 However, it is worth mentioning that statistics on numbers of squatters 
are few and far between. It is also worth noting that research on the 
squatters� movement in London is sadly deficient compared with work on 
other major European cities such as Amsterdam, Berlin and Copenhagen, 
which all also saw large political squatting movements in the 1970s (this 
is not to ignore the useful sources that do exist, such as Platt, 1999; Reeve, 
2005, 2009; Wates, 1976, 1984; Wates and Wolmar, 1980). This chapter 
aims to contribute further to the beginnings of an analysis of the English 
squatters� movement. That squatting can be considered a social movement 
is becoming an increasingly uncontroversial notion, as this book itself 
indicates (see also Martinez, 2012; Mudu, 2004; Owens, 2009; Reeve, 
2009).
	 My review of squatting in Brighton and London looks first at the  
beginnings of the modern wave, then moves forward into the present day.

The Beginnings of a Movement – London

The modern squatting movement started in the England in the late 
1960s, in the midst of a severe housing crisis. In certain districts 
of London, slum housing was the norm and the arrangement of 
temporary accommodation for homeless families was a shambles, 
while many council-owned properties stood empty, awaiting  
demolition or even worse, simply stuck in bureaucratic limbo.
	 Cathy Come Home, a BBC film directed by Ken Loach and designed 
to highlight the problems experienced by many homeless people, was 
first shown in 1966 and caused questions to be asked in Parliament. It 
was subsequently shown on national television twice more, and this led 
directly to the foundation of Crisis (a homelessness charity) in 1967.
	 For Ron Bailey and other people working on tenancy rights and chal-
lenging recalcitrant local council policies with painfully little visible 
improvement to be seen, the possibility of squatting empty houses quickly 
became a more and more attractive option in order to break the deadlock. 
As Bailey writes in The Squatters, �the immediate aim was of course, simply 
the rehousing of families from hostels or slums by means of squatting� 
(1973: 34). Although his book was written after the fact and nothing was 
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stated at the time, his explanation of the further aims of the group is still 
worth quoting in full:

Obviously we hoped that our action would spark off a squatting campaign 
on a mass scale, and that homeless people and slum dwellers would be 
inspired to squat in large numbers by small but successful actions. But 
the main purpose of the movement was even wider than this � we hoped 
to start an all-out attack on the housing authorities, with ordinary people 
taking action for themselves. Finally, and in close conjunction with this, 
we saw our campaign as having a radicalising effect on existing movements 
in the housing field � tenants associations, action committees, community 
project groups, etc. If these could be radicalised and linked together then 
we really would have achieved something.

 (Bailey, 1973: 34)

Thus, after some symbolic actions, the squatters began to occupy buildings 
in the borough of Redbridge in north-east London, which included the 
districts of Ilford, Redbridge and Wanstead. Bailey charts the legal steps 
used to keep the local councils from regaining possession, and also 
recounts the resistance employed against bailiffs. Some evictions were 
successfully prevented, but two of the most notorious incidents occurred 
on Monday 21 April 1969. The events of this day are not necessarily more 
meaningful than others but can be taken as emblematic of the struggle as 
a whole. The Beresford family, living at 18 Grosvenor Road in Redbridge, 
were evicted with their seven children in the early morning. They had 
not been presented with any legal documentation and indeed had not 
even been asked to leave before bailiffs and police broke into the house. 
These events were repeated at 43 Cleveland Road in Redbridge, where 
bailiffs smashed their way in and broke the jaw of a member of the London 
Squatters Campaign, David Jenkins. The family occupying the house, the 
Flemings, asked whether the bailiffs had a court order and were told, �Are 
these your children? Keep your mouth shut if you know what�s good for 
you and your family.� The family were evicted, all their furniture broken up 
and the house rendered uninhabitable.
	 However, this short-term defeat was miraculously converted into a 
long-term victory which contributed to the establishment of the �right to 
squat� (that is to say, the actual pragmatic possibility as opposed to the legal 
justifications which were then being tested), when the London Squatters 
Campaign produced a pamphlet about the events of 21 April. As a direct 
result, an investigative journalist from the Sunday Times got involved 
and a television show, Thames Today, interviewed the families and David 
Jenkins (whose jaw had been wired up). The journalist was able to find out 
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the name of the company of bailiffs, Southern Provincial Investigations 
(run by Barrie Quartermain). The squatters were then able to launch a 
prosecution against the bailiffs, and because of this legal action, plus a 
chain of other equally important squatting actions which involved more 
violent confrontations and mainly successful resistance to eviction, first 
Redbridge and then other local councils became reluctant to use violent 
methods in evictions. Two factors were key here for the squatters, public 
support and sympathetic mainstream media coverage.
	 From initial actions housing homeless families, squatting spread like 
wildfire. The London Squatters Campaign soon had to add �East� to its 
name to distinguish itself from other London squatting groups, and later 
All London Squatters met as an umbrella organisation designed to allow 
the various groups to communicate. Adrian Franklin (1984: 16) gives 
figures of 1,000 licensed squats and 1,000 unlicensed in 1971, rising to 
3,000 licensed and 35,000 unlicensed in 1974, and then exploding to 5,000 
licensed and 48,000 unlicensed in 1975�6. In Squatting: The Real Story, 
Steve Platt gives an estimate of 40�50,000 squatters in the mid-1970s in 
the United Kingdom, mainly in London and also in Bristol, Portsmouth, 
Brighton, Swansea, Cambridge and Leicester (in Wates and Wolmar,  
1980: 40).
	 At these numbers, squatters were of course bound to affect the society 
that they were part of; indeed it would be surprising if they had not. 
Franklin observes that �we have to try to understand why some 30,000 
people per year decided to live in squats�1 (1984: 19). It seems clear from 
the literature that housing need was a principal driver for squatting, and 
once that was satisfied, squatters would pursue political, cultural and social 
aims (references for the United Kingdom are Bailey, 1973; Dee, 2012; 
Needle Collective, 2014; Platt, 1999; Reeve, 2005, 2009; Wates, 1976, 
1984; Wates and Wolmar, 1980; for other countries see Martinez, 2012; 
Mudu, 2004; Owens, 2009; Pruijt, 2004). Two examples of later political 
interventions are the Centre Point occupation and the Tolmers Square 
resistance, both of which I touch on briefly below. Again, while these are 
both famous events, I want to make it clear that they are mentioned as 
representative of the movement, rather than being the only high points. 
Some other sites of struggle that are also representative were those at Elgin 
Avenue, Frestonia, Grosvenor Road, Prince of Wales Crescent, St. Agnes 
Place and Villa Road.
	 Centre Point was a 32-floor office building in central London at the 
crossroads of Tottenham Court Road and Oxford Street. Notoriously, it 
had been left empty since its construction was finished in 1966, since the 
owner was engaged in speculation and waiting for one tenant to take on 
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the whole block. In a meticulously planned action, squatters occupied the 
building in January 1974 in order to highlight the crisis of homelessness 
in the capital. The action lasted three days, and opinion was ultimately 
split over whether the squatters should have remained barricaded in the 
building or not. In any event attention had been drawn to the issue.2

