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ABSTRACT 

In recent years, there has been a steady rise in homelessness in almost all EU 
countries, while forced evictions have increased in frequency, in number, and 
in violence throughout the world. The main housing and policy agendas have 
tended to rely upon the creation of market-based housing finance models, 
and on the commodification and financialisation of housing, with states 
withdrawing from direct housing production. This doctoral thesis 
investigates these phenomena by analysing council housing occupations and 
evictions from council housing in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area. Based on a 
15-month study, realised in close engagement with the Habita social 
movement association, it combines various approaches, involving multi-
sited, engaged ethnography, policy analysis, and theoretical and historical 
inquiry.  
 
The primary objective of the thesis is to understand the reasons for and 
consequences of occupations, analysing them as an experience pertaining to 
the everyday sphere of housing exclusions. It examines the current forms of 
governance of council estates, investigating the extent to which they promote 
housing inclusions. It explores the notion of occupations and evictions as 
practices of city-making, inquiring whether and how occupations could 
potentially (re)produce new forms of urban citizenship that could challenge 
the dominant capitalist and neoliberal forms of production of urban space. 
The study looks into the agency and subjectivities of three groups of actors 
involved with social housing occupations and evictions: municipal 
employees, social movement activists, and women who occupy to contest 
their housing exclusion.  
 
The analysis reveals gendered forms of subalternisation, which are also at 
times actively produced by the state agents. The invited forms of 
participation in processes of urban governance do not allow for substantial 
participation in housing issues, which necessitates resorting to transgressive 
practices. Occupations can be perceived as a transgressive form of 
participation that marginalised urban dwellers opt for in the case of acute 
and intense housing exclusion. In this sense, strong similarities in the 
contexts of the Global South and Global North can be identified. Engagement 
with social movement actors emerges as a valuable tool for contesting the 
framings of homelessness as a personal failure, promoting the socialisation 
of activism for housing rights instead. The thesis concludes by indicating that 
occupations have a high potential capacity to challenge housing exclusions 
and to contribute to transformation, yet this capacity is undermined by the 
stigmatisation they face due to their radical and transgressive character.  
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TIIVISTELMÄ 

Viime vuosina asunnottomuus on kasvanut tasaisesti lähes kaikissa EU-
maissa. Pakkohäädöt ovat puolestaan lisääntyneet lukumäärällisesti, 
yleistyneet, sekä muuttuneet väkivaltaisemmiksi kaikkialla maailmassa. 
Tärkeimmät asuntopoliittiset ohjelmat perustuvat nykyään yleensä 
markkinapohjaisten asuntorahoitusmallien luomiseen sekä asuntojen 
hyödykkeistämiseen ja finansialisaatioon, valtioiden vetäytyessä suorasta 
asuntotuotannosta. Tässä globaalin kehitystutkimuksen väitöskirjassa 
käsitellään näitä ilmiöitä tarkastelemalla kuntien omistamien asuntojen 
valtauksia ja pakkohäätöjä Lissabonin pääkaupunkiseudulla. Väitöskirja 
perustuu 15 kuukautta kestäneeseen tutkimukseen, joka toteutettiin tiiviissä 
yhteistyössä Habita-kansalaisjärjestön kanssa. Ensisijaisena menetelmänä 
on monipaikkainen, osallistuva etnografia, jota täydennetään poliittisella 
asuntopolitiikkojen analyysilla sekä teoreettisella ja historiallisella 
selvityksellä. 

 
Väitöskirjan ensisijaisena tavoitteena on ymmärtää asuntovaltausten syitä ja 
seurauksia ja analysoida niitä kokemuksena, joka liittyy asunnottomuuden 
arkeen. Tutkimuksessa tarkastellaan kunnan omistamien asuinalueiden 
nykyisiä hallintotapoja ja tutkitaan, missä määrin nämä tavat estävät 
asunnottomuutta. Asuntovaltauksia ja häätöjä tarkastellaan kaupungin 
luomisen käytäntöinä kysyen, voisivatko asunnonvaltaukset tuottaa uusia 
urbaanin kansalaisuuden muotoja, jotka voisivat mahdollisesti haastaa 
vallitsevat kapitalistiset ja uusliberaalit kaupunkitilan tuotantomuodot. 
Tutkimuksessa tarkastellaan toimijuutta ja subjektiviteettejä kolmessa 
kuntien vuokra-asuntojen valtauksiin ja häätöihin osallistuvassa 
toimijaryhmässä. Nämä ryhmät ovat kunnan työntekijät, yhteiskunnallisten 
liikkeiden aktivistit, sekä yksinhuoltajanaiset, jotka valtaavat asuntoja, 
jotteivät perheineen jäisi asunnottomiksi.  

 
Analyysi paljastaa sukupuolittuneita alistamisen muotoja, joita myös valtion 
toimijat toisinaan aktiivisesti tuottavat. Sovinnaiset osallistavan 
kaupunkihallinnon muodot eivät mahdollista merkittävää osallistumista 
asuntokysymyksiin, mikä pakottaa turvautumaan rajoja rikkoviin 
käytäntöihin. Asunnonvaltauksia voidaan pitää sosiaalisia rajoja rikkovan 
osallistumisen muotona, jonka marginalisoidut kaupunkilaiset valitsevat 
akuutin asunnottomuuden yhteydessä. Tässä mielessä globaalin etelän ja 
globaalin pohjoisen konteksteissa on havaittavissa vahvoja yhtäläisyyksiä. 
Yhteistyö yhteiskunnallisten liikkeiden toimijoiden kanssa näyttäytyy 
arvokkaana välineenä kyseenalaistaa idea asunnottomuudesta 
henkilökohtaisena epäonnistumisena, ja edistää sen sijaan osallistumista 
aktivismiin asumisoikeuksien puolesta. Väitöskirjan päätteeksi todetaan, että 
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asunnonvaltaukset voivat paikantaa ja kyseenalaistaa asumiseen liittyviä 
epäkohtia ja edistää muutosta, mutta tätä ominaisuutta heikentää valtauksiin 
kohdistuva leimautuminen, joka johtuu niiden radikaalista ja rajoja 
rikkovasta luonteesta. 
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RESUMO 

Nos últimos anos, o número de pessoas sem acesso a habitação tem subido 
constantemente em quase todos os países da União Europeia. Ao mesmo 
tempo, tem-se registado, em todo o mundo, o aumento do número, 
frequência e violência dos despejos. As agendas das principais políticas 
habitacionais, tendem a fundamentar-se na criação de modelos de 
financiamento de habitação baseados na lógica da regulação pelo mercado, 
na mercantilização e financeirização da habitação, enquanto os Estados se 
retiram da produção direta de habitação. Esta tese de doutoramento 
investiga estes fenómenos, analisando as ocupações e despejos de habitações 
municipais na Área Metropolitana de Lisboa. Baseada num estudo de 15 
meses, que foi realizado em estreita colaboração com a associação Habita, 
combina várias abordagens, envolvendo etnografia ativista multiespacial, 
análise política e investigação teórica e histórica. 

 
O principal objetivo da tese é compreender as razões e as consequências das 
ocupações, analisando-as como uma experiência relacionada com a esfera 
quotidiana da exclusão habitacional. Examina as atuais formas de 
governação dos bairros municipais, analisando em que medida estas 
promovem a inclusão habitacional. Explora a noção de ocupações e despejos 
como práticas de fazer-cidade, questionando se e como as ocupações podem 
potencialmente (re)produzir novas formas de cidadania urbana que 
poderiam desafiar as formas capitalistas e neoliberais dominantes de 
produção do espaço urbano. O estudo analisa a agência e subjetividades de 
três grupos de atores envolvidos em ocupações e despejos de habitação 
social: técnicos municipais, ativistas de movimentos sociais e mulheres que 
ocupam para contestar a sua exclusão habitacional.  

 
A análise revela formas de subalternização que têm um caráter de género, 
que por vezes são também ativamente produzidas pelos agentes do Estado. 
As formas convencionais de participação em processos de governação urbana 
não permitem uma participação substancial em questões de habitação, o que 
implica o recurso a práticas transgressoras. As ocupações podem ser vistas 
como uma forma de participação transgressiva, pela qual os habitantes 
urbanos marginalizados optam, em situações de exclusão habitacional aguda 
e intensa. Desta perspetiva, podem ser identificadas fortes semelhanças nos 
contextos do Sul Global e do Norte Global. O envolvimento com atores dos 
movimentos sociais emerge um instrumento valioso para promover outras 
formas de enquadrar a situação de sem-abrigo. Em vez ser encarar as 
exclusões habitacionais como um fracasso pessoal, os movimentos sociais 
estimulam a socialização do ativismo pelo direito à habitação. A tese conclui 
argumentando que as ocupações têm um elevado potencial para desafiar as 
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exclusões habitacionais e contribuir para a sua diminuição, mas que este 
potencial é afetado negativamente pela estigmatização que as ocupações 
enfrentam devido ao seu carácter radical e transgressivo. 
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1 FROM OLD TO NEW HOUSING 
STRUGGLES 

 
 

Figure 1.1  Rock in Riot demonstration in Lisbon, 24 March 2018.1 

1.1 WHY OCCUPATIONS? 

One day in 2018, I was in one of the council housing estates in Lisbon, 
together with activists from the Habita and Stop Despejos collectives, 
demanding that the eviction of Tita2 and her children should be stopped. 
Three months earlier, Tita had decided to occupy an apartment that she had 
identified as vacant in one of the social housing blocks. During the 1.5 years 
that I was part of the Habita collective, participating in their activities in the 
Lisbon Metropolitan Area (LMA), I met many families like Tita’s, who had 
reached the conclusion that their only viable housing alternative was to 
occupy one of the abandoned apartments in the social housing estates. The 
representatives of the City Councils of Lisbon and Loures – the councils that 
I worked with the most – referred to these forms of inhabiting as ocupações 
abusivas, “abusive/unjust/illegal occupations”. I was personally struck by 

 
1 All of the photographs in this thesis were taken by the author, unless otherwise indicated. 
2 All of the names in this thesis have been pseudonymised to protect the identities of the 

interviewees and other research participants. 
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the high number of occupations, and by the fact that single mothers 
constituted a clear majority of these occupiers. Moreover, the council 
housing estates in question are resettlement neighbourhoods, originating 
from the resettlement of residents of informal neighbourhoods. This meant 
that these families, who were now inhabiting these homes “abusively”, were 
often daughters or sons of families that had been resettled earlier, having had 
their previous homes demolished. They had thus faced eviction previously 
and, as I discovered, they also often faced eviction and homelessness later on 
for different reasons: mortgage or rent arrears, an unaffordable rent increase, 
overcrowding, domestic violence, family disputes, or the demolition of their 
homes.  

This thesis explores the occupations and struggles against evictions in 
social housing estates in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area, Portugal. The study 
focusses in particular on gendered forms of housing precarity, the production 
of housing exclusions, and on occupations as a practice of city-making. The 
study is explicitly ethnographic, with a specific interest in everyday 
experiences: what kind of practices people engage in, whether they contest or 
fight for improvements in their living conditions, or conform with the 
prevailing socio-economic conditions in their life. At the same time, the study 
interrogates the role of social mobilisation, also in relation to subject 
formation: what are the contributions of social movements and collectives to 
the struggle of urban dwellers facing housing exclusion? These phenomena 
are explored within their wider historical, societal, and political-economic 
contexts, investigating the broader political economy relations that help 
contextualise and analyse these experiences and practices. 

The study also examines the initiatives for social transformations, with a 
specific focus on actions that could contribute to a reduction in inequalities 
and exclusions. These objectives are also high on the agenda of many 
international organisations. For instance, the Agenda 2030 sets as one of its 
“universal values” the principle of “Leave No One Behind”, which focusses on 
combatting discrimination and inequalities as well as their root causes 
(UNSDG, 2019), identifying “deepening, divisive and destabilizing 
inequalities” as harmful for “social progress and economic and political 
stability” (UNSCEB, 2017: vii). The International Monetary Fund has 
recently highlighted the widening income inequality as “the defining 
challenge of our time”: the gap between the rich and the poor is currently the 
highest in decades in advanced economies as well as in emerging economies 
and so-called “developing countries” (Dabla-Norris et al., 2015). 

Inequalities in wealth are currently even more extreme than income 
inequalities: Oxfam International estimates that the world’s richest one per 
cent owns more than twice as much wealth as 6.9 billion people (Coffey et al., 
2020). The main focus of this thesis is on inequalities in access to housing. 
Yet housing inequalities are intrinsically linked to inequalities in wealth and 
income, as will become clear in the course of this thesis. The study examines 
occupations and evictions as two sides of the same coin: forcing access to 
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housing as well as forcing entry into homelessness. It also explores the 
possibilities to combat rising inequalities, using the case of housing exclusion 
and discrimination in access to housing as a crucial and thought-provoking 
example.  

The research was conducted between December 2017 and April 2019 in 
two municipalities in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area, primarily using engaged 
ethnography methods. The research was carried out in close association with 
the Habita social movement organisation, through which I obtained the 
initial contact with families that were occupying vacant council homes 
because they had no other housing alternatives at their disposal. 
Occupations, especially in “Euro-American” theorising, are often understood 
as collective movements of young people, due to sometimes misplaced 
interpretations of the Occupy movement. In these representations, 
occupation movements are often portrayed as an almost leisure-like activity 
undertaken by well-off, privileged young people. These depictions lack any 
analysis of the deeper political motives that these movements might have, 
ranging from a critique of leaving premises abandoned to challenging 
societal property relationships considered illegitimate or unjust.   

In the academic literature, the urban occupation movements in the global 
North have gained quite a lot of attention, but the research often concerns 
the political claims and collective action of “politically motivated” 
occupations that are frequently called “okupas” (Mayer, 2013; Pruijt, 2013; 
SqEK, 2014). It is maintained that the “okupas” are not primarily concerned 
with housing needs, but with “‘other needs’ of people who want to lead an 
autonomous life, making the rules of the game themselves, who do not 
understand why there should be buildings without a social use” (Rodriguez-
Villasante, 2004: 13, translation mine). Hence, in this field of literature, a 
binary is frequently constructed between “politically motivated” and 
“deprivation-based” or “needs-based” occupations.  

In addition, it is often considered that “deprivation-based” occupations 
cannot be part of any transformative movement (Mayer, 2013) because their 
motivation is, above all, to “remedy a desperate situation, secretly and in 
silence” (Cattaneo & Martínez, 2014: 3). More recently, this distinction 
between “deprivation-based” and “political” occupations has been criticised 
by pointing out that occupying because of housing deprivation does not make 
the act unpolitical per se (Milligan, 2016). 

It is often the case that families who engage in “needs-based” occupations 
do not consider themselves militants or combatants for the right to housing, 
but rather as families who do not have other housing alternatives and thus 
opt for what they can get. These forms of occupations have received much 
more attention in the literature of land occupations in the “global South”. 
Much can be learned by engaging with this field, which is unfortunately often 
not done in research on occupations in the context of Europe or the United 
States. Many of the questions that have predominated in Euro-American 
urbanisms in recent decades, such as discussions about “marginality”, 
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“informality”, and “housing exclusions”, have long been at the heart of the 
study of urban poverty in Latin America (Auyero, 2011;  Roy, 2009). 
Similarly, the popular challenge to neoliberalism was clearly articulated in 
Latin America in the 1990s, and then in South Africa, India, the Middle East 
and in much of East and South-East Asia (Motta & Nilsen, 2011). Last but not 
least, there are very insightful analyses on the ways in which the everyday 
practices of the urban poor can be, or become, political (Bayat, 2015; 
Caldeira, 2017; Holston, 2008), and on the conditionalities that the poor face 
in trying to engage in politics and in political mobilisation (Bayat, 2015; 
Caldeira, 2015; Chatterjee, 2004; Das, 2011; Nygren, 2016; Saaristo, 2015; 
Simone, 2015a).  

It is only recently that studies on the political content of “needs-based” 
occupations have emerged in several European countries, specifically 
concerning Spain, France, Italy, and Romania, focussing on analysing 
occupations of empty buildings (Aguilera & Bouillon, 2013; Gonick, 2016, 
2015; Grazioli, 2017; Lancione, 2017; Pradel-Miquel, 2017). This study 
contributes to this emerging field of literature by examining in detail the 
capacity of occupations as a form of “makeshift urbanism” (Vasudevan, 
2015b), analysing their potential to contest housing exclusions and bring 
about transformations. 

Accordingly, this research has benefitted immensely from the theoretical 
dialogue with the literature of land occupations in the “global South”. The 
importance of this dialogue becomes particularly evident when considering 
the strong parallels, notwithstanding the obvious differences, between the 
occupations of dwellings in social housing estates and land occupations in 
the Lisbon Metropolitan Area:  

1. They are not a movement, but a practice undertaken to secure housing 
needs; 

2. Both kinds of occupations are framed as illegal and informal, and 
suffer from insecurity of tenure, resulting in a constant risk of 
eviction; 

3. Both seek to engage in negotiations with the state, with the aim of 
regulating the existing occupation, or securing an alternative housing 
solution; 

4. In both cases, there are often complex interactions with social 
movement actors, and tensions mount between movements initiated 
by the inhabitants themselves, and movements initiated from outside; 

5. Despite often being interpreted as “deprivation-based” and unpolitical 
practices, both have political content; 
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6. In both kinds of occupations, there is strong representation by Afro-
descendants and Roma populations. 

Engaging with the literature on land occupations and resistance to 
evictions can thus potentially deepen the analysis of occupations. Following 
Lefebvre (1996), occupations can be conceived of as an appropriation of 
urban space by residents, and as a practice that contributes to the 
transformation of urban relations, such as property rights, so that the 
subaltern inhabitants of the city gain the right to the urban space (Purcell, 
2014). This thesis investigates the extent to which occupations in council 
estates in the LMA can be perceived as a transformative practice. 

The question of framing occupations and evictions is central to this thesis, 
and hence the choice of key concepts to analyse and discuss occupations 
needs thorough consideration. This, somewhat surprisingly, is not a common 
practice in the literature that refers to the occupation of buildings or 
apartments. It stands in contrast to the literature on another type of 
occupation, “slums”, “informal settlements”, “informal neighbourhoods”, or 
“self-constructed neighbourhoods”, where consideration has been given to 
the pejorative tone of the word slum as well as to the problematics of 
designating these urban areas as “informal” (Gilbert, 2007; Nuttall & 
Mbembe, 2005; Roy, 2009b, 2011). 

The literature in English tends to use the term “squatting” with apparent 
ease, without problematising its pejorative connotations. Authors who do not 
use the concept mainly refer to “occupations” (Earle, 2012; Hoover, 2015; 
Lancione, 2017; Roy, 2017). Roy (2017: A3) also refers to “urban 
homesteading”. Occupation is also the concept that works written in Spanish 
or Portuguese tend to use: ocupaciones (or okupas, see below) and 
ocupações, respectively. However, as pointed out in the book La Vivienda no 
es delito (2017), dealing with occupations in Madrid, the disadvantage of this 
concept is that it is quite ambiguous: “occupation” can refer to many kinds of 
phenomena, ranging from “occupying the streets” to “occupying a bank” (La 
Coordinadora de Vivienda de Madrid, 2017: 22). In addition, “occupying a 
home” can refer to a standard procedure of moving in after buying or renting 
an apartment.  

In the book Vivienda no es delito, some interesting  problematisations of 
the terminology used can be found (La Coordinadora de Vivienda de Madrid, 
2017: 21-23). The terminology in Spanish bears a close resemblance to the 
concepts that I became familiar with in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area. 
Ocupar, to occupy, was the term that was most frequently used by the 
Lisbon-related media, municipal employees, politicians, social movement 
actors, and the families themselves. However, the politicians and municipal 
employees, as well as legal and policy documents often added an adjective to 
this term: ocupações abusivas (abusive) / ilegais (illegal), / indevidas 
(unjustified) / não autorizadas (unauthorised). Habitações ocupadas 
ilegalmente (illegally occupied dwellings) is the concept used by Statistics 
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Portugal (INE, 2015c); Lisbon City Council uses ocupações abusivas and 
ocupações não autorizadas; and the National Housing Framework Law (Law 
no. 83/2019) mentions “ocupações ilegais”.  

The main purpose of the addition of these adjectives seems to be to 
emphasise the illegality of the actions, without considering other perspectives 
that might legitimise, or legalise, the occupations, such as legislation on the 
right to housing. The families who occupy also frequently used the verb 
arrombar, to break in, to describe the act of occupying an apartment. Among 
the social movements, the verb habitar, to inhabit, was used, both in 
meetings with the families and in protests, with the intention of reframing 
and legitimising the occupations. In this thesis, while acknowledging the 
shortcomings of the concept, “occupations” and “to occupy” are used to refer 
to the act of inhabiting apartments or buildings without the permission of 
their owners. Hence, the definition used is in line with a commonly used 
definition of squatting: “Urban squatting is living in — or otherwise using — a 
dwelling without the consent of the owner” (Pruijt, 2013:19). In relation to a 
neighbourhood with land occupations, I have opted for the concept “informal 
neighbourhoods”, while I am also aware of some criticism of this concept. 
For instance, Ananya Roy argues against the tendency to equate informality 
with poverty, pointing out that the decision to designate urban spaces as 
informal is inherently political: “elite informalities are valorised and legalized 
while subaltern informalities are criminalized” (Roy, 2015: 342).   

1.2 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND QUESTIONS 

The overall research objectives of this study are:  

1. To analyse the phenomena of social housing occupations and evictions 
from social housing in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area.  

2. To identify and analyse the practices of inhabitants who occupy, and 
of social movement actors who support their cause. 

The primary objective of the thesis is to understand the reasons for and 
consequences of occupations, analysing them as an experience pertaining to 
the everyday sphere of housing exclusions. In addition, it aims to contribute 
to the theorisations on social transformation in urban settings. Hence, the 
common thread that runs through the whole thesis is the exploration of 
diverse kinds of actions that seek to promote social change and 
transformation in terms of challenging and reducing inequalities, 
dispossessions, and social exclusion. This broad theoretical objective will be 
examined through the case of occupations of social housing apartments in 
the LMA, focusing on the actors that defend and contest occupations, and 
evictions from social housing. The thesis analyses different forms of action 
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from everyday practices and politics to organised collective movements that 
seek to fight against housing exclusions, investigating the extent to which 
they manage to promote transformative change. The effects that these 
practices are able to have ‒ in the current neoliberal contexts with rising 
inequalities in urban environments ‒ are explored. To this end, I will bring 
into the debate diverse fields of literature that nonetheless share a common 
interest in analysing practices and policies that either cause wider urban 
inequalities, or seek to reduce and challenge them.  

In this context, the following specific research questions are crucial in 
order to explore the research objectives in more detail: 

 
1. Why do families, and especially single mothers, occupy?  

To explore this question, it is important to ask a few sub-questions: Who 
are the families that are occupying? What has brought them to a situation of 
homelessness? Why is there no legal form of housing available? In addition 
to asking why, I also investigate the kind of mechanisms that contribute to 
the housing exclusion faced by these families. Here, it will be important to 
problematise the framing of occupations simply as “illegal” or “abusive”, and 
to consider what kind of other actors are involved in the occupations and 
evictions from social housing, making the link – that is often omitted – to 
longer-term local political processes (Andretta, Piazza, & Subirats, 2015). 
Neoliberal policies can be assumed to play a strong role in shaping these 
practices. The thesis examines whether the increasing inequalities are 
reflected in the urban environment of the LMA and how they might be 
echoed in housing access, especially by the urban poor.  

 
2. What kind of impact does gender have on housing exclusions and 

in the struggle against evictions and homelessness? 
The unfavourable outcomes of many neoliberal urban redevelopment 

processes are well documented, highlighting the adverse effects of 
“accumulation by displacement” (Harvey, 1978, 2003, 2008) and the 
financialisation of housing (Rolnik, 2013a) on the housing rights of the urban 
poor. However, it is also important to note how urban dwellers are 
differentially integrated into these processes, depending on gender, ethnicity, 
age, and social position (Doshi, 2013; Nygren & Wayessa, 2018). Minorities 
and women have been particularly hard hit by neoliberal policies (Bayat & 
Biekart, 2009; Mohanty, 2003; Motta & Nilsen, 2011). Furthermore, women 
and minorities suffer disproportionately from forced evictions (UN Nations 
Committee on Economic Social and Cultural Rights, (CESCR, 1997: para 10) 
and from the types of eviction that men face much less, including evictions 
due to domestic violence (COHRE, 2008, 2010). In many European 
countries, minorities suffer disproportionately from housing deprivation 
(FRA, 2016, 2018). In this context, it is relevant to use the intersectional lens 
of decolonial feminist studies and to explore concepts like the “feminization 
of resistance”, which emphasises the specific role that women, especially 
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those belonging to minority groups, have in opposing neoliberal processes of 
dispossession (Mohanty, 2003; Motta, 2013; Seppälä, 2016). This issue will 
be explored in this study to understand the specific roles played by gender 
and ethnicity, in addition to social class, in the struggle for housing rights. 

 
3. How do the everyday practices of both social housing managers as 

well as urban dwellers contribute to fighting housing exclusions?  
This research question focusses on examining the daily practices of the 

governance and management of council estates as well as of the occupiers. 
On the one hand, it will examine the kind of impact that the management 
practices have in terms of promoting housing inclusion, but also in terms of 
exacerbating the housing exclusion of the urban poor. Furthermore, I will 
explore the practices that occupiers engage in, analysing who they negotiate 
with, liaise with, and where they look for support.  

 
4. What kind of roles do social movements play in supporting people 

who face housing exclusion? 
For this question, the follow-up questions that support the analysis are as 

follows: What kind of strategies are used? What kinds of contradictions 
emerge in these interactions? What kind of strategies do the activists 
consider successful? Are these initiatives aimed at mobilising a wider group 
of people considered adequate from the point of view of the residents 
occupying houses? There are several studies of problematic relationships 
between non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and the mobilisation of 
residents (Cabannes, 2013; Muñoz, 2017; L. Podlashuc, 2011), and of the 
ways in which representatives of NGOs and social movement organisations 
might not understand the local economic and political realities, and how they 
condition the struggle that residents engage in (Kuttab, 2014; Muñoz, 2017; 
Stahler-Sholk, 2010), sometimes emphasising the risks of NGO involvement 
subverting the objectives of the actual struggle of the residents/activists 
(Miraftab, 2009; Osuoka, 2018; Podlashuc, 2007). This study explores what 
the potential benefits and burdens of these kinds of support relationships 
might be, and under what conditions. 

 
5. To what extent can occupations and resistance to evictions be 

regarded as transformative practices? 
This research question aims to draw together the contributions of the 

previous questions, looking into the extent to which the diverse practices 
analysed herein can be considered transformative. It is challenging to 
evaluate whether an action can be considered “transformative” or not. Social 
change occurs over time and is not necessarily linear, which makes arriving 
at final “objective” conclusions an impossible undertaking. Definitions of 
what constitutes a social transformation also vary. Social change can be 
regarded as any change in social relations or, alternatively, following Hegel 
(1977) [1807] or Marx (Marx, Engels, & Smelser, 1973), as distinct 
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revolutionary ruptures that mark the end of a particular society and the 
beginning of another. Moreover, the evaluation of social change has often 
been linked to the ideas of “progress” and “decline”, which are highly 
normative. In this thesis, I adopt a normative position, but in the sense of 
focussing mainly on transformations that contribute to reducing exclusions 
and discriminations. Hosseini and Gills (2020: 1355) argue that a 
“transformative approach must thus start from exploring the alternative 
ways of living that are extant or that are now arising and move forward to 
examine the methods of empowering them”. Drawing inspiration from this 
proposal as well as from Teresa Caldeira's (2015, 2017) notion of peripheral 
urbanisation, and Veena Das and Shalini Randeria's (2015) conceptualisation 
of political action, I define transformative actions as those that are able to 
bring about a different kind of everyday life and to invent new democratic 
practices. I thus pose the following questions: What kind of life-worlds are 
created? Are new democratic practices invented? And finally: what is the 
capacity of these practices to have a significant impact on reducing the 
violation of housing rights? 

This study provides accounts of the efforts of single-mother households 
and other families struggling for decent housing and survival; of the 
endeavours by collectives to mobilise urban dwellers and to contest 
discrimination and exclusion; and of the actions taken by state officials to 
provide housing and to urge low-income residents to settle based on the 
solutions they offer. These accounts, at times characterised by struggles for 
social transformation, and at other times by the maintenance of the status 
quo, unfold in a complex web of relations in which the post-colonial power 
relations, the current urban redevelopment efforts and the neoliberal 
processes of the financialisation of housing play important roles. In what 
follows, I will provide brief contextualisation of these dynamics.   
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1.3 RESEARCH CONTEXT: HANDS OFF OUR HOMES! 

 

Figure 1.2  Demonstration for the Right to Housing, 22 September 2018. 

On 22 September 2018, hundreds of people marched through the streets in 
Lisbon, shouting Habitação, sim! Despejos, não! (Yes to Housing! No to 
Evictions!), and Sai, sai, sai, sai da minha rua; vai, vai, vai, e leva a tua 
grua! (Go, go, go, go away from my street; go, go, go, and take your crane 
with you)! The protest called for dignified housing solutions for all and 
marked a collective effort by nearly 30 associations and collectives, which, 
many other differences notwithstanding, shared an impression of the 
increasing difficulties people were facing in accessing housing in Lisbon, 
Oporto and their Metropolitan Areas. In the last 40 years, the housing sector 
in Portugal has witnessed an extraordinary transformation, from the context 
of a serious housing shortage to the current situation whereby there is 
actually a surplus in terms of existing buildings, although they are not 
accessible to the population in need (Santos, Teles, & Serra, 2014: 5). Some 
basic dynamics are highlighted here to contextualise this research.  

1.3.1 LONG-STANDING HOUSING CRISES: MIGRATION AND (POST)-
COLONIALISM 

 
After the economic and financial crisis of 2008, housing deprivations and 
exclusions began to spread to new groups of the population in Portugal, 
increasingly becoming a problem also for the middle classes. This is not to 
say that housing crises were a new phenomenon in Portugal. The large-scale 
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urbanisation in the country began after WWII, being closely related to the 
process of industrialisation (Costa, 1993). However, the most significant 
mobility period was between 1960 and 1981. The rural to urban migration 
increased from the 1960s onwards, and after the independence of former 
colonies in 1974/1975, large numbers of retornados (Portuguese settlers in 
the former colonies who came back to Portugal) and local residents of the ex-
colonies moved to Portuguese urban centres, mainly to Lisbon, Porto and 
their environs (Beja Horta, 2006; Costa, 1993; Guerra, 2010).  

