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1.
INTRODUCTION
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When I started studying for my 
bachelor’s degree  in Eind-
hoven, I did so because I used 
to be good at mathematical 
courses in high school. At-
tending a technical university 
seemed like the most logical 
path, but hard mathematical 
studies didn’t interest me as 
much: ‘bouwkunde’, howev-
er, was a broad course that 
wouldn’t confine me to crunch-
ing numbers only. Over time, 
I realized that it were the his-
toric, political and philosophic 
themes that really interested 
me. Moving to Delft to study 
urbanism was a way to ad-
vance on these topics, since 
urbanism is, to me, almost the 
physical side of politics: it deals 
with how we live together, how 
we shape society and how we 
balance public and private life.

During my bachelor studies 
I also joined a political youth 
party, of which I am still a 
member. This allowed me to 
engage more actively with po-
litical and economic issues, but 
it also made me realize that I 
am more comfortable in policy 
than in design. One of the aims 
of my thesis is to take a critical 
look at housing policy in the 
Netherlands, so I can gener-
ate insight that could benefit 
me professionally. Through my 
experience in politics, I real-
ized that if we want to solve the 
social and ecological issues of 
our time, increasing inequal-
ities and climate change, we 
need to start thinking different-
ly about the economy. Progres-
sive ambitions for sustainability 
and equality will need to over-
come a neoliberal paradigm 

in which perpetual economic 
growth and capital accumu-
lation are unquestionable, yet 
will eventually exhaust both 
planet and people. The glob-
al hegemony of this ideology 
makes it increasingly difficult to 
imagine solutions outside of it, 
in fact, it makes the ideology’s 
influence invisible and mas-
querades its dogmas as com-
mon sense.

My thesis, then, is not only an 
opportunity to generate insight 
into policy, but also an attempt 
to confront my own ideological 
dogmas and biases in con-
structing an alternative polit-
ical paradigm that allows for 
a more sustainable and equal 
view of society.

MOTIVATION
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Social relevance
I believe the defining issues 
of this time are of an ecolog-
ical and of a social nature. 
On the one hand there is cli-
mate change, which pushes 
us to re-examine how we use 
resources and what we con-
sume. On the other hand there 
are growing inequalities all 
throughout the world, which 
requires us to evaluate how we  
distribute those resources. Both 
these problems call for a move 
away from unlimited economic 
growth. The social relevance of 
my thesis is found in the desire 
to design a model for housing 
development which takes the 
right the city as a starting point, 
limiting the use of housing as 
an asset in an increasingly de-
structive global system of capi-
tal accumulation.

Scientific relevance
The scientific relevance of this 
thesis is found in the analysis of 
neoliberal ideology versus the 
right to the city in the specif-
ic context of the Netherlands, 
which has not yet been explored 
very thoroughly. Another unex-
plored perspective is how Lefe-
bvre’s right to the city can be 
related to Raworth’s concept of 
the doughnut economy, which 
similarly puts the needs of indi-
viduals and community before 
economic growth and capital 
accumulation.

Professional relevance
Although reforms of Dutch 
housing law have offered more 
space for the operations of 
housing cooperations since 
2015, they are a tool that is 
not known very widely or used 

often. Studying these this prac-
tice and applying them to the 
local situation in Rotterdam can 
offer valuable professional in-
sights in the way such methods 
of development can be worked 
intpo traditional planning sys-
tems. Moereover, processes 
of participation in the Nether-
lands appear increasingly un-
able to fulfill neighbourhood 
needs, focussing mosty on 
involvement after a program 
has been set and design pro-
posals have been worked out. 
Neighbourhood planning, as 
employed in London, trans-
fers the moment of participa-
tion to an earlier stage before 
private initiatives are set, and 
thus transfers more power on 
neighbourhood development 
to neighbourhood residents. 
The professional relevance 
of this thesis can be found in 
exploring how such a process 
would be applied in a Dutch 
context.

RELEVANCE
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PROBLEM FIELDS

Housing in the Nether-
lands
The Netherlands have a long 
history of social housing provi-
sion, beginning in the late 19th 
century when the first housing 
corporations were established 
in order to provide homes to 
the poor. Large scale hous-
ing construction for lower and 
middle income families only 
really took off after the passing 
of the Housing Act of 1901, 
which regulated housing and 
institutionalized housing cor-
porations by granting them fi-
nancial support. Around a mil-
lion dwellings were constructed 
by these corporations between 
1900 and 1940. Housing pro-
vision thus came to depend on 
two core pillars: a public sec-
tor for low to middle income 
families, and a private sector 
for middle to upper income 
households. During the post-
war period the Netherlands 
struggled with an enormous 
housing shortage, and housing 
corporations were the vehicles 
used by the Dutch government 
to provide new, modern homes 
for the growing population. 
From the 1970s on, regula-
tions for housing corporations 
were increasingly levelled to 
equal treatment with private in-
vestors, which resulted in their 
privatisation in the 1990s. The 
purpose of housing corpora-
tions was reinterpreted as not 
only supplying housing, but 
also in retaining and increas-
ing liveability in neighbour-
hoods. This new definition 
opened the gates for a series 
of affairs concerning fraud and 
risky investments  by housing 
corporations, which led to a 

new set of regulations of the 
social housing sector (Beekers, 
2012). Since 2013, housing 
corporations are required to 
pay a landlord tax, which has 
been facilitated by rising rents 
and a decline in investment. 
A new set of services of gen-
eral economic interest was 
defined in 2015 in a revision 
of the Housing Act, which set 
out the core purpose of hous-
ing corporations as the provi-
sion of dwellings for the poor. 
The decreaase in investment 
and recalibration on the poor 
as the primary target group of 
housing corporations has left 
them unable to deal with the 
growing housing shortage in 
the Netherlands, however, the 
enormous demand for housing 
and the rising costs of hous-
ing production have made 
the development of affordable 
middle-income housing unat-
tractive for private investors, in-
creasingly segregating access 
to housing in the Netherlands 
(Conijn, 2019).

Gentrification in Rotter-
dam
For a long time, Rotterdam was 
known as the ugly duckling of 
Dutch cities, both because 
of the modernist post-war re-
construction of its bombed 
city centre and because of the 
many social problems that af-
flicted the city, particularly the 
boroughs south of the river 
Maas.  The city has attempt-
ed to polish this negative im-
age in a number of ways, and 
they have largely been effec-
tive: Rotterdam is now known 
as a ‘raw’ hotspot for young 
urban professionals. One of 
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Figure 1: Housing projects in 
Rotterdam as part of the post-

war reconstruction effort.
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the strategies employed by 
the municipality to improve 
living conditions in Rotterdam 
is state-led gentrification (Uit-
ermarkt, 2007). This form of 
gentrification differs from the 
form of gentrification often de-
scribed in US literature through 
the involvement of housing 
associations and the nation-
al government. In contrast to 
US cases, where gentrification 
is often described as a class 
war, both governments, hous-
ing associations and residents 
in the Netherlands perceived 
gentrification as the only way 
to improve living conditions 
in neighbourhoods. Although 
the influx of middle-class resi-
dents has led to displacement 
of original residents, significant 
effects on social cohesion have 
not been measured. Another 
tool that is used by the munici-
pality is the Rotterdamwet (Rot-
terdam Law), which obligates 
potential residents to apply for 
a housing permit if they want 
to move to regulated hous-
ing in certain neighbourhoods 
(Hochstenbach, 2015). In or-
der to be granted such a per-
mit, applicants are required to 
either have lived in Rotterdam 
for over six years, or to receive 
income from work. Essential-
ly, it allows the municipality to 
deny housing to unemployed 
newcomers, further restricting 
access to housing in an already 
overcooked market.

Affordable housing
The current housing crisis in 
the Netherlands fits into a 
global trend of rising housing 
prices and growing econom-
ic inequality. Since the 1980s, 

in response to a series of eco-
nomic crises, welfare state sys-
tems were dismantled and pri-
vatised on a worldwide scale in 
order to create more space for 
markets to stimulate economic 
growth. Housing provision was 
no exception to the influence of 
this new neoliberal hegemony, 
and over the decades that fol-
lowed financial markets were 
deregulated ever further while 
funding for social or public 
housing provision was restricted 
(World Bank, 1993). The rising 
prices in both homeownership 
and rental housing markets are 
therefore no side-effect: they 
supply the growth of capital 
that is deemed necessary to 
sustain this economic system. 
Thus, housing has been turned 
into an investment first and a 
dwelling only second, a devel-
opment that is eagerly facili-
tated by financial institutions. 
This trend culminated into a 
housing bubble that led to the 
financial crisis and recession 
of 2008. Although measures 
were since taken on a global 
scale to contain the perceived 
causes of this crisis, many of 
these measures still focus on 
increasing finance for housing, 
as is evidenced by rising hous-
ing prices in the last decade 
(Rolniq, 2017).