	 Buildings in Tolmers Square and its surroundings, also in central 
London, were largely squatted from 1973 until 1979.3 Property developers 
intended to demolish a 12 acre area to make way for bland commercial 
offices, but were successfully resisted by the squatters, who reinvigorated 
a campaign against gentrification and speculation which linked tenants, 
community groups and political parties, with the ultimate support of 
Camden Council (Wates, 1976). Here we can see squatters taking action 
to house themselves, while at the same time battling to preserve an  
architecturally valuable square:

Demolitions and threats to Georgian Bloomsbury and to Tolmers Square in 
Euston (the �locus classicus of London�s intellectual squatting movement�), 
succeeded anew in drawing public attention to the plight of the squares, 
and precipitated the initial stirrings of the movement for their preservation.

 (Longstaffe-Gowan, 2012: 270)

The fight over development had begun long before the squatters became 
involved, but local resistance had been worn down until the fresh energy 
arrived.4 Nick Wates, one of the squatters, wrote that �It was only by taking 
direct action that anyone could intervene. By occupying empty buildings, 
squatters were able to halt the decline, revive the community and revive 
leadership in the struggle against the developers� (Wates, 1976). All the 
squatters were eventually evicted and the square was partially demolished, 
yet as Wates comments in a later article:

If it had not been for the campaigning, the office block would have been 
almost 3 times as large, there would have been far less and/or lower quality 
housing, many of the small streets with a wide range of thriving businesses 
would have been completely flattened and replaced with slabs of housing.

 (Wates, 1984: 1)

In terms of numbers the squatters� movement peaked in the 1980s, 
when many squats were legalised or formed into housing cooperatives. 
In following years, squatting as a social movement declined in force yet 
persisted in influence. Both the legal and pragmatic right to squat had been 
held almost up until the present day: squatting in residential buildings was 
criminalised on 1 September 2012. As Aufheben record:
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By the mid 1980s, virtually every town in England and Wales had its squats 
�. This scene was particularly well organized, and more politicized, in the 
cities. On Bristol�s Cheltenham Road, the Demolition Ballroom, Demolition 
Diner, and Full Marx book shop provided a valuable organizational focus, 
with the activities of the squatted venue and cafe supplemented by the 
information and contact address of the lefty book shop. [In South London,] 
Brixton squatters not only had their own squatted cafes, crŁches and book 
shop, but also Crowbar, their own Class War style squatting oriented paper. 
Strong links were forged with the squatting movement on the continent, 
particularly Germany, and draft dodgers from Italy were regularly 
encountered. And with direct communication supplemented by the then 
fortnightly Black Flag, a couple of phone calls and a short article could 
mobilize numbers in solidarity with other struggles.

 (Aufheben, 1995)

Tony Mahony was another member of the London Squatters Campaign. 
Interviewed at the time by the Irish current affairs magazine Nusight, 
Mahony stated that he could only talk of what he knew, namely struggles 
in London, and formulated these particular struggles as �an attempt 
through direct action by homeless people to achieve their right to a decent 
roof over their heads� (1969). He added that �in England the groups are 
local and autonomous which means there is no central strategy or single 
ideology� (Mahony, 1969).
	 Looking at these events from today�s vantage point, when squatters are 
demonised and squatting in residential buildings has been criminalised, it 
is fascinating to consider why the squatters were supported by the general 
public. At least three reasons explain this. First, in a time of austerity, 
people still remembered the post-war squatters occupying army camps in 
1946 to provide housing for themselves, and respected the �do it yourself� 
attitude of squatters renovating derelict houses. Second, memories of 
the Rachman scandal5 were still fresh and slum landlords were generally 
disliked. Third, and perhaps most importantly, the growing scandal of 
homelessness and the vast amount of empty council properties gave a clear 
moral justification to squatters who occupied houses and repaired them.
	 Mahony�s reference to a �roof over their heads� is an oft-repeated phrase 
in the contemporary literature of the squatters themselves. Kesia Reeve 
describes the UK squatters� movement as �the embodiment of all that 
the social movements of the 1960s and 1970s were said to be� while also 
pointing out that it effectively refined the notion of a new social movement, 
in that squatters showed willingness to compromise (sometimes engaging 
in negotiation to legalise projects, for example) and wanted to satisfy their 
housing need as well as working towards cultural or political aims (2009: 
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15). Crucially, Reeve sees the squatters� movement as also a �movement of 
the materially disadvantaged, seeking to achieve social welfare goals in a 
context of housing need� (2009: 19).
	 On a crude reading of the evidence supplied so far, this might suggest 
that the squatters� movement was simply a combination of middle-class 
activists �seeking autonomy and cultural expression� and working class 
people who �wanted little more than somewhere to live�, yet this is to 
ignore the complexities of the squatters� movement, in which people 
worked towards combined goals, as illustrated by the Tolmers Square 
example (Reeve, 2009). In order to explore this point further, let us look 
at the case of Brighton in the 1970s.