The fact that a part of this immigrant population could not find affordable 
housing provoked a noteworthy phenomenon of clandestine home 
construction, especially in the Lisbon region. This had two main dimensions: 
the zoning of agricultural land for housing without permission, which is 
referred to today as AUGIs (Áreas Urbanas de Génese Ilegal, Urban Areas of 
Illegal Genesis), and the use of private or public land without permission for 
the same purposes, a process that gave rise to what are commonly referred to 
as bairros de barracas (shack neighbourhoods).3 It is estimated that in the 
1970s, around 40% of housing construction in Portugal was not licensed, and 
that at the end of the 1980s, around 150,000 people lived in barracas 
(shacks) in the Lisbon and Porto areas (Guerra, 2011: 45). In addition, 
approximately 300,000 people, around 12.5% of the population, lived in 
unlicensed housing (Guerra, 2010: 81). 

When it came to these processes, immigrants from former colonies in 
Africa ‒ with the exception of the retornados ‒ were often in a 
disadvantageous position: they had difficulties in accessing rental 
accommodation due to discrimination by white landlords and they often had 
less knowledge about what was possible to build where (Ascensão, 2011). 
Social class was also a key factor in the future development of 
neighbourhoods: the less educated people were and the lower their class, the 
less capable they were of negotiating with political parties and the 
administration for improvements in the neighbourhoods, and the more 
unaware they were about the legal implications of the land occupation, which 
often got them into trouble later on. The convergence of all of these 
particularities contributed to the fact that although white people of 
Portuguese origin also lived in the “shack neighbourhoods”, the migrant 
population from former colonies were disproportionately represented 
(Ascensão, 2011).  

 

 
3 For more on the typologies of clandestine home construction, see Ascensão (2011), Beja Horta 

(2006), Cachado (2011), and Raposo & Valente (2010). 
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Figure 1.3  Half-demolished neighbourhood of 6 de Maio, Amadora, October 2018. The 
majority of the residents are of Cape-Verdean origin. 

In the second half of the 20th century, these neighbourhoods started to be 
addressed through a variety of rehousing and demolition initiatives, both by 
the central government and the Lisbon municipality (Antunes, 2018). These 
culminated in the PIMP (Programa de Intervenção a Médio Prazo) and PER 
(Programa Especial de Realojamento) programmes, which focussed on the 
resettlement of residents in social housing estates. The first programme 
targeted only the municipality of Lisbon, and was implemented from 1987 to 
the end of the 1990s, while the second targeted Lisbon and the Porto 
Metropolitan Areas from 1993 onwards (Antunes, 2018; Cachado, 2012). 
Slum upgrading initiatives were given much less emphasis, despite the 
landmark SAAL (Serviço de Apoio Ambulatório Local) programme that was 
implemented in 1974–1976 (coinciding with the Portuguese revolutionary 
period PREC, Processo Revolucionário em Curso) and received considerable 
international attention (Ascensão, 2013, 2016; Bandeirinha, 2011; João 
Arriscado Nunes & Serra, 2003).  

The PER programme resettled tens of thousands of families, but was 
never concluded in some municipalities, allegedly due to lack of funding 
(Agência Lusa, 2017), with some 3,000 families left out (Cachado, 2013; 
Morais et al., 2018) in municipalities such as Amadora. Tragically, the 
rehousing programme has since become an instrument of forced eviction 
because it has continued to rely on surveys on resettlement needs that were 
undertaken from 1993 to 1995 (Alves, 2016; Cachado, 2013; Human Rights 
Council, 2017: Art. 34; Morais et al., 2018). For instance, in its report on the 
PER implementation, the Amadora municipality classifies the families it has 
evicted without an alternative housing solution simply as “exclusions”, 
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amounting to 2,425 cases out of 6,046 “solved” cases of slum eradication 
(Câmara Municipal de Amadora, 2017).  

Due to the resettlement background of many social housing estates, their 
population composition reflects that in the previous “informal” 
neighbourhoods, with a clear over-representation of PALP (Países Africanos 
de Língua Portuguesa, Portuguese-speaking African Countries) residents 
(Malheiros & Vala, 2004). These neighbourhoods face various forms of 
territorial stigma (Wacquant, 2008; Wacquant, Slater, & Pereira, 2014). For 
example, the suburban parishes that mainly include social housing estates 
have more young people than other parishes; there are serious problems of a 
lack of success at school, higher indices of unemployment, and the public 
spaces and buildings are of inferior quality (Malheiros et al., 2007: 65–66). 
There are significant constraints on the integration of the social housing 
estates, such as their location far away from the urban centres and their 
disconnectedness from the rest of the urban fabric (Carreiras, 2018; ECRI, 
2018), as well as their reduced number, which means that social housing is 
offered only to the practically “insolvent” households (Carreiras, 2018). The 
projects and programmes that have sought to promote their integration have 
had only limited success (Carreiras, 2018). These social housing estates are 
also often perceived as “no-go areas”: chaotic, dangerous and degraded, and 
frequently framed in the media as “racialised and illegal spaces at the 
margins of society” (Alves, 2016: 92). Their residents are also recurrently 
depicted as criminals (Raposo et al., 2019).  

 

Figure 1.4  Bairro da Jamaika, Seixal, March 2018. 

Racism and the colonial past have been heatedly debated in Portugal in 
recent years. Lusotropicalism – the myth that Portuguese colonialism would 
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have been better and more benign than other colonialisms – was first 
invented by Brazilian sociologist Gilberto Freyre (1933), and adopted by 
Portuguese dictator António Salazar from the 1950s onwards (Castelo, 2011). 
To the present day, the idea enjoys strong adherence in Portugal (Ba, 2017; 
Vale de Almeida, 2000), with a related belief that Portugal is a country of 
brandos costumes (“mild manners”) where no racism exists (Abrantes & 
Roldão, 2019; Gorjão Henriques, 2018). Signs of adherence to these ideas are 
visible, for example, in the celebration of the “discoveries” in museums and 
theme parks, sometimes played out in ways that completely ignore the 
violence of colonialism and conquest (Pöysä, 2018), and in schoolbooks that 
naturalise colonialism, slavery and racism (Araújo & Maeso, 2012).  

Racism and violence by the police against Afro-descendants and the 
Roma have been one of the most extreme manifestations of this heritage, 
denounced by numerous activists and organisations, including the European 
Committee for the Prevention of Torture, which expressed serious concerns 
about the failure of the Inspectorate General of Home Affairs to investigate 
and prosecute cases of alleged ill-treatment (Council of Europe, 2018); and 
the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD), 
which highlighted reports of “abusive acts against ethnic minorities, notably 
Roma and Africans/people of African descent, by the police, and the 
insufficient measures to redress them” (CERD, 2017: 4-5). In this light, the 
decision by the Court of Sintra in 2019 to convict eight police officers for 
assaulting and kidnapping six black youngsters of Cova da Moura, Amadora, 
was considered ground-breaking (Gorjão Henriques, 2019a), despite the fact 
that nine other police officers who had been involved were acquitted, and 
that Ministério Público, the Public Prosecution Service in the Country, had 
already dropped the accusations of torture and racism earlier (Raposo et al., 
2019). 

The institutional, structural and daily violence is being contested by 
various associations and collectives of activists such as Plataforma Gueto, 
Afrolis, Djass, and Nu Sta Djunto (Gorjão Henriques, 2018; Rodrigues et al., 
2017). Up to today, it has been difficult to understand the scale of the racism 
in Portugal, as the censuses do not collect “racial” or ethnic information, 
despite the recommendation by CERD (2017). There was a long process to 
change this for the national Census of 2021, but eventually, Statistics 
Portugal decided to veto the issue despite the recommendations of the 
advisory group, because of the “complexity of the question” (Gorjão 
Henriques, 2019b).  

Despite the lack of statistical data, there is evidence that discrimination in 
terms of access to housing is also widespread in Portugal. It has been 
documented by CERD (2017) and by the UN Special Rapporteur to Housing, 
who notes that “some communities in Portugal live in particularly inadequate 
housing conditions, such as the Roma and people of African descent” (Farha, 
2017: Art. 85). In a Eurostat survey, 21% of respondents of African descent in 
Portugal stated that they suffered from one or more of four housing 
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deprivations: the lack of a bath and toilet, a dwelling that is too dark, rot in 
the walls or windows, or a leaking roof, compared to 5% of the rest of the 
population (FRA, 2018: 62). Similarly, 48% of Afro-descendants stated that 
they lived in overcrowded conditions, compared with 10% in the general 
population (FRA, 2018: 61), and only 23% lived in accommodation they 
owned, compared with 75% of the general population (FRA, 2018: 58). 
Furthermore, Afro-descendants have presented evidence on discrimination 
towards them in the private rental market (Gorjão Henriques, 2017).  

1.3.2 NEW HOUSING CRISES: FINANCIALISATION OF HOUSING AND 
REAL-ESTATE SPECULATION 

 
In addition to the challenges highlighted earlier, there is a widely-held 
perception that much has changed in the past ten years. According to Ana 
Cordeiro Santos, the “housing question” – referring to Friedrich Engels’ 
classic (1935) – in Portugal today is fundamentally different from that in the 
1990s, or before that (Santos, 2019: 7). Many recent publications in Portugal 
have focussed on the new dynamics related to housing, such as the 
financialisation of housing. These include a Special Issue in Cidades, 
comunidades e territórios No 38 (2019),4 a report by Tulumello and 
Dagkouli-Kyriakoglou (2021), and the book A nova questão de habitação, 
coordinated by Ana Cordeiro Santos (Santos et al., 2019), which argues that 
housing provision in Portugal cannot be understood without considering its 
increasing articulation with the financial sector (Santos, 2019c: 5).  

Some studies contend that the neoliberal turn in housing policies in 
Portugal is a relatively recent phenomenon (Mendes, 2018). However, other 
authors highlight a longer continuum of neoliberal urban policy-making in 
the country (Barata Salgueiro, 1994; Tulumello, 2016). According to Serra 
(2019), housing has always been a parente pobre, the poor relative in the 
family of social policies. The newly democratised Portugal in 1974 was an 
impoverished country, and in the process of developing its social sector, 
priority was given to the establishment of public education and public health 
systems. In the housing sector, the chosen approach was a continuation of 
the housing policies that had been practised under the authoritarian regime 
until 1974, meaning an approach that attended to the most severe situations 
of housing deprivation, including ambiguous indirect housing provision 
mechanisms that were based on incentives for private promotion (Serra, 
2019). Still, between the end of military dictatorship in 1974 and the year 
1985, Portugal witnessed a period of significant state investment in public 

 
4 See 

https://revistas.rcaap.pt/cct/issue/view/974?fbclid=IwAR3vIqbtVdYjGydOm2G3PsCjDXqi
QoVsWYQJcb0sGh2HZ9o6Q19YCLjwFyE. Last accessed 30/05/2020. 
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housing development, with a maximum of 17% of public housing promotion 
reached in 1984 (Paulo, 2017).  

These developments were compromised in an agreement negotiated 
between the government of Mário Soares and the International Monetary 
Fund in 1984, after which there was a decision to cut public and cooperative 
housing provision by the Portuguese government (Ferreira, 1988). From 
1985 onwards, more robust and effective housing credit regimes were 
established, which also included the home loan interest-rate subsidies and 
the subsidised home loan regime for young people, as well as other special 
credit and saving regimes (Serra, 2019). From 1985 to 1995, the governments 
of Prime Minister Cavaco Silva opened the real-estate sector to financial 
groups (Paulo, 2017). Public housing promotion consequently decreased to 
around 4% of total construction in the 1990s (Serra, 2019: 281).  

In 2004, many laws that favoured the private endeavour over the public 
one, public-private partnerships and competitivity in the housing sector were 
approved, and societies for urban rehabilitation were created (Mendes, 
2017). Significantly, from 1987 to 2011, despite the PER programme, the 
main housing policy of Portugal comprised home loan interest-rate subsidies, 
which received 74% of the housing budget (IHRU, 2015a). The total 
implemented housing budget grew from 184 million euros in 1991 to 631 
million euros in 2000, after which it began to decrease, dipping to a low of 
174 million euros in 2011 (IHRU, 2015a: 5). In all these years, the interest-
rate subsidies received significantly more than half of the budget, 
representing between 63% and 95% of the total budget (IHRU, 2015a: 5). 

These subsidies favoured the banking sector in the provision of loans for 
home acquisition (Paulo, 2017) and contributed to the increased 
indebtedness of Portuguese families (Santos, 2019c). These policies are 
reflected in the statistics on the type of family dwelling occupancy: renting, 
which in the 1970 census represented almost 46% of the forms of dwelling 
occupancy, fell to around 21% in 2011 (INE, 2011). On the other hand, there 
was an increase in privately-owned permanent dwellings, rising from 55% in 
1970 to almost 79% in 2011 (INE 2011; see also Guerra, 2011; IHRU, 2015b). 
The policies are also reflected in the construction boom: from an average of 
39,000 dwellings per year between 1981 and 1985, via an average of 63,000 
dwellings per year in 1991–1995, to an extreme 97,000 dwellings per year in 
2001–2005 (Serra, 2019: 286). 

In 2011, after the worldwide economic crisis, the European Central Bank, 
the European Commission, and the International Monetary Fund made the 
granting of loans to Portugal subject to certain conditions. Among these 
conditions was an amendment to the rental law that gave rise to the New 
Urban Rental Regime (NRAU, Novo Regime do Arrendamento Urbano, Law 
no. 31/2012) of 2012, which, through its actualisation of rents, permitted 
their increase to levels that a good part of the population could not afford. In 
addition, it facilitated evictions through the creation of an extrajudicial 
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agency, the National Rental Desk (BNA, Balcão Nacional de Arrendamento) 
(Santos, 2019c: 30–31).  

According to various authors, NRAU was just another part of the more 
general neoliberal turn in urban politics in Portugal (Mendes, 2017; Morais, 
Silva, & Mendes, 2018). NRAU coincided with the promotion of investment 
initiatives that stimulated the real-estate sector in Portugal, and contributed 
significantly to real-estate speculation and the financialisation and 
commodification of housing. These initiatives include Golden Residence 
Permits5 for those buying real estate in Portugal (approved in 2009) and tax 
exemptions or benefits for wealthy foreigners who wish to buy property in 
the country (Decree-Law no. 249/2009); as well as tax exemptions for 
international investment funds6 (approved in 2015) and corporations that 
operate in the real-estate market (Decree-Law no. 7/2015). Moreover, recent 
legislation has created even more favourable conditions for investors, such as 
a decree-law on urban rehabilitation that simplified the procedure for 
creating urban rehabilitation zones (Decree-Law no. 53/2014), and on tourist 
accommodation in private homes (Decree-Law no. 128/2014). Due to the 
current legal framework and policies, it has been argued that housing has lost 
its status as a right, and has gained the statute of a commodity in the context 
of the financialisation of real estate (Mendes, 2017).  

In parallel, or as a consequence of these policies, Lisbon became a very 
popular tourist destination with short-term rentals popping up, pushing 
residents out of their neighbourhoods and further out of the city. Evictions 
due to “Airbnbisation” became an increasingly common phenomenon. A 
ground-breaking study by Ana Gago (2018) demonstrates how this process 
has unfolded in one of the most affected neighbourhoods in Lisbon, Alfama. 
The study focussed on an area around Rua dos Remédios, where, according 
to the residents, the first apartment for tourist accommodation appeared in 
2011. By 2015, 16 apartments were available for tourist accommodation, and 
in 2016, 235 of the existing apartments, representing 25% of the total 
number, were used for this purpose (Gago, 2018; Gago & Cocola-Gant, 2019: 
156). During my fieldwork in 2018 and 2019, Lisbon became known as the 
European city with the most Airbnb apartments in comparison to the 
population size (Sapo, 2019).  

As a result, rental and real-estate prices have skyrocketed in the Lisbon 
Metropolitan Area. In the municipalities of Loures and Lisbon, the two areas 
this study focusses on, real-estate prices per m² went up by 21% in Loures 
and 49% in Lisbon from 2011 to 2018 (Ferreira, Silva, & Costa, 2019: 180). 
Within some parishes of Lisbon, especially the historical neighbourhoods of 

 
5 See 

http://portugalglobal.pt/EN/General/Pages/GoldenResidencePermitProgramme.aspx. Last 

accessed 30/11/2019. 
6 See https://www.pwc.pt/en/pwcinforfisco/tax-guide/2016/cit/investment-funds.html. 

Last accessed 30/11/2019. 
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the city centre, the rise has been even more drastic, with the parish of Santo 
Antonio leading with a rise of 92% between 2011 and 2018 (Ferreira, Silva, & 
Costa, 2019: 182–183). Rental prices have gone up along the same lines, 
increasing by 71% from 2013 to 2018 in Lisbon(Idealista, 2018b), averaging 
8.1 euros/m² in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area, but exceeding 13.5 €/m² in 
some parishes in the city for  new rental contracts (INE, 2019). 

Salaries in Portugal have not kept pace with this rise, creating a huge gap 
and leading to the impoverishment of many. One only has to compare the 
Portuguese minimum salary (665 euros per month in 2021 (PORDATA, 
2021a)) and average salary (940 euros per month in 2021, (PORDATA, 
2021b)) with rental market prices. A large part of the population, 22%, earns 
the minimum salary in Portugal (PORDATA, 2018), which means that 
significant parts of the population struggle with gaining access to housing. 
Single-parent households seem to be under particular strain. In 2019 
(PORDATA, 2019b), after social transfers, 25.5% of single-parent families 
were considered to be at risk of poverty. In comparison, the at-risk-of-
poverty rate after social transfers for all households with dependent children 
was 17%, while for the general population, it was 16.2% (PORDATA, 2019b).  

The expenditure of Portuguese families on housing has consequently 
increased significantly since the 1980s, when it represented 12% of the family 
budget, to 32% of the budget in 2015–2016 (FEANTSA & Foundation Abbé 
Pierre, 2018: 54). The number of families that are overburdened7 by housing 
costs in Portugal has increased by 80% (FEANTSA & Foundation Abbé 
Pierre, 2018: 55). The situation is worse for poor households: in 2016, about 
7.5% of the general population and 29.1% of poor households were 
overburdened by housing costs (FEANTSA & Foundation Abbé Pierre, 2018: 
54). In 2018, the IHRU (Instituto da Habitação e da Reabilitação Urbana, 
the National Institute for Housing and Urban Renewal) conducted a survey 
on housing needs across the country, and identified over 25,000 families in 
“clearly unsatisfactory housing conditions”, and in need of resettlement, out 
of which 50% were living in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area (IHRU, 2018: 1–
2). However, many claim that these official figures are greatly 
underestimated.   

These dynamics provoke both direct displacement (Marcuse, 1985) and 
indirect, voluntary displacement, when the residents leave “voluntarily”, 
selling their apartments or renting them out to tourists. These displacements 
can be conceptualised as processes of transnational tourism gentrification, in 
which the tourism-related mobility of the middle classes drives out the 
residents of peripheral economies, which tends to happen in cities where 
tourism represents a central factor for development and growth (Cocola-
Gant, 2018). Here, the lack of official data presents a significant challenge to 

 
7 Eurostat defines the housing overburden rate as the “percentage of the population living in a 

household where total housing costs (net of housing allowances) represent more than 40% of the total 

disposable household income (net of housing allowances)” (Eurostat 2020). 
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attempts to understand the scale of the problem. The Balcão Nacional de 
Arrendamento (BNA), which was created with the NRAU to facilitate 
evictions, publishes data on the eviction cases it handles. These cases 
doubled from 2013 to 2016, with 5.5 cases being processed per day in the 
country (Mendes, Carmo, & Malheiros, 2019: 132). In 2017, around 1,000 
evictions went through the BNA up to September (DN/Lusa, 2017).  

However, the BNA only registers the processes it undertakes, related to 
private rental accommodation, and not the cases that go to court or that are 
resolved through  agreements of some sort, or those cases where residents 
are evicted simply for not renewing their rental contracts, which seems to be 
the most common form of displacement. Some additional data exist through 
the parishes. For example, according to the data of the parish of Santa Maria 
Maior in the historical centre, 2,000 families were evicted in four years, so 
that the number of families in the parish decreased from 12,000 to 10,000 
between 2013 and 2017 (Fernandes & Pinto, 2018). 

The social housing estates present their own particular dynamics of 
eviction, which are also the focus of this thesis. Due to the low percentage of 
social housing available, only 2% of the residential housing stock nationwide 
(INE, 2015), it is very difficult to access social housing. The queues are 
enormous: in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area, the municipalities report having 
a total of 22,812 families on the waiting list, while having only 152 vacant 
apartments (Moleiro, 2019). This is in contradiction to the latest statistical 
data, according to which there are many empty social housing dwellings, 
representing 5.6% of the total social housing stock, while illegally occupied 
dwellings represent 0.6% of the total (INE, 2015c). In the Lisbon 
Metropolitan Area, there are 52,141 dwellings for social housing altogether, 
out of which 48,070 are rented out, 3,471 stand vacant, and 600 are illegally 
occupied (INE, 2015c). 

When questioned about this, the Lisbon City Council states that the 
vacant apartments need major refurbishment before they can be handed over 
to the residents (author’s fieldnotes (2018), public meeting of the Lisbon City 
Council, 26/4/2018). However, this does not explain the large difference 
between the number of vacant apartments reported by the municipalities, on 
the one hand, and by Statistics Portugal, on the other. Residents and 
associations allege that this difference is due to the management of social 
housing, in that many apartments stand vacant without the municipalities 
knowing. Sometimes these empty apartments are then occupied without 
authorisation, for accommodation, and sometimes for other activities, such 
as drug trafficking (Cristino, 2018). Periodically, the city councils evict the 
occupiers, while some residents manage to stay for years, and even legalise 
their occupation.  
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1.3.3 THE NEW URBAN HOUSING POLICIES 

 

Figure 1.5  Campaign by the Portuguese Communist Party for the right to housing and against 
real-estate speculation, June 2018. 

The difficulty in accessing housing in Portugal might not be a new 
phenomenon, but it undoubtedly gained more visibility when it started to 
affect new population groups, especially the Portuguese white middle classes. 
The increasing cost of housing started to attract more criticism, and housing 
became an important theme in the municipal elections of 2017, gaining in 
emphasis as the legislative elections of 2019 approached. There are many 
new social movements that defend housing rights, notably Movimento Morar 
em Lisboa and Stop Despejos, along with the Habita Association, which has 
formally existed since 2012, although it started its work back in 2005 as a 
working group of the Solidariedade imigrante association. As this study will 
show, these movements have played a fundamental role in putting housing 
on the political agenda.  

Prime Minister Antonio Costa’s surprise government after the 2015 
elections created a new state department for housing, under the Ministry of 
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Environment in July 2017. The architect Ana Pinho was chosen as the 
Secretary of State for Housing and tasked with the challenging job of coming 
up with the “New Generation of Housing Policies” (NGPH, Nova Geração de 
Políticas da Habitação). A primary objective of the NGPH came to be 
“guaranteeing the access of all to adequate housing, understood in the wide 
sense of dwelling and oriented towards the people” (Secretaria de Estado da 
Habitação, 2017: 3, translation mine). Related legislation has been approved 
since then, such as the new social housing and resettlement programme 
1°Direito (First Right, Decree-Law no. 37/2018) that is “intended to create 
conditions for adequate housing for people who live in degrading housing 
situations and who do not have the financial capacity to find a housing 
solution through the market”, and Programa de Arrendamento Acessível 
(Programme for Affordable Renting, Decree-Law no. 68/2019), “to promote 
a wider selection of housing for rental at lower prices” (Government of 
Portugal, 2018, translation mine). 

However, the NGHP has been criticised for simply being one more 
instrument in the commodification and financialisation of housing. Its main 
logic is based on fiscal stimulation and financial solutions to stimulate 
private and public entities, favouring the real-estate sector, and it is 
considered unlikely that it will achieve its objectives in the promotion of 
housing for people on a low or middle income (Santos, 2019: 301, 315). It will 
not address the core causes of the housing crisis and, most importantly, it 
will not try to regulate the housing and real-estate market. Being dependent 
on attracting foreign investment, these new policies will not touch the 
measures that aim at promoting it, such as Golden visas or the fiscal benefits 
for non-residents (Santos 2019: 314). Rather than offering new solutions, the 
NGPH might deepen the perception of housing as a commodity and financial 
product, rather than as something that should have a social function 
(Mendes, 2019). In the words of Rita Silva, “the New Generation of Housing 
Politics is not new, and does not defend housing” (Silva, 2019b: no page 
number).  

Ahead of the legislative elections of 2019, the new policies and legislation 
addressing housing, including the design of the national housing framework 
law, were constantly in the news. In 2019, the Ministry of Infrastructure and 
Housing was created, with the new Minister, Pedro Nuno Santos, sworn in in 
February. It can thus be asked whether housing became a political concern 
only when the housing crisis started to reach the middle classes. Still, the 
most socioeconomically marginalised populations continue to be the most 
affected. These include low-income families (those who receive the minimum 
wage), women, single-parent households, immigrants and ethnic minorities, 
especially the Roma and the Black population, the elderly on low pensions, 
and persons with disabilities (Silva, 2019: 250). Funding for the new 
programmes has also been scarce: for instance, the budget for the 1º Direito 
programme in 2020 was 40 million euros, while IHRU's (2018) survey 
estimated that at least 1,700 million euros would be needed to resettle the 
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25,762 families it had identified as being in a clearly unsatisfactory housing 
situation. 

1.3.4 THE GLOBAL CONTEXT: FORCED EVICTIONS AND RISING 
HOUSING COSTS 

 
These dynamics are not at play only in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area and in 
Portugal, although the effects can be stronger in a country like Portugal 
where access to housing depends heavily on the private sector. Globally, 
there has been a U-turn in the main housing and urban policy agendas in 
recent decades, with policies based on the withdrawal of states from direct 
housing production, on the creation of stronger and larger market-based 
housing finance models, and on the commodification of housing, including 
the use of housing as an investment asset within a globalised financial 
market (Rolnik, 2013a).  

The results have been visible, with a profound impact on the right to 
housing (Rolnik, 2013a). Forced evictions have increased dramatically in 
frequency, in number and in the level of violence, affecting low-income 
workers across both public and private rental housing throughout the world 
(AGFE & UN-HABITAT, 2011; Soederberg, 2018; UN-HABITAT & OHCHR, 
2014b). The right to housing is inscribed in Article 11.1 of the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR, United Nations, 
1967), in which the state parties to the covenant recognise the right to 
adequate housing and agree to take “appropriate steps to ensure the 
realisation of this right”. In a general comment to the ICESCR, the UN Office 
of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) defines forced 
evictions as the “permanent or temporary removal against their will of 
individuals, families and/or communities from the homes and/or land which 
they occupy, without the provision of, and access to, appropriate forms of 
legal or other protection” (OHCHR, 1997, Art. 3). The OHCHR also 
emphasises that “evictions should not result in individuals being rendered 
homeless or vulnerable to the violation of other human rights” (OHCHR, 
1997, Art. 16).  

This means that while not all forced evictions are prohibited, they should 
be carried out in accordance with the law and in conformity with the 
provisions of the international covenants on Human Rights (OHCHR, 1997, 
rt. 3). Therefore, the eviction process should include the genuine 
participation of the affected communities and never result in homelessness 
or deterioration of housing and living conditions. This is a far cry from actual 
practice around the world. Today, forced evictions are a lived and embodied 
matter defining the experience of home for millions of urbanites worldwide 
(Brickell, 2014; Brickell, Fernández Arrigoitia, & Vasudevan, 2017).  

The OHCHR identifies two principal kinds of evictions: those that are 
“associated with violence”, such as international armed conflicts, and those 
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that “occur in the name of development” (OHCHR, 1997: Art. 6, 7). This aptly 
illustrates how many of the evictions are in multiple ways, directly and 
indirectly, related to the idea of progress and capitalist development. These 
ideals of “development” are often used to justify evictions and demolitions in 
“informal” neighbourhoods, in order to make way for large-scale urban or 
rural development projects, or mega-events (Auyero & Swistun, 2009; 
Bogado, 2017; Doshi, 2013; Lamb, Schoenberger, Middleton, & Un, 2017; 
Lund, 2018; Seppälä, 2016; Suzuki, Ogawa, & Inaba, 2018; Wayessa & 
Nygren, 2016; Zhang, 2017). The same trend applies to gentrification, which 
has sometimes been celebrated for supposedly balancing the demography of 
neighbourhoods and for bringing economic upgrading and political benefits 
(Slater, 2006). In this way, evictions are often seen as the “price of becoming 
a global city” (Cabannes, 2010: 13).  

Throughout Europe, a strong and constant increase in housing costs can 
be observed (Eurostat, 2020b). At the same time, investments in social 
infrastructure have decreased by 20% since 2009 in the countries belonging 
to the European Union; with an investment gap in affordable housing that 
amounts to around 57 billion euro per year (Fransen, Del Bufalo, & Reviglio, 
2018). In most of the EU member states, housing costs rise faster than 
incomes, and housing cost overburden has become a significant challenge, 
affecting 10.1% of Europeans in 2019 (Eurostat, 2020c), and 33.8% of 
Europeans in the first income quintile (Eurostat, 2020d). In general, social 
housing has had an important role in providing housing in Europe; however, 
since the 1980s, as public expenditure pressures have grown, liberalisation 
and privatisation have become the prevailing policies (Scanlon, Fernández 
Arrigoitia, & Whitehead, 2015). Homelessness has increased steadily in 
almost all EU countries (FEANTSA & Foundation Abbé Pierre, 2018), apart 
from Finland, where it has been tackled through an integrated policy since 
2008 (Pleace et al., 2015). 