The right to the city
The right to the city is a con-
cept proposed by French Marx-
ist philosopher and sociologist 
Henri Lefebvre. More than a 
right to housing alone, it is a 
right to partake in the urban 
(Lefebvre, 1996). Central to 
this concept is the idea that 
the city is a form of self-expres-
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Figure 2: Protests against the  
demolition of social housing 

units in Tweebosbuurt.
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sion of its inhabitants, but that 
it also shapes them in return. 
In order to fully inhabit urban 
space, two conditions should 
be met: the right to appropri-
ate space, by putting use value 
over financial value, and the 
right to participate in the pro-
duction of urban space (Butler, 
2012). These ideas are related 
to Fainstein’s concept of the 
just city. Justice as a philosoph-
ical concept can be defined 
in two ways: as a process of 
deliberation under ideal con-
ditions that leads to a general 
consensus, or as a predefined 
equitable distribution of goods. 
These definitions do not neces-
sarily exclude one another in a 
practical sense, in fact, they of-
ten go hand in hand (Fainstein, 
2010). Justice as a process of 
deliberation cannot exist with-
out equity of all participants in 
such a conversation, however, 
this state of equity cannot be 
defined without having such a 
conversation, even if minimal, 
to begin with. After all, justice 
does not exist in a vacuum, 
but always in relation to oth-
ers. When applied to a spatial 
context, these definitions take 
on a new meaning. In this view, 
justice has a geography where-
in location is not neutral, but 
always has some relative ad-
vantage or disadvantage in re-
lation to other locations. Spa-
tial justice is not disconnected 
from social, economic or en-
vironmental justice, but both 
comprises and is comprised of 
these concepts: they all have 
a spatial dimension (Soja, 
2010). In the urban, this spa-
tial dimension presents itself 
on one hand in the processes 

of spatial and urban develop-
ment, and on the other hand 
in the measure of an equitable 
distribution of urban goods. 
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Figure 3: Right To The City 
Alliance march in Pittsburgh. 



PLANNING COMPLEX CITIES P2 GRADUATION REPORT

18

ideological paradigm shift,  a 
need which is further pressed 
in the face of current social 
and ecological issues. Such a 
new paradigm can be found in 
the concept of the right to the 
city, which presents two issues: 
institutionalising the right to the 
appropriation of urban space 
and institutionalising the right 
to participation in the produc-
tion of urban space, shifting 
the perspective from housing 
alone to urban communities.

The ongoing financialisation 
of the housing sector since the 
1980s has created a system 
built on capital accumulation 
through rent extraction: pub-
lic housing has been rolled 
back, while housing prices and 
rents have skyrocketed and 
the model of homeownership 
financed through mortgage 
debt has become hegemonic. 
This is a global trend with lo-
cal variations. In the Nether-
lands, which has always had 
an extensive welfare state, mu-
nicipalities struggle with pro-
viding affordable housing, or 
even actively pursue state-led 
gentrification, as is the case in 
Rotterdam. In order to diversify 
low-income neighbourhoods, 
social housing units in Rotter-
dam are sold or demolished to 
make way for middle-income 
residents. Financial dereg-
ulation has opened the way 
for investors to  capitalise on 
this process of gentrification, 
pushing up housing prices in 
adjacent areas. A segrega-
tion is now forming between 
those who can afford to live 
in the city and those who are 
forced into the peripheries. 
At the root of this affordabili-
ty crisis are two different but 
related issues: one is that of 
the  increasing transformation 
of dwellings into financial as-
sets that require ever greater 
returns, the other is a narrow 
focus of municipalities on tack-
ling urban problems through 
investing in bricks rather than 
communities. Both these issues 
can be linked to the constraints 
of neoliberal thought. Solv-
ing such issues of affordable 
housing would then require an 

PROBLEM STATEMENT
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2.
TWEEBOS
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Rotterdam is booming. Over 
the last decade, the city has 
managed to shed its reputa-
tion as a concrete jungle full of 
social problems and taken on 
the identity of a vibrant and de-
veloping metropolis. However, 
this rapid urban transformation 
brings along a new set of so-
cial issues.

Located along the river Nieuwe 
Maas, Rotterdam has histori-
cally always been an important 
port city on the trade routes to-
wards Germany (Spork, 2011). 
This position grew in the latter 
half of the 19th century, when 
the Nieuwe Waterweg (“New 
Waterway”) allowed for larger 
ships and the construction of 
a new set of harbours, which 
attracted workers to the docks 
and shipyards from all over the 
country. In the early 20th cen-
tury, Rotterdam is transforming 
into an internationally-oriented 
city with prestigious modern ar-
chitecture. However, during the 
first days of the Second World 
War, German forces bomb 
Rotterdam’s city center in order 
to pressure not just the city but 
the entire country to surrender.  
The entire historic city centre is 
destroyed in the attack and the 
resulting fires.

After the war, reconstruction 
of the city starts along the 
modernist principles of the 
Witteveen Plan. Innovative 
contemporary architecture 
arises and the city becomes 
a paragon of modernity. The 
rapid expansion of the city’s 
harbours transform Rotterdam 
into the world’s largest port in 
the 1960s. Modernist suburbs 

are constructed outside the city 
limits in order to quickly meet 
the post-war housing shortage, 
and the Netherlands’ first met-
ro line is opened to connect 
the southern districts to the city 
centre north of the river.

However, the 1973 oil crisis 
ends the economic prosperity of 
the post-war period. The mod-
ernist city centre is starting to 
show defects and gains a rep-
utation as a bare concrete jun-
gle. Housing in the historic ex-
pansion districts around the city 
centre has aged and no longer 
meets modern demands, and 
those wealthy enough to do 
so move away to the suburbs. 
Gastarbeiders (guest workers), 
mostly from Morocco, Turkey 
and Suriname, move into the 
city neighbourhoods  to meet 
the growing need for workers 
and Rotterdam, especially the 
districts south of the river, gains 
a reputation as a multicultural 
city. Due to the lack of social 
and economic opportunities 
for the new migrant working 
class, these neighbourhoods 
start to develop a reputation 
for integration problems.

From the 1990s onwards Rot-
terdam starts development of 
highrise buildings as a ‘Man-
hattan at the Maas’. New cul-
tural initiatives are explored 
and architectural icons by Su-
perdutch starchitects such as 
Rem Koolhaas, Ben van Berkel 
and MVRDV give the city a new 
fresh and innovative image. 
Urban redevelopments around 
the city once again transform 
Rotterdam into the most mod-
ern city in the Netherlands.

ROTTERDAM
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Figure 1: The development of Rotterdam in 
four pictures: the old city (1939), after the 

bomdardment (1940), the modern Coolsingel 
(1976) and  the redeveloped riverfront (2018).
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Three relevant dynamics 
emerge from this history of 
Rotterdam: a) the city has an 
urgent need for urban renew-
al on a purely spatial level, as 
spatial quality is often low and 
many areas have low popula-
tion densities; b) the city has 
a large working class popula-
tion, often from immigrant de-
scent, especially in the district 
south of the river; and c) the 
city is quickly gaining in popu-
larity among middle-class fam-
ilies and young urban profes-
sionals, who are more wealthy 
than  the currently existing 
population, and have different 
housing needs.

Rotterdam is eager to capital-
ise on this newfound prestige.
Urban development mostly 
concentrates on restructuring 
of the city center, to increase 
population density and spatial 
quality, and redevelopment of 
the old harbours at Kop van 
Zuid (‘South’s Head’) where 
the southern districts meet the 
river. These areas have mostly 
lost their function as harbours 
to the larger and more mod-
ern ports outside the city lim-
its, and will be redeveloped 
into prestigious urban districts. 
Through these developments 
the city aims to transform into a 
impressive modern metropolis 
in order to attract wealthy mid-
dle class families and young 
urban professionals that can 
balance Rotterdam’s relatively 
poor population. The city em-
ploys several policy instruments 
in order to achieve this goal: 
the Rotterdamwet (Rotterdam 
Bill), which was already briefly 
touched upon in the introduc-

tion to this thesis, the National 
Program Rotterdam Zuid and 
the Woonvisie Rotterdam (Rot-
terdam Housing Vision).