The Beginnings of a Movement – Brighton

Bailey states that �outside London the longest and most determined 
squatting campaign took place in Brighton� (1973: 124). At this time 
Brighton had a large working-class population and terrible housing condi-
tions, with slum landlords charging high rents and entire streets left 
derelict. A group called the Brighton Rents Project had been set up to 
campaign for tenants� rights. It was �an alliance of socialists, Labour Party 
supporters and housing militants of all kinds� (Bailey, 1973: 125). Its first 
occupation was a token day-long squat of two council-owned properties at 
North Place on 10 May 1969. Six days later, the same houses were again 
occupied in order to prevent their demolition to make way for a car park. 
Following this success, the Project picketed a Brighton Council meeting on 
22 May and attempted to deliver a petition of 2,000 signatures displaying 
�public worry and concern about housing problems� (Platt, in Wates and 
Wolmar, 1980: 26). The mayor stopped the meeting and invited the police 
to clear the Town Hall, which resulted in 11 arrests. Clearly, the nascent 
squatters� movement was making an impact.
	 A Brighton squatters group was forming out of the May Day Manifesto 
group of socialists, young socialists, international socialists, anarchists 
and communists (some but not all of them students). A two-part article 
published by an anonymous author in issues 18 and 19 of the alternative 
newspaper the Brighton Voice recorded that group campaigned on home-
lessness, surveying rented accommodation, keeping lists of empty houses 
and supporting rent registration by tenants. Inspired by the success of 
the North Place actions, the Rents Project and its May Day associates 
decided to squat two empty council-owned properties on Terminus Road, 
on 14 June. The council quickly took them to court on 2 July and won  
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possession after 28 days. However, in the meantime another four families 
had squatted houses on Terminus Road and the adjacent Railway Road. 
Before the council moved to evict any of the families, on 19 July the Project 
moved all six families to a row of empty houses at Wykeham Terrace, which 
had once housed army married couples (there is a resonance here with the 
waves of squatting following both world wars, when the Vigilantes group 
took action to house returning servicemen and their families). The houses 
were due to be auctioned off on 23 July, but the sale was cancelled and in 
August more families moved in, with other buildings owned by the council 
on the same block also being squatted.
	 Following the adverse publicity incurred at Redbridge and other 
places in London, Brighton Council was presumably reluctant to evict 
the squatters by force, but was handed a gift when some squatters from 
Wykeham Terrace were arrested for the bombing of the nearby Army 
Recruitment Office on 19 August. This action is listed on the Angry 
Brigade Chronology (it is the only Brighton event listed over the course of 
its four-year campaign) but is also alleged to have been committed by an 
undercover agent, later named in the Voice as Steven Prior (Angry Brigade 
Chronology, 1985; Brighton Voice, issue 19). Whatever the truth of the 
matter, it was a disaster for the squatters, and ructions quickly appeared 
among the broad coalition of varied political hues in the Rents Project. 
Three people were later jailed and all the families were evicted by court 
order in November 1969.
	 These initial events had put the option of squatting back on the political 
agenda, but public actions in subsequent years appear to have dropped 
off with the backlash over the Wykeham Terrace arrests. (Of course it is 
impossible to state what was occurring with private residential squats.) 
Moving into the 1970s, Steve Platt records in his contribution to Squatting: 
The Real Story that �in November 1971 the Cyrenians, a charity for the 
single homeless which had become exasperated with Brighton Council, 
squatted three houses� (in Wates and Wolmar, 1980: 32).
	 The second issue (April 1973) of the Brighton Voice stated that the 
Mighell Street Commune was attempting to legalise a squat with the 
council, but its eventual fate was not recorded. It also noted that Eugenia 
Griffin squatted in 1973 after becoming fed up with waiting for a council 
house. At that time, there were 1,200 people on the housing waiting list 
and 2,000 empty properties; squatting had spread to nearby towns such as 
Newhaven and Lewes. The battles which would establish the right to squat 
and the significance of squatters as actors in society were being fought, 
just as they had been in London slightly earlier.
	 By 1974, the number of empty properties in Brighton was estimated at 
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3,000 (Brighton Voice, issue 13). The Voice reported that three people from 
South Avenue in Queens Park were evicted without a court order (Feb/
March 1974). The same issue also recorded that squatters on Vere Road 
had been violently evicted by Nicholas van Hoogstraten. The notorious 
van Hoogstraten was the epitome of an uncaring landlord, who regularly 
sent thugs to intimidate tenants and attack squats. He was later impris-
oned for authorising a grenade attack on an associate, and linked to the 
murder of Mohammed Raja in 1999.6 Van Hoogstraten was convicted over 
the Vere Road incident and fined £2,000 (Brighton Voice, issue 20).
	 Frustrated at the inability of the council to house them despite the 
number of empty properties, the Flynn family (parents and four children) 
took action and squatted 32 Buller Road. They then squatted at Terminus 
Road, where a possession order was granted to the council and they 
successfully resisted eviction on 31 May. The Flynns were later evicted, 
but the action was claimed as a victory since Terminus Road was then 
renovated and the Flynns were finally housed by the council in Gloucester 
Road. At this time, the Hotel Aquarius was squatted by a group of 30 young 
people, including students. These squatters later went on to win licensed 
status for squats, where they lived for several years on brokered �no rent� 
deals for derelict properties which they fixed up and maintained.
	 By 1975, an article in the Voice stated that �the squatting movement 
has hit Brighton and this time it�s here in a really big way� (issue 23). The 
Brighton and Hove Squatters Association was set up with two objectives 
� to provide instant accommodation for homeless people in Brighton 
and to publicise the property/housing situation. However, as more and 
more squats were opened, in September 1975, a crucial contestation 
occurred. Squatters at 2 Temple Gardens resisted six attempts at illegal 
eviction before a court order for possession was granted. In the subse-
quent eviction, three squatters were arrested for allegedly assaulting an 
unauthorised bailiff, who went to hospital, where he claimed he had been 
given stitches to close a wound, while the doctor who treated him said he 
had applied a sticking plaster. The owner, a Rolls-Royce driving millionaire 
called Joseph Norton, had arrived with a group of thugs and assaulted the 
residents of the squat (seven adults and two children). The Voice opined 
that �as the week long trial dragged on it became obvious that the affair of 
2 Temple Gardens was a side issue and that the men were really standing 
trial for being squatters� (issue 29). The three men (John Jordan, Paul 
Hayward and Peter McCabe) were each given sentences of six months 
suspended for two years and fined £25 or £50, despite another person, 
Tony Greenstein, standing up in court and admitting that it was he who 
had struck the thug in self-defence.
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	 Three men had been found guilty, but this flashpoint served as an indi-
cation that squatters were now prepared to resist militantly. In addition 
to housing need, another motivation was emerging: the political will 
to occupy buildings simply because they were empty. As an anonymous 
article in the Voice stated:

Of course squatting is an attack on private property: it should be. Not an 
attack on the houses themselves or a destruction of walls, windows or floors, 
but a principled attack on the iron law of property which rules our society, 
making it lawful for some people to have two, three or twenty houses and 
others to have none at all. It may be the law but it is not justice. squatting 
is one way of bringing a little bit of justice into this ruthless society. MORE 
PEOPLE SHOULD SQUAT.