Globally, there is a myriad of social movements fighting for access to 
decent and affordable housing and against evictions (Cabannes, Yafai, & 
Johnson, 2010). The actions of these movements have been well 
documented, for example in Brazil (Bogado, 2017; Caldeira, 2015; Earle, 
2012; Holston, 2008), South Africa (Gibson, 2012; Miraftab, 2006; L. 
Podlashuc, 2011; Selmeczi, 2014), Ghana (Farouk & Owusu, 2012), India 
(Das, 2011; Doshi, 2013; Patel, Arputham, & Bartlett, 2016), and Argentina 
(Muñoz, 2017). In many EU countries, there are also strong movements 
demanding more affordable, public, and social housing. Some of them are 
networking Europewide, as in the case of the European Action Coalition for 
the Right to Housing and to the City,8  also engaging in research (e.g. 
European Action Coalition for the Right to Housing and to the City, 2019), 
and launching Europewide petitions and campaigns, such as 

 
8 See https://housingnotprofit.org/en. Last accessed 01/07/2019. 
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#HandsOffOurHomes9 or the European Citizens’ Initiative “Housing for 
all”.10  

1.4 THESIS OUTLINE 

Following this chapter, Chapter 2 discusses how occupations and evictions 
have been understood in the relevant theoretical literature, including 
literature on urban governance and urban accumulation, as well as how the 
current accumulation and governance practices have been contested. It 
brings in the notion of occupation as makeshift urbanism and explores its 
promise to contribute to alternative political imaginaries. Chapter 3 goes on 
to explain the methodology used for this study, as well as the main sites 
where the research took place. Chapter 4 focusses on questions of why 
families occupy in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area. In addition, it teases out the 
historical context of social housing occupations in Portugal, with their 
specificity in relation to the struggle for the right to housing after the end of 
dictatorship. Chapter 5 analyses the management practices of social housing 
neighbourhoods, discussing the type of interactions and dynamics that occur 
between the state officials and the social housing residents who are 
occupying. It also dwells upon the question of citizens’ participation in the 
management of the estates. Chapter 6 examines the interactions between 
state actors and occupiers, analysing in detail the everyday discourses and 
practices of occupations and management. Chapter 7 discusses urban 
contestations, bringing in the role of the social movement actors, and their 
opportunities and constraints with regard to supporting the struggle to 
access housing. The concluding chapter draws together the main results of 
the previous chapters, returning to the last specific research question: To 
what extent can the practices analysed be considered transformative? 

 

 
9 See https://housingnotprofit.org/en/campaigns/view/handsoffourhomes. Last accessed 

01/07/2019. 
10 See https://www.housingforall.eu/. Last accessed 01/07/2019. 
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2 URBAN GOVERNANCE AND CITY-
MAKING – A THEORETICAL 
FRAMEWORK   

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

This research examines housing occupations and evictions, and the 
associated dynamics of social contestation and transformation. It explores 
the notion of occupations and evictions as practices of city-making, inquiring 
whether and how occupations could potentially (re)produce new forms of 
urban citizenship, and give rise to new democratic practices that can 
challenge the dominant capitalist and neoliberal forms of production of 
urban space. To contextualise the research approach, it is important to 
consider contributions that explore the causes of globally increasing housing 
exclusion and growing numbers of evictions. The literature on the production 
of urban space, including the examination of urban (re)development 
processes, which analyses the production of space under neoliberalism, 
points towards the financialisation and commodification of housing and the 
change in the state’s role in the housing sector as the main promotors of 
these housing exclusions, along with other practices associated with 
accumulation by dispossession and advanced capitalism (Harvey, 2005; 
Rolnik, 2013a; Sassen, 2014). In these processes, the state has often been a 
significant facilitator of the advancement of capital and of expulsions of the 
poor, aligning with the logic of the maximisation of the value of urban space 
(Brenner, Peck, & Theodore, 2010a; Rolnik, 2013; Soederberg, 2019).  

Yet housing exclusion and homelessness are phenomena that affect 
different population groups in dissimilar ways. This study maintains that 
housing exclusions should be conceived of as a classed, racialised and 
gendered phenomenon: there are significant differences in the extent to 
which different groups of populations are able to access their rights (B. de S. 
Santos, 2014), resulting in housing precarity and effective marginalisation 
from the right to housing. However, housing exclusions cannot be perceived 
simply as by-products of capitalism, racism, or patriarchy. Urban dwellers – 
and here I also include state actors – shape urban processes, transforming 
them into “sites of intense struggles between disparate interests and multiple 
stakeholders, whose ideas, influences and actions together ultimately shape 
today’s urban realities” (Bayat & Biekart, 2009: 823). The state actors, as 
well as urban residents, extend and remake the boundaries of the state, 
seeking to secure survival or justice in the everyday (Das & Poole, 2004: 20), 
or producing further injustices, marginalisations and vulnerabilities through 
differentiated forms of governance (Nygren & Wayessa, 2018). This study 
explores the subjectivities that are being formed and remade in these 
processes and analyses the diverse everyday practices of marginalised urban 



 

27 

dwellers, together with the policies and everyday practices pursued by state 
actors. At times, everyday tactics coalesce into collective action, becoming 
part of broader political struggles (Bayat, 2015). To examine the diverse 
forms of everyday practices and politics, as well as collective actions of the 
struggle, I mobilised two crucial ideas herein: a conceptualisation of 
“informality” and the notion of transgressive versus conventional action – 
processes that, as I will argue, overlap in important respects. 

2.2 URBAN NEOLIBERALISMS 

2.2.1 NEOLIBERALISM AS A CAPITALIST PROJECT 
 
Much has been written about urban neoliberalism. The diversity and even 
incompatibility of different uses and definitions of neoliberalism have been 
highlighted by numerous authors (Fine & Saad-Filho, 2017; Foucault, 2008; 
Peck & Tickell, 2002; Wacquant, 2009). Following Keil (2016: 387), 
approaches to urban neoliberalism can be grouped into two broad modes of 
explanation. The first consists of critical, neo-Marxist analyses of neoliberal 
reason, conceiving of neoliberalism as a capitalist project that bases itself on 
as well as promotes the further neoliberalisation of cities and communities, 
whereas the second line of thought is a Foucauldian approach in which 
neoliberalism is seen as a form of governmentality.  

In the first group, the Marxist and neo-Marxist literature on the 
connections of capitalism with urbanisation and urban development, 
initiated by Henri Lefebvre (1974) and David Harvey (1978), conceives of the 
built environment as a critical outlet for both creating and storing surplus 
value, acting as an important “spatio-temporal fix” (Harvey, 2005: 109, 115), 
so that surpluses of capital are absorbed in the built environment. Moreover, 
urbanisation depends on the mobilisation of surplus, which ends up 
establishing a crucial connection between urbanisation and capitalism. This 
connection also turns urbanisation into a class phenomenon, as the surpluses 
need to be extracted from somewhere and somebody (Lefebvre, 1970, 
Harvey, 2008). Considering that capitalism always has a need to expand, in 
order to increase the surplus, it has a tendency to drive market mechanisms 
into more and more aspects of social life (Luxemburg, 1951 [1913]).  

This is arguably what has happened, with increasing speed, in the last 
forty years of neoliberalism, with many of the processes of “primitive 
accumulation” (Marx, 1976 [1867])) – or “accumulation by dispossession” as 
Harvey (2005) reframed the concept, emphasising forced appropriation in 
the capitalist system –  accelerating significantly, like the commodification 
and privatisation of land, expulsions of peasant populations, privatisation of 
natural resources such as water, and financialisation. Property capital has a 
central role in steering these processes of production of value, which tend to 
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lead to the expulsion of the poor or working class from potentially profitable 
areas (N. Smith, 2002). According to Harvey (2008: 33), the storing of urban 
surplus by urban transformation amounts to “creative destruction” because 
the poor, the underprivileged and the marginalised tend to suffer most in this 
urban restructuration, which often involves the displacement of these 
populations.  

The fiscal and economic base of many cities has eroded within advanced 
capitalism, leading many cities to seek alternative strategies in which to 
promote local development and economic growth. Harvey (1989) has argued 
that “urban entrepreneurialism” ‒ the search for new ways to promote local 
development and employment growth ‒ has emerged as one of the key 
strategies to address these challenges, promoting competition between cities. 
Harvey (1989) identifies four key areas of competition for urban 
entrepreneurialism, combined in different ways: the creation of advantages 
in the production of goods and services; the promotion of consumer culture; 
the struggle over the acquisition of control functions of high finance and 
media; and the exploitation of redistributive mechanisms. Swyngedouw et al. 
(2002) refer to the dominant forms of neoliberal urbanism as the “New 
Urban Policy”. This agenda has at its core the precedence of property rights 
(as opposed to social and political rights), and the conceptualisation of 
housing as exchange value, as capital or a financial asset (Haila, 1988; 
Rolnik, 2013a; Sassen, 2014), being generally complicit with placing 
planning in the service of private interests (Borja & Carrión, 2017). 

The ascendance of finance in particular has been highlighted as a key 
characteristic of today’s form of primitive accumulation, a key structural 
transformation of advanced economies since the 1970s, achieved through 
“complex operations and much specialized innovation”, including 
outsourcing and algorithms of finance (Sassen, 2014:12). Fernandez and 
Aalbers (2016: 72-73) define financialisation as “the increasing dominance of 
financial actors, markets, practices, measurements and narratives, at various 
scales, resulting in a structural transformation of economies, firms (including 
financial institutions), states and households”. Housing and other forms of 
real estate are important objects of financialisation because they are 
considered to have a secure fixed value, but also because they offer other 
important advantages, including scale in mortgage debt and rental housing 
income (Aalbers, 2017).  

After the financial crisis of 2008, the housing sector was badly hit in many 
countries, having itself become a “fictitious commodity” taken over by 
finance. This has resulted in the conceptualisation of housing as a means to 
wealth: its “value is the possibility of creating more value”, depending on the 
speed and number of transactions capable of generating value appreciation 
(Rolnik, 2013: 1059). According to Aalbers, Fernandez, and Wijburg (2020: 
201), “capital has increasingly morphed into real estate (...) With finance and 
real estate becoming increasingly interdependent, we can thus think of a ‘real 
estate–finance nexus’ to denote the intensified connections between both 
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sectors”. In fact, the massive acquisition of urban property by corporations is 
also promoting the de-urbanisation of the city by reserving large parts of 
space and buildings as a “storage space for capital” (Sassen, 2018: 49). 

In this context, Brenner, Peck, and Theodore (2010a: 329-330) 
characterise neoliberalisation as a tendency for regulatory change that has 
begun to take place across the global capitalist system since the 1970s, whose 
principal characteristics are the prioritisation of  “market-based, market-
oriented, or market-disciplinary” regulatory responses, a push to “intensify 
commodification in all realms of social life”; and the mobilisation of 
speculative financial instruments to expand capitalist profit-making. In this 
field of literature, “neoliberalism” is often distinguished from 
“neoliberalisation”, emphasising its conceptualisation as a process that is 
variegated and relational, involving diverse forms of subject making and 
regulatory restructuring (England & Ward, 2016: 51). While urban 
neoliberalism has often been understood as a retreat by the state from the 
realm of housing promotion and other forms of urban development – which 
Peck and Tickell (2002: 388) argue was the case in the early phases of 
neoliberalism, in what they call its “roll-back” phase – current analysis tends 
to emphasise that the state should instead  be perceived as a facilitator of the 
process of neoliberalisation (Keil, 2016; Schipper, 2014). This “roll-out” 
phase of neoliberalism is rather characterised by new forms of institution-
building, governmental intervention, and policy-making (Peck & Tickell, 
2002: 389). Moreover, neoliberalisation tends to reinforce, normalise and 
extend the logic of urban entrepreneurialism in several ways, promoting a 
“growth-first” approach to urban development, privileging lean governments, 
privatisation and deregulation, putting pressure on alternative solutions like 
those based on social redistribution, and encouraging a competitive posture 
among cities (Peck & Tickell, 2002).  

Brenner et al. (2010b: 217) also maintain that neoliberalisation is 
variegated: it should be understood as an incomplete process that is 
“experimental and ultimately polymorphic”, yet also path-dependent in each 
consecutive tendency for regulatory restructuring. Of particular importance 
for this study is their argument that marketisation and commodification 
under capitalism are mediated through the state institutions in diverse policy 
arenas – including labour, housing, land and social protection. Following this 
line of thought, neoliberalisation can be regarded as one of these mediating 
processes: as a form of regulatory reorganisation that modifies and recreates 
forms of governance, promoting and consolidating marketised and 
commodified forms of social life. Consequently, neoliberalisation should not 
be understood as a totality that encompasses all aspects of regulatory 
changes in any context (Brenner et al., 2010a). Rather, neoliberalisation can 
be conceived of as an analytical category that is opposed to regulatory 
processes that seek to counter marketisation and commodification, or to 
those that further entirely different agendas (Brenner et al., 2010a).  
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Evictions are one of the key elements of “creative destruction” (Harvey, 
2008), of capitalist accumulation, often targeting the poor and marginalised. 
For example, evictions for increasing profit on land tend to happen where 
people do not have land titles and where security of tenure is weak 
(Cabannes, 2010). Soederberg (2018) analyses urban accumulation by 
building on Harvey (2006), arguing that evictions should be seen in the light 
of wider processes and practices of exploitation through which the working 
poor are socially reproduced: and that the monetised, individualised and 
privatised housing regime plays an important role in this reproduction 
process. “Debtfarism”, meaning the dependence of the poor on credit for 
subsistence, has become a common feature in the lives of many poor, 
marginalised households, and states have had crucial roles in both 
constructing and normalising this (Soederberg, 2014, 2018). Debt can be 
seen as directly connecting urban governance, housing and poverty: rental 
arrears can be considered one of the most complicated forms of debt, as they 
can often lead to eviction and homelessness (Soederberg, 2017: 118). This 
likewise applies to foreclosures, whereby people’s lives remain subject to debt 
servicing practices, sometimes even after their mortgaged home is 
repossessed by the bank (García-Lamarca & Kaika, 2016). Similarly, Sassen 
(2014: 1-3) conceptualises evictions as a form of expulsion from today’s core 
social and economic opportunities, be they due to foreclosures that result 
from predatory lending schemes, or displacement of local villagers from land 
acquired for large-scale agriculture projects.  

The role of the state is arguably crucial in these expulsions: state-led 
regulatory changes have promoted financialisation and commodification by 
facilitating speculation, driving up the prices of land and property (Haila, 
2016). In the context of Turkey, Çelik (2021) identifies three basic roles in 
which the state has been active in promoting housing financialisation, 
namely “facilitator”, “market maker”, and “deliberate and direct developer”. 
“Facilitator” refers to the more conventional reading of the role of the state in 
promoting neoliberal urbanism, which involves the use of legislation, 
regulatory regimes, and financial instruments to facilitate the entry of the 
capital to the real estate sector (Çelik, 2021: 3). 

The “facilitator” role can involve promotion of the homeownership culture 
(Palomera, 2014a), normalisation of reliance on debt and credit (Palomera, 
2014b; Rossi, 2013; Roy, 2017), and liberalisation of the rental laws and 
reducing tenant protection, making being a tenant less attractive (Palomera, 
2014a; Soederberg, 2017, 2018). The promotion of homeownership has been 
accompanied by a reduction in funding for the building and maintenance of 
public housing, leading to deterioration and the subsequent demolition of 
public housing (Rolnik, 2009, 2010). Particularly in the aftermath of the 
2008 financial crisis, more intense austerity-driven measures were often 
adopted, including the devolution of social provisioning, including housing, 
for cash-strapped municipalities (Soederberg, 2017, 2018). 
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To promote the financing of homeownership, the mortgage markets have 
been liberalised, complemented with offering incentives for families to obtain 
credit, such as tax exemptions (A. C. Santos, 2019a), and with financial 
instruments that promote housing financialisation, such as mortgage 
securitisation (Aalbers, 2012; Soederberg, 2015). In addition, mortgages have 
been offered – sometimes almost forcing households to obtain them, using 
deceptive tactics (Wyly & Ponder, 2011) – to households that previously 
would have been considered ineligible for a mortgage, such as low-income 
families. Evictions due to foreclosures have increased dramatically, having 
their origin in new financial products (subprime mortgages) (Rolnik, 2013a; 
Sassen, 2014, 2016; Soederberg, 2013; Wyly & Ponder, 2011). 

On the other hand, as a “market maker”, the state directly intervenes in 
the market, for example by using land expropriation to generate conditions 
for housing financialisation  (Çelik, 2021: 4). This has involved strategies of 
“urban entrepreneurialism” to unlock land values: in the competition 
between cities, city marketing and enterprise and tax-free zones have been 
mobilised to promote consumption and consumer culture. The construction 
of megaprojects, built to “beautify” the city, has often driven house prices up, 
resulting in the creation of “world-class city enclaves for the wealthy and 
tourists” (Ghertner, 2011; Rolnik, 2013: 1063). Despite the discourses of 
market-led and entrepreneurial activity, large-scale urban development 
projects are often state-led and state-financed, with the expectation that new 
developments will have a higher potential rent than the existing built 
environment (Swyngedouw et al., 2002). At times, they are also promoted by 
international agencies (Leon, 2014). Large urban developments are marketed 
using neoliberal axioms, such as “variety and multiple choice”, but they often 
end up being repetitive and insular built environments (Majerowitz & 
Allweil, 2019). A related process has been the selling of well-located public 
land, transforming it into infrastructure assets or incorporating it into 
public-private partnerships. Land with public housing has often been seen as 
an ideal target for these sales: land values are unlocked and stigmatised 
public housing is demolished (Rolnik, 2010).  

In addition, it is possible for the state to take on the role of a “direct 
developer”, treating the land as a financial asset, backed by state institutions 
such as Real Estate Investment Trusts that have adopted quasi-private roles 
(Çelik, 2021; Christophers, 2017). In the case of Turkey, the state housing 
agency acts as a regulator and developer, enclosing and privatising public 
land, and expelling residents of “informal” settlements, using the 
expropriated land for more value creation (Çelik, 2021). In the case of 
Germany, Soederberg (2017) argues that rental housing insecurity is actively 
produced by the state, involving the restructuring of public support for social 
housing by privatisation and marketisation, resulting in the exploitation of 
poor households by rent and debt, the active production of homelessness by 
evictions, and the invisibilisation of homelessness by not collecting adequate 
data and by stigmatising the homeless. 
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In the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, these processes have only 
intensified; according to Peck (2012), there has been a shift to “austerity 
urbanism”, which can be described as an extension and intensification of 
neoliberalisation, characterised specifically by destruction in all types of 
welfare programmes and collective services, deficit policies, and devolving 
the risk and responsibility to local authorities, without the allocation of 
adequate resources. While unlocking land value, those who cannot afford to 
live in areas in which prices continually increase are pushed into inadequate 
housing, overcrowding, or further away from their sources of livelihood.  

2.2.2 ACCUMULATION BY DIFFERENTIATED DISPLACEMENT 
 
Yet these processes are often not simply class-based dispossessions, but 
rather negotiated through political processes that involve differentiation 
between and negotiation with urban dwellers. Doshi (2013: 845) calls this 
“accumulation by differentiated displacement” whereby residents are 
differentiated “in relation to regimes of redevelopmental rule”, through 
workings of market-based policies and institutionalised forms of 
participation. This links to the more general tendency of differential access to 
rights, based on social, economic, ethnic or gender criteria, for example 
(Fanon, 1963; Holston, 2008; Mbembe, 2019; B. de S. Santos, 2014). B. de S. 
Santos (2014: x) describes this separation in terms of an “abyssal line”, 
existent in dominant forms of “abyssal thinking”, which draws a line between 
different human and nonhuman realities, and invisibilises the realities that 
exist on the other side of that line by constructing them as illegal, false, or 
even subhuman (B. de S. Santos, 2014: 123). B. de S. Santos (2017) applies 
the notion of the “abyssal line” to access to human rights as well, noting that 
on one side of the line are the people who can realistically claim rights, 
whereas on the other side, the social exclusion is “abyssal or radical”. This 
prompts Roy (2017: A3) to ask “who can count as the subject who can claim 
home and land?”.  

One of the dimensions of differentiation is gender. Peake (2016) has 
pointed out that women and their struggles tend to be neglected in urban 
studies, which has theoretical and political implications, with women 
consequently missing from subsequent analysis and design of policy. At the 
same time, it is important not to fall into the trap of generalising all women’s 
life experiences (Hooks, 2015). An intersectional approach (Carastathis, 
2016; Crenshaw, 1991) is necessary to examine the specific vulnerabilities 
that particular women might face due to their belonging to a racial or ethnic 
minority, their socioeconomic position, or  age. The capitalist exploitation of 
poor women workers has been emphasised by Mohanty in "Under Western 
Eyes" (1991) and Cho (2003) in the context of South Korea, while Federici 
(2004) has contended that the role of women and their exploitation has been 
fundamental to capitalist accumulation, considering that the essential 
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capitalist commodity, labour power, is produced and reproduced principally 
by women. Similarly, housing exclusions and housing precarity must be 
conceived of as a gendered phenomenon, in addition to being classed and 
racialised, manifest for example in the ways that land rights are gendered 
(Brickell, 2014; Rose, 2017; Seppälä, 2016). 

There is evidence that women’s homelessness and housing precarity have 
different characteristics from men’s homelessness. First, many homeless 
women do not sleep rough or occupy public space (Kern & Mullings, 2013), 
mainly because women and children sleeping on the streets are even more 
prone to violence and abuse than men. Homeless women rarely feel 
confident on the streets; rather, they try to “disappear into the shadows” to 
survive (Wardhaugh, 1999: 103). In particular, mothers with small children 
avoid the street for fear of their children being taken away from them 
(Smolen & Harrison, 2013), relying on informal support, depending on their 
friends, acquaintances, or relatives to keep them accommodated, and 
approaching homeless services if these other forms of support are exhausted 
(Bretherton, 2017). Second, women are much more likely to experience 
family homelessness, a highly gendered phenomenon that has been recorded 
as disproportionally affecting young single women with children in Europe 
(Pleace et al., 2008). The causes of women’s homelessness also tend to differ 
from men’s homelessness, with domestic violence being a significant cause in 
the case of women (Blunt & Dowling, 2006; Lewinson, Thomas, & White, 
2014). In addition, women’s homelessness is more often related to economic 
marginalisation, with rent arrears and poverty identified as significant 
triggers (Bullock et al., 2020; Busch-Geertsema et al., 2010). According to 
Smolen and Harrison (2013: 48), homeless mothers often have an unstable 
family background, having endured abuse, neglect, and various trauma, 
without ever having a “safe space to call home”.  

In this context, housing acquires meanings that are miles away from the 
dominant neoliberal housing governance practices, in which housing is 
primarily seen as a commodity and a financial asset. For women facing 
homelessness and housing exclusion, “housing” is not only a roof or shelter, 
let alone a financial asset. A stable home still tends to be central for women 
in the achievement of a degree of power and agency both inside and outside 
the home, contributing to their independence, economic security and 
bargaining power with men in their households and in society at large 
(Miraftab, 2001). A home allows for participation in the struggles for the 
right to housing and for the city, and for making claims to resources and 
services (Muñoz, 2018b). In general, women’s lack of housing contributes to 
the perpetuation of inequalities for the whole family because the traditionally 
gendered nature of home and childcare means they often take the main 
responsibility for children before, during and after eviction (COHRE, 2008), 
and they also tend to become responsible for mitigating other daily housing-
related challenges and struggles (Muñoz, 2017).  
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Yet conservative readings of home are often based on understandings of 
family as white, nuclear and heterosexual, ignoring cases in which home 
cannot be considered a safe space (Hume & Wilding, 2020; Wardhaugh, 
1999). This lack of safe space has been theorised by Wardhaugh (1999: 94, 
98), who refers to the possibility of being “homeless at home”, in the sense of 
having a home that lacks a sense of home, and “home as a prison”, when a 
woman’s or a girl’s life sphere is so controlled that she can hardly make her 
own choices. Blunt and Dowling (2006) differentiate between a “house”, a 
physical structure to live in, and a “home”, which brings together the physical 
location and the feelings we attach to it, using the notions of a “homely” and 
an “unhomely” home to demonstrate how “homelessness is not simply the 
absence of home, but overlapping feelings and constructions of being at 
home and not at home”: “the homely can be rendered unhomely, [and] 
unhomely places may become homely” (2006: 26, 127). This would be true in 
the case of women facing domestic violence: they hardly feel at home, even if 
they have a roof over their heads. On the other hand, it is also possible that a 
person does not feel homeless while in a hostel for the homeless 
(Wardhaugh, 1999). To exemplify this issue, Blunt & Dowling (2006: 130) 
draw on the notions of home presented by homeless people in two 
publications of the magazine Big Issue: (90) 2005, South Africa and The Big 
Issue Book of Home (Ephraums, 2000), noting that in both publications, 
“the home is described as a place of both fear and desire, and as a place to 
escape from and to escape to”. They also note that people engage in 
homemaking, even when the dwelling does not correspond to conventional 
notions of a proper home. Home can also be destroyed or rendered unhomely 
due to disruptions such as domestic violence or divorce (Brickell, 2012), or by 
forces such as eviction through a “domicide”, the deliberate destruction of 
home (Porteous & Smith, 2001). 

2.2.3 NEOLIBERALISM AS A MODE OF GOVERNMENT 
 
In addition to the wider political and economic dynamics that produce 
housing exclusions, institutional mechanisms and multifaceted forms of 
governance can have a significant role in the production, reproduction and 
transformation of the possible positions of the urban poor, shaping the life 
options that are made available to them and their opportunities to act in the 
face of neoliberal governance (Nygren, 2015; Wacquant, 2016). Dufty-Jones 
(2016: 453) argues that the housing sector has become neoliberalised in two 
ways: it has become an object of neoliberal governance, but it is also 
conceived of as a vital instrument to extend and deepen neoliberal 
governmentalities. Interconnections between forms of governance, 
mechanisms of marginalisation and experiences of injustice mould 
displacements and dispossessions that are socio-spatially differentiated 
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across the city (Amin, 2014; Lancione, 2017; Nygren & Wayessa, 2018; 
Wacquant, 2008). 

Many actors can be involved with housing governance and the execution 
of evictions. Yet studies tend to focus on the actions, practices, and 
experiences of the evicted and of social movement activists, rather than on 
the actions of those producing evictions, although their impact in 
contributing to housing inclusions – by offering a council home – as well as 
housing exclusions – when excluding someone from access to council 
housing or planning and executing an eviction – is of great importance. 
Furthermore, research demonstrates that biases ‒ related to social class, 
ethnicity or other attributes of a person seeking support ‒ that social workers 
might have can significantly contribute to further exclusion and alienation of 
residents in need of support (Bullock et al., 2020; Constance-Huggins, 2011). 
Here, it is interesting to explore the ways in which marginalisations and 
exclusions might be actively produced by different actors (Nygren, 2015, 
2018). 

Another prominent reading of neoliberalism dwells upon this theme, 
understanding neoliberalism as a mode or modality of government, a form of 
“governmentality”, which Foucault in his lectures of 1978 described as 
encompassing the “ensemble” that institutions, procedures and tactics form 
to allow for the exercise of political power “that has the population as its 
target, political economy as its major form of knowledge, and apparatuses of 
security as its essential technical instrument” (Foucault, 2007: 108). 
According to Larner (2000: 13), a principal characteristic of governmentality 
relates to the making of political subjects, who increasingly perceive 
themselves as “individualized and active subjects responsible for enhancing 
their own well-being”, which enables “governing at a distance”: direct state 
intervention is not necessarily needed, as people  regulate themselves 
instead.  

Dardot and Laval (2018) point out that Foucault (2008: 130) disagreed 
with conceptualisations of neoliberalism that conflated it with classical 
liberalism or laissez-faire, with economic politics that promote the 
disengagement of the state. He also opposed the theorisation of 
neoliberalism as an extension of commodity relations, and with the readings 
that describe it as an all-powerful administrative intervention. It must also be 
noted that these understandings would be mutually incompatible because the 
first two interpretations are characterised by the absence or quasi-absence of 
the state, while the third is characterised by the invasion and extension or the 
power of the state (Dardot & Laval, 2018: 194). On the contrary, Foucault 
(2008: 131) argued in his lectures of 1979 that the defining characteristic of 
neoliberalism was the logic of competition: applying the principles of a 
market economy to the exercise of political power, to the “general art of 
government”. Here it should be noted that in Foucault’s conceptualisation of 
neoliberalism, competition is not conceived of as in classical liberalism – a 
natural process that should not be disturbed. Rather, it is something that 



URBAN GOVERNANCE AND CITY-MAKING – A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

36 

must be actively constructed and promoted by the state, also extending to the 
lives of individuals who are encouraged to interiorise the norm of 
competition and act as entrepreneurs (Dardot & Laval, 2018: 195). 

“Entrepreneurial governmentality” is one of the instruments for pursuing 
the widening of neoliberal governmentalities. It illustrates how values such 
as commodification, competition and commercialism have become dominant 
in neoliberalism, affecting modalities of governance, organisations, as well as 
the building of individual subjectivities (Dardot & Laval 2013: 303). The 
notion of “entrepreneurial governmentality” has been applied to analyse how 
housing associations seek to consolidate tensions arising from the competing 
principles of individualism and egalitarianism, which have prompted their 
increasing reliance on entrepreneurial finance for funding, commodification 
of their values, and changed their everyday management practices towards 
more punitive modes (Jacobs & Manzi, 2020).  

“Self-responsibilisation”, often reframed as “participation”, is one of the 
other common features of neoliberal governmentalities, shifting the 
responsibility from the state to poor urban residents in particular (Nygren, 
2016). In neoliberalised housing governance, supply-side policies have been 
problematised as inefficient as well as problematic in the sense of limiting 
the choice of social housing tenants, resulting in the need to “empower” the 
“failed citizens” of public housing through tenant participation programmes 
that also teach them how to consume reflexively and rationally (Dufty-Jones, 
2016: 458, 459). Another example of “self-responsibilisation” is presented by 
Motta (2016: 103), who outlines how in neoliberal social interventions in 
Australia, social ills of “Black and Indigenous subaltern mothers” are often 
justified through a discourse of individual pathologisation that makes the 
individual responsible for poverty, domestic violence, or homelessness. 
Murphy (2020: 252) relates a similar account of single mothers in Ireland, 
who are being accused of “gaming the system” when prioritising long-term 
social housing.  