The National Program Rotter-
dam Zuid was started by the 
Dutch government in 2012  
in response to the low safe-
ty and livability scores of the 
southern districts. The pro-
gram has three pillars: school, 
work and housing. The aim is 
to diversify the relatively poor 
neighbourhoods according to 
socio-economic measures by 
improving livability, attracting 
middle-class residents and 
accomodating social mobil-
ity for existing residents who 
would otherwise move out of 
the distric. Regarding housing, 
35.000 dwellings are to be re-
developed: 12.000 by housing 
associations and 23.000 by 
private owners (Naafs and Van 
Eijck, 2019). Some of these will 
be renovated, but many will be 
demolished to make way for 
less yet more expensive family 
homes. The Woonvisie has a 
similar objective. In addition to 
making Rotterdam more green 
and sustainable and densify-
ing the city center, the munic-
ipality aims to remove 20.000 
affordable dwellings in favour 
of 36.000 homes for more 
wealthy households (Baeten, 
Liukku et al, 2016), many in 
Rotterdam Zuid. Half of these 
dwellings will be renovated for 
higher rents, and 15.000 will 
be demolished in favour of 
26.000 more expensive dwell-
ings and 10.000 new afford-
able homes. Both programs 
overlap in their ambitions.
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Figure 2: Some of the proposals for Kop van 
Zuid (left) and Feyenoord City (right) at the 
edges of the poorer southern part of Rotter-

dam.
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A referendum on the Woon-
visie was held in 2016 after a 
petition by city residents. Many 
Rotterdammers felt that de-
molishing 10.000 affordable 
dwellings in times of a local 
and national housing shortage  
would not be in the public in-
terest. However, although 71% 
of voters spoke out against 
the Woonvisie, the referen-
dum turnout was too low to 
legitimise the vote. Moreover, 
the municipality argues that 
the demolition of these dwell-
ings will not pose any issues. 
The municipality compares 
the amount of people who are 
entitled to rental allowance, 
125.600 households, to the 
stock of affordable housing, 
which they calculate as being 
168.000 dwellings, and thus 
there is a surplus of cheap 
housing. However, these num-
bers include 22.000 owner-oc-
cupied homes and exclude all 
those low-income households 
who are not entitled to rental 
subsidies, inclusion of which 

would bring their total up to 
167.000 households. In addi-
tion, there are 40.000 house-
holds in the low middle-income 
category, who cannot afford to 
buy a home, are not eligible for 
rental allowance yet for whom 
the market is not interested in 
providing cheap dwellings. It 
thus seems questionable that 
Rotterdam’s supply of afford-
able housing is as abundant 
as the municipality suggests. In 
fact, all housing associations in 
Rotterdam currently have wait-
ing lists.

As rents and housing prices 
rise, many residents fear that 
they will not be able to afford 
to live in Rotterdam anymore. 
Although prices in the city are 
below the national average, 
they have risen rapidly in re-
cent years and are quickly 
catching up. Moreover, Rotter-
dam’s housing stock has not 
increased significantly over the 
last decade. 
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Figure 5: Average housing 
prices in euro (data: CBS).
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Tweebosbuurt consists of the 
south-eastern area of Afri-
kaanderwijk, Rotterdam Zuid. 
Afrikaanderwijk (literally: Af-
rikaner neighbourhood, as 
the streets are named after 
South-African cities and Boer 
leaders) originated around 
1900 when the southern har-
bours were constructed and 
housing was needed for the 
many new dock workers who 
moved to Rotterdam from oth-
er parts of the Netherlands. 
When the Netherlands needed 
workers in the post-war boom 
of the 1960s, immigrants from, 
amongst others, Morocco, Tur-
key, Suriname and the Dutch 
Antilles were housed in the 
cheap dwellings of the rela-
tively poor neighbourhoods of 
Rotterdam Zuid. The existing 
working class residents quick-
ly saw enormous changes to 
their neighbourhood, both 
spatial and social, as Rotter-
dam Zuid became a multicul-
tural district (Datema, 2015). 
Moreover, municipal housing 
policy still aimed to move peo-
ple from the often dilapidated 
and cramped city neighbour-
hoods to the new suburbs. 
Not all residents were happy 
with these developments: the 
working class neighbourhoods 
were often close communi-
ties on which the local popu-
lation depended. Both issues 
came to a head in a week of 
riots in 1972, during which 
Turkish migrant families were 
attacked. After police interven-
tion managed to calm down 
the neighbourhood, new spa-
tial policies were enacted. In 
these so-called stadsvernieu-
wingsprojecten (urban renewal 

projects), small-scale develop-
ments ‘for the neighbourhood’ 
took central stage in order to 
preserving the social structure 
of communities. However, al-
though they usually were im-
provements on the dilapidated 
slums they replaced, due to the 
economic crises of the 1970s 
these projects often scored 
low on easthetic qualities. 
Moreover, due to the commu-
nity-centric approach, dwell-
ings were built for low-income 
households in stacked apart-
ment blocks, most of them 
social housing. Private sector 
rental dwellings, homeowner-
ship or even just ground-floor 
dwellings were often absent. 
It is this era of projects that is 
mostly represented in Tweebos-
buurt.

In order to improve the spatial 
quality of the dwellings and 
diversify the housing supply of 
the neighbourhood in line with 
the Woonvisie, housing asso-
ciation Vestia and the munici-
pality are planning to demolish 
599 dwellings, of which 535 
are social housing (Liukku, 
2018). Although Vestia is re-
quired to offer these residents 
alternative housing options, 
only 374 new dwellings will 
be built, of which merely 137  
will be social housing. These 
new homes will be liberalised 
(placed outside the social 
segment) after the first tenant 
leaves, subtracting even more 
social dwellings from the Afri-
kaanderwijk housing stock. It is 
thus impossible to rehouse all 
tenants in their old neighbour-
hood, disrupting the social and 
economic structures on which 

TWEEBOSBUURT
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Figure 7: Overview of Afrikaanderwijk, with 
Tweebosbuurt in the bottom right.

Figure 6: Neighbourhood composition and 
housing prices for Afrikaanderwijk (data: CBS). 
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they depend. Moreover, due to 
the current housing shortage 
and the decade-long decrease 
of the social housing stock fit-
ting housing for tenants often 
cannot be found within Rot-
terdam, or they will inevitably 
have to settle for rent increases. 
Tweebos residents have organ-
ised themselves in Actiegroep 
Tweebos in order to petition for 
a reconsideration of the demo-
lition plans. In early 2020, they 
succesfully managed to block 
the eviction of some Tweebos 
residents who could not be re-
housed in the neighbourhood 
(Liukku, 2020). The court also 
concluded that there is no fi-
nancial or technical necessity 
for demolition, and that resi-
dents were insufficiently con-
sulted in in the development 
plans. Vestia’s hurry to demol-
ish Tweebosbuurt, however, 
does have a financial motive: 
the housing association, which 
has had financial troubles for 
over a decade, would have 
been eligible for a state subsi-
dy of 27 million euro if demoli-
tion started before April 2020, 
a deadline they have not met.

In the end, Rotterdam’s ambi-
tions  in transforming its hous-
ing stock emerge from the de-
sire to attract less low-income 
households, who bring along 
social problems and municipal 
costs, and more middle- and 
high-income households, who 
are expected to stimulate eco-
nomic activity. Although this is 
good for the city as a whole, 
positive or emancipatory ef-
fects of such diversification pol-
icies on original residents have 
not been measured (Sahadat, 

2020). This kind of transforma-
tion, however, which includes 
a reduction in social dwell-
ings in favour of market-based 
housing provision, is logical 
from a neoliberal perspective. 
Government interventions in 
the housing stock through the 
Woonvisie and the NPRZ, in 
contrast to a laissez-faire ap-
proach,  can be read as an 
attempt  to bring housing sup-
ply and demand closer to their 
theoretical potential, thus en-
suring the proper functioning 
of the housing market. How-
ever, since the market has not 
yet developed to this point, it 
comes down to the housing 
associations to carry out these 
transformations. Here we can 
recognise the neoliberalisation 
of housing institutions: housing 
associations have been heav-
ily restricted in their financial 
means and housing activi-
ties, and are now incentivised 
by government subsidies to 
prepare neighbourhoods for 
market activity. In the case of 
Tweebosbuurt, where an ac-
tive group of self-organised 
residents campaign against 
the demolition of their homes, 
this perspective clashes with 
the right to the city. Residents 
feel like they no longer own 
the spaces they inhabit and 
their voices aren’t heard. This 
makes Tweebosbuurt into an 
interesting case study for re-
search into an alternative par-
adigm for housing provision.
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Figure 9: Urban renewal plans 
for Tweebosbuurt/Parkstad, 
Feyenoord City on the left.

Figure 8: Demolition plans for 
Tweebosbuurt.
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Figure 10: Some of the blocks eligible for demolition in 
De la Reystraat (top) and Hilledijk (bottom). Many have 
already been shuttered to prevent squatting.
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Figure 11: Protests against the demolition of affordable 
housing in Tweebosbuurt by tenants who do not want to 

leave their neighbourhood. 
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Figure 12: Joubertstraat in Afrikaanderwijk, Rotterdam 
(top: 2008; bottom: 2018). Local commerce has been 
lost in spatial upgrades in the northern part of Afrikaan-
derwijk.
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Figure 13: Jacominastraat in Afrikaanderwijk, Rotterdam 
(top: 2008; bottom: 2018). Stacked dwellings have 

been replaced by ground-floor family homes.
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Figure 14: Paradijsplein in Crooswijk, Rotterdam (top: 
2008; bottom: 2018). Crooswijk is a working-class 
neighbourhood that was upgraded through similar 
large-scale restructuring plans as Tweebosbuurt.
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Figure 15: Kerkhoflaan in Crooswijk, Rotterdam (top: 
2008; bottom: 2018). Note the newly developed street 

of owner-buyer homes in the background, which re-
placed  stacked social housing units.
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3.
METHODOLOGY
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The conceptual framework 
shows how the problem fields 
are related. Neoliberalism 
is the ideological framework 
that currently informs housing 
policy in the Netherlands. As 
Rolnik (2019) explains, both 
owner-occupied and privately 
rented homes have become 
assets in a global financial 
system, where not the right to 
housing but growth of capital 
is the ultimate goal. This ac-
counts for the ever-rising pric-
es in both sectors, but also for 
the rollback of social housing 
and the subsequent gap be-
tween the limited amount of 
social housing and the ever 
more expensive private sector. 
Policy proposals to mitigate 
these issues are often aimed 
at increasing market dynamics, 
which would, acording to Rol-
nik’s analysis, only worsen the 
affordability crisis. Thus, it is 
important to examine the ideo-
logical roots and development 
of neoliberal thought in order 
to understand both the global 
commodification of housing 
and the direction of housing 
policy in the Netherlands. Only 
then can be criticised exactly 
where innovation in the ap-
proach to housing is required.