 (Brighton Voice, issue 29, emphasis in original)

This new militancy, allied to the prior victories of the London Squatters 
Campaign, meant that the right to squat in Brighton had now been estab-
lished. Legal means had been found to support squatters prepared to face 
up to the illegal tactics of bailiffs.
	 As with the case of London, the diverse squatters� movement had 
formed out of various needs, primarily for housing. The availability of 
empty property, coupled with the willingness of people to occupy it, had 
created fertile conditions for this movement to form. And it continued 
to grow, so much so that on the national scale, the criminalisation of 
squatting soon became an issue. Indeed, in 1976 a motion by Brighton 
Council calling on the government to criminalise squatting was passed by 
39 votes to 12. The Campaign Against the Criminal Trespass Law fought 
an ultimately successful struggle to protect squatters rights, although the 
Criminal Law Act 1977 did introduce some changes in the law. At this time, 
the Voice quoted Colin Ward as estimating that the number of squatters in 
the United Kingdom was between 40,000 and 50,000, the same figure as 
Platt gave (Brighton Voice, issue 36; Platt in Wates and Wolmar, 1980: 40).
	 By the mid-1970s, squatters in Brighton had established the right to 
squat. They had highlighted the terrible conditions of many rented prop-
erties, they had intervened to house people failed by the council, they had 
won licensed squats and they had housed themselves rent-free, providing 
the possibility for them to pursue other interests instead of working to 
pay a high rent. The squatters formed a diverse movement of people 
with different class backgrounds, different from but with similarities in  
trajectory to the movement in London.
	 It is appropriate to end this brief examination of the beginning 
of the modern English squatters� movement with two quite similar  
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quotations. The first is from Michael Elbro (Brighton Council�s new 
housing manager), in 1978: 

I think that squatting is a symptom of the problem, it�s not a problem in 
itself, it is only so because of the laws of our land. As squatting becomes 
more vociferous then we need to sit up and think that there�s a lot wrong 
with the housing situation as it is.

 (Brighton Voice, issue 44)

 The second is from an undated communique from the Elgin Avenue 
squatters in London:

Squatting is not a �problem� the problem is the housing crisis. Council and 
Government should be forced to provide decent housing for ALL.

(Elgin Avenue Squatter, nd, emphasis in original)

Recent Events – Brighton

Moving into the present day, I would contend that political squatting 
continues to be a social movement affecting social and urban policies. 
In Brighton, not everyone feels this way. Councillor Maria Caulfield, the 
Cabinet member for housing for Brighton Council, commented in a letter 
to the Argus (a local tabloid newspaper) that �Unfortunately, the romantic 
notion of the squatter who inhabits a property that would otherwise stand 
around empty, even makes improvements to the property and leaves for 
the next empty home without costing anyone anything, has long since 
disappeared� (2010).
	 Others disagree. Tony Greenstein, himself a squatter at the Aquarius 
Hotel in the early 1970s and subsequently resident at a licensed squat on 
Landsdowne Place in Hove (as well as a veteran of the Temple Gardens 
court case mentioned earlier), declared in a more recent Argus article that 
�The housing crisis today is twice as bad. There is a need, and there are a 
large number of available properties� (quoted in B. Parsons, 2012). Also in 
this article, entitled �Pressure mounting for licensed squats,� SNOB(AHA), 
or the Squatters Network of Brighton (And Hove Actually), the latest 
incarnation of a political mouthpiece for local squatters (formed to resist 
evictions, to aid coordination among squatters and to respond to inaccu-
rate media stories about squatting), stated that �To us, it seems morally 
wrong to leave properties empty and unused �. So here�s our suggestion 
� the squatters stay on short term leases, maintaining the building through 
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use. Then they leave when the building really is going to be demolished or 
redeveloped.�
	 The SNOB(AHA) statement referenced a Freedom of Information 
request which showed that in the previous year, the council had spent 
£161,000 in securing empty properties (in other words, employing 
companies such as Sitex Orbis to close off houses with metal sheeting and 
alarm systems, in order to discourage squatters and vandals). This figure 
did not include other costs incurred by leaving properties empty, such as 
renovation work and legal fees to evict squatters.
	 The squatters group has applied pressure on the council (which has 
a minority Green Party administration) to set up licensed squats along 
the same lines as those brokered in the 1970s, but observed that Green 
councillors, while sympathetic to squatting, were too afraid of a right-wing 
backlash led by local Conservative Members of Parliament such as Mike 
Weatherley (Hove) and Simon Kirby (Kemptown) to engage seriously with 
the idea. In email correspondence the squatters told me that they have a 
list of council-owned properties that have been left empty for years and 
often squatted, such as Brookmead on Albion Street, a house on Ditchling 
Road and two houses on Preston Road. Ironically, all of these properties 
had been used previously as temporary housing by the council (email from 
SNOB(AHA)).7
	 A success story of sorts for the squatters was Ainsworth House, another 
council-owned building previously used as sheltered housing, which 
had been left empty for three years while awaiting development. It was 
occupied by squatters in November 2011, who then resisted attempts at 
eviction before Christmas. The occupiers left peacefully in January, and 
work began to demolish the building and build eco-friendly flats (the first 
council housing to be built in Brighton for 30 years). Despite a dominant 
narrative in the local media which declared that the squatters had delayed 
the renovations, it appears that the occupation of the building had actually 
brought a forgotten project back onto the political agenda and had encour-
aged the local council to press forward with plans to work on it. When the 
building was first occupied, Stuart Gover, vice-chairman of the Brighton 
City Assembly, stated, �It�s been an open invitation for squatters for years. 
The Greens are simply not doing what they have committed to do �. They 
are showing no interest in pursuing the build at all� (quoted in Gardner, 
2011).
	 Through its website and communications with the local and main-
stream press, SNOB(AHA) has also worked to counter assertions by 
Mike Weatherley (a proponent of the criminalisation of squatting) that 
squatters are middle-class lifestylists, �talented, web-savvy, legally-minded� 
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and that there was no link �whatsoever between the genuine homeless of 
my constituency � such as the rough sleepers on Church Road � and a 
typical squatter� (2012). In early 2012, squatters took action in response 
to a homeless shelter being shut down, and opened up a squat as the 
Autonomous Homeless Shelter. In its year-long lifespan it housed in the 
region of 60 individuals, giving a roof over their heads to those rough 
sleepers who wanted one, and allowing some of them, for whom the drug 
and alcohol-free space provided an address and a respite from the street, 
to gain temporary accommodation arrangements from the council.
	 Most damaging of all perhaps for Mike Weatherley was an article 
published by the activist newsletter SchNews (published weekly since its 
beginnings at the Courthouse squat in 1994), which sought to contest his 
statement, made on BBC Newsnight, that homelessness charities supported 
him in his pledge to criminalise squatting. Since all major homelessness 
charities (such as Shelter, Crisis and St Mungo�s) had already made clear 
their opposition to the proposals, a SchNews journalist called Weatherley�s 
office to enquire which groups he had been referring to, and was told 
that Off the Fence, a local charity based in Hove, supported Weatherley. 
However, the journalist then called Off the Fence and spoke to its 
managing director, Paul Young, who told him:

Mike Weatherley has never talked to me or the Trustees about squatting. 
One million empty houses in the UK is criminal. Anyone saying that Off the 
Fence�s position is to criminalise squatting would be wrong. � In regards to 
squatting, the only criminal element is properties that are left empty, while 
people are freezing to death on the streets of this City.