Yet the practice of the responsibilisation of single mothers cannot 
necessarily be explained only by neoliberal governmentalities that prioritise 
market solutions to social housing: it must be noted that also in the first half 
of the 1900s, the social benefits for single mothers were strictly controlled, 
justifying this in terms of “moral reformation” (Murphy, 2020). Likewise in 
the United States, Bullock et al. (2020) argue that institutions tend to have 
been biased against poor homeless mothers, seeking to impose  “discipline” 
on them and bring them into alignment with so-called middle-class “values”, 
including a strong work ethic and heterosexual marriage, instead of giving 
them adequate support, which tends to result in greater hardships, amplified 
stigma, and increased likelihood of homelessness. In the case of single 
mothers, neoliberal forms of governance thus tend to meet with biases 
towards a lone and homeless mother as the “deviant other” (Wardhaugh, 
1999: 106). Moreover, other groups of citizens might see their claims 
delegitimised due to biases and stigma. Bhan (2014: 552) illustrates how in 
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New Delhi, the urban dwellers living in “informal” housing are framed as 
“encroachers”, a category that is constructed as an antithesis to “citizens”: 
This results in the criminalisation of the “encroachers” and in the dismissal 
of their substantive rights (Bhan, 2014). 

It is also important to note how neoliberal governmentalities might 
intersect with neoliberal urban policies. Clarke & Parsell (2020) examine 
how despite the intentions of social workers to provide “caring spaces”, such 
as psychosocial and material support (including housing) for the homeless, 
the lack of social housing (due to neoliberal urban policies) leads social 
workers to adopt other approaches. Therefore, they might recommend the 
homeless “in the meanwhile” solutions, such as shelters or other temporary 
accommodation, even when they do not consider them suitable. Moreover, 
the need to manage this tension often prompts the housing officers to apply 
more punitive practices towards the homeless (Clarke & Parsell, 2020). 
When facing a lack of alternatives, the state agents might also try to transfer 
the responsibility to other entities (Muñoz, 2017). A similar account is 
provided by Wilde (2020: 3), who conceptualises this tension in terms of 
“moral economies”, building on E. P. Thompson (1971) and Palomera & Vetta 
(2016), “as a means through which social actors attempt to understand, 
regulate and potentially transform economic relationships through everyday 
moral practices and values” (Wilde 2020: 3). Wilde (2020) analyses the 
attitudes and practices of housing officers, explaining how the moral 
economy guiding them is anchored in the idea that the housing resources are 
scarce. Consequently, a rigorous evaluation must be made of the needs of 
each applicant, using legal distinctions in punitive ways to reduce pressures 
on council resources. Housing officers explain that they need to be tough and 
suspicious so that individuals cannot game the system; in the context of 
scarce resources, they need to act as gatekeepers. They also try to “empower” 
the applicants to take “responsibility” for their own situation (Wilde 2020: 
9).  

In addition, neoliberal forms of governance can often intersect with other 
more authoritarian or disciplinary forms of governance (Coates & Nygren, 
2020). For example, Auyero (2010) identifies three basic ways of 
subordinating the poor and regulating poverty: “visible fists” of the state, 
meaning open repression of protest, or forced evictions, “clandestine 
coercion”, such as the state’s use of “para-police”, but also “invisible 
elbows”– a term coined by Tilly (1997) – which comprises a less evident form 
of domination: the way the urban poor are forced to wait to have access to 
their rights. These kinds of subordinating tactics are used to put people “in 
their place”, which makes urban dwellers more insecure when they are 
already in highly uncertain situations, creating further precarity, confusion 
and marginalisation (Auyero, 2010; Muñoz, 2017: 1265). Wacquant (2009) 
and Auyero (2010) argue that these kinds of exclusions, or the general 
hardening of state power against the poor, are not the result of a state master 
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plan to punish the poor, but of a coming together of disparate public policies, 
each with their own protagonists and stakes.  

Hybrid forms of governance have also been highlighted as characteristic 
of neoliberal governmentalities: diverse constellations of state, private and 
civil society actors might work in governance, combining different techniques 
and modes of knowledge (Jacobs & Manzi, 2020; Nygren, 2016; Slater, 2016; 
Sletto & Nygren, 2016). For instance, Slater (2016) highlights the crucial role 
of think tanks in shaping housing policies in the UK, claiming that they have 
often based their reports on little evidence, but have been very influential due 
to their capacity to produce and disseminate such reports. On a similar note, 
Toxopeus et al. (2020) question the capacity of hybrid forms of 
environmental governance to produce socially just results. It is thus evident 
that prevalent forms of governance may produce and reinforce vulnerabilities 
(Coates & Nygren, 2020), which indicates that in order to understand the 
dynamics of housing exclusions, the forms of governance that exacerbate 
exclusions should be analysed, be they intentional or unintentional.  

Informality is one more concept that needs introducing in this section, as 
it serves as a key concept in this study to analyse the practices of both state 
actors and subalternised urban dwellers. Considering that informality is a 
concept that has been defined in various ways (Acuto, Dinardi, & Marx, 2019; 
Bhan, 2013; McFarlane, 2019), in this study informality is defined principally 
based on Roy's (2003, 2009b) conceptualisation of the term. Perlman (1979) 
argued that marginality of the urban poor, consisting of informal or extra-
legal practices, is not a feature that belongs outside of the margins of the 
state or society, but is rather tightly tied to it, albeit through forms that are 
unfavourable to the interests of the urban poor. Roy (2003: 140) builds upon 
this idea, borrowing the concept of an extra-legal system from de Soto 
(1989), and defining informality as “a realm of regulation where ownership 
and user rights are established, maintained, and overturned through 
elaborate “extra-legal systems”. Yet contrary to de Soto’s notion of extra-legal 
systems as an “invisible hand” (A. Smith, 2007 [1776]), Roy (2003: 140-144) 
conceptualises these systems as techniques of discipline and power which 
involve constant negotiation, negotiating and reproducing social hierarchies.  

Therefore, informality is not necessarily coincident with poverty, but is 
also associated with wealth and power. Informality also operates inside the 
state: the state itself often operates in informal ways, the difference being 
that the elite informalities are valorised and legalised, while subaltern 
informalities are criminalised (Bhan, 2013; Ghertner, 2011; Holston, 2008; 
Roy, 2009b, 2015). In this way, informality can also be considered a modality 
of governance and mode of production of space (Roy, 2015), in which 
political institutions deploy simultaneously legal and extra-legal mechanisms 
of control and discipline.  

Numerous authors have highlighted the conceptual confusion that the 
diverse readings of neoliberalism have caused, maintaining that therefore 
“neoliberalism” or “neoliberalisation” manages to confuse more than it 
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explains (Barnett, 2005). In a more sympathetic position, Keil (2016: 394) 
notes that at the very least, we should beware of the tendency to see 
“everything in the city” in the light of neoliberalism. An end to neoliberalism 
has also been frequently declared, especially after the economic and financial 
crisis of 2008 (Brenner et al., 2010a). Yet in this study, conceptualisations of 
neoliberalism and neoliberalisations, as presented in this chapter, have been 
found useful for conceptualising both general tendencies in urban 
governance, as well as the practices and forms of governmentalities 
encountered in the governance of occupations and evictions from social 
housing dwellings. The notion of the state as a “direct developer” that uses 
strategies of “austerity urbanism” (Çelik, 2021; Christophers, 2017; Peck, 
2012; Soederberg, 2019) has been useful in analysing the context in which 
occupations of council housing dwellings occur. On the other hand, 
conceptualisations of “entrepreneurial governmentality” (Dardot & Laval, 
2013), “moral economies” (Palomera & Vetta, 2016; Wilde, 2020), and “self-
responsibilisation” (Nygren, 2016) shed light on many of the modalities of 
governance present on council estates in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area. 
There are also other studies that have found the combination of neo-Marxist 
and post-Foucauldian conceptualisations of urban governance useful, such as 
the analysis by Schipper (2014) of the financial crisis and urban governance 
in Frankfurt, and the investigation by Pozzi (2019) into “expulsionscapes” 
and “economies of eviction” in Italy. 

2.2.4 PARTICIPATION IN URBAN GOVERNANCE 
 
After a review of literature focusing on the political, economic and social 
dynamics related to the causes of housing exclusions and housing precarity, I 
will take up Bayat and Biekart's (2009) call to examine how diverse groups of 
urban dwellers interact with these dynamics. The literature on governance 
and participation has produced many insights into the possibilities that 
different publics have to participate (Rogers, 2010; Stikkers, 2010), and has 
analysed strengths and weaknesses in the processes of participatory and 
deliberative democracy (Della Porta, Reiter, & Alarcón, 2014; Fung, 2015; 
Pateman, 2012). Many authors observe how the meaning of participation has 
often been twisted to suit various needs and interests, often becoming only a 
buzzword to legitimise the state politics (Neveu, 2011), or a new criterion of 
conditionality in order to receive subsidies or loans (B. de S. Santos, 2003b). 
Cities in particular are often perceived as crucial arenas for deliberation on 
new practices and potentialities, but the prevailing language of  “inclusion”, 
“capacity building” and “sustainability” often ends up limiting the possible 
spaces of operation (Simone, 2008). 

Arnstein's (1969) ladder of citizen participation aims to explain what kind 
of effective participation citizens can have in diverse participatory processes. 
These range from the lowest levels of “manipulation” and “therapy” in which 
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the objective of the powerholders is rather to mould the behaviour the 
participants. Here, participation is only formal and hence these levels can 
effectively be regarded as nonparticipation. At the next level, “tokenism”, the 
participants are informed, consulted, or they participate in the mediation of 
different interests, but they still do not have any way to ensure that their 
views will be considered in the decision-making. The three highest steps refer 
to processes that Arnstein (1969) sees as enabling citizens to exert power 
over the final decisions, which conducts the process towards substantive 
inclusion. Although a simplified model, the ladder continues to be useful in 
pointing out some basic shortcomings in the design of initiatives that are 
labelled as participatory.  

Nonetheless, Arnstein’s scheme fails to consider less institutionalised 
forms of participation, such as protest (Matos, 2016). Some authors argue 
that these forms can be considered essential for democracy: in Rancière's 
(1990) view, it is protest that actually constitutes true political participation 
and democracy. Mouffe (2000) maintains that given the pluralism of values 
and interests that results in antagonisms, there is a need to make available 
diverse democratic forms of subjectivity. Similarly, in the field of urban 
planning, literature has called attention to the importance of transgressive, 
insurgent practices through which marginalised groups contest state-
directed planning practices and urban space (Sandercock, 1998), breaking 
with inertial institutional planning procedures as well as contesting the 
disjunction between formal and substantive inclusion (Miraftab, 2009). 
Ghertner (2011) likewise demonstrates that the institutionalisation of forms 
of participation, and the expulsion of informal access to the state by the poor, 
has resulted in the “gentrification of participation”, which has enabled large-
scale slum demolitions, among other urban development schemes.  

Accordingly, scholars have argued for the need to break with the idea of 
an ordered and planned city, switching to planning for a more open, 
disordered city (Sendra & Sennett, 2020). The “inclusive city” is seen less as 
a “matter of policy”, and rather as a result of enabling residents to gain 
“access to diverse spaces of operation” in which they can interact and engage 
(Simone, 2008: 201). Consequently, scholars have argued for the need to 
enable transgressive participation: “invented spaces of citizenship” 
(Miraftab, 2004) or “participation by invasion” (irrupción) (Blas & Ibarra, 
2006), in contrast to “invited” forms of participation. The latter are seen as 
those spaces that are legitimated by the state – or by the donors – and that 
focus on mitigating the effects of structural injustices (Miraftab, 2009). In 
this case, the objective is often to seek the legitimation of public policies that 
have already been designed (Blas & Ibarra, 2006: 22). On the contrary, in 
“invented” participation, collective actions “directly confront the authorities 
and challenge the status quo” (Miraftab, 2009: 39); civil society actors invade 
the public space and define processes of participation and the conditions of 
their presence in political institutions (Blas & Ibarra, 2006: 22).  
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2.3 URBAN AGENCY AND CONTESTATIONS 

2.3.1 SUBALTERN SUBJECTIVITIES 
 

When the state and its invited spaces of participation fail to deliver their 
promises, urban dwellers tend to start using more transgressive forms of 
participation to further their causes. Consequently, a theoretical framework 
that has a capacity to analyse how everyday practices contribute to remaking 
and challenging the existing urban power relations is needed. In the works 
that explore the relationship between state policies or macro-economic 
processes and subaltern populations, two clearly extreme positions can be 
found. Here, there is a fine line between romanticising the possibilities of the 
agency of the subaltern poor, on the one hand, and completely depriving 
them of agency, on the other. In many analyses of evictions, the poor and the 
subaltern are represented as being essentially defined by their capitalist, 
class, or colonial oppression, depicting the systems of oppression as so 
pervasive that there is no way of escaping them. These kinds of depictions 
have longstanding academic roots, considering that in academic literature, 
the poor and the subaltern have often been constituted as incapable of 
engaging in politics through different kinds of reasonings. Some political 
philosophers, like Arendt (1963), have argued that because the poor are 
driven by the immediacy of need, they are not capable of the kind of 
collective action that constitutes the realm of politics (see also Das & Walton, 
2015; Rancière 2004). In Agamben's (2005) notion of the state of exception, 
in which the law is suspended by sovereign power, a “bare life” is produced: a 
life that cannot be sacrificed, but can be killed with impunity.  

In contrasting views, the accounts of subaltern political agency are 
sometimes utterly romanticised, conflating the possibilities of insurgency 
while the empirical evidence of political efficiency is lacking. In a somewhat 
extreme case, De Soto (2000) presents the slum as a “people’s economy” 
populated by “heroic entrepreneurs”, interpreting the slum economy as a 
grassroots uprising against state bureaucracy, a revolution from below. Other 
examples can be found in the book Insurgent Public Space: Guerrilla 
Urbanism and the Remaking of Contemporary Cities (Hou (ed.), 2010), in 
which Hou and other contributors build on the notion of spaces of insurgent 
citizenship (Holston, 1998), arguing that the making of insurgent public 
space suggests the ability of citizen groups and individuals to play a distinct 
role in shaping the contemporary urban environment, and to undertake 
initiatives on their own to effect changes, rather than being subject to 
planning regulations or to participatory opportunities (Hou 2010: 15). 
Important conceptualisations that arise from this field are the notions of 
“insurgent citizenship” (Holston, 1998, 2008) and “political society” 
(Chatterjee, 2004), which are both based on the idea that substantial parts of 
the population, predominantly the poor, are excluded from accessing 
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citizens’ rights and democratic processes, and that in order to challenge this 
status quo, they use tactics of insurgent citizenship or the “politics of the 
poor” (Chatterjee, 2004). These theorisations have been widely used, and 
also widely criticised. Oftentimes, these concepts tend to create an imaginary 
community of groups of urban dwellers, essentialising these population 
groups, granting a distinctive form of political agency to a mass of urban 
subalterns (Roy 2011), and erasing any signs of power struggles within poor 
communities (Das & Walton, 2015). In addition, they often ignore the co-
production of these forms of agency, involving, for instance, middle-class 
activists, militants, lawyers, politicians, engaged scholars, and students in 
addition to poor urban communities (Forment, 2015).  

In order to avoid constituting a “mass of subalterns”, it is necessary to 
provide a definition of the notion of “subaltern” used in this study. The 
concept of the subaltern has been advanced most famously by the Subaltern 
Studies collective in India, which built upon and expanded Gramsci's (1978) 
idea of the subaltern11 to question the elitist writing of historiography. In 
Guha's (1988: 35) writing, the subaltern equalled the “people” that shared a 
general subordination in South Asian societies, be it “in terms of class, caste, 
age, gender, office or any other way”. Spivak (1988: 3) developed the idea 
further, theorising about the possibilities and limitations of subaltern agency, 
locating the agency of change in the insurgent or the “subaltern”. Das (1989) 
builds upon these notions, arguing that the subaltern is not a category, but 
rather a perspective, and that this subaltern perspective employed by 
researchers is not engaged in understanding a particular social group or 
social organisation per se, but that the “object of the study is the ‘contract’ 
which such groups have been compelled to establish with forms of 
domination belonging to the structures of modernity” (Das, 1989: 313, 
quotation marks in the original). In her later work, Spivak (2005: 476) seems 
to have refashioned her theorisation along similar lines to Das, arguing that 
“subalternity” is not an identity, but “a position without identity”. Here, the 
subaltern duly emerges as a perspective as well as a relation, a position 
within the wider society as a result of a collective social negotiation (Spivak, 
2005).  

In extensive work that builds upon the notion of the subaltern, these 
different nuances have often not been retained. In fact, the term subaltern is 
often used without any kind of definition (Cox & Nilsen, 2014), taking the 
dominance of a certain group of people as well as the subaltern status of 
another group somewhat for granted. This dilutes the fact that at any given 
time, there would probably normally be different groups in relatively 
dominant positions, disputing the control over a certain resource or over a 
certain group of people (Baiocchi & Corrado, 2010). The reverse also applies: 
subaltern groups also use their agency to advance diverse, sometimes 

 
11 Due to Gramsci’s imprisonment, he was unable to present conclusive remarks on the notion of 

the subaltern but left behind only scattered notes on the concept. See Green (2002) and Spivak (2005). 
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mutually conflicting aims. Different groups of people can also be in a 
relatively dominant position in one context, and in a subaltern position in 
another, as well as somewhere in between (Drainville, 2012).  

Therefore, instead of essentialising the urban poor or “the subaltern”, 
there is a need to consider not only the experiences of poverty and precarity 
that shape their lives, but also how these experiences are aligned with other 
conditions of life, such as the possibility of democratic participation, gender 
or ethnic relations, or development projects and infrastructure that might 
rapidly change the living conditions of these urban dwellers (Das & Randeria, 
2015). I propose that the politics of the subalternised can be analysed exactly 
from that perspective: the focus has to be both on the limitations of 
participation and on doing politics, as well as on the ways that “all the people 
try to reassert their place in the society” (Muñoz, 2018: 374). This means 
conceptualising the relationship with the subalternised and the state as 
mutually co-constitutive and as emergent, in constant negotiation: in other 
words, it needs to be conceived as relational (Annavarapu & Levenson, 2021). 
After these clarifications, I will now proceed to examine theorisations of 
everyday actions that subalternised urban dwellers engage in to contest their 
housing exclusion. 

2.3.2 OCCUPATIONS AS MAKESHIFT URBANISM 
 
As mentioned in the introductory chapter, in theorisations “needs-based” or 
“deprivation-based” occupations have often been distinguished from 
collective occupations, perceived as “political” (Martínez, 2020a; Pruijt, 
2013). This study focuses on “needs-based” occupations, but maintains that 
they should also be considered political action, which is  defined here as 
efforts to create a different kind of everyday and to invent new kinds of 
democratic practices (Caldeira, 2015; Das & Randeria, 2015). Needs-based 
occupations have been theorised more profoundly in the context of land 
occupations, focussing mostly on the “Global South” (Amin, 2014; Caldeira, 
2015, 2017; Chatterjee, 2004; Holston, 2008; Miraftab & Wills, 2005; Patel 
et al., 2016). In addition, there is an emerging body of literature on dwelling 
occupations in Argentina (Muñoz, 2017, 2018a) and Brazil (Buonfiglio & 
Penna, 2011; Earle, 2012; Sanches, Stevens, & Piotto, 2019). The significant 
contributions on “informal” neighbourhoods in Portugal (Ascensão, 2011; 
Beja Horta, 2006; Cachado, 2012; Pinto, 1998; Salgueiro, 1972) tend to focus 
on other aspects of occupations, rather than on their political content. 

Analyses of the political content of “needs-based” occupations have only 
recently surfaced in several countries in Europe, and they tend to question 
the reading of needs-based occupations as apolitical. Studies have concerned 
occupations of empty buildings (Aguilera & Bouillon, 2013; Gonick, 2016, 
2015; Grazioli, 2017; Lancione, 2017; Pradel-Miquel, 2017), conceiving of 
occupations as recuperación ‒ acts of recovering that challenge regimes of 
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property ownership ‒ (Gonick, 2016), as an important part of claiming the 
“right to the city” (Aguilera & Bouillon, 2013; Grazioli, 2017), showing how 
practices of “quiet encroachment” can become politicised (Pradel-Miquel, 
2017), and even as “urban commoning” (Martínez, 2020b). Different 
varieties of needs-based occupations have also been identified, 
differentiating between “individualistic”, “politically supported deprivation-
based”, and “survival” squatting (Esposito & Chiodelli, 2021). 

When analysing occupations and evictions, access to housing, and the 
right to housing, it would be impossible not to consider the wider debate 
related to the right to the city. Henri Lefebvre presented his concept of “the 
right to the city” in his book Le droit à la ville (Lefebvre, 1968), and in an 
essay by the same name (Lefebvre, 1967), which has in recent decades surged 
like a “tsunami”. While the idea of the right to the city has inspired many, the 
concept has been used and abused in different contexts, as noted by many 
authors (Attoh, 2011; Purcell, 2014; Schmid, 2012; M. L. de Souza, 2010; 
Sugranyes & Bouza, 2017). For Lefebvre, urban life necessarily includes the 
idea of the urban as the place for living and gathering, contrary to being a 
mere habitat (accommodation, housing). For him, habiter (to inhabit) does 
not equate with habitat. According to Lefebvre (2012 [1968]), habiter means 
to participate in social life, in the community; to appropriate space in the city 
and to be able to mould it. The city should be deemed an “artwork”, designed 
collectively by those who live in and inhabit it (Biagi, 2020). The primacy of 
Karl Marx’s concept of the use value, as opposed to the exchange value, of the 
city is central, and this is one of the main reasons why the notion of the right 
to the city is so radical compared to today’s mainstream urban planning 
ideas. Lefebvre sees property rights as alienating the urban space from 
inhabitants (Purcell, 2014: 149). The use value of the city – encompassing the 
city, urban life and urban time – should recover its primordial status in 
relation to the exchange value of the city: “The urban reality should be 
intended for its users, not for speculators, capitalist promoters, or 
technicians” (Lefebvre 2012:129).  

With Lefebvre’s emphasis on the use value of the city and of urban space, 
and the rights of the inhabitants, assigning exchange value and property 
owners secondary importance, his ideas can be interpreted as legitimizing 
occupations, conceiving of them as acts that reappropriate urban property 
and transform it from something to be exchanged into something to be used 
(Lefebvre, 1968). Lefebvre’s proposal can be considered radical, far more 
radical than most of its current usages (Purcell, 2003, 2014; Schmid, 2012; 
Souza, 2010). For example, according to Lefebvre, the right to the city is 
necessarily revolutionary, occurring in a simultaneous process with an 
economic, political and cultural revolution (Lefebvre, 2012 [1968]: 142). Yet 
other analyses have also asserted that occupations have a transformative 
potential, but seeing this transformation not as a revolution, but as a gradual 
process of change.  
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For example, Vasudevan (2015) proposes that occupations should be 
regarded as “makeshift urbanism”, arguing that they can be thought of as 
acts of collective world-making that can contest housing exclusions and 
contribute to alternative political imaginaries. Similarly, Butler (2011) argues 
that occupations should be seen as acts that are undertaken with the desire to 
receive a response, demanding the right to stay and remain in the place by 
enacting the demand directly (Mitchell, 2012). In the process, urban dwellers 
become makers of the urban, realising the right to the city through a concrete 
process of city-making (Agier, 2015). By occupying, people make political 
claims directly: the act of occupation alone, the refusal to succumb to the 
existing conditions, is an act of delegitimation of the state (Butler, 2011; 
Stevens, 2019).  

2.3.3 EVERYDAY PRACTICES AND POLITICS 
 
However, to analyse the subtle dynamics of “makeshift urbanism”, it is 
necessary to build a theoretical framework that has the capacity to discern 
the nuances of subalternised agency and subjectivities. To what extent can 
occupations effectively promote alternative urbanisms and urban realities? 
The literature on the urbanisms of the subalternised in different parts of the 
“Global South” has produced extensive analysis of subjectivities, subject 
formation, and the possibilities and constraints of agency. This literature 
offers valuable insights into how the everyday practices of the urban poor 
and the “urban majorities” (Simone, 2018) contribute to the making of the 
city. Despite their focus on cities in the Global South, these theoretical 
contributions can considerably support the task of analysing the everyday 
practices of the urban poor in the Global North. I thus accept the challenge 
put forward by Robinson (2003) and Roy (2009a) to dislocate urban theory 
production, building upon contributions from the South to theorise the 
North. Notwithstanding the need to recognise the differences in the context 
of Lisbon and, for instance, Jakarta, these works bring to light significant 
gaps in Euro-American theorising on urban politics, and point out 
noteworthy similarities in the urban contexts of precarity by bringing to the 
centre of the analysis the everyday practices and strategies that subalternised 
urban dwellers employ to create opportunities and access to resources in 
different parts of the world, notwithstanding their conditions of precarity. 
Notably, they help to analyse the possibilities of the urban poor and the 
middle classes to participate in urban city-making and urban politics, and to 
conceptualise their agency. 

Scott's (1985) work Weapons of the Weak on “everyday forms of 
resistance” was  considered paradigm-changing in its day when studying 
resistance, drawing attention to the everyday actions through which the 
peasantry try to resist domination. The main divergence between Scott and 
some more recent authors who focus on everyday practice and political 



URBAN GOVERNANCE AND CITY-MAKING – A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

46 

subjects stems from the fact that Scott chose to term his object of study 
everyday resistance. Scott explains that this resistance consists of “the 
prosaic but constant struggle between the peasantry and those who seek to 
extract labour, food, taxes, rents, and interest from them”, most often taking 
the form of “passive noncompliance, subtle sabotage, evasion, and deception” 
(Scott, 1985: 29, 31). Yet many life situations cannot be described as a simple 
juxtaposition of dominance versus resistance: particular cases fall into 
different combinations of power relations, which highlight different aspects 
of the agency of both dominant and subaltern groups, also redefining these 
categories in the process. Das and Walton (2015: 52) point out that this 
assumed fundamental break between everyday life (a time of passivity) and 
times of heightened intensities (such as during street protests and 
revolutions) is at odds with the resistance of everyday life, thus bypassing the 
question of what it is that the poor or the subalternised actually do: the 
“exclusive emphasis on resistance does not help in analysing the way in 
which the poor participate in political activities as part of their everyday 
lives”.  

The analysis of the everyday practices of urban dwellers does not begin 
with assigning a distinctive political agency to a mass of urban poor, but 
rather with the conditions and constraints that shape their struggle; through 
a “series of operations” […] “people weave their existence in incoherence, 
uncertainty, instability and discontinuity” (Mbembe & Roitman, 1995: 325). 
It is thus important to try to understand how residents in different urban 
contexts try to create spaces of operation for themselves with the means they 
have available, and how these spaces are shaped and constrained by forces 
outside their immediate control (Simone, 2016). Caldeira (2015) furthers a 
similar argument: the spatial configuration of the city, with its segregations 
and social inequalities, is inseparable from the political agency. Instability 
and precarity have been identified as characterising the lives of many of the 
urban poor, youth, and even the “majority populations” (Simone, 2013, 2018) 
all over the globe (Schilling et al., 2019). 

Many authors also note that gender often has an important role in 
shaping political subjectivities. Hume & Wilding (2020: 251) note that while 
much feminist literature has focussed on transformative agency, there is 
considerably less analysis of women’s forms of everyday practices, through 
which women “experience, survive, challenge and resist”. They argue that the 
“transformatory” perspective does not do justice to women’s action because it 
fails to capture sufficiently the subtleties and ambiguities of women’s agency. 
For example, in analysing the activism of Iranian women, Bayat (2013) 
proposes that under an authoritarian patriarchal state, women’s activism is 
more likely to take the form of “nonmovement”, characterised by individual 
acts that are part of everyday life: engaging in direct resistance is made 
complicated due to societal and religious pressure. Other authors have put 
forward a similar argument in the sense of pinpointing diverse challenges 
that women face when engaging in activism (Bellamy, 2021; Kuttab, 2014; 
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Miraftab, 2006; Seppälä, 2016). The constraints and conditions that shape 
action should not be seen as constant; rather, they are negotiated and 
politicised in multiple ways, and “shaped by locally specific configurations of 
political and cultural institutions, agents and social practices” (Hume & 
Wilding, 2020: 250).  

Yet precarity, inequality and diverse forms of violence can represent more 
than an enduring state of material and social insecurity. Precarity can also 
offer an opportunity for translating the experience of temporary housing and 
infrastructure beyond the conventional formulations of politics, furthering 
social change (Simone, 2010b; Vasudevan, 2015a). Moreover, it has been 
argued that women who belong to minority groups have had a particularly 
crucial role in opposing neoliberal processes of dispossession (Mohanty, 
2003) or in leading insurgent struggles (Bellamy, 2021). It has been affirmed 
that they can build specific forms of “feminised resistances”, created by 
“racialized subaltern women who simultaneously face multiple oppressions” 
(Motta & Seppälä, 2016: 7), such as politicising motherhood (Motta, 2016). 
Through examining these constellations, we can discern and analyse 
different ways in which poverty and precarity are experienced and how far 
the potential for political action is realized (Das & Randeria, 2015: 4). 

In this context, there is a need to see what people do to get things done: 
What are their lived social practices like? Bayat (2013: 35) has coined the 
concept of “quiet encroachment of the ordinary”, characterised by “prolonged 
direct actions of dispersed individuals and families to acquire the basic 
necessities of their lives in a quiet and unassuming illegal fashion”. Similarly, 
Simone (2019b) has examined the everyday practices of a large number of 
fragmented people, analysing their practices as “improvised lives”. Simone 
presents the reader with a wide variety of concepts that characterise the 
making of urban life. These include “districting”, which refers to the creation 
of a “platform” from which to operate in the world, and “rhythms of 
endurance”, which concern the “mechanics of relations”, the ways in which 
relations make, remake and unmake themselves (Simone, 2019b: 4, 29). 
Caldeira (2015) uses the related notion of “peripheral urbanization”, which 
refers to the idea that the main agents of urbanisation on the peripheries of 
São Paulo, Brazil, have been the residents themselves, as they literally build 
their houses instead of just being the consumers of spaces built and regulated 
by others. “Peripheral urbanisation” operates within a specific temporality, 
being a long-term process that produces spaces that are always in the 
making, and which has transversal engagements with official logics (Caldeira, 
2015: 127). Vasudevan's (2015b: 348, 349) concept of “makeshift urbanism” 
is also closely related to peripheral urbanisation, districting and quiet 
encroachment: it is conceived of as an act of collective world-making through 
which the sense of the city is continuously remade. In addition, Vasudevan 
(2015b: 349) highlights the materiality of practices of makeshift urbanism: in 
occupied spaces, different materials are used and adapted in the context of 
everyday survival.  
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Bhan (2019), Mack (2013), and Nielsen (2011) are other authors who 
contribute to this line of thought, demonstrating how residents start to 
mould and re-create the urban standards. Caldeira (2015) and Vasudevan 
(2015b) highlight more directly the temporal aspect and the unfinished 
characteristic of the process, whereas Nielsen (2011), Simone (2019b) and 
Mack (2013) refer to it more implicitly, as “inventions” and “improvisations”. 
Bhan (2019) and Bayat (2013, 2015) likewise emphasise the informal, 
experimental, temporal and precarious character of occupations. All of these 
authors draw attention to improvisation in creating the tactics and practices 
of everyday city life, arguing that instability and precarity results in the need 
to invent tactics with the means available. Another key characteristic is the 
capacity for adaptation, while coming up with long-term strategies of 
resistance becomes increasingly difficult. Creativity acquires particular 
importance: what matters most is not necessarily what one has (social 
capital, networks) but how urban dwellers manage to mobilise, in order to 
put into use what they have at the right moment (Schilling et al., 2019). 
Improvised tactics and practices, forms of districting, quiet encroachment, 
makeshift urbanism, and peripheral urbanisation can thus be mobilised by 
urban dwellers to improve their situation, both for themselves and for their 
family. These tactics and practices might not be consistent, and not even 
intentional. One might start with one tactic, then give up, take up another 
one, revert to the previous tactic, and so on. 