Lefebvre’s right to the city 
(1996) offers a different per-
spective. Although the right to 
the city concerns urban life in 
its entirety, describing a right 
to be part of the diversity and 
opportunities for self-actualisa-
tion that the city offers, hous-
ing takes on a central role in 
this view. Lefebvre defines two 
conditions for the right to the 
city to be actualised: appropri-
ation of space and participa-

tion in the creation of space. 
These can be linked to the two 
definitions of justice as identi-
fied by Fainstein (2010), who 
differentiates between justice 
as a process of deliberation 
under ideal circumstances and 
justice as an equitable distri-
bution of goods. In an urban 
context, justice as a process of 
deliberation can be achieved 
by Lefebvre’s right to par-
ticipate in the production of 
space. The concept of neigh-
bourhood planning, a practice 
pioneered in London where 
local residents have been 
granted the power to develop 
a plan for their neighbourhood 
(De Bode, 2020), can institu-
tionalise this right at the local 
level. The right to appropriate 
space, that is, to put use value 
over financial value, is in direct 
conflict with the process of fi-
nancialisation as described by 
Rolnik. Fainstein writes about 
an equitable distribution of 
goods, and if we apply this to 
housing, it becomes clear that 
we need to consider property 
ownership. If the use value of 
housing property is to be con-
sidered above its financial val-
ue, that is its value as an asset 
that offers returns and can be 
used as a security, in between 
Fainsteins distribution of goods 
and Lefebvre’s appropriation 
of space we can find common 
ownership in the housing co-
operative. The right to housing 
can then be institutionalised 
by combining the concepts of 
neighbourhood planning and 
housing cooperatives. These 
are the instruments that will be 
applied in this thesis to develop 
a strategy for affordable hous-
ing in Rotterdam.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework.
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The aim of this thesis is to 
construct a model for the pro-
vision of inclusive and afford-
able housing in Rotterdam. 
The larger aim is to reconsid-
er the values that underly the 
Dutch system for housing de-
velopment within the project-
ed conditions of a changing 
socio-environmental context. 
Through this reconsideration, 
the thesis will explore the im-
plementation and operability 
of a new model of endogenu-
ous housing development.

In the research process towards 
this aim, two important distinc-
tions have to be made. The first 
distinction is that between the 
theories and ideology behind 
policy and the empirical real-
ity that they create. Policies do 
not exist in an objective vacu-
um. They are embedded with 
the ideological values of their 
writers, and ideology always 
elevates certain interests above 
others based on these values. 
This is not inherently wrong,  
nor is it surmountable, but it 
does mean that an examina-
tion and, perhaps, a correc-
tion of these ideological values 
can be necessary in order to 
create effective policies. The 
second distinction is then that 
between the current approach 
towards housing provision that 
requires re-examination, and 
the potential future approach 
that is to be designed. It is one 
thing to criticise the current ap-
proach, but it is quite another 
matter to draft a new one. By 
distilling a matrix out of these 
two distinctions, we can start to 
set up a framework to formu-
late this answer.

The starting point of the re-
search will be an examination 
of neoliberal ideology and 
its influence on housing. The 
translation from theory to prac-
tice will be made by asking the 
question: how do we make this 
spatial? The translation from 
the current state to the pro-
posed future state will be made 
by asking the question: how do 
we make this just? These sec-
tions are not consecutive, but 
have to be explored in paral-
lel. Each forms a lens through 
which to view the other: one 
cannot criticise policy if there 
is no ideology from which to 
do so, and one cannot explore 
ideals if there is no problem to 
which they are an answer. A 
synthesis of these two perspec-
tives will then inform the final 
proposal for affordable hous-
ing provision in Rotterdam.

AIM AND APPROACH
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Figure 2: Research approach. 
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QUESTIONS AND OUTCOMES

The central question of this 
thesis is:

How can the Dutch model 
of housing corporations as a 
base for affordable housing in 
Rotterdam be transformed to 
break away from the neoliber-
al paradigm of development in 
service of a more just city?

This question will be explored 
in the four sections that have 
been defined in the research 
approach. First, it is import-
ant to gain an understanding 
of the ideological basis under 
the current direction of policy, 
so that we may understand the 
reasons why certain policies 
have been designed and the 
expectations that have been 
set on their effects. Thus, the 
first section of subquestions 
will explore  the ideas behind 
neoliberalism, the hegemonic 
political and economic ideol-
ogy since the 1980s, and the 
ways it has affected housing on 
a global scale.

The second section will localise 
these values and dynamics in 
Tweebosbuurt and Rotterdam 
by exploring how they have 
transformed Dutch planning 
systems, policies and actors. 
This will result in an timeline 
detailing the changing ap-
proach to housing, a mapped 
network of actors and their in-
terconnections, objectives and 
powers, an overview of recent 
housing policies and their 
spatial effects as they apply to 
Tweebos, Rotterdam.

The third section of the thesis 
will build on both the values 

and dynamics of neoliberalism 
and the effects of neoliberal 
policies as described in the 
second section. A new ideo-
logical framework for housing 
will be constructed by relating 
Lefebvre’s right to the city with 
Fainstein’s concept of spatial 
justice. This will result in a tool-
box for the two requirements 
that Lefebvre defines in the 
right to the city: appropriation 
of urban space which puts use 
value above financial value, 
and participation in the pro-
duction of urban space.

Finally, the last section will ex-
plore how these tools can be 
used in Tweebos, building on 
the local conditions that have 
been defined in the second 
section, which will result in a 
series of policy proposals to 
institutionalize the right to the 
city and a strategy towards af-
fordable housing development 
through this new right.

The second and third sections 
of subquestion both build on 
the first section and inform 
each other’s perspectives, and 
subsequently inform the fourth 
section of subquestions togeth-
er. They will be presented lin-
early in this report in order to 
improve readability.
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Figure 3: Research questions.

Q1: How has neoliberal ideology 
influenced thinking on housing?

Q1.1: What is neoliberalism?
OUTCOME: core values

Q1.2: How has neoliberalisation in-
fluenced global housing policy?
OUTCOME: dynamics of capital in 
housing

Q3: How can an alternative ap-
proach to housing be construct-
ed?

Q3.1: What is the right to the city 
and how does it relate to spatial jus-
tice?
OUTCOME: ideological framework

Q3.2: How can the appropriation of 
space be institutionalised?
OUTCOME: tools housing coopera-
tions

Q3.3: How can participation in 
the creation of space be institution-
alised?
OUTCOME: tools neighbourhood 
planning

Q2: How does neoliberalisation 
influence housing in Tweebos, 
Rotterdam?

Q2.1: What is the historic back-
ground of housing development 
and its relevant actors in Rotter-
dam, and Tweebos in particular? 
OUTCOME:  timeline, effects

Q2.2: What actors and instruments 
are currently available in Rotterdam 
housing development?
OUTCOME: network of actors and 
instruments

Q4: How can the right to the city 
be institutionalised in Rotterdam?

Q4.1: What should an alternative 
strategy for Tweebosbuurt look like?
OUTCOME: housing strategy

Q4.2: What policies are required to 
institutionalise this approach?
OUTCOME: policy proposals
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A wide variety of methods can 
be employed to conduct the 
research necessary to answer 
the research questions. The 
methods that will be used in 
this thesis are listed below.

Analytical research
Literature review
An in-depth understanding of 
any subject starts with analys-
ing and reviewing relevant lit-
erature. A starting point in the 
search for literature can be the 
references sections of books, 
papers and theses on the sub-
ject, an enquiry by key words in 
a library or research repository 
or by reccomendations from 
students or researchers in the 
subject. Subquestions that can 
help answer the research ques-
tion are: which authors have 
written on the subject? What 
dynamics do they identify on 
the subject? How do authors 
differ in their analysis, and can 
they be connected? 

Historical analysis
Historic analysis focuses 
on questions regarding the 
chronology of information on 
the subject. Relevant questions 
can be: where does a phe-
nomenon originate, and how 
has it developed through time? 
Which actors have influenced 
this development and where 
did their position on the sub-
ject originate? How did major 
events influence the subject?