(SchNews, 2011)

Political squatting in Brighton still clearly focuses on housing need, 
but also acts as a means of protest regarding other issues in addition to 
protesting against criminalisation. [Hans Pruijt in Chapter 4 gives further 
evidence of a very similar role that Amsterdam political squatters played 
to stop city development plans.] For example, new supermarket develop-
ments are often resisted through site occupations as part of community 
struggles against the large supermarket chains such as Tesco, Sainsbury 
and Lidl. I list some of the occupations below.
	 In 2002, a May Day party followed by the Harvest Forestry squat 
on land below the station catalysed protests against the building of a 
Sainsbury supermarket and yuppie flats on land that had previously been 
owned by National Rail.
	 The Lewes Road Community Garden existed for just over a year (May 
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2009 until June 2010) before being evicted. Local residents had occupied 
a derelict lot previously used as a petrol station and put in various types 
of raised bed in order to grow vegetables and flowers. When eviction 
proceedings began and it became clear that developers wanted to build 
flats with a Tesco Metro supermarket on the ground floor, the users of the 
popular garden became even more keen to defend it, seeing off bailiffs and 
bulldozers on more than one occasion, until legal threats against named 
individuals led to the garden being relinquished.8

	 More recently, in 2011, the Sabotaj squat took occupation of a building 
at the Old Steine in central Brighton, where a local fruit and vegetable 
shop (Taj) had gone into receivership and the Sainsbury supermarket chain 
had taken on the lease. At a quickly called meeting, 100 people met in the 
former shop to discuss how to use the building. It became a centre for 
opposition to the �clone town� effect in Brighton, in which all but identical 
shops owned by large companies dominate high streets and squeeze out 
independent retailers. A petition of 1,400 names was presented to the 
council urging it to �keep Brighton unique�, and the alcohol licence for the 
supermarket was refused. Local Green councillors were regular visitors 
to the occupation, and indeed one was even able to take action to prevent 
the police completing an illegal eviction, since he was on the board of the 
Sussex Police Authority. A local magazine commented:

With banner branding that would make most multinationals jealous, SaboTaj 
occupied the much-loved ethnic supermarket, turning it into an art gallery, 
but the police arrived early one morning and it was all over. Despite Morrisons 
being just a few doors up, Kemptown had another new supermarket.

 (Brighton Source)

Acknowledging the tradition of political squatting in Brighton, the 2012 
Brighton Photo Biennial took as its theme �Agents of Change: Photography 
and the Politics of Space�. In a text written for the Guardian, the curator 
declared that �not unlike the occupations that stretched from London 
to New York last year, or the activities of UK Uncut, political squats use 
strategic forms of creativity to transform privatised space into a commons�, 
going on to state, �we have defined political squats as empty buildings 
opened by squatters to the public as social centres, libraries, gardens and, 
in particular, places to make and show art� (quoted in Burbridge, 2012). 
The Biennial produced a colour pamphlet (spoofing a local property 
magazine) which discussed political squatting in Brighton from 1994 to 
the present.
	 Squatted social centres have also provided short-lived interventions 
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into larger political debates. The Courthouse and Old Redhill Motors 
centres were set up to contest the Criminal Justice Bill and the Prevention 
of Terrorism Bill respectively. More recently, the Churchill Square occupa-
tion allied itself with anti-cuts protests in 2011, and other buildings have 
been utilised as residential spaces before conferences and demonstrations. 
In April 2012, a huge and long-term empty department store was occupied 
for an intersquat convergence by SNOB(AHA).
	 Thus, we can see that squatters in Brighton have affected social and 
urban policy in various ways, both by protesting and by taking affirmative 
action on political issues such as supermarket expansion, use of space, 
state legislation and local council housing policy. As mentioned earlier, 
squatters were also active in challenging the new law9 which has crim-
inalised squatting in residential buildings: SNOB(AHA) replied to the 
government consultation, published statements attacking the proposed 
bill and organised two marches in protest. The law came into force on 
1 September 2012, and two days later three squatters were arrested at a 
building on London Road after a seven-hour stand-off. They were charged 
with the new offence of squatting in a residential building, obstructing the 
police and abstracting electricity. The latter charge has since been dropped 
and the other charges were scheduled to be heard in April 2013, providing 
an important test case in terms of setting a precedent for how the new law 
will be applied in future.

Recent Events – London

In London, the first person to be arrested and imprisoned under the new 
law was Alex Haigh, 21, arrested on 2 September 2012 when the police 
came to his squat because someone else had given the details as a bail 
address. Alongside two others (including the prior arrestee), Haigh was 
arrested, and after pleading guilty was jailed for three months.
	 When the possibility of criminalising squatting was debated again, 
SQUASH (Squatters Action for Secure Homes) was reformed. It was 
initially set up in the mid-1990s to fight the contemporary threat to crim-
inalise squatting. As a campaigning group it published reports such as 
�Criminalising the vulnerable� and �Can we afford to criminalise squatting?�, 
lobbied members of Parliament and participated in the government 
consultation on squatting. Ironically, while the Ministry of Justice (MoJ) 
response to the consultation (entitled Options for Dealing with Squatting: 
MoJ, 2012) did engage with some arguments put forward by SQUASH and 
other groups opposing criminalisation, including SNOB(AHA), it appears 
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to have discounted the huge majority of responses to the consultation 
since they were against criminalisation.10