Like practices, relations with other dwellers are also improvised and occur 
in a certain rhythm: “people and things come and go, involve themselves and 
withdraw” (Simone 2019b: 29). Collaborations or particular activities might 
be initiated just to signal a willingness to explore, forming “strange alliances” 
(Simone 2019b: 37), or “passive networks” (Bayat, 2013: 23) in public spaces 
that might then evolve into solidarities. In addition, Forment (2015: 117) 
argues that “insurgent” citizenship has often been produced through co-
production “from below” and “from above”, by affected people, but also by 
middle-class activists, militants, lawyers, and politicians. These groups might 
be vital in terms of providing information and contacts (Das & Randeria, 
2015: 6): urban dwellers come to rely on these alliances and networks, which 
are then used to combine available resources in diverse ways. Yet 
differentiated power relations do not cease to exist in these collaborations, 
affecting both relations within groups of the urban poor. 

In parallel with the debate on structure versus agency, authors diverge on 
the possibilities that poor urban dwellers have to contest exclusions and 
dispossessions. There is a substantial body of literature on insurgent 
citizenship and subaltern urbanism practices that analyses what kind of 
agency is needed for the emancipation of the subaltern groups, and to 
undermine domination to enable access to human rights for more groups of 
people; in Boaventura de Sousa Santos's (2014, 2017) terms, to bring more 
people to the side of “metropolitan sociability”. Miraftab (2009:41) argues for 
the need for transgressive political agency, stating that to promote social 
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transformation, there is a need “to disrupt the attempts of neoliberal 
governance to stabilize oppressive relationships through inclusion”. Earle 
(2012) advances a similar argument, emphasising the need for transgressive 
citizenship to present a critique of the state and to question the limited levels 
of access to citizenship rights. Other authors have pointed out that it is 
problematic to assert insurgency if the empirical evidence of political 
efficiency is not evaluated in detail (Rios 2010). What is more, there is 
considerable research that celebrates the extension of political citizenship, 
but ignores the ways that access to livelihoods might be simultaneously 
eroded due to the neoliberal macroeconomic policies (Miraftab, 2009; 
Podlashuc, 2007).  

According to other analyses, progress towards alternative urbanisms can 
also be gradual. For example, urban dwellers can work through a partial 
appropriation of the state norms and create new ones in the process, in the 
expectation of achieving recognition and legitimisation in the end. Mack 
(2014: 157) maintains that acts “from below” may also radically change the 
urban form, creating new kinds of dialogues between professionals and other 
actors in the city. In Nielsen’s (2011) account, residents in urban 
neighbourhoods create urban standards by designing plans for the 
urbanisation of their neighbourhoods, subsequently legalising their plans. It 
is affirmed that peripheral urbanisation and makeshift urbanism can 
redefine the power relations and generate new modes of politics through 
practices that produce new kinds of citizens, claims, circuits, and 
contestations (Caldeira, 2015: 128), even offering a specific political 
imaginary characterised by the openness of developing alternative urbanisms 
out of the reality of inequality, displacement and dispossession (Vasudevan, 
2015b: 349).  

Similarly, Bayat (2013: 43) maintains that the aggregate of everyday 
politics leads to “significant changes in the urban structure, in social policy, 
and in the actors’ own lives”. He attributes this to the large numbers of 
people who carry out quiet encroachment: “masses of largely atomized 
individuals […] have virtually transformed the large cities of the Middle East” 
(Bayat 2013: 16). Simone (2018, 2018b) takes a middle way in a sense: he 
does not assert “insurgency”, or that his theorisations would bring forward a 
coherent description of transformative agency. On the contrary, for him, this 
framework of “peripheral politics” might seem deficit in many ways, 
including in terms of securing rights and services (Simone, 2018). Instead, 
peripheral politics “enable surprising, frustrating, sometimes confusing, 
sentiments and practices of residents caring for and enduring with each 
other” (Simone 2019b: 136). Simone has been criticised for being too 
tentative and vague; for finding agency in a situation that can be better 
conceptualised as a “neoliberal grand slam” (Watts, 2005: 184). However, 
Simone (2019b: 136) suggests that strong judgements should not be made 
about the overarching impact of everyday practices; rather, we should 
approach them and explore them without any preassessment of their 
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transformative potential, examining what these practices can offer as 
political practice. In these processes, urban residents renegotiate roles and 
redefine power relations, also opening  up the question of value: What is to 
be valued, by whom, and how? (Simone, 2019: 618). In this way, they can 
also question the framings of informality and illegality, contributing to more 
politicised action.  

2.3.4 COALESCENCE INTO COLLECTIVE ACTION 
 
Sometimes, the dispersed struggles of fragmented groups of urban dwellers 
may become part of broader political struggles, coalescing into social 
movements. This study examines these kinds of interactions by analysing 
what kinds of contradictions arise within them, what kinds of opportunities 
they afford, as well as the kind of urban movement strategies that can be 
identified to support urban dwellers in the struggle against housing 
exclusions. While I have opted to use terminology like “affected 
people/people at risk of eviction” and “social movement activists”, these 
categories are by no means clear-cut. It also needs to be observed that the 
boundary between collective and “individual” action is extremely fluid. The 
occupiers’ movements complicate this category, given that the same actions 
might have more broadly collective aims (changing legislation, politics, 
policies, political practices), aims at the community level (stopping an 
eviction from a particular neighbourhood, regularising a neighbourhood, or 
improving the living conditions there), and aims at the individual / family 
level (stopping the eviction of a particular family, improving the home of a 
particular family). Social movements are defined in this research following 
Tilly (2004: 7), being characterised by collective claim-making targeting 
authorities, diverse “claim-making performances”, and “WUNC”: displays of 
the cause’s Worthiness, Unity, Numbers and Commitment.  

The social movement literature has long investigated what prompts 
people to participate in social movements, and why and under what 
conditions they emerge. Various reasons have been suggested to explain 
participation in collective action, and my objective here is not to establish an 
exhaustive list but to give some indication of the variety of explanations. The 
research has affirmed that people participate in collective action because they 
face grievances (Smelser, 1962), or because social movement actors were able 
to mobilise resources for their action and, consequently, collective action 
emerged as a result of rational calculations (McCarthy & Zald, 1977). The 
construction of cultural frames that give moral legitimation to the action 
have been singled out as essential for movement construction (Snow et al. 
1986; Snow 2004), as well as the emergence of a political opportunity or 
threat (Tilly, 1978).  

The “political process” approach, first theorised by McAdam (1999 
[1982]), also emphasises political opportunities and constraints, but pays 
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more attention to the political and institutional contexts of social 
movements. However, the approach has come in for persistent criticism, 
such as the problem of defining the relevant dimensions for the concept of 
political opportunities, or its lack of attention to cultural context, or to the 
structural origins of protest (della Porta & Diani, 2006). In fact, even some 
proponents of the political process approach consider that it is better viewed 
as a framework to be combined with other insights from social movement 
theory (Tarrow, 2011). Rutland (2013) criticises the political process 
approach, as well as studies on urban movements in general, for having paid 
scant attention to the process of subject formation, perceiving the activist 
political subject as rather universal and invariable. Yet some of the social 
movement literature has analysed at least parts of the process of the making 
of activist subjects. These include the idea of “mobilising structures”, which 
highlights the importance of groups and social networks in constructing 
collective action (Diani & McAdam, 2003). Furthermore, the notion of 
collective action frames, which are used to construct a shared idea and 
understanding to validate and to stimulate collective action (McAdam et al., 
2001), can also be considered essential in the making of political subjects.  

From the fields of subaltern studies, as well as urban theory, some 
additional insights into the formation of collective subjects emerge. Bayat 
(2015: 34-35) seems to incline towards the political opportunity theory when 
claiming that coalescence into collective action can occur when the gains are 
threatened, or when an opportunity for collective resistance and mobilisation 
becomes available: for instance, when the police control softens, the state 
slips into crisis, or some large, contentious movements come to fruition. The 
importance of construction frames for grievances is also highlighted, as it is 
affirmed that the articulation of demands in terms of rights promotes 
collective action (Bayat, 2015; Holston, 2008). One of the preconditions for 
expansion into collective action seems to be that urban dwellers are able to 
see the threat, such as an eviction, as collective, calling for action on behalf of 
a wider group of people (Das & Walton, 2015). There is a need to be able to 
set differences aside to construct a collective identity. This can be done by 
drawing on the identity that can be used to form a collectivity (leaving other 
identities in the background) (Spivak, 2005: 481), or by subsuming various 
identities in the overarching framework of common residence (Simone, 2013: 
258).  

Another fundamental aspect in the building of collective mobilisation is 
challenging the feeling and narratives of guilt and personal failure – the idea 
that the person in question is responsible for being homeless or at risk of 
eviction,  the “neoliberal model of personal responsibilisation” (Di 
Feliciantonio, 2017). It is fundamental to break the political subjectification 
of a homeless person as an “outcast” (García-Lamarca, 2016). This can occur 
through a process whereby people are empowered to challenge the 
“socialisation of guilt”, replacing it with the “socialisation of activism for 
housing rights” (Casellas & Sala, 2017: 181). 
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Yet it is not easy to form collective identities, nor to promote the 
“socialisation of activism”– they are not easily established, or maintained. 
Many authors contend that the neoliberal restructuring of the city has 
weakened the capacity for urban movements. Blokland et al. (2015) note that 
in Berlin and Tel Aviv, for example, the shift towards entrepreneurial urban 
politics co-occurred with a diversification of urban populations, resulting in 
the splintering of citizenship claims into specific agendas, into “situational 
city-zenship” in these cities, as well as in many other “Western” democracies 
(Blokland et al., 2015: 656, 664). They argue that this often renders the 
processes of claim-making, voicing, and striving for recognition fragmented. 
The tendency of neoliberal urban regimes to co-opt activists as “community 
partners”, suffocating in this way more oppositional forms of politics, has 
also been affirmed in the literature (Pruijt, 2003; Rutland, 2013) 

Research has likewise demonstrated that promoting collective action 
across groups with different social backgrounds can be challenging (Bayat, 
2015; Florea, Gagyi, & Jacobsson, 2018; Simone, 2013). In recent literature, 
there have been attempts to analyse the challenge of forming a coherent 
collective identity and maintaining participation in the movement, 
contending that the capacity to retain key activists is fundamental to  passing 
on knowledge (Wilde, 2019). Caciagli (2019: 732) focusses on housing 
occupations, analysing them as “educational sites of resistance” that support 
and further the formation of collective political subjectivities. She highlights 
spatiality in shaping political subjects: the occupiers in collectively occupied 
buildings engage in concrete spatial practices to make a home out of an 
abandoned building. These practices support the building of the spatial 
identity of the occupation and “forge the attitude of resistance” in the 
occupiers (Caciagli, 2019: 736). Like Wilde (2019), she emphasises the role of 
the more experienced activists in transmitting the knowledge and triggering 
collaboration. Yet passing on knowledge might not be enough when 
confronting oppressive situations. Ismail (2019: 167) argues that popular 
education work promoting critical consciousness, as conceived by Freire 
(1990), can have “powerful effects” in terms of challenging oppressive 
situations, yet these potentials are strongly dependent on the political 
context, including on how responsive the state is to the efforts of the 
marginalised. 

In research on social movements for the right to housing, as well as in 
wider research on social movements and non-governmental organisations, 
the movements formed by the “affected people” – the homeless or those at 
risk of eviction – are often contrasted, and even opposed, with the 
movements formed by “outside” actors. Many authors have pointed out that 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and social movements that are not 
formed by affected people themselves, might not understand the local 
economic and political realities and how they condition the struggle that the 
local residents engage in (Kuttab, 2014; Muñoz, 2017; Stahler-Sholk, 2010). 
Establishing one’s “own” independent organisation is highlighted as a crucial 
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step on the path from “dependence to independence” (Ismail, 2019: 164). In 
a similar vein, NGOs’ or wider social movements’ involvement might subvert 
the objectives of the actual struggles of the residents (Miraftab, 2009; 
Osuoka, 2018; Podlashuc, 2011), engendering more harm than benefits for 
the struggle engaged in by marginalised urban dwellers (Ismail, 2019; 
Simone, 2019b). Some authors also emphasise the difference between NGOs 
and social movement actors (de Souza, 2010), stating that they often have 
two key issues of divergence: who speaks for whom and how the struggle is 
seen – as a process or as a project (Cabannes, 2013). NGOs are seen as too 
constrained by the political and policy stances of their donors to engage in 
revolutionary action (Harvey, 2010: 256), whereas social movements are 
seen as more autonomous (de Souza, 2010). 

In addition, even when the collective action arises “from the grassroots”, 
it is important to ask whose city is being claimed while struggling for the 
Right to the City. Most of the studies stay silent on the internal divisions 
within the movements of urban dwellers from “informal” neighbourhoods, 
ignoring the role that gender, race and class divisions play in political 
participation (but see Baiocchi & Corrado, 2010; Doshi, 2013; Nygren & 
Wayessa, 2018; Simone, 2015b). Within social movements fighting against 
evictions, the hierarchies tend to mirror those of the society at large, 
reproducing gender and other inequalities and therefore failing to address 
the rights of women or ethnic minorities (Miraftab, 2006; Seppälä, 2016). 

While considering that drawing attention to the power relations among 
actors is extremely pertinent and important, I also argue for the need to 
conceptualise cooperation among different kinds of actors. In many cases, 
collective action might be coproduced between diverse groups of people, 
rather than being initiated solely by “affected” people or “from below” 
(Forment, 2015). These diverse groups might play important roles in linking 
local struggles to activists, researchers, and other actors, as well as in 
facilitating contacts and information (Bayat, 2013; Das & Randeria, 2015; 
Florea et al., 2018). Building solidarities has been highlighted as essential in 
promoting transformative action (Karaliotas & Kapsali, 2021; Wilde, 2020). 
Activists might also contribute to building up politics of scale that are 
understood here as a collective perspective that implies a common 
experience, even if it retains its barriers of exclusivity as well as inclusion 
(Graddy, 2010), duly coming close to the process of collective identity-
building described by Spivak (2005). Transnational exchanges are also seen 
as relevant for many urban and housing movements, such as Slum Dwellers 
International (Podlashuc, 2007), South Africa’s Abahlali baseMjondolo, and 
parts of the Argentinian Piquetero Movement, and the Brazilian Sem Teto 
(Souza 2010).  

The transnational exchanges entail many challenges, such as the easier 
participation of the “North” due to their economic privileges, the risk of 
participation occurring only at the top of the social ladder in each country, 
and the “North” advocating unworkable solutions for the “South” (Carty & 
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Mohanty, 2015). Yet they can also have many strengths, sharing values and 
solidarity across differences, developing a common discourse through 
dialogue and action, and changing the structural inequalities and the 
deepening impact of globalisation on gender, class, race and ethnic relations 
(Baksh & Harcourt, 2015: 5). Nonetheless, the current key international 
networks that are active against forced evictions often appear fragmented, 
with very limited coordination capacity, and each one of them appears to be 
related to a particular group (Cabannes, 2010). 

2.3.5 MOVEMENT STRATEGIES 
 
In analyses of social movements and resistance related to forced evictions, 
collective mobilisation has been identified as the single most effective 
strategy to counter evictions (AGFE & UN-HABITAT, 2007:17; AGFE & UN-
HABITAT, 2011: 72). Yet the works documenting actual practices and 
strategies against evictions are somewhat limited, although there is a wide 
variety of organisations and coalitions fighting against evictions around the 
world. In analyses of social movements related to the Global North, there is a 
deficit of systematic analysis that would focus on the strategies of social 
movements in general (Meyer & Staggenborg, 2012), while in the social 
movement literature related to Latin America, they have received more 
attention (Krausova, 2020). Yet recent literature has made some 
contributions to the importance of strategy in housing struggles. Collective 
occupation has undoubtedly been the most scrutinised strategy, with 
extensive literature focussing on diverse occupation movements, analysing 
both occupation movements in general (Martínez, 2019; Pruijt, 2013; SqEK, 
2014) as well as occupation as a strategy more specifically (Caciagli, 2019; 
García-Lamarca, 2016; Grazioli, 2017; Martínez, 2019; Stevens, 2019). It has 
been claimed that okupa movements can be conceived as alternatives to 
capitalism (SqEK, 2014), and in certain cases even as anti-capitalist urban 
commons (Martínez, 2020b). In a similar vein, it is contended that 
occupation movements “represent alternative forms of social reproduction in 
post-welfare neoliberal cities” (Grazioli & Caciagli, 2018: 697), and 
consequently have the potential to update and specify Lefebvre’s notion of 
the Right to the City (Grazioli, 2017; Martínez, 2020a). There is also 
insightful analysis on the strategies and tactics of housing movements 
directed towards influencing policy (Lima, 2021), especially through 
negotiations and engagements with the state (Cahen, Schneider, & Saegert, 
2019). 

In most of the literature it is not quite explicitly stated what is meant by a 
“strategy”. Often, “strategy” is used as a synonym for “tactic”, a form of 
action, or both terms are applied interchangeably. “Repertoire of 
contention”, defined by Tilly (1995: 41) as “the ways that people act together 
in pursuit of shared interests” is a related concept, referring to the collection 
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of tactics or forms of action that social movements engage in. The notion of 
the “repertoire of contention” intends to draw attention to the culturally and 
socially specific ways of collective action (Tilly, 1978, 2005). Meyer and 
Staggenborg (2012: 5, italics in the original), propose a framework for 
defining the concept of strategy, identifying four essential elements in its 
formulation: “the demands or claims made by collective actors; the arenas or 
venues of collective action; and the tactics or forms of collective action”, 
complemented by the selection of the targets of collective action. This 
framework has the advantage of providing a clear conception of what is 
meant by a social movement strategy. While the framework itself does not 
directly consider the context in which the strategy decisions are taken, Meyer 
and Staggenborg (2012: 5) do refer to Tilly (1978) in recognising that 
strategies are limited by various constraints, such as the political and cultural 
environment, the community influences, and the internal organisation of the 
movement.  

The strategies can be categorised in terms of how much they challenge the 
status quo and existing spaces of participation. McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly 
(2001: 7) divide the area of “contentious politics” into two subcategories: 
“contained contention” and “transgressive contention”. As they both pertain 
to “contentious politics”, they concern episodic, public politics that involves 
interaction between the claim-makers and others, and includes the 
government as a mediator, target, or claimant (McAdam et al., 2001: 5). The 
difference between “contained contention” and “transgressive contention” 
relates to the parties in the process and the innovativeness of the action: in 
“transgressive contention”, at least some parties are “newly self-identified 
political actors” and at least some employ “innovative collective action” 
(McAdam et al., 2001: 8). Yet these categories do not take into account the 
extent to which the strategies challenge entrenched practices and the status 
quo. Miraftab (2004:1) in her analysis on “invited” and “invented spaces of 
citizenship” focuses precisely on that distinction: the first are defined as the 
spaces “legitimised by donors and government interventions”, while 
“invented spaces of citizenship’” are those “directly confronting the 
authorities and the status quo”. These categories can also be usefully applied 
to the analysis of strategies, considering whether they are “invented” or 
“invited”, according to the degree to which they transgress official norms and 
policies and disrupt the status quo. In this study, I will call the first group 
“transgressive” strategies, strategies that have a high “degree of 
transgression”; while the second is characterised by a low “degree of 
transgression”. However, it needs to be considered that in practice many 
strategies fall between these two extremes, being neither completely 
legitimised nor totally confrontational. I therefore consider it useful to add 
the category of “in-between” strategies, which contains a moderate “degree of 
transgression.” 

Some authors argue, in line with Miraftab (2009) that transgressive 
strategies are particularly needed to bring about change. For example, 
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García-Lamarca (2016) draws on Rancière's (1999) notion of outcasts – 
defined as those who have no part in the dominant system – to argue that the 
more insurgent practices ‒ she refers particularly to the recovery of empty 
bank-owned housing with and for evicted families in Spain ‒ have high 
emancipatory potential as they both demand equality for the “outcasts” as 
well as question the capitalist and neoliberal logics of the production of space 
and of accumulation by dispossession. Likewise, in the context of the 
Philippines, Dizon (2019) describes a victorious strategy of “arouse, organise, 
mobilise”, which led to the occupation of thousands of social housing units, 
contending that it was precisely by taking the offensive against the state 
actors that the results were achieved. By contrast, Cahen et al. (2019), 
describing housing struggles in New York and Chicago, locate the most 
successful strategies in the middle, in the category of “in-between” strategies. 
They refer to “invited inventions and invented invitations” to argue that 
movements achieved their greatest success when they were able to combine 
negotiation with occupation: they had to invent housing by identifying 
abandoned properties, and create new invited spaces to negotiate with the 
authorities to formalise their claims (Cahen et al., 2019: 1424). Similarly, 
Lima (2021) argues that in Dublin, a combination of strategies, including 
direct action, building a strong narrative, and mobilising allies, was needed 
to open up a new discursive political space on government housing policy.  

In addition to their “degree of transgression”, strategies can be grouped in 
relation to their form of action, their “tactics”. For example, Cabannes, Yafai, 
and Johnson (2010: 4-5) identify six key strategies in resistance against 
evictions: “negotiation with public authorities”; “occupy-resist-live”; “legal 
channels”; “open struggle, resistance and political perspective”; “building 
rights and policies”; and “campaigning”. However, it must be noted that the 
relative success of the strategy will not depend solely on the “degree of 
transgression” nor on the tactics adopted. As highlighted by the “contentious 
politics” approach (McAdam et al., 2001), it is necessary to have a relational 
approach to the analysis of social movements, giving consideration to the 
interaction of diverse actors involved as well as to the political and social 
context. Scale can also matter, as some authors argue that the scale of the 
neighbourhood has more potential for building access to housing rights in 
comparison to the actions at the city level (Bastia & Montero Bressán, 2018). 

In this chapter, my intention has been to complicate several theoretical 
dichotomies in the academic literature concerning resistance to evictions, 
occupations, social movements, and subaltern subjectivities. The binary 
between the needs-based and political occupations does not reflect the wide 
variety of examples that highlight the different shades of everyday practices 
and politics, ranging from everyday improvisations and infra-politics to 
occasional collective action, insurgent practices, social movements and 
transnational activism. When seen through processes of makeshift urbanism, 
peripheral urbanisation, quiet encroachment or improvised lives, it can be 
understood that everyday practices also have political content, yet that does 
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not mean they would have to be classified as “resistance”. Moreover, 
everyday practices and politics can transform into collective struggles. These 
practices might be conceived as transformative in a variety of senses: at the 
level of individual families, in the sense of securing access to housing, or in 
the sense of promoting the building of political subjectivities; or at the level 
of influencing policies, management practices, and legislation, by promoting 
access to affordable and adequate housing for wider groups of the 
population, and also by questioning the wider dynamics of urban 
accumulation by dispossession. I will engage with these arguments 
throughout the thesis, using them as lenses to examine my research 
questions. The following chapter will begin by explaining the methodology 
used in the study. 
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3 A REARGUARD INTELLECTUAL IN 
SOLIDARITY? METHODOLOGICAL 
REFLECTIONS 

The epistemological grounding of this research is rooted in a reflexive model 
of science: a model of science that focuses on engagement as the path to 
knowledge, starting out from dialogue between the researcher and the 
research participants (Burawoy, 1998: 5) – or, as in the case of this study, 
between the researcher-participant, other researchers, and participants. The 
reflexive model is situated between the positivist and interpretative models 
of sciences: it aims to seek generalisable and falsifiable explanations and 
does not abandon the idea of science (Burawoy, 1998: 11–13). Yet it 
recognises that the world cannot be conceived of as a laboratory in which we 
carry out our observations, but rather that we are always coparticipants 
(DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011: 13). Moreover, it also distances itself from 
interpretative models, such as grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and 
from its idea that the theory is the result, not the precondition for research. 
In this study, the reflexive model is understood as a constant interplay 
between theory and the research findings, in which the design of the research 
initially springs from theory. However, during the research process, the 
theoretical assumptions are constantly being questioned and verified. In this 
process of engagement, theory informs the research findings, and the 
research findings the theory construction.   

3.1 ANTECEDENTS 

Before going into more detail on the methodology adopted for the study, it is 
necessary to consider the context that the research sprang from, and the role 
of the researcher in the process. Following Haraway’s conceptualisation of 
situated knowledge – in other words, recognising that all knowledge is 
produced from a limited location (Haraway, 1988: 581–583) – it is 
fundamental to reflect on the limits of the research, posed by the researcher. 
As a white woman, born into a middle-class family with a rural background 
in Helsinki in the 1980s, I consider that, in addition to my parents’ efforts, I 
owe much of my academic and personal development to the social policies of 
the Finnish state, given that free, high-quality basic, secondary and 
university education and other social policies, such as study and maternity 
allowances, have played fundamental roles in different phases of my life. For 
me, this background has given rise to a firm belief in the ideal of social 
equality, leading to an urge to fight against different kinds of inequalities. 

Yet after childhood and adolescence, I have lived abroad for most of my 
life in very different contexts, in Bolivia, Brazil, Mozambique, Tanzania, 
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Portugal, Germany, and currently Cape Verde. In all of these countries, I 
have sought engagement with different kinds of groups, associations and 
collectives that seek to affirm social, political or civic rights for wider groups 
of the population: for the Indigenous, the rural population, women, 
minorities, and dwellers in housing that the state considers illegal. This 
engagement has marked my academic trajectory as well. I understand that 
my position, as a white, European-born feminist with access to some social, 
cultural and economic capital, engaging with different social movements, can 
be described as that of an intellectual activist, a “rearguard intellectual” 
(Santos, 2014: 15), or a “researcher in solidarity” (Motta, 2011: 196). This 
means solidarising, supporting and engaging, and when engaging in 
research, aligning the research process with the struggle for social justice, 
contributing to the elaboration of the theories of the rearguard, defined by 
Boaventura de Sousa Santos as:   

Theoretical work that follows and shares the practices of the social 
movements very closely, raising questions, establishing synchronic 
and diachronic comparisons, symbolically enlarging such practices 
by means of articulations, translations, and possible alliances with 
other movements, providing contexts, clarifying or dismantling 
normative injunctions, facilitating interaction with those who walk 
more slowly, and bringing in complexity when actions seem rushed 
and unreflective and simplicity when action seems self-paralyzed by 
reflection.  

Santos, 2014: 44. 

This also involves acknowledging that knowledge is produced collectively 
and within the political action, the researcher being a “node within a network 
of emancipatory praxis” (Motta, 2011: 192). Throughout the study, this has 
been my aim, along with the objective of uncovering exclusions and 
discriminations. 

When studying for my master’s degree, I carried out an academic study on 
the dynamics and structures of the oppression and marginalisation of favela 
residents in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, as well as on their modalities of agency. 
From July 2007 to June 2008, I lived in the neighbourhood of Babilônia in 
Rio de Janeiro, participating in the activities of the AMABABI residents’ 
association and of the neighbouring community’s A.A.C.M association. 
During those years, I learned a great deal about the stigmatisation and 
marginalisation of residents of low-income, informalised neighbourhoods. I 
also realised how most of these residents had, through their everyday 
practices, contributed to the enhancement of the living conditions in these 
neighbourhoods, participating in construction, setting up nurseries, schools 
and health centres; how some of the residents had, through their insurgence, 
questioned and contested those marginalisations; and also how some of them 
had, through their more conformist practices, contributed to the 
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maintenance of the status quo in a hierarchical, segregated city and society 
(Saaristo, 2015, 2019). 

In 2015, I moved to Lisbon with my Portuguese partner and my son and 
started my doctoral studies in 2016. The aim was to return to Brazil and to 
continue the research on the struggle for housing in Rio de Janeiro. Yet life 
often springs surprises on us: I became pregnant and moving to Brazil 
started to seem economically unviable. At the same time, while getting to 
know Lisbon better, I began to liaise with a group of activists who combat 
housing exclusion in Portugal, and came to recognise dynamics of 
marginalisation and stigmatisation similar to those I had come to know in 
Rio de Janeiro. In the case of the Lisbon Metropolitan Area, the 
stigmatisation was present in relation to both the residents of self-
constructed neighbourhoods as well as the residents of social housing estates. 
I started to engage with collectives that fight for the right to housing, notably 
with the Habita association and the Stop Despejos collective, and became a 
member of Habita. In many meetings and discussions with other members, I 
decided that it made sense to align this doctoral research with Habita’s 
struggle, including reflection upon the association’s practices.  

In addition, the characteristics and life experiences of a researcher have 
different repercussions when encountering research participants. Within the 
social movements and the public institutions working with housing issues, 
the vast majority of actors were women, both younger, the same age, and 
older than myself. Within the collectives, there were many other researchers 
too, some focusing on urban issues and housing, some on other fields. The 
people at risk of eviction, although representing all genders and age groups, 
were mostly low-wage earners, the majority were women, and quite a few of 
them were immigrants, or Portuguese whose parents had been born abroad.  