Policy review
When studying government 
policies on a subject, it is im-
portant to ask: what were the 
goals of this policy? Consid-
ering the dynamics identified 

in the literature review, what 
effects are expected? What ef-
fects are documented, and do 
they correspond to the policy’s 
intention? How can this be ex-
plained?

Actor analysis
Actor analysis scans literature 
for actors (individuals or or-
ganisations) and maps their  
sectors, interconnections, in-
terests and powers. Combined 
with relevant data, this can 
show how certain powers are 
distributed through the prob-
lem field and which dynamics 
play a part in it.

Quantitative research
Data collection
Data can be collected from a 
diverse array of sources. The 
most important of these is the 
data repository of the Dutch 
Central Bureau for Statistics 
(CBS). Other data sources  can 
be found by exploring relevant 
literature and their references, 
in the Rotterdam city archives 
or through institutions such 
as the Rotterdam Open Data 
Store, the municipal depart-
ment database Onderzoek010 
or the National Data Portal of 
the Dutch government.

Mapping
After data has been collect-
ed, it needs to be processed 
in order to draw conclusions. 
This can be done spatially, by 
projecting it on a literal map, 
temporally, by mapping it on 
a timeline, or in any other way 
that data can be integrated and 
visualised. Overlaying different 
datasets can illustrate import-
ant underlying dynamics, just 

METHODS
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like comparing different scales 
or different datasets on similar 
phenomena.

Qualitative research
Site visits
Some data on a more specific 
or local level is not recorder in 
databases and requires in-per-
son visitation in order to be 
documented and processed. 
When cvisiting a site, it is im-
portant to know what to look 
for and how to document it, 
however, it is also important to 
remain open for new or con-
flicting observations.

Interview
Sometimes data on specific 
cases from more subjective 
sources can be useful to as-
sess certain local phenomena, 
especially when it concerns 
the opinions of neighbour-
hood inhabitants. Opinions 
or even more objective knowl-
edge from experts that are 
not available in other sources 
can also be collected through 
interviews. It is important to 
know beforehand what type of 
information is to be collected, 
and which questions to ask to 
retrieve it.

Case study
Studying specific cases of a 
phenomenon can help analyse 
and assess the specific circum-
stances in which it took place, 
which may not be recorded as 
detailed in general data sets.

Research by design
Design principles
Theories or aspects thereof 
can be illustrated by a series 
of schematic proposals that 

showcase certain spatial or 
other qualities, instead of a 
fully worked out design built 
on a thorough and specific 
local analysis.

Vision
A vision is a visualisation or 
description of how a neigh-
bourhood, district or city could 
develop in the future, usually 
according to a certain set of 
ideals.

Strategy
A strategy is a plan to achieve 
a certain long-term goal. In ur-
banism, such a strategy usually 
defines a set of spatial or policy 
interventions in order to  solve 
issues related to urban living.
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These methods will be applied 
per subquestion, resulting in a 
detailed plan of action.

Q1: How has neoliberal 
ideology influenced think-
ing on housing?
Q1.1: What is neoliberalism? 
Literature review of neoliberal 
ideology (Solomon, 1994; Slo-
bodian, 2018), schematising 
core values and relationships.

OUTCOME: a scheme of the 
core core values and dynamics 
of neoliberalism

Q1.2: How has neoliberalisa-
tion influenced global housing 
policy?
Literature and policy review of 
urban planning (World Bank, 
1993; Rolnik, 2019), schema-
tising how values in housing 
have shifted.

OUTCOME: a diagram illus-
trating the shifting values in 
housing  and a scheme show-
ing the dynamics of capital in 
housing

Q2: How does neoliberali-
sation influence housing in 
Tweebos, Rotterdam?
Q2.1: What is the historic 
background of housing devel-
opment and its relevant actors 
in Rotterdam, and Tweebos in 
particular?
Literature review on housing 
development in the Nether-
lands (Van der Schaar, 1987; 
Beekers, 2012; Conijn, 2019), 
schematising of different para-
digms and connecting them to 
results of Q1.

OUTCOME: a timeline of shift-

ing housing paradigms in the 
Netherlands and diagrams 
showing the effects of these 
policies

Q2.2: What actors and instru-
ments are currently available 
in Rotterdam housing develop-
ment?
Literature review on  housing in 
Rotterdam (Uitermarkt, 2007; 
Hochstenbach, 2015), sche-
matising of available instru-
ments and their relationship to 
and function in the ideological 
framework of Q1  and map-
ping of actors and their con-
nections, powers and interests.

OUTCOME: a network of ac-
tors and instruments in Rotter-
dam housing development

Q3: How can an alterna-
tive approach to housing 
be constructed?
Q3.1: What is the right to the 
city and how does it relate to 
spatial justice?
Literature review on the right 
to the city and spatial justice, 
schematising how they can be 
synthesised and schematising 
how the doughnut economy 
(Raworth, 2017) can bridge 
the gap between the right to 
the city and the neoliberal 
framework of Q1

OUTCOME: doughnut econo-
my scheme + right to the city/
spatial justice scheme

Q3.2: : How can the appro-
priation of space be institution-
alised?
Literature review on appropri-
ation of urban space through 
alternative forms of owner-



PLANNING COMPLEX CITIES P2 GRADUATION REPORT

49

Figure 4: Methods. 
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ship that place use value over 
economic value (Platform31, 
2014; Franse, 2016), studying 
relevant case studies possibly 
complemented by expert inter-
views and subsequently sche-
matising a set of requirements 
or principles.

OUTCOME: tools for housing 
cooperations in Rotterdam

Q3.3:  How can participation 
in the creation of space be in-
stitutionalised?
Literature review on partic-
ipation and bottom-up de-
velopment in urban planning 
(Burton, Koch et al, 2019; De 
Bode, 2020), studying relevant 
case studies possibly comple-
mented by expert interviews 
and subsequently schematising 
a set of requirements or prin-
ciples.

OUTCOME: tools for neigh-
bourhood planning in Rotter-
dam

Q4: How can the right to 
the city be institutionalised 
in Rotterdam?
Q4.1: What should an alterna-
tive strategy for Tweebosbuurt 
look like?
Synthesizing Q2 and Q3.2 by 
applying the toolboxes to the 
neighbourhood case study of 
Tweebosbuurt.

OUTCOME: a vision for en-
dogenous housing develop-
ment and management in 
Tweebos, Rotterdam

Q4.2: What policies are re-
quired to institutionalise this 
approach?

Synthesizing Q2 and Q3.3 by 
drafting a set of policy propos-
als.

OUTCOME: a set of policy 
proposals for affordable hous-
ing in Rotterdam
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framework.
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4.
THEORY PAPER
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In my theory paper, I examine 
how neoliberal ideas have af-
fected housing policy, both on 
global and national levels., 
how current problems con-
cerning housing affordabil-
ity are an effect of neoliberal 
ideology and thus how solving 
these problems requires a dif-
ferent ideological framework 
which I find in Henri Lefebvre’s 
concept of the right to the city.  
This paper will be expanded 
into the first few (theoretical) 
questions of my thesis. The first 
part of the paper, up to and 
including the section Housing 
policy in the UK and the Neth-
erlands, will be expanded into 
questions Q1.1, Q1.2 and 
Q2.1, concerning neoliberal-
ism and the history of housing 
in the Netherlands. The second 
part of the essay, from Dough-
nut economics and onwards, 
will be expanded into Q3.1 on 
the right to the city.

FOREWORD
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Abstract
The Netherlands is suffering 
from a growing shortage of 
affordable housing that is un-
likely to be resolved soon. This 
crisis is reflective of the global 
state of the housing market and 
has important roots in neolib-
eral ideology and thus calls 
for a paradigm shift in housing 
policy. To that end, the origins 
and development of neoliber-
alism are explored. Ideologi-
cal influences are followed to-
wards the policy propositions 
of the World Bank and nation-
al housing legislation in the 
United Kingdom and the Neth-
erlands since the 1980s. The 
subsequent transformations in 
the housing markets in these 
countries are examined and 
their effects described. An al-
ternative paradigm is sketched 
using the model of the dough-
nut economy (Raworth, 2016) 
and the concept of the right 
to the city (Lefebvre, 1996). 
The latter is integrated into the 
doughnut economy’s four do-
mains of market, state, house-
hold and commons to reach a 
new perspective through which 
to approach housing devel-
opment through endogenous 
participation and community 
development.