	 The squatter groups also worked to counteract a moral panic which 
arose in the mainstream media about criminal, foreign squatters who 
targeted decent home owners, pouncing to occupy places when they 
popped out to get a pint of milk. Ironically, it was again Redbridge in 
London that was at the centre of the storm, with the Evening Standard 
running stories about �A community besieged by squatters� and a resident, 
Sarah Dixon, starting a petition to stop squatting in the neighbourhood 
(Blunden and Parsons, 2012). Another Standard article related the tale 
of Janice Mason, �whose childhood home was taken over by Moldovan 
squatters�, and who asked �why should someone be able to go into your 
house and take it over?� (quoted in R. Parsons, 2012). However, it is inter-
esting to note that even a politician such as Mike Weatherley, who has 
previously mobilised such arguments in support of criminalisation, now 
refers to the �myth � that people�s actual homes � where they live every 
day � are getting invaded �. Such stories are rare and are not illustrative 
of the wider problem but they do happen� (2012).
	 Yet overall, public opinion appears to have shifted from the report-
edly broad support in the 1970s for people occupying some of the many 
empty properties to an altogether different perspective on squatters as 
criminal, foreign scum. A YouGov poll which asked �Do you think the law 
should be changed making squatting a criminal offence or should it be 
left as it currently is?� was answered �yes� by 81 per cent, �no� by 13 per 
cent and �don�t know� by 6 per cent (Campbell, 2011). According to the 
local detective chief superintendent and chair of the Community Safety 
Partnership in Redbridge, �squatting is linked to Anti-Social Behaviour and 
can cause a great deal of nuisance and distress to local residents� (Williams, 
2012), while the Evening Standard reported that:

organised gangs of Eastern Europeans have occupied and trashed strings 
of empty neighbouring properties. One resident taking on the squatters in 
Ilford told how she returned home from work one day to find up to 30 of 
them in the four-bedroom house next door.

 (Blunden and Parsons, 2012)

We can observe here what critical discourse analysis would term a 
dominant ideological-discursive framework. This hegemonic discourse 
both informs and creates a stereotypical view of squatters (Dee, 2012). 
Steve Platt writes that negative discourses about squatters have been 
present in the media since the 1970s. Further:
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homelessness, when it comes down to it, is a social problem, not an indi-
vidual one. With the best will in the world, this presents a problem for the 
popular media, which is always better at telling an individual story rather 
than providing meaningful social analysis.

(Platt, 1999: 117)

He argues that �for those who deal in straightforward heroes and villains 
� the deserving and undeserving � there is no dilemma here. For those 
who would try to represent nuance and complexity, it is much more of 
a problem� (Platt, 1999: 111), yet it is also very useful for politicians and 
others high in the hierarchy of credibility if squatters can be typecast in the 
role of �undeserving� or �bad�.
	 In the debate surrounding criminalisation, the narrative of the �bad� 
squatter drowned out all other narratives, even if the vegetable-farming 
squatters of Grow Heathrow were often represented as �good� squatters. 
Unmentioned in this debate was London�s strong tradition of squatted 
social centres. Just a small selection of recent ones would include 
Ramparts, Ratstar, Belgrade Road, OffMarket, the Bank of Ideas, 
Colorama, the Cheese Factory, House of Brag, Palestine Place and the Cuts 
Cafe. These spaces provided venues for anti-capitalist organisation and 
local struggles. The first two lasted for years rather than months, which is 
quite unusual. OffMarket was a project which lasted for more than a year, 
but only by virtue of moving location several times, whereas the latter 
two projects were time-limited, in that they were declared from the very 
beginning to be happening for only two weeks, in order make the precar-
iousness of the project a positive factor. As the names suggest, both these 
projects focused on specific political issues: solidarity with Palestine and 
mobilisation against economic austerity respectively.
	 There were several squats connected with the Occupy camps at St 
Paul�s and Finsbury Square in the City of London, which included the 
Bank of Ideas, a large social centre in the old headquarters of UBS, a 
squatted courthouse in Old Street and a disused school (whose squatters 
were illegally evicted the same night as those at the St Paul�s camp). These 
were followed by a homeless project in Holborn (the Hobo Hilton) and a 
squatted community library in Friern Barnet.
	 But how many people are actually squatting in the present day? It is 
clear that there are no exact figures available. Squatters themselves are 
not interested in the question: for example when I asked the opinion of 
members of SNOB(AHA) they responded (by email) that had no particular 
use for the precise number of squatters even within the Brighton area.
	 In its Consultation: Options for Dealing with Squatters, the MoJ stated that 
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�there is no data held by central Government about the number of people 
who squat or their reasons for doing so�, and then proceeded to estimate 
the number of squatters nationally at 20,000 (MoJ, 2011). A Freedom of 
Information request revealed that the estimate had been reached after 
considering that there had been 216 interim possession orders and 531 
ordinary possession orders granted against trespassers of all descriptions 
in UK courts in 2010, but the reasoning here is difficult to follow.
	 Coming from another angle, Kesia Reeve and other colleagues have 
written several papers for Crisis, which identify a link between home-
lessness and squatting (a link which would seem self-evident to most). 
In The Hidden Truth about Homelessness: Experiences of Single Homelessness 
in England (Batty and Reeve, 2011), 437 single homeless people were 
surveyed in 11 towns and cities across the United Kingdom, and 142 
claimed to have squatted previously (39 per cent of the total). In an earlier 
report, Life in the Margins (Reeve and Coward, 2004), 165 homeless people 
from three locations (London, Craven and Sheffield) were surveyed. Of 
these, 68 people had squatted previously (55 men and 13 women).
	 However, it must be stated clearly that Reeve is demonstrating that 
some people who are homeless squat as a means of shelter, not that all 
squatters are homeless people in the sense of squatting through depriva-
tion (although it is also true that all squatters are technically of no fixed 
abode and therefore legally defined as homeless). It must be remembered 
that there are no viable statistics generally. Indeed, there are not very many 
statistics about homeless people who squat. As Reeve herself comments:

Very little is known about squatting as a homeless situation: Despite the 
relatively high incidence of squatting amongst the homeless population, 
there is virtually no evidence, awareness, or understanding about the nature 
and extent of squatting, nor about the situations, profile or experiences of 
homeless people who squat.