3.2 RESEARCH “SITES” 

In the first stage of the field work, I undertook a mapping of key people, 
activities, events and neighbourhoods in relation to evictions within the 
Lisbon Metropolitan Area (LMA), and compiled the results of the mapping in 
a field report. I tried to observe diverse settings, going to the meetings of 
different public entities and housing organisations as well as neighbourhoods 
that were at risk of eviction, trying whenever possible to glean more insights 
through informal interviewing. The objective of participant observation in 
this phase was to establish closer contact with people and situations (DeWalt 
& DeWalt, 2011). For the purposes of neighbourhood observations, an 
observation grid was developed (Appendix A) to ensure that the observations 
would include relevant information, such as population size, origin, origin of 
the residents, neighbourhood associations, current development plans, 
infrastructure, risk of eviction, and mobilisation, which was used to select the 
neighbourhoods that the study would focus on.  
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The mapping also included the social movements that work for the right 
to housing in the LMA. I interviewed members and participated in the 
meetings of the following associations and collectives: Habita, Associação dos 
Inquilinos Lisbonenses (AIL), Associação do Património e População de 
Alfama (APPA), Associação Renovar a Mouraria, Vizinhos de Areeiro, SOS 
Racismo, Rede de Solidariedade, Stop Despejos, Morar em Lisboa, and 
Assembleia de Moradores dos Bairros. In the process, I realised that many of 
the collectives focus primarily on the central areas of the city and on the 
housing problems faced by white Portuguese, often middle-class families. I 
noticed that housing challenges faced by the Roma and Afro-descendent 
populations are much less visible in the media and they do not get to 
dominate the public discourse. These population groups tend to have strong 
representation in the social housing neighbourhoods and in informal 
neighbourhoods.  

Considering the objectives of this research, I found it most relevant to 
focus on associations and collectives that work with the most socially 
marginalised residents and their struggle for the right to housing. Habita is 
the most active collective working in both informal and social housing 
neighbourhoods and thus I chose to work with them, and to some extent also 
with Stop Despejos. The Habita Association is a collective that fights for the 
Right to Housing and to the City. It emerged in 2005 when a group 
advocating the right to housing was founded within the Solidariedade 
Imigrante association, focussing on the housing rights of the immigrant 
population. In 2012, the Habita collective was founded, and formally 
constituted as an association two years later. Initially Habita focussed, above 
all, on fighting against the demolitions of informal neighbourhoods in the 
Lisbon Metropolitan Area. Habita demands housing that is compatible with 
the income of the residents, and maintains that people who work in a city 
should also have a right to live there, in a dwelling that is affordable and 
adequate (Habita, 2020a). 

Another collective I was involved with was Stop Despejos (Stop 
Evictions), which had its first meeting in December 2017. It emerged as an 
effort by different collectives to fight against evictions and to build up a 
platform with the capacity to mobilise people to stop evictions. It has 
focussed more on direct public protests in the form of street demonstrations 
and performances, as well as working through social media and mobilising 
the more traditional media (Bogado & Saaristo, 2021). 

Habita and Stop Despejos thus became – in a sense – the “research sites” 
of this project. Despite having a significant focus on ethnographic methods, 
my research is not a traditional ethnographic case study that focuses on one 
selected geographical area. Rather, it concerns some specific 
neighbourhoods, but also draws inspiration from the idea of multi-sited 
research (Marcus, 1995). Multi-sited research is based on the notion that the 
social phenomenon under study is not confined to a single place, recognising 
that space is socially constructed and that “contemporary societies are 
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invariable, inevitable, and self-evidently located within larger wholes” 
(Falzon, 2009: 5). This study does not go so far as to trace a “cultural 
formation across and within multiple sites of activity” (Marcus, 1995: 96), 
but aligns with the core idea of multi-sited research, which is to follow 
people, connections, associations, and relationships across space (Falzon, 
2009: 2). The study thus adopts a notably different conceptualisation of what 
constitutes a case compared to the notion of a case as a bounded system 
(Harrison et al., 2017).   

With this caveat in mind, two social housing neighbourhoods were 
selected for the purposes of the study. The criteria for the selection were 1) 
ongoing mobilisation against evictions; 2) connection of the neighbourhood 
with Habita; 3) belonging to different municipalities; and 4) having been 
built at different times, but for resettlement purposes.  

 

Figure 3.6  View of Condado, April 2018. 

Adopting these criteria, the neighbourhoods of Condado in the parish of 
Marvila, Lisbon, and Quinta da Fonte in the parish of Apelação, Loures were 
selected. Notwithstanding this geographical definition of the cases, the study 
followed people, policies and associations connected to the selected 
neighbourhoods, rather than focusing on a single location, thus aligning with 
the notion of multi-sited research. In Lisbon, the applications to access 
council homes are made via Lisbon City Council, but there is a specific 
municipal company, Gebalis, that is in charge of the management of council 
estates. In Loures, the applications for council housing as well as the 
management of council estates are the responsibility of the City Council. 

The neighbourhood of Condado, better known by its previous name – 
Zona J – in the parish of Marvila, council of Lisbon, was built with funding 
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from a Council programme from 1965 to 1985. It includes 1,440 council 
house dwellings and 316 previous council dwellings that have since been sold 
to the tenants. Its total population is approximately 5,000.  

 

Figure 3.7  View inside Condado, showing some of its varied architecture: an apartment block, 
and smaller, two-storey houses, June 2018. 

In addition, some of the interviewees in the study also lived in 
neighbourhoods surrounding Condado:    

 Bairro das Flamengas, which was built from 1981 to 1996, firstly 
through a Council programme, and then with financing from the 
PIMP programme, with 999 council housing apartments, 444 
apartments that have been sold to the lessees, and a population of 
4,000.  

 Bairro do Armador, built in the 1990s through PIMP, with 1,044 
council housing apartments, 292 apartments that have been sold to 
the lessees, and a population of 3,700. 

 
One interview was also conducted in Alta de Lisboa, which was built from 
1997 to 2002 through the PER programme, with 2,843 council housing 
apartments and a population of 8,250. Condado and its surroundings could 
be considered, in a sense, my main field site. Yet I also carried out fieldwork 
in the neighbourhood of Quinta da Fonte, which was built from 1995 to 2000 
through the PER programme. It consists of 54 council housing buildings with 
around 2,700 residents.  
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Figure 3.8  View of Quinta da Fonte towards the surrounding hills, October 2018. 

My involvement with Quinta da Fonte was not as intense as in Condado, for 
two reasons. First, Quinta da Fonte was much further away from my home in 
Lisbon, making it more difficult to just “pop by”, resulting in fewer ad-hoc 
visits. Second, it took me significantly more time to gain access to the City 
Council of Loures than to the Lisbon City Council. This resulted in different 
kinds of research data. I therefore do not aim to draw strict comparisons 
between these two councils, but rather to illustrate significant differences 
and similarities between the two. 
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Figure 3.9  View inside Quinta da Fonte. The murals, resulting from an art project promoted by 
the Loures City Council, were later removed due to renovation work on the 
buildings, October 2018. 

3.3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGIES 

The research methods for this study can be defined as belonging to the field 
of critical ethnography and activist research. Techniques including 
participant observation, participatory action research, interviews (informal 
and semi-structured), policy analysis, and visual anthropology were used in 
the research, resulting in a total of 1.5 years of fieldwork. The study found 
inspiration in the extended case method, in which the research and 
theorising are situated “historically, socio-politically and as experienced 
subjectively” (Burawoy, 1998: 4). I thus considered it essential to combine 
participant observation with methods that respond to these needs. Policy and 
document analysis as well as analysis of relevant literature allowed for 
contextualising the research historically and socio-politically. Photography 
was used to document events in the neighbourhoods during the study. In the 
sections that follow, the research methods are outlined and ethical challenges 
inherent in the work are presented. I also reflect upon how I have tried to 
address these challenges. The research adhered to the ethical principles of 
the Finnish Advisory Board on Research Integrity (2012) and the European 
Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (ALLEA, 2017). 
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The first challenge proved to be the most difficult because it addresses 
profound issues of representation and epistemology. Ethnography has been 
under intense attack for the last few decades, with the criticism coming both 
from anthropologists, as well from feminist and postcolonial scholars. It has 
been criticised for concealing the role of the researcher in the research 
process and reducing the “other” to an object of study (Said, 1989); offering 
weapons to the powerful in studying the powerless (Nader, 1972); claiming 
objectivity in its representation of the research participants as “others” 
(Spivak, 1990); contributing to the maintenance of systems of oppression 
and colonisation (Hale, 2006; Scheper-Hughes, 1995); using the “other” for 
the purposes of advancing the ethnographer’s own career, putting the 
ethnographer in a position of authority in theory production, or legitimising 
the colonial endeavours (Clifford, 1983); and ignoring the material 
conditions of those studied (Brown & Dobrin, 2004: 300).  

Attempts have been made to address these challenges through various 
forms of engaged anthropology (Low & Merry, 2010), engaged  ethnography 
(Sletto & Nygren, 2016),  and critical ethnography (Brown & Dobrin, 2004). 
These are largely overlapping concepts, with varied forms of proposed 
engagement, ranging from critical construction of social categories to 
activism, and to practices of personal sharing and support (Low & Merry, 
2010; Osterweil, 2013). At the same time, it needs to be pointed out that the 
distinction between “ordinary ethnography”, and “engaged ethnography” is 
neither categorical nor clear, as many ethnographers have been involved in 
diverse engagements throughout the history of ethnography and 
anthropology (Low & Merry, 2010; Sletto & Nygren, 2016).  

Critical ethnography promises to respond to the feminist and post-
colonial criticisms with critical praxis that is “theoretically informed, 
methodologically dialectical and politically and ethically oriented given its 
concerns for transformative cultural action” (Brown & Dobrin, 2004: 3). In 
practical terms, critical ethnography means emphasising the peer-like 
partnership between ethnographer and research participant in a 
collaborative process of knowledge construction, “reconfiguring the goals, 
methods and assumptions [of ethnography] to privilege cultural actions, 
dialogic processes, and constructed knowledges” (Brown & Dobrin, 2004: 
306). Knowledge in this process becomes the means to a political end, 
serving the interests of the research participants. The study of the Other is 
justified if it is linked to the transformation of oppressive material or political 
conditions (Brown &Dobrin, 2004.). This kind of approach has also been the 
objective in this research, but in practice, this can never be completely 
achieved; as de Souza & Peake (2010:105) note, “one can never ‘stand well 
clear’ of the racialized, classed, gendered, and transnational power relations 
that saturate the research in which we have engaged”. As I will explain, my 
attempt can be considered to be unevenly successful, depending on the group 
of research participants in question. 
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The study at hand corresponds to a specific form of engaged ethnography, 
a method of activist research, defined as a “method through which we affirm 
a political alignment with an organized group of people in struggle and allow 
dialogue with them to shape each phase of the process, from conception of 
the research topic to data collection to verification and dissemination of 
results” (Hale, 2006: 97). In activist, or militant research (Shukaitis, 
Graeber, & Biddle, 2007), the researcher is embedded within social 
movements, and centres the research as a continuous engagement of 
relationships and resistance. Social movements and their actions are located 
as “incubators of new knowledge” (Shukaitis, Graeber, & Biddle, 2007: 11), 
inquiring how the research can improve the possibilities of political action 
(Lewis, 2012: 228). In this case, theory is not produced individually but 
“collectively, via reflection, within political struggle, based upon the lived 
experiences and struggles of excluded and marginalized communities 
collectively” (Motta, 2011:194). These ideas were integrated into the study by 
rooting the research process in affirmative action for housing rights. In all 
phases of the research, the researcher worked closely together with the 
Associação Habita, participating in the activities, with the aim of engaging in 
“movement relevant research” (Motta, 2011: 181), and promoting learning 
(Lira & March, 2021) within the movements. 

These ideals of activist research were easy to achieve with the other 
activists in the social movement I was a part of, as we occupied, in many 
senses, the same places in the web of power relations: many were academics, 
around the same age, white, and from similar social class backgrounds. In 
addition, there were also other foreigners. We often engaged in intense 
debates on the objectives of the activism, and reflections on its failures and 
successes, and the possible contributions of the academic research to the 
movement. It was fairly straightforward to see my research as a contribution 
to the political struggle, as it was shaped by and stemmed from the daily 
activities of the collective. In addition, much of the work of social movements 
and academia actually converges: many social movements ‒ as was the case 
with Habita ‒ engage in what Osterweil (2013) terms “theoretical practice”, 
involving analyses, research, the production of texts, and theorising.  

Yet with the occupying families, the power relations became much clearer, 
considering the situation of economic hardship most of these families were 
facing and the psychological stress of the risk of eviction and homelessness. 
Nonetheless, there were also similarities in our experiences. Most of the 
occupying families consisted of single mothers with their children, which 
made it easy for me to relate to their experiences, having also been a single 
mother in the past. Hence, with the occupiers, my role became more 
characterised by what Sletto & Nygren (2016: 970) call “knowledge 
encounters”, involving a reflexive, collaborative process that “may spark 
practices of knowledge production that have decolonizing potentials and can 
lead to deliberative social change”. In practice, this involved advocacy, 
activism and social critique (Low & Merry, 2010): I contributed towards the 



A REARGUARD INTELLECTUAL IN SOLIDARITY? METHODOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS 

68 

deconstruction of dominant narratives on these families, and participated in 
challenging these narratives through advocacy, including letters to the city 
council, and participation in events. These knowledge encounters also 
involved personal sharing and support, in the sense of listening and, at times, 
accompanying women during their visits to the city council and social 
security office.  

The women and families were happy to share their stories for the most 
part, and to be listened to, but it is difficult to claim that the process was a 
“horizontal relationship of mutual learning” (Motta, 2011: 196): surely it was 
mostly myself who was learning, although I was able to reciprocate with 
information and support. The families would clearly benefit if my and 
Habita’s support were to result in concrete gains, such as the provision of 
alternative housing. In most cases, however, what we could offer was 
participation in the collective struggle, and sharing experiences and stories. 
Still, this sharing as well as deliberation on the best strategies to tackle the 
situations worked as an incentive to build up consciousness about the 
structural causes of their problems, and created mutual affection to stimulate 
the willingness to try to remake their everyday life (Bogado, 2017; Das, 2011). 

From the research integrity point of view, activist research presents other 
challenges, such as the risk of misappropriation. If a part of the research 
process is planned, and some of the research materials are collected and 
analysed with others, how can the reseacher ensure that she will not 
misappropriate the work of others when the work is, at times, so closely 
collaborative that it is difficult to identify who brought which idea to the 
project? The ICMJE recommendations (ICMJE, n.d.) aid understanding of 
the kind of issues that authorship in research can entail. It is fundamental to 
note that authorship is not only a question of naming the people who 
participated, but also of finding out whether they want to be included; in 
other words, whether they wish to take responsibility for or be associated 
with the final product or publications. In this sense, while I have recognised 
the contributions of various people in the acknowledgements, I do not 
consider that they should take responsibility for any of the conclusions 
presented in this thesis, given that it has been written entirely by myself. 
Ongoing discussion of these themes has proved to be the key to avoiding 
misunderstandings and conflicts.  

Risks of fabrication and misappropriation also arise in the long process of 
fieldwork: it is challenging to accurately record all of the sources. For 
example, in informal and formal interviews, many research participants 
share the same issues over and over again. This problem was addressed by 
trying to take detailed notes on both the fieldwork as well as the readings. 
This helped in tracking down the sources of the materials, although it does 
not ensure the perfect recording of these sources.  

Finally, when gathering qualitative data, the sheer quantity becomes a 
challenge. How to make sure that those parts of the research materials that 
the author decides to highlight adequately reflect the materials shared by the 
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research participants? There is always a risk that due to an interest in a 
specific theoretical discussion, the researcher will wear that lens and only see 
the materials in that light. To address this, I have tried to question and reflect 
upon my expectations and biases, but at the same time, it is somewhat 
unavoidable that the researcher will always look at the data from his or her 
specific point of view. After all, the researcher needs to select the data to be 
used for the study, and to choose the theoretical framework that will be 
applied. The best solution to address this challenge is to try to be open to new 
information and new angles on specific issues, discussing these and the 
theoretical framework with supervisors, peers and research participants, and 
hoping that, in this way, many different voices can be brought into the 
research. 

3.4 RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 

The research sought to understand and analyse the power relations involved 
in housing occupations and evictions, using an approach that reaches “up, 
down and sideways” (Stryker & González, 2014), and aiming for a balanced 
group (from both “up” and “down”, as defined by Nader (1972)) of research 
participants that would allow for an insightful analysis in the context of such 
occupations and evictions. To avoid causing harm, careful reflection on the 
possible impact of the study is required, especially when it concerns 
vulnerable populations. The feminist theory has expressed strong concerns 
about agency, the ethics of representation and the emancipatory ends of 
research. It is fundamental to carefully reflect at all stages of the research 
process on who benefits from the research, and what the consequences are 
for its participants (Brown & Dobrin, 2004: 4). The aim of this study is not to 
give weapons to the powerful to use against the powerless, but rather to use 
research to uncover power relations and structures of inequality (Low & 
Merry, 2010: 208). 

In addition, the study is not predicated on the opposition between “good 
residents of poor neighbourhoods” and “bad bureaucrats”, which, quite 
surprisingly, seems to be the starting point for many studies. Rather, it 
suggests as an initial hypothesis that there are subgroups in both of these 
groups that have different interests and that are differentially positioned 
(Baiocchi & Corrado, 2010).  

 
The research participants can be roughly divided into the following 

groups:  
 Residents of council housing neighbourhoods at risk of eviction. This 

group of research participants is the most knowledgeable in relation to 
the current practices in these neighbourhoods. In open-ended life-
history interviews, they were posed questions about their background, 
aiming at a brief “housing biography”: How did they end up in their 
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current situation? Where did they live before? What has their life 
trajectory been like in general? We also discussed their interaction 
with state and social movement agents.  

 Local politicians and municipal employees responsible for social 
housing policies or for managing social housing. These research 
participants shed light on the dynamics of implementing social 
housing policies and managing social housing. We also discussed the 
formulation of social housing policies: Why certain approaches were 
adopted and what kind of presumptions had led to these approaches. 

 Social movement activists and staff from non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) that work with questions related to housing and 
the right to the city. This group of research participants was helpful in 
better contextualising the research questions, considering the most 
recent developments in the city areas, and in supporting the reflection 
on social mobilisation against evictions. The questions posed to them 
aimed to inquire about the most pressing issues from the point of view 
of these organisations, find out about their strategies, and potentially 
reveal some differences in their approaches. 

 
After giving the matter considerable thought, a decision was taken not to 

reveal the real names of the interviewees in this thesis. This is a decision that 
I considered problematic, especially as many of the interviewees (occupiers, 
activists, and municipal employees alike) specifically stated that they would 
be happy to forego anonymity. It also contributed to the long-standing 
practice in social science of making research participants invisible, putting 
only the researcher in the spotlight. Yet the EU General Data Protection 
Regulation 2016/679 (GDPR) does not recommend revealing the identities of 
research participants. Therefore, pseudonyms have been used for the 
residents of council housing neighbourhoods, while the interviews with 
activists and municipal employees have been numbered (see Tables 1, 2 and 
3).   

3.5 METHODS AND MATERIALS 

3.5.1 PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION 
 
This study has a strong focus on participant observation, understanding it as 
a “method of social science inquiry in which the researcher embeds herself in 
the ongoing interactions of a particular social setting or set of relations in 
order to understand and explain members’ lived experience” (Jerolmack & 
Khan, 2018: xi). However, the use of participant observation in this study 
differs from the traditional conception in which the ethnographer lives in the 
study site for extended periods of time and participates in most of the daily 
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and routine activities of the research participants (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011). 
While I lived in the city of Lisbon during and before the research, my family 
situation prevented me from moving into the specific neighbourhoods that 
the study focusses on. This meant that I conducted participant observation in 
specific situations, often directly related to the research question, such as in 
formal and informal meetings, during mobilisations against evictions, visits 
to local housing agencies, or during activities in the target neighbourhoods. 
In this sense, the project bears a strong resemblance to what Knoblauch 
(2005) calls “focused ethnography”. Yet I spent considerable time in the 
neighbourhoods in question during the 1.5 years of field work, also 
participating in private and collective events, such as parties given by the 
research participants, and “hanging out” in the neighbourhoods. 

I participated in Habita’s work as one of its members. Throughout the 
research, I engaged with other members of the collective by planning and 
participating in protests, demonstrations and occupations, participating in 
public meetings to defend the residents, organising and holding meetings 
and workshops, and even giving a speech at a parliamentary hearing on 
behalf of the association. Together with researcher-activist Dr Diana Bogado 
and the Stop Despejos collective, I organised oficinas de memória (memory 
workshops), which were based on a method that was devised in the context of 
the struggle against evictions and demolitions in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. In 
formal and informal meetings and events, I engaged in deep reflection about 
the events, successes and failures of the movement. I also gave presentations 
in various seminars in Portugal on the research and the Habita collective, 
including one in the Centre for Social Studies (CES) in Coimbra with another 
activist from Habita, Beatriz Noronha, and another with Dr Bogado at CES’s 
premises in Lisbon. All of this engagement allowed the members of Habita to 
influence the direction of the research process to make it more relevant both 
to themselves and to the struggle against evictions in the Lisbon 
Metropolitan Area. However, the responsibility for the research design and 
for the results presented in the thesis rests entirely with the author.  

Participant observation was also carried out within more formal 
structures, such as the public meetings of the City Councils, and institutional 
events and seminars. Involvement with local scholars and students engaged 
with urban design and governance has enriched the study in the sense of 
obtaining a broader picture of housing, evictions, and rights with regard to 
city-related issues in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area and in Portugal. 
Participant observation brings with it some specific ethical considerations 
(Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2001). In these contexts, it is important to make it 
explicit in all of the settings that research is being conducted. To achieve this, 
the research project was always presented when attending the meetings of 
specific groups of people for the first time, asking for their approval. 
Likewise, an oral presentation of the research project was always given to the 
interviewees, and their consent to be included in the study was requested.  
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3.5.2 LIFE-HISTORY AND SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 
 
In addition to participant observation, face-to-face interviews were 
important for obtaining in-depth information from the research participants. 
Throughout the research, informal interviewing was used to explore people’s 
experiences, ideas, and attitudes towards occupations, evictions, and the 
right to housing. Most of these took the form of casual conversations, initially 
using what Fetterman (1998: 40) calls survey questions: very open-ended 
questions that serve to elicit a broad picture of participants’ thoughts and to 
map the terrain (such as “Can you show me around the neighbourhood?”). As 
Fetterman (ibid.) also points out, informal interviews are quite delicate 
ethically, as they aim to reflect everyday situations while attempting to 
address the research questions; or, as I would put it, to use ordinary 
situations to tackle these questions. To minimise these effects, I have always 
reminded the interlocutor of the ongoing research and tried to carefully 
evaluate when to refrain from pushing further on sensitive issues. 

My interviews fall into the following categories: life-history interviews 
with residents of selected social housing neighbourhoods, and semi-
structured, open-ended interviews with activists, NGO staff, local politicians, 
and municipal employees. As Table 1 shows, the life-history interviews had a 
strong focus on single mothers (7 interviews), followed by nuclear families (3 
interviews), and people living alone (three interviews). Most of the 
interviewees were born in Portugal (7 interviewees), but five of them were 
born to immigrant parents. Six interviewees were born abroad (one in 
Guinea-Bissau, two in Angola, one in Cape Verde, one in Mozambique, and 
one in Germany). Most of the interviewees were currently occupying council 
homes without permission (nine interviewees). Three of them had a council 
home with a rental contract; one had a private rental room; and one was 
staying with relatives after being evicted from an occupied apartment.  

With this group of interviewees, life-history interviews were considered 
the most appropriate, understanding here the life-history, or biographical, 
method as a type of research that “utilises individual stories or other personal 
documents to understand lives within a social, psychological and/or 
historical frame” (Merrill & West, 2011: 10). The singular and collective 
dimensions of social life are thus combined in the use of this method, which 
accordingly has the capacity to present a “history of constraints that weigh 
upon the individual” as well as “a complex of liberation strategies” 
(Ferrarotti, 2007: 29, translation mine). These biographical interviews 
focussed on the history of the families: where they came from, how their 
families moved to these neighbourhoods (when and from where); on the 
struggle for the right to housing: where they had lived and why they were 
currently at risk of eviction; and on the everyday strategies of survival: how 
they made ends meet. The interviews duly helped to capture their perception 
of the past as well as the current situation, providing an insight into their 
thinking and into how their values shaped their perception of the situation 
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(Fetterman, 1998: 51). The translated interview script that was used is 
provided in Appendix B.1, although the researcher gave the interviewees the 
freedom to proceed in the order they wished and to focus on those issues they 
were interested in. The interview script was consequently used primarily as a 
guide to prompt or to remind the interviewer of the essential questions.  

Table 1  List of biographical interviews 

 
 
When it came to the local politicians and municipal employees, open-ended, 
semi-structured interviews were conducted. Semi-structured interviews were 
used because they help to obtain data that are, at least to some extent, 
comparable among this group of interviewees, enabling an analysis of 
common beliefs and ideas. Yet the interviews were left open-ended to allow 
for exploration of new themes that the interviewee might bring up. Table 2 
lists these interviews. A total of nine were conducted altogether, out of which 
two were groups interviews and seven individual interviews, involving eight 
local politicians and municipal employees from Lisbon, and four municipal 
employees from Loures. The interviewees occupied both senior and junior 
positions. The interviews focussed on how the authorities saw their role and 
their position as managers of these neighbourhoods or as politicians 
responsible for housing policies; what kind of challenges and opportunities 
they identified; and how they perceived and portrayed the neighbourhoods 
and their residents. The translated interview script is provided in Appendix 
B.2. 

 
 

Nº Pseudonym Date Age Gender Family type Current housing Origin

1 Anabela 01/10/2018 40-49 F Living alone Occupying

Born in Guinea-Bissau 
(GNB), parents from GNB & 
Portugal (PT) 

2 Maria 29/10/2018 40-49 F Single-parent Occupying
Born in Angola (AN), parents 
from AN

3 Claudia 29/10/2018 40-49 F Single-parent Occupying
Born in PT, parents from 
Cape Verde (CV)

4 Miriam 28/11/2018 20-29 F
Single-parent  + 
grandmother Council home Born in PT, parents from CV

5 Ema 09/01/2019 30-39 F Single-parent Occupying
Born in PT, parents from São 
Tomé (STP)

6 Francisca 12/03/2019 40-49 F Living alone Rental room Born in PT, parents from PT
7 Carla 20/03/2019 20-29 F Nuclear Occupying Born in PT, parents from AN
8 Sara 01/04/2019 30-39 F Single-parent Occupying Born in PT, parents from PT

9 Célio 01/04/2019 50-59 M Nuclear
Staying with 
relatives Born in CV, parents from CV

10 Cátia 11/04/2019 40-49 F Single-parent Occupying
Born in Mozambique (MZ), 
parents MZ/PT

11 Francisco 12/04/2019 30-39 M Living alone Council home Born in AN, parents from 
12 Nina 12/04/2019 30-39 F Single-parent Occupying Born in PT, parents from CV

13 Paula 15/04/2019 40-49 F Nuclear Council home
Born in Germany, parents 
from PT
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Table 2  Interviews with local politicians and municipal employees 

 
 
The third main group of interviewees consisted of members of associations 
and collectives focussing on the struggle for the right to housing and/or for 
the right to the city. These interviews were also semi-structured and open-
ended. Eleven interviews were conducted in all, with five activists and six 
NGO workers (Table 3). The interview script is provided in Appendix B.3. 

Table 3 Interviews with activists and NGO workers 

 
 
All of the interviews were recorded and transcribed. The excerpts used in 

this study were translated from Portuguese into English by the author. I have 
aimed to retain the original form of expression as far as possible, although 
inevitably some nuances were lost in translation. Pseudonyms have been 

Nº
Interviewee 

code Date Organisation Position
1 ME1 Jun 2018 City Council of Loures Municipal employee
2 LP Sept 2018 City Council of Lisbon Local politician
3 ME2 Oct 2018 City Council of Lisbon Municipal employee
4 ME3 Oct 2018 City Council of Lisbon Municipal employee
5 ME4 Nov 2018 Gebalis, Lisbon Municipal employee
6 ME5 Nov 2018 Gebalis, Lisbon Municipal employee

7
ME6+ME7 (group 

interview) Dec 2018 Gebalis, Lisbon Municipal employees
8 ME8 Feb 2019 City Council of Lisbon Municipal employee

9

ME9, ME10, ME 
11 (group 
interview) Apr 2019 City Council of Loures Municipal employees

Nº
Interviewee 

code Date Organisation Position
1 A1 Feb 2018 Habita Activist
2 A2 Mar 2018 APPA Activist
3 NGO1 Mar 2018 AIL NGO worker
4 NGO2 Mar 2018 Renovar a Mouraria NGO worker
5 A3 Apr 2018 Rede da Solidariedade Activist
6 A4 Apr 2018 SOS Racismo Activist
7 NGO3 Jun 2018 Pastoral dos Ciganos NGO worker
8 NGO4 Jun 2018 Pastoral dos Ciganos NGO worker
9 NGO5 Jul 2018 Projeto Escolhas NGO worker

10 NGO6 Oct 2018 Projeto Dá-te ao CondadNGO worker
11 A5 Apr 2019 Habita Activist
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used for the council housing residents interviewed, while other interviewees 
have been assigned an interviewee code, as per Tables 1, 2 and 3. In addition, 
many informal conversations on these themes were recorded in the field 
notes.  

3.5.3 ANALYSIS OF POLICY PAPERS AND PLANS 
 
In order to analyse the position and discourse on urban development by the 
state institutions and international organisations, project plans and policy 
documents were studied. Here, the focus was on anthropology of policy 
(Shore & Wright, 1997). As Shore & Durão (2010: 604) point out, policies 
have complex social lives, and they also relate to power, authority and effects 
in the sense of how the policies are translated into action and by whom. 
Policies classify people and places, having a direct impact on people’s lives, 
marginalising some groups, and shaping the ways in which people construct 
themselves as subjects (Shore & Wright, 1997: 4). A key question relates to 
who has the power to define the dominant discourses by setting the terms of 
reference and by marginalising alternatives (Shore & Wright, 1997: 14). 
Moreover, the language of the policy documents often aims to mask the 
political nature of the policy, rationalising it and eliminating alternatives 
(Wedel et al., 2005: 37). The study of policy is thus always a study of power 
(Hansen, 1997). The approach of “studying through” can challenge the policy 
as rational and apolitical (McCann & Ward, 2012: 42). In this way, following 
a policy means following its “discourses, prescriptions, and programs 
through to those affected by the policy” (Wedel et al., 2005: 40).  