KEY WORDS: housing policy, 
neoliberalism, doughnut econ-
omy, world bank, right to the 
city
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THE RIGHT TO THE CITY

Introduction
At the end of his term in 2017, 
Dutch minister for Housing Stef 
Blok proudly exclaimed that he 
had become the first lawmak-
er to dismantle an entire min-
istry (Cats, 2017). After years 
of reforms aimed at decreas-
ing government interference, 
housing in the Netherlands 
had now been fixed and the 
market would solve all remain-
ing problems. At the same 
time, however, an increasing 
shortage of affordable housing 
was growing in Dutch cities, 
a pressure which has only in-
tensified since (Ministerie van 
Binnenlandse Zaken, 2019). 
Apparently, housing has not 
been ‘fixed’ by simply leaving it 
to the market, as the neoliber-
al paradigm would expect. But 
if the market cannot solve this 
housing shortage, who can? 
In this essay, I will examine 
what an alternative paradigm 
to housing development could 
look like. In order to do this, I 
will first delve into the ideolog-
ical origins and development 
of neoliberalism. I will follow 
this by taking a critical look at 
neoliberal housing policy since 
the 1980’s, on a global scale 
by examining the World Bank’s 
policy and on a national scale 
by looking into housing poli-
cy in the United Kingdom and 
the Netherlands. Finally, I will 
investigate an alternative para-
digm of housing development 
through the concepts of the 
doughnut economy and the 
right to the city.

Neoliberalism
Neoliberalism is often con-
flated with laissez-faire 

free-market capitalism, yet al-
though they share a free mar-
ket-based perspective, there 
are important differences. The 
origin of neoliberal ideology 
is usually pinpointed as the 
meetings of the Mont Pèlerin 
Society, founded by Austrian 
economist Friedrich Hayek in 
1947 (Slobodian, 2020). It is 
unsurprising then that it finds 
its roots in German ordoliber-
alism, which, in contrast to a 
laissez-faire approach where-
in any form of government 
intervention in the market is 
opposed, sees a need for the 
state to actively ensure that 
markets function to their the-
oretical potential. Neoliber-
alism transposes this idea to 
a global scale. In the neolib-
eral perspective there are two 
worlds: the political world of 
territorial states, called the 
imperium, and the economic 
world of property and trade, 
the dominium. The dominium 
is global and requires con-
stant maintenance, but it also 
requires protection from the 
imperium. Dominium and im-
perium exist in a delicate bal-
ance. The lesson of the Second 
World War was that both these 
domains are delicate and re-
quire protection from attempts 
to disband them. At the same 
time, growing decolonisation 
efforts throughout the empires 
of western countries meant 
that the existing global world 
order was changing. The chal-
lenge for neoliberalism in the 
mid-20th century was then to 
strengthen the balance be-
tween the economic world and 
the political world by design-
ing a global  system of insti-
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tutions to protect an interna-
tional market. Neoliberalism is 
thus strongly connected to the 
phenomenon of globalisation, 
and it is this global institutional 
system that ensures the proper 
functioning of markets, rather 
than free markets itself, which 
is neoliberalism’s goal.

However, it was not until the 
late 1970s that neoliberal-
ism emerged as a clear and 
mainstream policy influence 
in Western countries. Clas-
sic Keynesian economics had 
formed the consensus since 
the end of the Second World 
War, and are often associated 
with social-democratic politics 
in which the state mitigates 
inequalities that arise from 
market dynamics. Keynesians, 
however, could not provide an 
answer to the stagflation crisis 
of the 1970s, during which low 
economic growth came cou-
pled with high inflation rates. 
The monetarist policies of Mil-
ton Friedman, a member of the 
Mont Pèlerin Society, rejected 
Keynesian demand-manage-
ment and instead propagated 
taming inflation through great-
er control of the money supply 
and creating economic growth 
through cutting taxes and de-
creasing regulations (Stedman 
Jones, 2012). They were an 
attractive solution that opened 
the gates for the subsequent 
conservative governments of 
Margaret Thatcher in the UK 
and Ronald Reagan in the US 
to champion neoliberal eco-
nomic policies, characterized 
by deregulation of (financial) 
markets and privatisation of 
state enterprises, as the answer 

to the economic turmoil of the 
previous decade. Both Thatch-
er and Reagan were strongly 
anti-Keynesian and proponents 
of free-market policies (Solo-
mon, 1994). Reaganomics is 
often associated with trickle 
down-economics, which pos-
its that tax cuts for the wealthy 
would create wealth that will 
eventually ‘trickle down’ to 
the lower classes. The same 
would apply to cuts in regula-
tions. Thatcherism embodies a 
similar economic view, but is 
broader. Under Thatcher, pri-
vatisation of state enterprises 
was meant to make these en-
terprises more efficient while at 
the same time cutting govern-
ment spending. The power of 
trade unions was also weak-
ened, as they were seen as 
an obstacle to growth. These 
policies were a radical break 
with the preceding economic 
paradigm and set an example 
for market reforms on a global 
scale.

World Bank policy
In 1993, the World Bank pub-
lished its policy paper Hous-
ing: Enabling Markets To Work 
(Angel, Mayo et al.), in which 
it set out the course of the 
Bank’s policy in the housing 
sector for the coming years. 
This paper marks a turn in the 
Bank’s housing policy. Where 
it previously aimed to advance 
global housing conditions by 
investing in individual projects, 
the Bank now shifted this ap-
proach to institutional reform 
at the national and municipal 
level. Seven policy instruments 
for national governments to 
reform housing markets are 
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cited. Three of these instru-
ments are concerned with de-
mand-side constraints: devel-
oping property rights, which 
includes transferring publicly 
owned housing to residents, 
developing mortgage finance 
and the financial sector, and 
rationalising subsidies to im-
prove access to housing, but 
only as a last resort. The next 
three instruments are con-
cerned with supply-side con-
straints on the housing market: 
provision of residential infra-
structure that opens up oppor-
tunities for land development, 
reform of regulations for urban 
development and organising 
the building industry by elimi-
nating regulatory barriers. The 
most interesting policy propo-
sition in regards to the previ-
ous discussion, however, is the 
World Bank’s recommendation 
for national governments to 
set up a coordinating institu-
tional framework to manage 
the housing sector as a whole. 
Such institutions would be 
tasked with handling data on 
the performance of the hous-
ing market, providing a link to 
macroeconomic planning and 
devising long-term plans for 
housing sector development, 
organising participation of pri-
vate and public actors in poli-
cy formulation and influencing 
decisionmakers and local insti-
tutions in housing-related ac-
tivities. This aim illustrates the 
desire to more efficiently inte-
grate local housing develop-
ment into the global  economic 
system, governed by top-down 
institutions that can operate 
more or less independently 
from political influences.

The specific set of policy instru-
ments that should be prioritised 
depend on the type of country 
in which they are to be imple-
mented. Although the aim of 
these propositions is improve-
ment of the housing conditions 
of the global poor, the Bank’s 
more direct goal is making na-
tional and, by extension, inter-
national housing markets more 
efficient in an economic sense. 
These policy propositions en-
capsulate clearly the idea that 
state intervention is required on 
a regulatory level to ensure that 
markets function correctly ac-
cording to economic theories. 
However, they also showcase 
the belief that direct state in-
tervention, whether through the 
production of public housing 
or through financial support, is 
an act of market distortion that 
would, despite good intentions, 
ultimately make participants in 
the market worse off. Coupled 
with deregulation of the finan-
cial sector and encouragement 
of mortgage finance, this pres-
ents a distinct belief in the price 
mechanism of supply and de-
mand to regulate the efficient 
distribution of housing as long 
as the market operates prop-
erly. Thus housing, which had 
previously often been regard-
ed as a social good, has been 
commodified. This has trans-
formed housing in a financial 
asset, which resulted in a hous-
ing system that behaves as “a 
neoliberal ‘fantastic ballet’, in 
which assets leap from hand to 
hand through fast and constant 
transactions” (Rolnik, 2019, p. 
18).
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The World Bank’s proposi-
tions are not the beginning of 
neoliberal housing policy, nor 
are they an endpoint. They 
do, however, offer a uniquely 
complete illustration of the di-
rection of global housing poli-
cies since the 1980s. Although 
the Bank’s propositions were 
originally aimed at lower- and 
middle-income developing 
countries, they have been fol-
lowed, directly or indirectly, in 
many high-income developed 
countries as well. It is import-
ant to note here that neoliber-
alism is not monolithic, but like 
any ideology knows different 
schools that influenced policy 
through very practical means. 
As Rolnik (2019) writes:

“Despite being a general ten-
dency, neoliberal restructuring 
strategies are applied to specif-
ic institutional configurations. 
[…] In general terms, there 
is a move to dismantle social 
and public housing policies, 
destabilise security of tenure – 
including rental arrangements 
– and convert the home into a 
financial asset. However, this 
process is path-dependent: the 
institutional scenarios inherited 
by each country are fundamen-
tal for the construction of the 
emergent neoliberal strategies. 
Neoliberal policies must be un-
derstood as an amalgam be-
tween these two moments: it is 
a process of partial destruction 
of what exists and of trend cre-
ation of new structures.” (p.19)

In other words, neoliberal pol-
icies take on different forms 
in different countries, depen-
dent on the institutional and 

ideological predecessors that 
it builds upon. In the next sec-
tion, I will therefore evaluate 
housing policies in two com-
parable yet very specific cases: 
those of high-income West-Eu-
ropean countries with a strong 
welfare state transformed by 
the new neoliberal paradigm, 
exemplified by the UK and the 
Netherlands.