 (Reeve and Coward, 2004: 2)

Conclusions

From its beginning as a movement in the late 1960s, political squatting 
has clearly made an impact on the society from which it emerged, with 
squatters taking advantage of the huge amount of empty properties in 
London, Brighton and other cities to house themselves and others. As 
Bailey commented, �what we had learned from all our campaigns was 
that direct action worked where individual complaints failed� (1973: 28). 
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Once a movement had been established, squatters used their rent-free 
existence as a springboard for many other projects, with a long tradition 
of self-organised venues, gardens, cafes and social centres which stretches 
into the present day. Squatting may well have been a lifestyle, but not 
in the pejorative sense intended by right-wing politicians. It was more a 
commitment which involved hard work in repairing buildings, solidarity 
in supporting other social struggles, and cooperation with other squatters. 
The English squatters� movement declined both in number and political 
importance in the 1980s, when many squats were legalised or formed 
into housing cooperatives, yet the legacy lives on in today�s movement, 
such as it is. The unsuccessful attempts to criminalise squatting which 
resulted in legislation in 1977 and 1994 serve to indicate the force of the 
squatters� movement, if only as something significant enough to necessi-
tate attempted regulation by the state. However, the stronger collective 
memory of squatting heritage in places such as Berlin, Copenhagen and 
Amsterdam also suggests that there must be reasons for the lack of history 
in the English context.
	 Most importantly, the pragmatic and legal right to squat continues to 
exist in England, despite squatting in residential buildings recently being 
made a criminal offence. If criminalisation was designed to stop squatting, 
it will assuredly not succeed, since when there are both empty buildings 
and enough people willing to occupy them, the lesson of history is that 
squatting will occur. A report by the homelessness charity Shelter released 
in December 2012 declares:

Britain is now at the centre of a perfect storm of housing problems. High 
and rising rents, the cripplingly high costs of getting on the housing ladder 
and the lowest peacetime building figures since the 1920s have all combined 
with a prolonged economic downturn to increase the pressure on families.

 (Carlyon, 2012: 3)

When the Conservative Party is threatening to cut housing benefit for 
everyone under 25 and Guardian journalists suggest that �Cathy Come 
Home�s lesson will soon be learned again� (Toynbee, 2011), then it seems 
rather more likely that squatting will return as a major issue to the political 
stage, despite criminalisation.
	 Squatting can be represented as the complex intersection of a multi-
plicity of factors, which include and are not limited to the need for a roof 
over one�s head, anti-capitalist direct action, the desire to live autono-
mously and a moral attitude concerning use of empty space. Squatters 
occupy houses to live in, and from there organise in a variety of political 
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and cultural ways. As Reeve comments, �squatters in the 1960s and 1970s 
were as much concerned with �material subsistence� as they were with 
developing alternative lifestyles, and the experiences of many present 
day squatters reveal the endurance of the �struggle for one�s daily bread�� 
(2005: 215).
	 The English squatters� movement arose in the 1970s and may well 
return to its former size again, since all preconditions for this to happen 
appear to have been met. Criminalisation could then be seen as a calcu-
lated attempt to prevent future squatting activity, yet while legal measures 
may defeat a social movement�s cultural aims, they are unlikely to override 
material need. If people need houses they will take them. Squatters will 
continue to play a role in shaping English society in the years to come.

Box 3.1 Criminalisation One Year On

Needle Collective

Section 144 of the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders 
Act (LASPO) has created the new criminal offence of being inside a 
residential building as a trespasser while living (or intending to live) 
there. A few people, including Alex Haigh in London and Michael 
Minorczyk in Blackburn, have already received prison sentences, but 
the law appears to be used mainly by police forces throughout England 
and Wales (squatting was already a criminal offence in Scotland and 
Northern Ireland) as a way to harass the street homeless, either threat-
ening them with arrest if they do not leave the places where they have 
found shelter, or arresting people but then not charging them. Thus 
the police have taken on a new role as guardians of private property. 
Such conduct had a horrific outcome in Aylesford, Kent, when Daniel 
Gauntlett froze to death sleeping outside a derelict bungalow. He had 
been warned by the police that he would be arrested if he entered the 
property.
	 Many squatters have simply switched to occupying nonresi-
dential properties (as others already do), and it is difficult to track 
exactly how many people have been convicted or even arrested under 
section 144 since police forces do not always record minor arrests. 
After six months, of the 92 people arrested under the new law in 
London, 41 were Romanian, which the right-wing press took as an  
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indication that immigration laws should be tightened. In fact, this 
served only to indicate how much of a political football the criminal-
isation of squatting had become. It also backs the point made above 
about the street homeless, namely that the law is being used in the 
main to attack people who may not have a good grasp on the English 
language and/or their legal rights.
	 However, the first court cases in which people have pleaded not 
guilty to the new law have gone quite well for squatters. In Brighton, 
three squatters were arrested just days after the law change (as 
reported in this chapter). When the case eventually came to court, 
the charges were immediately thrown out against two of the three 
since there was no evidence that they lived or intended to live in 
the property. The other squatter, Dirk Duputell, was convicted but 
promptly appealed, and the conviction was overturned in October 
2013, again for lack of evidence. In the same week as the Brighton 
acquittal, Tristan Dixon was cleared on appeal of squatting in 
Moelfre, Wales. His argument, upheld on appeal, was that he had 
never intended to live at the property but wanted to grow trees and  
vegetables on the land.
	 It is then perhaps harder than the police imagined to act as property 
guards. It appears to be very difficult to prove that someone lives or 
intends to live somewhere without engaging in a major surveillance 
and forensic operation, which of course would be farcical for such 
a minor offence. (Such an operation would likely tip off observant 
squatters in any case.) The appeal judge in the Brighton case refused 
to engage with the further question of how exactly a residential 
property is defined in law. These criticisms had already been raised 
by groups from the squatters� movement such as Squatters Network 
of Brighton, Squatters Legal Network and SQUASH (Squatters Action 
for Secure Homes).
	 Activists hope that squatting in England and Wales will follow the 
trajectory of squatting in the Netherlands and Spain, since in both 
these countries criminalisation has done little to stop the occupa-
tion of empty property. In the Netherlands there was a period during 
which the new rules to the game were established, and this appears to 
be the situation currently in England and Wales.
	 A recent high-profile occupation in Southwark, London high-
lighted another line of attack against section 144. Two council-owned 
residences about to sold off were squatted in protest against stock 
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Notes

1	 He adds, �this figure is based on known squats and probably severely under-
estimates the actual number squatting�.

2 	 Incidentally, the homelessness charity Centrepoint had already been set up 
in 1969 and was not formed as a response to this action as is sometimes 
reported.

3 	 Alara Wholefoods began in a squat in Tolmers Square, as did a law firm, 
Hodge Jones & Allen.

4 	 The squatters also collaborated with a film-maker to produce Tolmers Square 
– Beginning or End? which was shown twice on BBC2.

5	 Peter Rachman  (1919�1962) was a  landlord  in the  Notting Hill  area 
of London in the 1950s and early 1960s, whose name became synonymous 
with the exploitation of tenants (information from Wikipedia).

6	 He was never convicted, although a civil court awarded £6 million damages 
against him � which he swore he would not pay.

7	 In 2012, there were almost 1,000 properties that had been empty for longer 
than six months, of which 137 were owned by the council.