However, the objective in this study was not to follow one single policy in 
all of its manifestations throughout its history (McCann & Ward, 2012), but 
rather to provide an overview of the most important policies connected to 
evictions in social housing. Several policies and laws have been taken into 
account when reflecting upon the processes that currently lead to evictions in 
the Lisbon Metropolitan Area.  

3.5.4 VISUAL ETHNOGRAPHY 
 
Visual ethnography was also used to document the research process and the 
events in which the researcher participated. It was likewise used to document 
possible changes in the buildings and their structures throughout the 
fieldwork, and to illustrate the characteristics of the houses and apartments 
in a given neighbourhood. Public events were also photographed and 
pictures of them included in the thesis. Faces have been blurred in 
photographs that include close-ups to protect the identity of participants. All 
of the photographs were taken by the author unless otherwise specified in the 
caption.  
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3.6 DATA ANALYSIS 

Field notes based on participant observation and engaged research, 
interviews, document analysis, and newspaper sources were used as data in 
the thesis. The data deriving from participant observation were recorded as 
jot notes, and the detailed field notes were recorded at the end of each day, 
aspiring to a high level of detail. The field notes also include impressions, 
thoughts, concerns, explanations, and reflections on the research and reading 
undertaken, coupled with analytical insights. The interviews were audio-
recorded whenever possible, and transcribed later on. Policy documents can 
be approached from many different angles. In this research, they have been 
used as background information to provide context for participant 
observation and interviews, as well as for pointing out the often unintended 
outcomes of specific policies for specific groups of people. 

ATLAS.ti software was used to organise and assist in the analysis of the 
qualitative data. In the early phase of analysing the research material, I 
developed categories for indexing and coding the data. In essence, both 
indexing and coding entail attaching names or labels to sections of text, 
describing events and incidents, parts of conversations, words, sentences, or 
phrases recorded in the field notes (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011). These names, 
or categories were flexible throughout the research process, meaning that 
indexes and/or codes were added, modified and deleted as deemed necessary 
in the light of the increasing volume of research material.   

This monograph is the main avenue for disseminating the results of this 
research. However, through my participation in Habita’s activities, the 
results have also informed practice, such as the formation of the women’s 
group for the right to housing – MuDHA – in 2021. Co-authored scientific 
articles have also provided a means of reflecting on these data with members 
of Habita. I also plan to share some of the insights in publications targeted at 
a wider audience. 
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4 WHY OCCUPATIONS? UNDERSTANDING 
THE CONDITIONS 

[T]he home is described as a place of both fear and desire, and as a 
place to escape from and to escape to.  

Blunt & Dowling, 2006: 130. 

4.1 WHY DO SINGLE MOTHERS OCCUPY? 

In this chapter, I will focus on the question of why people do not have any 
legal forms of housing within reach, and on why families occupy. I will build 
upon authors that have based their arguments on the agency of the urban 
poor in line with a careful analysis of the adverse experiences and structural 
conditions that affect their lives and living conditions, such as poverty and 
precarity (Bayat, 2015; Das & Randeria, 2015; Simone, 2008, 2015b); gender 
and ethnic relations (Brickell, 2014; Miraftab, 2001; S. C. Motta, 2013; 
Seppälä, 2016); precarious housing (Muñoz, 2018a, 2018b); debt and 
mortgage (García-Lamarca & Kaika, 2016); and the spatial configuration of 
the city (Caldeira, 2015). I will argue that understanding the margins of 
manoeuvre that condition the agency is fundamental to constructing a 
conceptualisation of the agency of urban occupiers that does not essentialise 
them (Das & Walton, 2015; Roy, 2011).  

In order to shed light on the structural conditions involved, I will build 
upon arguments that emphasise the capitalist exploitation of poor women 
workers (Cho, 2003; Federici, 2004; Mohanty, 1991a), supported by further 
research that highlights economic marginalisation as a significant cause of 
women’s homelessness (Bullock et al., 2020; Busch-Geertsema et al., 2010). 
Soederberg (2017) has also linked the production of rental housing insecurity 
to the wider processes and practices of exploitation that reproduce the 
working poor.  

State agents can also use informal, subordinating tactics to put people “in 
their place”, creating insecurity for dwellers in already precarious situations, 
leading to further precarity, confusion and marginalisation (Auyero, 2010; 
Muñoz, 2017: 1265).  I will link to this schematisation dominant forms of 
governance of the urban poor, such as “invisible elbows” and “visible fists”, as 
theorised by Auyero (2010), arguing that these forms of governance are used 
to make the urban poor more docile in acceptance of their subordination. In 
line with arguments by Auyero (2010), the first form describes the process 
whereby poor people try to access the state services but end up being obliged 
to wait, quietly and patiently, for the state to deliver on its promises, while 
“visible fists” refers to the state violence during the actual process of eviction. 
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Drawing on Das (1989) and Spivak (2005), I contend that the term 
“subalternisation” can be applied to analyse these questions, using the ideas 
of the “subaltern” as a perspective and a relative position. I propose that the 
collective social negotiation to establish this “contract” (Das, 1989) of the 
subaltern with the neoliberal capitalist society is created through a 
multifaceted process of subjectification that encompasses two meanings of 
the word subject: “subject to someone else by control and dependence, and 
tied to his own identity by a conscience or self-knowledge. Both meanings 
suggest a form of power which subjugates and makes subject to” (Foucault, 
1982: 781). Consequently, instead of using the word “subaltern” to describe 
my research participants who face housing exclusion, I refer to the processes 
of subalternisation to highlight the idea that the subaltern is not a category 
or an identity, but a fluid, relational process.  

Yet, as this study shows, marginalised urban dwellers also frequently seek 
to contest their marginalisation and use their agency within the margins of 
manoeuvre available. One form of contestation is the occupation that can be 
used to directly enact the right to stay and inhabit (Agier, 2015; Mitchell, 
2012). I consider the concepts of “quiet encroachment” (Bayat, 2013, 2015) 
or “rhythms of endurance” (Simone, 2019b) useful for analysing the act of 
occupying, as they refer not to direct or collective resistance as such, but 
rather to fragmented, individualised actions with the objective of obtaining 
and satisfying the basic necessities. The terminology they have developed 
stems from the conditionalities on poor people’s action that are created by a 
precarious urban life. Central to these actions are improvisation, adaptation, 
and alliances with other urban dwellers.   

Furthermore, the focus in this chapter will be on gendered forms of 
housing exclusion. The focus on women, and especially single mothers who 
occupy council homes without permission, is justified by the reality that their 
role and presence were so significant in the actions of Habita, of which I was 
actively a part during my fieldwork. Single parents are statistically a 
relatively large population group in Portugal, and single parents in Portugal 
tend to be women: in 2019, there were 459,000 single-parent households in 
Portugal (11% of all households), and in 85% of the cases, the household was 
headed by a woman (PORDATA, 2019a). In other words, there were more 
than 390,000 families with a child or children being raised by a single 
mother. The single-parent households also have a particularly high rate of 
poverty risk (PORDATA, 2019b). This means that there is a large number of 
families headed by a single mother that are at risk of poverty.  

These aspects were reflected in the data gathered during Habita’s open-
door sessions, comprising 276 cases of housing problems between January 
2018 and December 2019 (Table 4).  
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Table 4:  Habita's open-door sessions in 2018 and 2019.12 

Year 
20

18 
201

9 
Tot

al 
All cases total 192 84 276 
Women 155 64 219 
Couples 8 3 11 
Men 29 17 46 
Housing problem       

Occupation in public housing 76 22 98 

Problems with public housing 27 5 32 

Problems with private rental housing 75 45 120 
Demolition of home 4 2 6 
Sleeping rough 9 4 13 
Mortgage default   2 2 
Other 4 3 7 
Origin       
Portugal 93 65 158 
Angola 4 1 5 
Brazil 3 4 7 
São Tomé  1 1 2 
Cape Verde 3 4 7 
Other EU countries 3 4 7 
Guinea-Bissau 7 2 9 
Syria 0 1 1 
Ethnicity       
Afro-descendant 28 15 43 
Roma 17 6 23 
Migrant 10 4 14 
White 68 55 123 
Employment     0 
Employed 59 36 95 
Unemployed 43 30 73 
Informal job 14 8 22 
Retired 3 8 11 
 

 
12 The significant reduction in the number of cases from 2018 to 2019 is due to the fact that, in 

addition to the open-door sessions, Habita opted to organise “Resistance Assemblies”, in which cases 

are discussed collectively with the participation of Habita members and people affected. While this has 

increased the forms of participation of people affected, it has made it more difficult to gather data on 

each specific case. 
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Of these cases, 219 were raised by women, compared with 46 raised by 
men and 11 by couples. This reflects how housing is often perceived as 
women’s domain, with the domicile forming the traditional “female” sphere. 
Many people, 43% of the cases, came to seek Habita’s support because of 
problems faced in private rental apartments, including eviction, non-renewal 
of a contract, lack of building maintenance, and an inability to pay the rent 
because of health issues or unemployment. Altogether, 12% came because of 
problems with council housing, making complaints, above all, about 
overcrowding, family conflicts, or lack of maintenance. A further 5% were 
completely homeless. The category “other” comprises a range of housing 
problems, such as house fire, problems with a rental room, and having only a 
van for accommodation. 

What surprised me the most, however, was the high percentage – 36% – 
of people coming because they had occupied a council apartment without 
authorisation. Frequently, these families, mostly headed by single mothers, 
affirmed that they had occupied because of extreme overcrowding and/or 
family conflicts in their previous housing arrangements. Almost all had a 
long history of trying to apply for council housing, sometimes for years, 
without success. Many had also tried to rent an apartment through the 
private market, which they were then unable to pay for. Consequently, I 
started to ponder the reasons for their predicament: Why do these women 
not have access to housing through legal means?  

The question of gender becomes central when examining definitions and 
diverse manifestations of homelessness and housing exclusion. As many 
authors (Blunt & Dowling, 2006; Bretherton, 2017; Kern & Mullings, 2013; 
Pleace et al., 2008; Wardhaugh, 1999) point out, women’s homelessness 
tends to differ from men’s. Definitions of homelessness vary, which poses 
challenges not only for the statistical comparison of the data on 
homelessness across countries (FEANTSA & Foundation Abbé Pierre, 2018; 
Jobe, 2019; Springer, 2000), but also for the effectiveness of the policies 
designed for the homeless. Often, the definitions are too restrictive, only 
focussing  on the most visible group of the homeless, the ones who are 
sleeping rough, and excluding other, gendered forms of homelessness 
(Bretherton, 2017; Pleace, 2015). FEANTSA, the European Federation of 
National Organisations Working with the Homeless, has argued for the need 
to use an inclusive typology, called ETHOS, the European Typology of 
Homelessness and Housing Exclusion, which captures various categories of 
homelessness:  

 rooflessness (without a shelter of any kind, sleeping rough); 
 houselessness (with a place to sleep, but temporary in institutions or a 

shelter); 
 living in insecure housing (threatened with severe exclusion due to 

insecure tenancies, eviction, domestic violence); 
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 living in inadequate housing (in caravans on illegal campsites, in unfit 
housing, in extreme overcrowding) (FEANTSA, 2017: no page 
numbers). 

 
Yet, in many countries, only the first two categories are taken into 

consideration. This is also the case when it comes to the “National Strategy 
for the Integration of the Homelessness People” (ENIPSSA 2017–2023) in 
Portugal (Government of Portugal, 2017), which defines homelessness as 
including only two groups of people: those sleeping rough and in emergency 
accommodation; and those that are in temporary shelters designated for the 
homeless (Government of Portugal 2017: 3925). The municipal strategy for 
the homeless in Lisbon also uses the same definition (Câmara Municipal de 
Lisboa, 2019a).  

These approaches entail the fundamental problem of ignoring the fact 
that forms of homelessness are gendered. Given their focus on “rooflessness” 
and “houselessness”, official homeless responses and policies in Europe, as 
well as research on homelessness,  tend to approach homelessness through 
the particular case of adult single men who live rough and in emergency 
accommodation, excluding homeless women (Bretherton, 2017). In addition, 
domestic violence and poverty – including rent arrears – emerge as 
significant causes of women’s homelessness (Busch-Geertsema et al., 2010). 
The homelessness of mothers and their children often goes unnoticed in 
policies for the homeless, simply because mothers are forced to find solutions 
other than the street.  

Also fundamental to the examination of the housing biographies 
presented in this chapter is the analysis provided by Blunt and Dowling 
(2006), which differentiates between a “homely” and an “unhomely” home. 
This idea complements the ETHOS typology by adding to the “rooflessness”, 
“houselessness”, “insecure housing” and “inadequate housing” categories the 
subjective notion of home, in which a “home” is created and rendered homely 
through everyday homemaking practices. Contrarily, a home can also be 
turned into an unhomely home by divorce or domestic violence, for example 
(Brickell, 2012). An extreme manifestation of this transformation is eviction, 
also called “domicide” by Porteous and Smith (2001), in which the home is 
intentionally destroyed.    

In exploring these dynamics, life histories allowed the specificities in the 
women’s life conditions to be conveyed more fully, resulting in “housing 
biographies”. I chose three life-history interviews in particular because these 
three women conveyed many central issues observed during the fieldwork, by 
myself as well as by the other activists at Habita. In this chapter, I present 
long excerpts from these interviews in order to be able to convey details of 
their stories, as well as to do justice to their ways of storytelling. At the time 
of the fieldwork, all three women were living and raising their children alone, 
occupying a council apartment.  
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Their stories demonstrate the extreme challenges that the women face 
due to housing exclusion, although none of them would be considered a 
“homeless person” according to the current definitions in Portugal and, 
consequently, they are not covered by the policies for the homeless. Through 
these testimonies, I do not intend to present these women either as “victims” 
or as “heroines” (Varley, 2013: 268): I think they are both. Their conditions 
of precarity, being marginalised and subalternised by institutions and the 
neoliberal capitalist labour conditions, all illustrate the exploitation these 
women have had to endure.   

All of the women had spent a significant part of their lives on the council 
estate of Condado, or Zona J, as they called it. Even if these women can by 
any standards be considered guerreiras, fighters, they still have no legal 
form of housing at their disposal after all these years. Why? This is a question 
that is best answered by letting the women tell their own stories, the details 
of which were current at the time of writing.  

 

Figure 4.10  View of Condado, including some of its emblematic pink buildings, January 2019. 

Cátia is from Mozambique, but her father is Portuguese. She is in her 
forties and has a ten-year-old son. She moved to Portugal with her mother 
and siblings when she was eight years old. She has worked as an assistant in 
an old people’s home in Santa Casa for over 13 years. I met Cátia at the family 
assembly organised by Habita in 2018 and we used to talk a lot. In 2018, she 
was actively involved in many of Habita’s actions and meetings. In June 
2018, we walked together around the neighbourhood of Condado and started 
to count the vacant council apartments that had been closed with a steel 
plate. We counted 80 apartments in 24 buildings in just a few hours (Figure 
4.2). After summer, Cátia gradually attended fewer of Habita’s meetings, 
saying that she had been too tired and stressed out. In April 2019, we 
recorded an interview at her home. She had worked a nightshift the night 
before and was quite exhausted, also because she felt disillusioned and 
depressed with her life and future prospects. 
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Sara, in her thirties, is a mother of two, a ten-year-old daughter and a 
toddler son who is about to turn two. She has worked in clothes shops and 
also does gel manicures. She is white Portuguese, with Portuguese parents, 
although “everybody thinks that I am from some country from Eastern 
Europe”, she chuckles – due to her blue eyes and blond hair. I met Sara at 
Habita’s meetings near Condado, and she agreed to an interview at her home 
in Marvila. We ended up talking for three hours about her life, politics in 
Portugal, and the difficulties in securing housing, while her son was playing 
nearby. 

 

Figure 4.11  Council homes in Condado, some closed with a steel plate, April 2018. 

Ema was born in São Tomé. She came to Portugal when she was six years 
old. She is now 29 and has three children: a two-year-old son, a daughter of 
eight, and another son, twelve. Before meeting her, many people had spoken 
to me about her. For many in the neighbourhood, she seemed to embody the 
“mother – fighter – occupier” spirit. The interview was recorded the second 
day we met, after a brief meeting the day before, when Cátia and I ran into 
her, and Cátia introduced us. We sat in the park and Ema told me about her 
life.  

4.2 HOUSING HISTORIES 

In the following excerpts from the interviews, Cátia, Sara and Ema speak 
about their childhood, adolescence, and their housing conditions during 
those times. Cátia and Ema also recall the process of arriving in Portugal. In 
this subchapter, I examine the processes that brought them to the situations 
in which they now find themselves. 
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Cátia: 

At that time [when I arrived in Portugal with my mother and siblings 
in 1978], we went to live in a pension because my father, when he 
came [from Mozambique to Portugal], was assigned a Red Cross 
apartment. It was just that my father came first, and he found 
another woman here, while we were waiting to come. Then that 
woman didn't want to leave, and she kept the house for herself. When 
my mother arrived, he had to put us in a pension, and after that we 
went to live with my father's godmother, my father's late godmother, 
in São Sebastião and we stayed there. From there, we went to the 
Algarve to my aunt’s house – my father's sister’s place – then we 
returned. When my mother returned from the Algarve, she started 
seeing and hearing things about him and didn't want to be with my 
dad anymore. That was when the problems started. 

We stayed at a pension, and she started working. But then many 
people came from Africa to Lisbon, and many had no money to pay. 
And what happened was that the pension caught fire. […] So we left 
and the Civil Protection Department, or the Fire Department, they 
put us in another pension and paid for it for one month. Then the 
money ran out and we had to go on the street, so we went to a park. 
We stayed next to Cais do Sodré square. There were lots of families, 
lots of people [living there in the park]. That was around 1978 or 
1979. […] Then it was the city council that got us out of there – we 
couldn't stay on the street anymore. You know Forno de Tijolo, above 
Intendente? Behind the square, there are steps. Behind a gate, there 
was a string of sheds, like partition walls, so they made a room for 
each family. We spent around two to three years there. Until they 
gave us this [council] house here. I came with my mother and four 
siblings. We got an apartment with three bedrooms, a bathroom, a 
living room, and a kitchen. I was 12 or 13 or more. 

Author: And how long did you stay there [in that apartment]? 

C: I stayed until I was 19, then I emigrated. I went to Spain. I stayed 
in Madrid at first, then in Lanzarote, Canary Islands. Then I came 
back, when I was 26. It wasn’t working out anymore. There were 
already so many foreigners working there. I was also tired of being 
abroad, without my family. I regret having quit studying; I regret it 
a lot. Then I returned to my mother's house and I met my son's father 
and went to live with him. After I got pregnant, we quarrelled a lot 
and I left. I went back to my mother’s place. When I went back the 
second time, they were already doing “desdobramentos”.13 But two of 
my siblings were living in my mother's house. And they never did any 

 
13 A “split” of the household, in which the adult children who are living with their parents in 

council housing are allocated new council apartments.  
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desdobramentos. At that time, applying for council housing was a 
matter of luck. We were already grown up, each with our own 
children. In our parents' house, with the children, with the husbands, 
right? Then the city council took the initiative and said that it was 
going to do desdobramento when there were a lot of people living in a 
house. Some were done, others were not. They did what they wanted. 
My son was born at my mother’s place. He was born, and I stayed at 
my mother's. My son's grandfather lives in Sacavém, in Quinta do 
Mocho. He also has a council apartment.  

Author: So you were between the two houses ... 

C: Until I got tired. There were also a lot of people at his 
grandfather’s house, the siblings, the children. They did not do 
desdobramento. It’s like that in the council apartments. There are a 
lot of people, a lot of relatives. I got tired. I had to come home, go, 
come back. Then I rented a house.  

 
Cátia, being slightly older than the other interviewees, is able to recall the 

events related to the 1970s, which marked the independence of the previous 
Portuguese colonies. Her narrative also brings up the case of children born 
out of colonial encounters. Portuguese soldiers were sent to fight in Angola, 
Mozambique and Guiné-Bissau during the colonial war from 1961 to 1974, 
and often had sexual relations with local women. Many of these fathers 
disappeared after the war and have never contacted their children, who were 
left without any legal links to Portugal (Gomes, 2018). This was not the case 
with Cátia’s father, who did arrange for the family to travel to Portugal, 
although he had already started living with another woman. Cátia was thus 
part of a significantly numerous group of immigrants in and after 1974/1975 
that moved to Portugal, mainly to Lisbon, Porto and their surroundings, 
resulting in an acute housing crisis and an exponential increase in bairros de 
lata, “shack neighbourhoods”, as they were called. Most of these families 
were resettled, especially during the 1990s and early 2000s. Cátia’s family 
was resettled in Zona J in the early years of the council estate.   

Yet, since then, little new public housing has been built and funds for the 
management and maintenance of the public housing estates have been scarce 
(Carreiras, 2018). This has resulted in overcrowding being a significant 
problem in many of the council homes in Lisbon and Loures (Guerra, 2010; 
Silva, 2019a), as faced by Cátia, although the quantitative data on the 
problem tends to be largely inaccurate. The desdobramentos, “splits”, that 
Cátia refers to were part of Lisbon housing policy until 2009 when they were 
suspended. In a desdobramento, a part of a household was allocated a new 
apartment due to family overcrowding. Prior to 2010, desdobramentos were 
available for some families, but in a sporadic way. Cátia’s narrative shows 
how the criteria for desdobramentos have been unclear; her sense is that she 
has been forced to apply, but no justification has been given by the city 
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council for the rejection of the application. She has thus been compelled to 
repeat the bureaucratic process of applying for a desdobramento, bouncing 
against the “invisible elbows” (Auyero, 2010) that have forced her to wait and 
to live in inadequate housing in conditions of overcrowding. 

 

 

Figure 4.12  View of Condado, April 2019. These hills were previously occupied by self-
constructed homes. 

Sara:  

My story is very complicated. So, to cut it short, my father had 
problems with drug addiction from an early age. My mother moved 
in with my stepfather when I was 12. My sister, my brother and I 
stayed with our grandparents. My father was in prison, but when I 
was 16, he was released. My maternal grandmother died, and I went 
to live with my paternal grandmother, with my sister and my father. 
But we were overcrowded there, and in the meantime, my 
grandmother managed to get us a council apartment. That was when 
they were getting rid of the shacks [eradicating the informal 
neighbourhoods], so they [the city council] gave us a house, here at 
the foot of Rock-in-Rio, in Bela Vista. We got a T2 [an apartment with 
two bedrooms]. I was 16, and my sister 17. But because of my father’s 
drug addiction problem, we couldn't have anything at home. My 
father didn't buy school supplies, he didn't buy the bus pass so that I 
could go to school. I was studying at Madre Deus [school]. I had to 
walk in the rain to get there, and when I got there, I didn’t even have 
a book, and so I had to copy from my friend’s. So, I reached 11th 
grade and dropped out of school. But I loved school; I always liked to 
study. So that was it; it is something that was left behind. And in the 
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meantime, I started to work, and my sister started to work as well. 
But what happened at the end of the month, when we made basic 
purchases like shampoo, washing powder, and hygiene products? We 
came home to find the bedroom door broken down, and we had 
nothing. In other words, it became absolutely unsustainable to live 
with such a person. 

When I turned 18, when I met my daughter's father, that was a way 
to leave the house. He also lived close by, just a few blocks down the 
street. At first, it went quite well, but from time to time I got annoyed 
with him and went to my father's house, and then came back because 
I couldn't be there either. I wanted to leave one place, but I didn't 
want to stay in the other. I had always dreamt of becoming a mother 
– of being that person for someone because I never had that – and I 
got pregnant. So that's when things got complicated. I think he kind 
of thought, “Now I really have you on my hands. You were already 
going to your father's house, but you came back because you couldn’t 
stay there. And now you're pregnant.” That's when domestic violence 
started. It was mostly psychological, but also grabbing, shaking, 
shouting, slapping every now and then. But when my daughter was 
born, in 2009, it was unthinkable to go back to my father's house to 
live with a drug addict. 

I had grown up watching my father beating my mother. I had always 
said that I would never allow any man to do that to me. But I ended 
up allowing it. It was not a “you can do it” kind of permission, but I 
was subjected to it and had to endure it. There was one day when I 
got really beaten up, when my daughter was six months old. She was 
in her room sleeping in the cot, but I thought, “What if she was 
already walking? And already speaking? What if she already 
understood things?” She would have seen her mother getting beaten 
up. And that would be the worst thing. So it was at that moment that 
I really decided it would be the last time. 

Meanwhile, I used to go to these meetings, like the ones we now have 
with Habita. It was the APF, the Apoio aos Pais e às Familias 
(Support for Parents and Families). So there were groups of mothers, 
with their children, who had been young mothers, and each had their 
own story. I met a girl there who was living at her mother’s, but they 
didn't get along. She had a small child, and then an opportunity to 
rent a house together came up. We rented a T2. My daughter's father 
was very obsessive, and he gave me no peace. He would go into my 
father's house and take all my things when no one was at home, and 
take them to his house, so that I had to go back. He was obsessed with 
me. So after what had happened, I took advantage of three days 
when he was away on business. During those three days, we rented 
the house, set it up, and I left with my six-month-old baby. That's 
when my eviction adventure began. 
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Sara’s early childhood was also tied to resettlement programmes, 
although she herself had already spent her childhood in council housing. 
However, for Sara and her sister, the new apartment did not provide the 
children with the experience of a safe home. Sara and her sister were not 
“houseless” but experienced “insecure housing” (FEANTSA, 2017), an 
“unhomely home” (Blunt & Dowling, 2006) that was produced by domestic 
violence (Brickell, 2012). Her case highlights a common cause of women’s 
homelessness:  domestic violence (Blunt & Dowling, 2006; Lewinson et al., 
2014). This also contributed to children’s homelessness, both in the case of 
Sara’s daughter as well as of herself and her sister.  
 
Ema: 

I came here [to Portugal] with my mother when I was six. We went to 
live in another neighbourhood, in Charneca. The house belonged to 
my stepfather, but the land belonged to the city council. It was a huge 
house, a two-storey villa. I had a good life at the time. But the city 
council needed the land to build a motorway, and I think my 
stepfather was given a sum of money and allocated a council 
apartment. In the meantime, he and my mother separated, and my 
mother, due to the fact that she had small children, was given another 
council apartment here in Zona J. I think it was 2001 when we came 
here, to this neighbourhood. However, in 2006, I had the baby, and 
my mother thought that I had no right to be in her house. Because we 
Africans are a little bit complicated, too. My mother didn't like the 
fact that he was Guinean, and that we made this mixture. Guineans 
and São Toméans don't get along. 

My mother told me to leave the house. At that time, I made my first 
application [for council housing], but as I was still 16, they didn't 
accept it right away. I left my mother's house and found an empty 
storage room in one of the building blocks. I spent the entire 
pregnancy sleeping in a storage room. And then there was this friend 
of mine, who told me, “Look Ema, there’s that apartment over there. 
It’s vacant. Maybe they won’t bother you.” 

 
Ema came to Portugal in the early 1990s. Portugal was investing heavily 

in infrastructure at that time (Pereira & Pereira, 2016), including in 
motorways, such as the Eixo Norte-Sul, which crossed the neighbourhood 
where her stepfather lived, and the construction of social housing estates 
through the PER programme. Quite suddenly, she found herself living in 
grossly “inadequate housing” (FEANTSA, 2017). While her story differs 
significantly from Sara’s, they share the experience of suddenly being 
pregnant without a safe space to live in – a situation in which their unstable 
family backgrounds played a significant role, which is a factor that has been 
highlighted as central in contributing to women’s housing exclusion (Smolen 
& Harrison, 2013).  
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All three did not continue studying for long, for different reasons – due to 
the difficult housing situations, in Ema’s and Sara’s cases, while Cátia herself 
made the decision to quit studying. This fact is significant, considering that 
research has shown that educational level is one of the main enablers of 
social mobility in Portugal (Bago d’Uva & Fernandes, 2017). In quitting their 
studies, the cycle of the social reproduction of poverty continued.  

4.3 GENDERED FORMS OF HOUSING EXCLUSION 

In the following section, Cátia, Sara and Ema describe the challenges they 
faced when trying to contest their housing exclusion and make it on their 
own. They tried to access housing in many legal ways, and sought help 
through different municipal institutions and services, but they were not 
considered eligible for support.   
 
Cátia:  

So, we rented a house in Camarate. The owner had gone to Oporto to 
live with a brother. By coincidence, she was also an African and she 
rented the house to me. But then I was the only person who worked at 
home, and it’s not possible to pay the rent alone. I got tired, and left 
to stay at my mother's house. But it wasn’t possible to stay there 
either ‒ I also wanted to be independent. 

Author: Have you tried to get support from the city council? 

C: Yes, I had been applying [for council housing] for many years, but 
I was never lucky. I’ve been to the city council services at 
Entrecampos. I went there, and talked to the social assistant, but it’s 
always the same story: it's because of the points system. But I don't 
see what that system is – I mean, I don't understand. How do people 
live if they don't work? If they have an income, they cannot have 
council housing. But if they don’t have an income, they don’t get one 
either. I don't know how they allocate the houses now. Here, the 
apartment next door was free. They only give homes to gypsies now. 
And the rest, what happens to them? And in the prize draw, there are 
too few houses.  

Author: And in the prize draw, you normally need to have an income 
above the minimum ... How much do they pay you there? You work 
for Santa Casa, right? 

C: I have the minimum wage, plus the food allowance, and extra for 
the night hours. It's almost 800 euros. But it's still not much! […] 
Where can I find a house for 300 euros? Only if it was outside of 
Lisbon, only if I left Lisbon.  
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Author: You also have access to Santa Casa. Some people get support 
from Santa Casa to pay their rent. 

C: I don’t understand the criteria. Some get rental assistance, others 
don’t. And now they’re also in a cost containment phase. 