Housing policy in the UK 
and the Netherlands
In broad strokes, the histories 
of social housing in the United 
Kingdom and the Netherlands 
follow the same path. During 
the latter half of the 19th cen-
tury, movements arose in both 
countries that aimed to im-
prove the housing conditions 
of the poor, partly out of char-
ity, but mostly out of necessi-
ty (Boughton, 2018). The in-
creasingly dense slums of fast 
industrialising cities were a 
breeding ground for criminal 
activity and diseases, as large 
families lived in overcrowded 
dwellings under unhygienic 
circumstances. In the UK pri-
vate developers started provid-
ing housing for the lower and 
middle classes, often terraced 
houses or tenement blocks. 
It was not until after the First 
World War that the state start-
ed providing public housing. 
During the war housing con-
struction came to a standstill 
and interwar economic cir-
cumstances made it practically 
impossible for private develop-
ers to construct housing at af-
fordable rents for the working 
class. The Housing and Town 
Planning Act of 1919, also 
known as the Addison Act, pro-
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vided subsidies to local gov-
ernments for the construction 
of housing and set in motion a 
booming period for affordable 
housing development in what 
would become known as coun-
cil estates. The quality of these 
first projects was high and 
was meant to set a standard 
for subsequent developments, 
however, high costs and high 
rents slowly led to these stan-
dards being reduced. The Sec-
ond World War, however, had 
a similar effect on housing as 
the first. Construction stopped, 
and thousands of homes were 
destroyed in bombings. Large-
scale post-war reconstruction 
efforts were carried out  by 
local authorities, leading to a 
great diversity of housing proj-
ects being built, from suburban 
extensions to existing towns to 
council estates on the edge of 
cities to large tower blocks in 
urban areas. 

The Housing Act of 1980, 
proposed by then new Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher, in-
troduced the Right to Buy-leg-
islation. This policy allowed 
long-standing tenants to buy 
their council house at a large 
discount of 33-50% off the 
market price (Rolnik, 2019). 
Moreover, council investment 
in new housing projects was re-
stricted, which meant sales now 
exceeded new construction, 
effectively shrinking the public 
housing stock. What remained 
were mostly lower quality dwell-
ings, which were transferred to 
social landlords and housing 
associations. By deregulating 
financial and mortgage mar-
kets homeownership through 

mortgage lending became the 
new preferred model for hous-
ing, transforming housing from 
a social good into a financial 
asset. Further deregulations of 
urban development and cuts 
to social housing finance have 
followed since. In 2013 the 
so-called ‘bedroom-tax’ came 
into force, which reduces the 
housing benefits received by 
social housing tenants whose 
number of bedrooms exceeds 
that required by their family’s 
composition. Along with other 
austerity measures enacted af-
ter the financial crisis of 2008, 
the bedroom tax has had an 
enormous effect on the poor-
est tenants. Due to the short-
age of social housing, smaller 
units are not readily available. 
Moreover, ever-rising rents 
make alternatives in the pri-
vate sector unattainable for 
low-income tenants. Increas-
ing homelessness as well as 
decreasing access to housing 
for young people have been 
linked to these policies.

The story of social housing in 
the Netherlands is remarkably 
similar. Here it was the 1901 
Woningwet (Housing Act) that 
gave housing associations 
the right to receive financial 
support from the state for the 
construction of social hous-
ing units (Beekers, 2012). Al-
though these associations were 
initially private organisations, 
the Housing Act gave munici-
pal governments great levels of 
control and regulating author-
ity in exchange for financial 
support. Although housing pro-
duction got off to a slow start, 
additional financial support 
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from the national government 
led to a boom in housing de-
velopment after 1916. Similar 
to the situation in the UK, the 
Netherlands suffered a hous-
ing shortage after the Second 
World War. In order to solve 
this crisis, the national govern-
ment increased state influence 
in planning and construction 
of housing, essentially making 
housing associations into state 
enterprises. During the 1960s 
this influence was gradually 
rolled back and housing asso-
ciations took their place as so-
cial non-profit organisations.

During the 1980s, the hous-
ing associations were made 
increasingly autonomous from 
state support. The aim was for 
them to be completely priva-
tised to both make the associa-
tions more efficient by subject-
ing them to market dynamics, 
and at the same time cut back 
on government spending by 
making them financially inde-
pendent. The Bruteringsoper-
atie of 1995, which abolished 
state subsidies for housing as-
sociations but also cancelled 
their debts to the state, was the 
final piece in this process of 
privatisation. Housing associa-
tions were expected to behave 
more like private enterprises, 
yet at the same time their re-
sponsibilities were expanded 
to monitoring and maintaining 
neighbourhood liveability. The 
scope of these responsibilities 
were considered vague and 
after a series of resulting scan-
dals further measures were 
taken (Conijn, 2019). Perhaps 
the most notable of these was 
the verhuurderheffing (land-

lord’s tax). Social housing as-
sociations were expected to 
pay a tax on their properties, 
and were allowed to raise rents 
of certain tenants depending 
on their income groups to fi-
nance this tax. Housing invest-
ment in the social sector has 
halved since then. Where so-
cial housing was once a social 
good meant to provide dwell-
ings for a broad section of the 
population, it had now been 
reduced to housing only the 
poorest of tenants. However, 
the private rental sector in the 
Netherlands had always been 
relatively small. Both tenants 
who are deemed too wealthy 
for social housing and pro-
spective buyers who can no 
longer afford the rising costs 
of homeownership are being 
pushed in this segment. Con-
sequently, rents in the private 
sector have exploded and the 
share of affordable rental units 
in this sector is stagnating while 
the investment capacity of 
housing associations has dried 
up. Current estimates show 
that the shortage of affordable 
housing will keep growing until 
at least 2023 (Koning & Kragt, 
2020). Meanwhile, homeless-
ness in the Netherlands has 
doubled in the last decade 
(CBS, 2019).

Over the past decades, many 
authors have criticised neolib-
eral policies in and outside the 
housing market. According to 
Rolnik (2019), neoliberalism 
has degraded housing into 
financial assets first and only 
dwellings second. This has 
made them objects of specu-
lation not only on the global 
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financial markets, where they 
are required to provide ever 
greater returns, but also for 
their owner-occupiers, who ex-
pect their houses to increase in 
value to provide collateral for 
loans or savings for retirement. 
This conversion of housing 
into a speculative asset thus 
encourages ever rising prices, 
not just for homeownership but 
on rental markets as well (Ry-
an-Collins, 2017). At the same 
time, the rollback of public 
housing and global encour-
agement of mortgage-lending 
in a deregulated financial sys-
tem pushed ever more low- and 
middle-income households to 
take out mortgages they could 
not afford, resulting in the sub-
prime mortgage crisis of 2008.

Moreover, as the welfare sys-
tem, and especially social 
housing, has been deliber-
ately redefined as a place for 
the poor and the weak who 
depend on government hand-
outs, it became stigmatised as 
such. Rolnik (2019) states:

“[…] real-estate prices cannot 
drop, because this would mean 
eroding the political-social 
base and their asset-based wel-
fare. Public social housing can-
not be promoted, because this 
would symbolise regression to 
a state of dependency. There-
fore, British people – especially 
the youngest and poorest – 
simply have nowhere to live.” 
(p.40)

As described above, these dy-
namics are present in the Neth-
erlands as well. It might thus be 
concluded that the housing cri-

sis that is currently plaguing the 
United Kingdom and the Neth-
erlands is a direct effect of the 
ideology that is now also ex-
pected to solve it, and thus that 
neoliberal solutions are unlike-
ly to improve these situations. 
Policy is stuck in an ideological 
framework that it cannot think 
outside of.

Doughnut economics
Raworth (2016) suggests an al-
ternative approach to econom-
ics by embedding the economic 
phenomenon in the social and 
ecological issues of our time. 
Her goal is relearning to think 
outside the neoliberal frame-
work that prefers to see the 
economy as an exact science 
governed by economic laws of 
nature, by instead viewing the 
economy in a broader sense 
and recognising that there ex-
ist values other than exchange 
value which shape human in-
teraction. Rather than seeing 
issues of inequality and climate 
change as externalities, she 
aims to internalize these prob-
lems as effects of the system, 
drawing up a scheme of two 
concentric circles whose inner 
bound represents the social 
conditions for all humans to 
thrive and whose outer bound 
represents the ecological ca-
pacity of the planet. The safe 
spot for economic affairs is the 
space in between: the ‘dough-
nut’. Thus, Raworth aims to in-
tegrate the global economy in 
the language of human rights.