8	 As of December 2012, the shopfronts under the small block of flats built 
on the site remain empty, possibly because of the Stokes Croft riot of April 
2011, in which a new and bitterly opposed Tesco Metro was destroyed 
after the police raided a squat opposite searching for nonexistent Molotov  
cocktails.

being disposed of in a borough which has thousands on its housing 
waiting list. While the houses were clearly residential, the organisers 
HASL (Housing Action in Southwark and Lambeth) claimed that no 
one was living there and it was a protest occupation, thus making it 
a civil matter between owner and squatter. This approach worked, 
although this was perhaps a consequence of the high level of main-
stream media interest in the action, since the houses were sold off for 
almost £3 million. The squatters were evicted but they had made their 
point.
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9	 Specifically, section 144 of the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of 
Offenders Act (2012).

10	 The report states in a footnote: �In summarising the consultation responses 
in the following sections, we have taken a qualitative rather than quantita-
tive approach because 1,990 responses (i.e. almost 90 per cent of the total) 
were received in support of a campaign organised by Squatters� Action for 
Secure Homes (SQUASH). While we recognise that the statistical weight of 
responses was therefore against taking any action to deal with squatting, it is 
important that the views of other individuals and organisations are reflected 
in the summary of responses � even if in percentage terms, they are minority 
views� (MoJ, 2011b: 7).
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The Power of the Magic 
Key: The Scalability of 

Squatting in the Netherlands 
and the United States

Hans Pruijt

When considering alternatives, a classic question is whether they can be 
scaled up beyond a proof of concept. In the case of squatting, activists 
have tried to do this, and this chapter taps into this experience. It is based 
on evidence from the Netherlands, especially Amsterdam, and the United 
States, especially New York City (NYC). The Netherlands is interesting 
because squatting grew to be widespread for a relatively long time. In 
the United States, squatting was possible but it was much less sustained. 
Also the context is different. In the United States, there is what Esping-
Anderson (1990) calls a liberal welfare state regime. The Dutch welfare 
state regime can be seen as combination of the social democratic and 
paternalistic types.1

	 The history of squatting is quite complex, especially in the Netherlands, 
because there was such a large and variegated movement. A book chapter 
can only cover a small part of it; this chapter focuses on the question 
of how squatting can grow to encompass more people, become more 
durable, or entail greater cultural and economic change. It also addresses  
limitations and mechanisms that can force squatting into a decline.
	 Below, I examine various episodes in the history of squatting 
in the Netherlands and the United States. First I discuss some  
theoretical considerations that relate to movement growth.
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A Unique Power

Within the complete stock of real estate, there is a section consisting 
of buildings that are vacant, but not for sale or offered for rent, although 
many people would like to use them, or are even desperately in need of 
them. Squatting is virtually the only practical way for citizens to get access 
to such properties. As such, it as a unique power. It is also a precarious 
power. Viable, growing squatting involves dealing with the challenge of (re)
discovery, propagation, legitimation, harnessing, maintenance, expansion 
and preservation of the power of squatting. A further challenge for squatters 
is to assure the day-to-day viability of their squats, given the uncertainty that 
squatting entails.
	 Squatting can lead to further cultural and economic change when 
beyond being a form of self-help, it constitutes an intervention in urban 
politics and urban planning. Spatial transformations tend to manifest 
themselves by the appearance of empty buildings, which take place 
between the moving out of the first tenant and final razing of the site. 
By pushing for preservation or a change in plans, squatting can make its 
mark on the urban fabric, possibly in a way that differs from a profit-driven 
development.
	 Squatting can also contribute to a sector in society that can be seen to 
some extent and in varying degrees as being in opposition to some capi-
talist principles. However, it needs to be noted that ideologies espoused 
within the squatters� movement vary, as do interpretations by observers. 
Squatting is not the implementation of some anti-capitalist programme.

Squatting in the Netherlands

Events in Amsterdam show that without prior organisation or promotion, 
and without much support, provided that the authorities do not interfere 
with it, relatively large-scale squatting can start on an urban renewal 
site. In 1963 dozens of people, including a community of artists, were 
squatting on Kattenburg, an island in the central district of Amsterdam, 
where the city was moving all tenants out to prepare for a complete 
demolition followed by the construction of new housing. Although utility 
companies refused to connect water or electricity, squatters were able to 
get water from still-remaining legal neighbours, and electricity sometimes 
from lamp posts. As their number increased, squatters increasingly got 
together socially and cooperated. The communist newspaper De Waarheid 
(1963) publicized the opportunity, describing squatted Kattenburg as the 
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�Montmartre� of Amsterdam, and in 1964 the student weekly Propria Cures 
exhorted students to move to Kattenburg: �Save a small property�.
	 A problem for the squatters on Kattenburg was the appearance of 
people who made a mess. Poldervaart (2004) recalled:

Empty buildings also attract less pleasant people. Thus, around the corner 
two ether abusers were living who got into a fight almost every night and 
started to throw stuff. Next door, on the third floor there were American 
junkies who let their dogs shit on the second floor, which caused an 
enormous stench.

Such behaviour triggered a media backlash. The newspaper Telegraaf 
wrote about the �human rats� of Kattenburg. It also brought some of the 
remaining tenants to the verge of attacking squats; in the end, squatters 
were able to prevent this by evicting the addicts themselves.

Organising Squatting

Squatting on Kattenburg was spontaneous, but in 1965 the first organised 
squatting action followed in the Vetterstraat. It focused on housing newly 
wed couples and garnered a lot of media attention.
	 In 1966 the Provo Anarchist group took up the theme when they issued 
a pamphlet on a Witte Huizenplan (White Houses Plan: see Box 4.1). In 
this pamphlet, a �working group� announced that they would distribute 
lists of empty houses and would paint doors and doorjambs of empty 
homes white.
	 In 1969 the term �kraken� came into use for squatting. The group 
Woningbureau (Housing Bureau) de Kraker published the first squatting 
manual (Van Tijen, 2008). This group expanded the scope of squatting by 
not restricting squatting to married couples, as had been the case in the 
1965 actions, and by linking squatting to protest. They protested against 
the planned demolition of a tenement block to make room for student 
housing, against a hotel conversion plan and against a lack of affordable 
housing policy in general. They were allowed to stay temporarily in a bank 
office that they squatted, were the first group to barricade a squat to make 
eviction difficult, and the first squatter group to be evicted by police in riot 
gear.
	 In 1970, there was a big leap in squatting. Neighbourhood action 
committees, trying to stop bulldozer urban renewal, started to employ 
squatting as a tactic (Pruijt, 2004b). A new informal organisation, Aktie 
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