In neoclassical economics 
there are two domains, busi-
ness and households, that 
create value by exchanging 
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labour and wages. Raworth 
regards these as incomplete 
and proposes two addition-
al domains: the state and the 
commons. Where the state is 
delegated to the role of (de)
regulator and protector of 
market interests in the neolib-
eral view, Raworth expands this 
to support of all three other 
domains. The state should har-
ness the power of the market, 
but also embed it in institutions 
and regulations so that it pro-
motes the common good. The 
role of the commons, which in 
the neoliberal view should be 
absorbed in the market or risk 
being depleted, is perhaps the 
most important adjustment. 
The commons are defined as 
shareable resources of nature 
or society that people choose 
to use and govern through 
self-organising. Commons can 
be natural, such as forests and 
watersheds, cultural, such as 
language and heritage, or dig-
ital, like social networks and 
open-source knowledge. Their 
value is often deeply personal 
and cannot easily be expressed 
in exchange value, precisely 
because this value lies in their 
inherently collective character: 
they cannot be traded or even 
privately owned. Commodifi-
cation of the commons would 
therefore result in their de-
struction. Rather than tragedy, 
however, the commons have 
the opportunity to triumph by 
being governed  by clearly de-
fined communities who share 
a sense of responsibility and 
ownership for them. Raworth 
therefore calls for protection of 
the commons to be institution-
alised, but warns that this can 

only be achieved by combined 
efforts of endogenous and 
state support.

If we look back at the values 
at the core of neoliberalism as 
defined by Slobodian (2020), 
we can distinguish the political 
world of the imperium and the 
economic world of the domini-
um. These domains are pres-
ent in Raworth’s embedded 
economy as the state and as 
business, but she complements 
them with the household and 
the commons, which were in 
the neoliberal view considered 
part of the dominium. By do-
ing so she elevates the value of 
these domains to being more 
than merely exchange value, 
but in fact having a comple-
mentary value of their own. 
Imperium and dominium clear-
ly have a spatial component: 
in neoliberalism the dominium 
is a global economy by defini-
tion, and the imperium, which 
is bound to the territoriality of 
nation-states, implies a more 
local character. Imperium and 
dominium are geographies 
of power: one of the political 
power of the state, the other of 
the economic power of capital. 
However, they are geographies 
of power accumulation aimed 
at expanding the influence of 
their respective holders. If we 
are to follow Raworth in in-
troducing two new domains, 
these will have to be geog-
raphies of power distribution 
which aim at the self-actuali-
sation of every individual. We 
can then construct the hypo-
thetical domains of the pri-
vate domus, or the household, 
which is the core unit of society 
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(and can take on a great diver-
sity of forms), and the collective 
communis, or commons, which 
are governed by communities 
who express their shared sense 
of ownership over a certain re-
source.

The right to the city
In the light of this embedded 
economy, it is interesting to in-
tegrate discourse on the right to 
the city, a term coined by phi-
losopher and sociologist Henri 
Lefebvre. This right to the city 
is more than merely a right to 
housing: it is a right to partake 
in the urban (Butler, 2012). For 
Lefebvre, a city is not merely a 
locus of production and cap-
ital accumulation, but rather 
is “more or less the oeuvre of 
its citizens” (Lefebvre, 1996, 
p. 117), it is a work of art that 
is continuously being remade. 
Richard Sennett writes of this 
that in the city “making [is] de-
rived from dwelling” (Sennett, 
2018, p. 13): by inhabiting a 
place, we exert agency over it 
and transform it through our 
appropriation and use. The 
right to the city is thus a right 
to partake in the shaping of 
urban space. Additionally, the 
urban is a phenomenon of 
gathering and encounter and 
of difference and diversity. This 
makes the city a primary force 
of emancipation and collective 
action. Thus by shaping the 
city, man also transforms him-
self. The right to the city then 
becomes a right to self-explo-
ration and self-development, 
which is perhaps the most fun-
damental right of all.
	
Lefebvre posits that inhabiting 

space requires two conditions: 
the right to appropriate space 
and the right to participate in 
the production of space. Ap-
propriation of space elevates 
everyday use value over the 
exchange value of space. It is 
when inhabitants have incor-
porated the usage of a space 
in their daily routines, work 
practices and forms of play 
that they have appropriated 
it. Participation is concerned 
with the “right to be present in 
all circuits of decision making 
leading to the control and de-
velopment of the organisation 
of social space” (Butler, 2012, 
p. 145). This is more than a 
simple process of consultation: 
it requires the power to shape 
space to be redistributed to or 
shared with those who inhabit 
the space. This means that inev-
itably conflicting interests over 
the use and thus the shape of 
a space will be resolved differ-
ently, which makes it an inher-
ently political process. Lefebvre 
therefore questions whether it 
is possible to institutionalize the 
right to the city: if participation 
is imposed from above, power 
dynamics are at play that pre-
vent true self-management and 
‘it becomes an ideology, and 
makes manipulation possible’. 
Such a right would require the 
support of state actors, which 
is at odds with the existence of 
urban struggles against those 
same state actors or interests.

Lefebvre’s definition of the ur-
ban as a creative and eman-
cipatory spatial phenomenon 
that is defined by its collective-
ness, which should be open 
to all and cannot be private-
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ly owned, places it squarely 
in Raworth’s definition of the 
commons. The right to the 
city then becomes the right 
to partake in the urban com-
mons and institutionalisation 
of the right to the city takes on 
a new meaning in the model 
of the embedded economy. In 
her work, Raworth illustrates 
how the commons can flourish 
when it is governed by clear-
ly defined communities who 
share their value for and own-
ership over a shared resource, 
but this does require institu-
tional protection from com-
modification. The same then 
applies to an urban commons. 
The city as a socio-spatial ar-
tefact can only flourish when 
all of its communities can ex-
ert their right to shape urban 
space through inhabitance. 
The definition of clear commu-
nities who share agency over 
an urban commons does not 
mean that access to this urban 
commons is limited to these 
communities, however, it does 
offer space for multiple types 
of urbanity to exist, rather than 
one overarching form of the 
urban phenomenon. 

Conclusion
Housing takes on a key role in 
these domains. It is a prereq-
uisite for urbanity. Those  who 
are homeless may dwell in ur-
ban space, but since they can-
not exert agency over a place 
that belongs to them they can-
not truly inhabit it in the sense 
that Lefebvre refers to, and 
thus they are denied their right 
to the city. Housing is also a 
prerequisite for the existence 
of the household, as it physi-

cally separates the privacy of 
the household and the collec-
tivity of the urban commons. It 
is through the commodifica-
tion of housing that the urban 
commons is corroded, and the 
right to the city is infringed. 
If we are to counter this, we 
need to approach housing in a 
broader sense. The language 
of urban development and 
how it is measured will have 
to change. Instead of looking 
merely at brick and mortar 
and their exchange value, we 
will have to look at communi-
ties, their networks, needs and 
commons and how they inter-
act with each other and with 
other urban levels of scale. 
This does not mean these 
communities have to be static 
and unchangeable. Far from 
it, the inherent character of 
urbanity means it will constant-
ly be changing, growing and 
transforming. However, it does 
mean that any change will at 
the least need endogenous 
support and participation and 
preferably have an endoge-
nous origin. Communities 
cannot simply be transplanted, 
but require careful nurturing 
to take root and grow into an 
urban commons. Most of all, 
it needs to be recognized that 
affordable housing is at the 
base of this flourishing urban 
commons, and thus a flourish-
ing economy and meaningful 
society as a whole, that it is 
up to the state to protect this 
right from commodification, 
and that redistribution of both 
political and economic power, 
through participation and cap-
ital respectively, is necessary to 
achieve this.
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Discussion
Following Raworth’s model of 
the embedded economy, it is 
possible to institutionalise the 
right to the city, but not within 
a neoliberal framework. Both 
commons and household will 
have to be protected from 
commodification in the market. 
Withdrawing these areas from 
market influence will inevitably 
evoke resistance from market 
forces and might require a 
larger shift in economic think-
ing. The upside is that since a 
thriving urban commons can 
only emerge from endogenous 
communities, this transforma-
tion will not necessarily need to 
start at the top of the economic 
food chain. In fact, collective 
action from the bottom up is 
essential in building the urban 
commons, although it will inev-
itably require institutional pro-
tection through the state. Fur-
ther research is then required 
into how this balance between 
bottom-up forces from the 
commons and top-down forc-
es from the state as a whole 
can be successfully designed 
and maintained. Municipali-
ties take on an especially inter-
esting position in this balance 
through their position between 
national government and local 
community, and the role they 
play in development planning 
and land policy. Discourse on 
the effects and role of land as 
a commodity have been large-
ly kept out of this analysis, as 
this would have called for the 
integration of a large and con-
troversial theoretical field that 
would perhaps have been too 
much for this essay. However, 
the immobility and scarcity of 

land largely being the driving 
forces behind rising real es-
tate prices, it is important to 
take these discussions into any 
further exploration of this top-
ic. Finally, it should be noted 
that many of the elements of 
this new paradigm are already 
available. The Dutch housing 
associations, for example, have 
been focusing on ‘neighbour-
hood liveability’ for almost two 
decades now, and before they 
were privatised they occupied 
a position between state and 
market that could be described 
as being a sort of commons. 
The challenge is then to set up 
an encompassing framework 
to bring the right existing and 
new elements together in an 
innovative way.
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