 
Cátia’s narrative provides some answers as to why it is not easy for her to 

access housing through legal means. Her account describes the diverse 
housing options available in Lisbon, but her case fails to qualify for any of 
these schemes. She raises an issue that has become very polemic when 
discussing access to council housing: the points system. In Lisbon, there were 
previously no clear criteria for accessing social housing.14 This  continues to 
be the case in Loures, where the application procedure consists of writing a 
letter to the mayor/city council asking for a council apartment (Interview 
ME9, April 2019). In Lisbon, criteria for the allocation of social housing were 
established in 2009 through Regulamento do Regime de Acesso à Habitação 
Municipal (RRAHM, Regulation of Access to Municipal Housing Regime, 
Câmara Municipal de Lisboa, 2009), which includes a classification matrix 
for assessing the applications. The applications are given points according to 
income, family composition, type of current housing, and disabilities that the 
family members might have, among other criteria. Nonetheless, the points 
system gives most weight to income, resulting in a situation in which 
households with no income tend to receive a higher score. Single parents 
with a job often complained about the lack of options for those who receive 
the minimum wage or slightly more. Their applications for council housing 
tend not to receive a high enough score because they earn "too much".  

In an interview (ME3, October 2018), a Lisbon City Council official 
explained that council housing is allocated to people who are facing multiple 
deprivations: the most vulnerable groups in society – those who are already 
excluded from society – are the ones who manage to access council housing 
more easily. Consequently, due to the small number of council homes 
available, it would be difficult for people who are employed to obtain a 
council home. The official pointed out that for the Roma, it is generally very 
difficult to find work, rent an apartment, or access healthcare in Portugal. 
This makes them much more vulnerable and justifies their prioritisation in 
the access to council housing.15  

 
14 The scandal dubbed “Lisboagate” in 2008 might have triggered the process of establishing a 

score matrix. In “Lisboagate”, it was found that some local politicians serving on the Lisbon City 

Council had been allocating apartments to relatives and friends in a discretionary manner since the 

beginning of the democratic period. This mainly concerned apartments that belonged to the “dispersed 

patrimony” of the municipality, scattered around the city rather than situated on the council estates (Â. 

Silva & Lima, 2008).  
15 The downside of this state of affairs is that it tends to fuel racist comments against the Roma – as 

was the case with Cátia – with many people on the council estates complaining that “all of the houses 
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An alternative to social housing was the Lisbon City Council programme 
Renda convencionada, a prize draw intended “to create housing of 
intermediate value”, “with rents up to 30% lower than the market 
prices”(Câmara Municipal de Lisboa, 2012: 24). Yet very few homes have 
become available through it: from 2013 towards the end of 2018, Lisbon had 
allocated around 500 houses (interview ME3, October 2018), while the 
number of candidates tended to be huge: for example, more than 1,700 
candidates applied for 14 homes for the 16th edition of the programme 
(Idealista, 2018a). Lisbon also offers a municipal subsidy for housing, 
through which a third of the housing costs could be covered. Yet this subsidy 
was granted for only one year, after which it could be extended for a 
maximum of one year. Hence, many families argued that it was not worth 
renting a house if one might only be able to stay there for a year. 

Similarly, the Santa Casa da Misericórdia can be approached for rental 
assistance.16 Lisbon’s Santa Casa da Misericórdia is an institute of Catholic 
origin, which has the status of a public institution in the city. In the 
municipality of Lisbon, Santa Casa participates in the provision of many 
social services, including emergency shelters and housing. Yet many families 
considered the option of Santa Casa highly arbitrary, depending on the 
particular social worker and their discretion as to whether the institution 
could offer support to a particular resident of the municipality (Jorge et al., 
2020). This was also reflected in a response I received from an assistant at 
the city councillor’s office for housing, who told me that she had no idea 
under what conditions and for how long Santa Casa could provide rental 
assistance. The city council assistant had received the response that Santa 
Casa assesses cases individually, considering the specificities of each case 
(fieldnotes, February 2019). This vagueness concerning the available support 
can be interpreted as a tactic used by the institutions to put the urban poor 
“in their place” (Muñoz, 2017). 
 
Sara:  

So we rented a house near Lóios. At first it went well, but then my 
housemate stopped paying her share. And I found myself in a 
situation where the landlord was not going to accept only half of the 
rent. I was left to pay the whole amount. I had two jobs at the time, to 
pay a rent of 500 euros, not to mention food and all that. I used to 
work in a clothes shop, and I did gel manicures, which is what I still 
do nowadays. I was counting the pennies so that I could pay the rent. 
I held on, until the time came when I couldn't pay one month, nor the 

 
were given to the gypsies”, with the common understanding being that as the Roma did not work, or 

did not declare that they were working, they easily gained access to council housing. 
16 I tried to approach Santa Casa on various occasions for an interview, but never managed to 

secure a response. 
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next, and the following month I had to leave. I went to Cacém, to a 
house owned by my mother’s friend, who was abroad at the time. […] 

Yet, in the meantime, my mother’s friend wanted to rent out the 
house. He had got married, and his wife was putting pressure on him 
– why did he have a house in Portugal that was not making a profit? 
He gave me some time to get organised, but he was forced to rent out 
the house. And it was a very big place, so the amount they were 
asking was unthinkable for me. That's when I occupied an apartment 
here in Zona J. I stayed there for two to three months, until the police 
came and told me I had X amount of time to leave. By the time I 
realised what was happening, they were already knocking on my 
door. It was Christmastime, and I had been trying to find another 
house to go to, but I had no luck. I had a boyfriend at the time and he 
said, “Look, you're not staying on the street, I'll help you find a 
house.” So I rented a place in Moscavide. It was in a basement; it had 
only one room, and a second room of sorts, which was a storage 
room. However, it didn't work out with this person that I was with. I 
stayed in that house until I could no longer afford to pay. Because it 
was 350 euros, plus gas, plus water, plus electricity, food, transport, 
school. So once again, I knew that I had to leave. It was then that my 
paternal grandmother died. And I wasn't talking to my father. I 
hadn’t spoken to him in private for a long time. However, when my 
grandmother died, I made my peace with my father. He was off 
drugs by that time, and I thought, OK, I'll finally be able to go back to 
my house in peace. So I left Moscavide and went back to my dad's 
house in Bela Vista. I was working in Vasco da Gama at that time, in 
a clothes shop. 

I was used to paying very high rents – for me, it was nothing to pay 
the bills in a house like that. The rent wasn’t even 50 euros, plus 
water, electricity, gas – it was nothing. It was supereasy for me to 
pay that. But my father said, "You can pay the water, gas and 
electricity, but because I receive social security, and I'm the head of 
the household, I’ll pay the rent". Only he didn't pay. I knew nothing 
about it until the day they called me to say, "They're in your house 
taking everything out". They had even delivered an eviction order. 

If I hadn’t said to my father, "I’ll pay", perhaps I would have 
understood. But I said, "You put the bills on the bedside table, and I'll 
pay", and he said, "No, it's me who has to pay". And then I'm 
suddenly being evicted. And once again, what was I going to do? It 
was the most complicated situation at that time because I can say 
that I was truly homeless. I left my daughter at her father's place. All 
the stuff from the house had gone to Gebalis's warehouse, and I said, 
"And now? Where am I going?". So I spent one night at one friend's 
house, then another night at another friend's house, until, you know, 
it’s nice to visit for the first two or three days. But after that, it 
becomes a nuisance.  
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So, my father was sleeping in the house from which we’d been evicted. 
It was on the ground floor and the window had been left open. So, at 
night, he lifted the blinds and went there to sleep, and I started to do 
the same. We’d been evicted from our house, and we started using the 
house like intruders. It was complicated because if I wanted to go to 
the bathroom, I couldn't. I had to wait until morning so that I could 
go to a café, so that I could wash my face, so that I could wash my 
hands. To have some light, I had to get some candles and put them on 
the floor, because the house was all empty... it was complicated. Also, 
I had to kind of give up my daughter. I had no other choice. […] 

Meanwhile, I met a girl, and she had a friend who was living with 
two other friends, and they had a spare room. I went to live there, 
and paid my way by looking after the house, cooking and cleaning. I 
was like a maid. Then I got pregnant with my son, and I thought: I'm 
not staying with two children in one room. I was working at the 
airport and things were going so well that I decided to rent a house. 
[…] So I managed, with another friend of mine, an older lady who 
lived in Sacavém, to make a deal with the landlord. I paid less, but I 
was supposed to do renovation work there. […] Yet, after a while, I 
wasn’t able to pay again. My only option was to occupy another 
house because otherwise I really wouldn’t have made it, because I 
had already spent many years moving from one place to another. 
And my son’s father said, "OK, I'll get you one here in the 
neighbourhood." And one day he came and said, "Look, there's a 
house, it's abandoned, and you can go there."  

And so, during the night, he found a friend who had a van, and I 
sneaked out of that other house, where I was already in debt. I hadn't 
finished the renovation work because, you know, since my pregnancy 
until today, everything that my kids have has come from me. I had to 
be the mother and the father because the father just says “Hello” in 
the street, and gives his child a kiss. "Is everything okay? Alright, bye 
then." So, I had my daughter, I had my son, and I still owed some 
money, so I couldn't do the renovation work. And until today, I've 
been here [in the occupied council apartment]. My daughter will soon 
be ten, and I’ve lived in about nine or ten different houses since she 
was born. So this is the only place, my last chance. After this, there’s 
nothing else. 

 
Just like Cátia’s story, Sara’s account exemplifies the challenges of making 

ends meet. In addition to the difficulties in accessing social housing, a 
minimum wage does not allow single parents to rent a house on the private 
market, if the average rent for a 50m² apartment is more than 400 euros 
(INE, 2019). After all of Sara’s housing experiments, she has come to the 
conclusion that a council home is the only feasible option for someone in her 
situation.  
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Figure 4.13 A closed council home that has been opened and occupied, but not renovated. April 
2019.

Ema:

So I went to occupy [the council home], and when my child was one 
year old, in 2007, they found me. A Gebalis social worker came to my 
place: "Oh, you can't stay here occupying the house, this and that...". I 
said, "Look, the social assistant at Gebalis knew that I had been 
kicked out of my home, and was in a precarious situation, but nobody 
ever bothered to come and see if I was all right." At the time I had no 
papers. I always had my passport in order, but I didn't have a 
residence permit. So the social assistant gave me an eviction order 
and sent the police there. The police came and broke the door down. 
The baby was crying. They filed a criminal case against me, for 
trespassing on city council property, and the police gave me a 
notification saying that I had to leave the house. And I said: “I won’t 
leave because I have nowhere to go. If I leave, I’ll be on the street. 
You’ll have to take me by force because it isn’t right to throw me out 
onto the street.” They said I had to go and live with my mother. How 
can I live with my mother if I didn't even have access to the house? It's 
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a bit complicated. After a while, the journalists came, and I told them 
about my case... 

Author: Did you call the journalists?  

E: Yes, with a group of people. At that time people had more guts 
about things. They [the neighbours] held a meeting, called the 
journalists... which is what they [the city council] fear the most: 
journalists. They don't want those things on television. And so I gave 
the interview one day, and the next day they [Gebalis] called me to 
cancel the eviction. They called me to visit their office, and when I 
went in, I saw them with my file. My first housing file. They gave me 
a letter saying that I should wait for a transfer to another house. 
They said they would resolve my situation. I made an application, I 
brought all the documents they asked me for, I handed in my 
passport, as I was waiting for the residence permit, and I handed in 
my son’s papers. Then I went back to the occupied apartment. After I 
while, I got pregnant with my daughter. When I was six months 
pregnant, the police were constantly coming to my door, intimidating 
me.  

Author: What about the legal process? Did they also withdraw that? 

E: No, no, I went to court. But the judge said that Gebalis had no 
proof that I had removed the steel plate because the door had had no 
steel plate. So they dropped the charges. They had no way of proving 
that I had vandalised the house. I hadn’t. I fixed the house, painted it, 
took care of it. But the police arrived every week to tell me that I had 
to go and look for another place, that the Lisbon City Council was not 
a charity... That I had to look for the Santa Casa to resolve my 
situation. But that I should know that they were going to give me a 
council home, but that I just couldn't be there at that moment because 
they were going to start the construction work. They needed to 
demolish the building, but if I left peacefully, they would allocate me a 
place. That they knew that I had been waiting for a dwelling for a 
long time. A lot of talk. And I, to avoid it, said, "All right, I'm leaving." 
But before I left [the occupied house], during the pregnancy, a law 
came into force in 2009 stating that everyone who had already been 
occupying houses for more than X amount of time were supposed to 
be legalised. Gebalis did not tell me that! Gebalis told me to leave as 
soon as possible. I left, and my life from then on became hell. I went 
to rent a house, then I couldn’t keep the house, and when I say house, 
it’s not only the house, but also the electricity, water, and food.  

Author: So the Santa Casa paid a part? 

E: And I had to pay the rest. I couldn't manage it, and then went to 
an institution for single mothers. I was there for almost a year. It’s an 
institution run by nuns. They only took single mothers. I couldn’t 
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adapt to that. There was a lot of people. I put my children to bed at 
six in the evening. The kids were no longer well and my son, who had 
never wet the bed before, started to do that. I occupied an apartment 
again, you see those there [pointing], those ruined ones. It had no 
door, no window, no floor, and there was no toilet. I settled in there 
little by little. I put a floor in, windows, toilets. The house turned out 
fine – a place that we could live in. But Gebalis and the municipal 
police went there one year later, and took all my stuff and put it in the 
street, and broke the toilets, the windows, everything, in front of the 
kids.

Figure 4.14 Before eviction. Occupied home, with renovated kitchen and living room. October 
2018.
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Author: So, at that time, they really put you in the street. Where did 
you go then? 

E: I started to look for something cheap to rent, with the help of the 
assistant at the social centre. We managed to find a place in 
Xabregas. I stayed there for a while, but then the rent bills started to 
accumulate. And see, this is where we are now [in the new occupied 
house]. I’ve been here for two years now. I had always worked here, 
in this nursery that my son went to. And then I found a better offer, 
and I left. I didn't expect to separate from my children’s father. I had 
always had his support to stay with the kids, but when that didn't 
work out either, instead of him being a help, he ended up being more 
of a burden... So, what did I do? I separated. But that then meant I 
couldn't combine the work schedule with the kids. And I ended up 
getting fired for not being able to take the shifts they needed me to do 
at the time. Now, I’m alone, I'm on my own. I'd leave home at 6 am in 
the morning to go to work. I'd get up at 5, I'd leave here at 6. I'd earn 
600 euros. I had to pay 100 euros for a person to stay with the kids 
until the nursery opened so that they could go in. Then I had to pay 
another 100 euros for the daycare. That’s already 200 euros. How 
much was I left with? 400. Food, electricity, water, then I would 
notice that two weeks had passed since the end of the month and I no 
longer had a cent. My boss helped me many times, many, many 
times. That’s why I admire her so much. But it’s complicated. 

 
Ema’s struggle for housing was further complicated by not having 

Portuguese nationality. This might have excluded her from some alternatives 
available to the Portuguese, as she suggests when mentioning her first 
application process. Later in the interview, Ema referred to the year 2009, 
when the first municipal regulation on access to council housing (RRAHM) 
in Lisbon was published. At that time, the city council decided that 2009 was 
to be considered “year zero” in the sense that those families who were 
currently occupying council homes without authorisation would all be 
interviewed and subject to the points system to determine whether they 
could stay. All but four families were considered eligible to stay, and these 
four were not evicted because they were all older than 65 (interview ME4, 
November 2018).  

Consequently, had Ema not agreed to leave, and if she had stayed in the 
council home she was occupying instead, she would almost certainly have 
been entitled to remain. Not only was she forced to leave, but she also faced 
criminal charges due to the occupation, a clear example of the state using its 
“visible fists” (Auyero 2010). In addition, according to the current regulation, 
occupiers are ineligible to apply for council housing for two years after being 
evicted (Câmara Municipal de Lisboa, 2013). As a result, Ema considered 
that she had been betrayed by the City Council and Gebalis, as they pressured 
her to leave the apartment along with false promises about receiving a 
council home later on.  
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Figure 4.15  Domicide, after eviction. November 2018. 

These kinds of stories were commonplace among many occupying women 
who sought Habita’s support. Such forms of housing exclusion can be 
interpreted as examples of the reproduction of urban poverty and the 
exploitation of poor women workers (Cho, 2003; Mohanty, 1991b). In order 
to secure a living for themselves and their children, the women had few 
options other than to “carry on”, being forced into a constant situation of 
trying to make ends meet, which might result in “debtfarism” (Soederberg, 
2014).  

Ema and Cátia, employed as assistants in old people’s homes, are working 
in a profession that is both valued and devalued at present in Europe: while 
considered a profession of extreme importance, its valorisation does not 
translate into a decent salary for those undertaking the work. Their income 
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simply does not cover all of their expenses, including housing, school, 
electricity, water, gas, clothes, school fees and materials, and so on.  

This labour precarity is also strongly gendered because the condition of 
being a single mother affects their situation considerably. It makes it more 
difficult to access some better-paid jobs that demand more flexibility in 
terms of working hours. Consequently, these women frequently have to 
resort to debtfarism to survive because their salaries fall short of providing 
for their basic needs. The fathers sometimes appear in the stories, but they 
have a residual role at best; they might help once in a while, but the main 
responsibility falls on the mother. 

Yet Cátia, Ema and Sara tried to break the cycle of exclusion and 
exploitation. They began to question their subalternised condition – the 
“contract” (Das, 1989) that their families and society had made with them – 
subject to the will of others and denied access to their rights, and embarked 
on a quest for a home of their own by occupation, “by quietly impinging on 
the propertied and powerful, and on society at large” (Bayat, 2013). Their 
housing exclusions prompted them to experiment with occupations as 
“makeshift urbanism” (Vasudevan, 2015b), notwithstanding the informal or 
illegal, and precarious character of these experiments.  

Relations with friends and acquaintances have played a central role in 
making the decision to occupy: they have encouraged the occupation or 
identified a vacant council dwelling. However, these relations are 
characterised by significant volatility, according to the idea of “rhythms of 
endurance”,  in which “people and things come and go, involve themselves 
and withdraw” (Simone, 2019b: 29). There is a need to improvise when 
facing unforeseen situations, accept support or help when it is offered, as well 
as unmake the established relations or solidarities when this becomes 
necessary. According to Ema, only a decade earlier people would stand 
together stronger in the neighbourhood: In 2007, collective action enabled 
her to oppose the eviction and stay in the occupied house, but her subsequent 
solo attempts to resist an eviction proved futile. This could be an indication 
of how the advancement of neoliberal restructuring might have further 
fragmented the urban struggles (Blokland et al., 2015). 

4.4 PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACT OF HOMELESSNESS 
AND EVICTIONS 

The condition of being at risk of eviction or being evicted can cause extreme 
emotional distress (Desmond & Kimbro, 2015), even more so for women, 
who are usually the ones that take responsibility for the well-being of the 
children in this situation (COHRE, 2008). During the biographical 
interviews, I did not ask any specific questions about how they felt in relation 
to the state of affairs, but Cátia, Sara and Ema all began discussing their 
feelings and the reactions of their children without being prompted to do so. 
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Cátia: 

Life is so... one does not have time, one works so, so, so much. I don't 
know when we’ll have time to live. You reach old age, you’re already 
sick, you have no patience for anything. In Portugal, we're going to 
work until we’re 60 or so, with a miserable paycheck. Then, we're 
going to retire, with a miserable pension; we're sick... So, what do we 
do with our lives? Nothing, just work. To eat, to pay bills. Isn’t that 
so? What a miserable life. So much fighting, so much struggling. For 
what? 

Author: And your son, what does he think? He's 11 now, isn't he? 

C: He's 10. Of course, he already understands. He said once, "Hey 
mum, a friend of mine has been evicted! Look, he went to the City 
Hall... Poor guy." He's a child, right? What child doesn't want a home, 
to play, to have his own room? He’s been anxious. When I start to get 
worried, he begins right away, "Mum, where will we go?". “Look, 
you'll go to your grandmother's, and I've got to find a solution for 
myself.”  

Sara: 

I’m 31 years old. I’ve been moving every year for ten years, I have no 
housing solution for myself and my children. Where am I heading? 
What will the next ten years be like? What can I guarantee for my 
children? What I can see is that things are getting worse and worse. 
When they finished with the shacks, it was my grandparents’ and my 
parents’ generation. Now it's grandparents, parents, children, 
grandchildren. My daughter is 10 years old now, so before long 
there’ll be great-grandchildren, in one house! Five generations in one 
house! And I have no family home. For me, it’s not a question of 
overcrowding or not getting along with people. If they knocked on 
my door at this moment, I’d have nowhere to go! I can go to a friend's 
house, then to another, maybe I can drag it out for a month, if that 
much. And then what? I'll have to occupy another house! Will I have 
to do everything I've done so far once again? 

This is really awful because I’m a person who has always been 
looking for solutions, but I’m coming to a point... what am I going to 
do? Emigrate? It seems that this is what the government of Portugal 
wants: Portuguese people to emigrate, and foreigners who have the 
purchasing power to come and take care of the houses. 

Ema: 

I think I could have done a little better, but that's the way it goes. 
Looking back, there are some things that I wouldn't have done. Like, 
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in terms of kids, I don't regret having had my kids, but maybe one 
and no more than that. To be honest, I thank God that they’re here, 
but maybe I wouldn’t have had the third. Because there’s no help. I 
have the children, but they are the ones who end up suffering because 
you don't even have the basic things.  

It's a daily fight. There comes a point where the person gets 
overwhelmed. You can't be angry. And then people wonder why 
people commit suicide. There comes a time when one gets fed up, even 
with life. Ah, if it wasn't for my children, I don't know. When I look at 
them, it's like laughing a little, because it's always the same thing, it's 
the misery, the difficulty. It takes a lot of willpower. 

I think this is not right. I think that any human being has the right to 
housing. If I didn't have children, I'll be honest, I wouldn't be here 
occupying city council housing. I wouldn't. I would rather rent an 
apartment, have more expenses, of course, but not have this 
headache. Rather than be in this situation. I’m always, like, 
constantly, when someone knocks on the door, I always get 
frightened! Like, it's an affliction every time. It's like, we don't live 
peacefully, we live based on fear. Who likes to live like this? I don't 
think anybody, but that's it, they think we do it just for the fun of it. 
Or because we want to go through this. I don't need this, but look, I 
have to go through this because I have children. And what am I going 
to do? Are my kids going to sleep on the street? 

I think about it every day. I always go to sleep worrying about them 
coming here and saying "get out"! They will say "get out", and then 
you can't afford to rent a house. And then, what are you going to do? 
As a matter of fact, I've seen many such situations. Losing the house, 
the mother is in no condition to be with the children. They end up 
taking the kids away, and the kids are forced to go to an institution 
because you don't have the money to rent a house. This is often the 
case. It’s sad, but it’s the reality. They don't help the mothers. Then 
they say there are no children in Portugal. Of course there aren't. 
Because usually the poor have the most children. It's the reality. 

 
Through Cátia’s, Sara’s and Ema’s accounts, images of desperation, 

frustration, anger, and tiredness emerge. They describe how the stress of 
homelessness and the risk of eviction has been very difficult to endure. Not 
knowing whether they will be able to provide a home for their children causes 
anxiety and distress, which is in line with previous research identifying the 
adverse consequences of evictions, not only in material terms, but also in 
terms of mental well-being (Desmond & Kimbro, 2015; Lewinson et al., 
2014).  

Moreover, the fear of losing custody of their children is an additional 
institutional violence inflicted upon these mothers. It is consistent with 
institutional traditions in many countries that have often sought to 
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responsibilise poor mothers for their conditions and to “educate” them 
(Bullock et al., 2020; S. Motta, 2016; Murphy, 2020). It is difficult to 
estimate how often children are institutionalised because of the 
homelessness of their parents. During my fieldwork, I talked to two mothers 
who had been forced to hand over their children to institutions because of 
their homelessness.  

In 2016, Portugal was condemned for this by the European Court of 
Human Rights, which stated that children cannot be taken away from their 
parents because of the socio-economic situation of the family. Yet according 
to Habita and the women I interviewed, this decision has not changed the 
practices of institutionalisation, and mothers who are occupying or are 
homeless still risk losing custody of their children. In this regard, 
institutional biases might also play a role in further undermining trust in 
institutions by residents seeking support  (Bullock et al., 2020; Constance-
Huggins, 2011; Wilde, 2020). Consequently, these women fear social workers 
and the police, and end up fighting against the institutions that are supposed 
to support them and their families.  

Notably, having children has had two opposing consequences for the ways 
these women build their subjectivities. From one perspective, the child binds 
them and makes their lives more demanding. It becomes more difficult to 
find work, as employers tend to demand flexibility in regard to working 
hours. It turns out to be more challenging to find an adequate place to live 
when space is needed for two or more. Having a child is also expensive: 
clothing, nappies, baby food, kindergarten, healthcare, school and school 
supplies are all costly. The fathers sometimes appear in the stories, but they 
have a residual role at most; they might help occasionally, but the main 
responsibility falls on the mother. 

Yet, from another point of view, having a child dependent on them 
encourages the women to go on to question their subjectification: to 
persevere, fight, and not submit to violence and to a lack of dignity. In this 
sense, these interviews explicitly converge with the two main ways in which 
motherhood has been examined in feminist literature: as a source of 
women’s oppression, as well as a source of “women’s strength and 
uniqueness” (Smart, 1996: 38), provoking both additional difficulties as well 
as instigating a special force.  

However, I propose that instead of aligning with essentialised notions of a 
“unique and strong mother” as a fixed category, these forms of 
subjectification are better analysed using poststructuralist feminist 
approaches that conceive of being a mother as a part of the possible identities 
a woman might have: not implying subordination per se, but opening up 
possibilities of agency and seeking to overcome power structures in order to 
allow motherhood (Neyer & Bernardi, 2011). For Cátia, Ema, and Sara, the 
condition of being a mother intersects with other circumstances – that they 
might or might not consider as part of their identity – such as their 
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profession, income, ethnicity, nationality, educational and family 
background, and being homeless or at risk of eviction. 

4.5 TO CONCLUDE 

In this chapter, I have demonstrated how understanding the conditions that 
urban poor dwellers live in is fundamental to enable an analysis of their 
agency. Labour precarity, inaccessible housing, and the production of 
housing insecurity through evictions can be conceived of as mechanisms of 
marginalisation or “subalternisation”, in which the subject is excluded from 
rights that he/she should be entitled to, and is persuaded to accept his/her 
exclusion. The subalternisation of these women appears as processes of 
collective social negotiation (Spivak, 2005) with the wider society, in which 
the women are persuaded to accept their housing exclusion and to agree to 
stay on the other side of the “abyssal line” in terms of access to their rights 
(Santos, 2014).  

Building upon Das (1989), Das & Randeria (2015), Santos (2014) and 
Spivak (2005), I have advanced the argument that the production of housing 
insecurity is one form of subalternisation, through which the urban poor are 
marginalised, excluded from their rights, and persuaded to accept their 
exclusion. 

The forms of subalternisation present in Cátia’s, Ema’s and Sara’s stories 
are strongly gendered. Facing specific challenges due to their situation of 
being a mother without having a home of their own, and being made solely 
responsible for providing for the needs of their children, strongly conditions 
their room for manoeuvre. At different points in their lives, they have faced 
different forms of housing exclusion, ranging from roofless to houseless, to 
insecure and inadequate housing, but mostly due to reasons that strongly 
relate to gender: domestic violence (Blunt & Dowling, 2006; Busch-
Geertsema et al., 2010; Lewinson et al., 2014) and an unstable family 
background (Smolen & Harrison, 2013). Their situation as homeless families, 
instead of single persons, is also associated with women’s homelessness 
(Pleace et al., 2008). 

Their ways of facing housing exclusion are also strongly related to gender 
and their situation as single mothers: instead of staying on the streets, they 
have tried to seek various forms of informal support (Bretherton, 2017). For 
this reason, for most of their lives, they have been living in either “insecure” 
or “inadequate” housing (FEANTSA, 2017). The women consider that their 
homelessness has frequently been misrecognised by the institutions, which 
can largely be due to the restrictive definitions of homelessness (Bretherton, 
2017). The available housing policies failed to address the specific needs of 
the women and, similarly, the policies for the homeless did not encompass 
them. This draws attention to the importance of considering the categories of 
inadequate and insecure housing when analysing homelessness. At a 
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minimum, these mothers should be considered  homeless persons, which 
would result in higher scores in their applications for social housing, and in 
their inclusion in the policies designated for the homeless. 

In addition, the neoliberal management practices of the institutions 
involved further forms of subalternisation through processes in which the 
institutions tried to make these single mothers feel responsible for and guilty 
about their situations. In the interviews, they emphasised that they had 
approached the authorities in many ways, applied for social housing, sought 
help from social security, but still failed to gain access to adequate and 
affordable housing. Rather, the institutions worked by pushing them with 
“invisible elbows” (Auyero 2010), excluding and invisibilising them, pushing 
them to the other side of the “abyssal line” (B. de S. Santos, 2014) instead of 
supporting their right to adequate housing.  

The institutional actors try to convince them that the correct thing to do is 
to wait patiently, repeating the different housing application procedures year 
after year. They have clearly exerted pressure on these women to accept the 
status quo and arrange alternative solutions, such as staying in the 
overcrowded homes of relatives, or renting private rental apartments, only to 
be evicted a short time after. The women have also been manipulated by 
social housing managers, who convinced them to leave an occupied 
apartment with promises of alternative solutions, or bullied them into 
leaving by exerting  constant pressure on them by calling them or sending the 
municipal police to their doors. Bullock et al. (2020: 848) argue that 
“broader institutionalised classism, sexism and racism” often accompany the 
absence of an institutional response for women facing domestic violence. 

Their economic exclusion is also strongly tied to gender: working in 
predominantly female professions, they do not earn enough to pay for 
housing on the private market. Considering the heavy economic burden they 
also bear as the sole providers in their families, Federici's (2004) argument 
about the capitalist exploitation of women both as labourers as well as the 
reproducers of labour power gains relevance in understanding their 
situation. 

In line with this notion, these women have tried to reinvent themselves 
and continue with their lives, using strategies of “quiet encroachment” and 
“rhythms of endurance”, improvising, relying upon contacts and networks, 
and experimenting. Similarly to many other families, Sara, Ema, and Cátia 
have not succeeded in gaining access to housing in legal ways, and have 
consequently taken the decision to occupy a council apartment when they 
identify a vacant one. This is not a decision they take lightly, but only when 
they do not see any other alternatives on the horizon. For them, the time it 
takes for the Lisbon city council to “allocate them a dwelling is simply not 
compatible with the time it takes for the children to grow up” (Appendix C). 
The constraints that condition their agency are strongly gendered. Some of 
these forms of action can be deemed “feminised forms of resistance” (S. 
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Motta, 2016; S. C. Motta & Seppälä, 2016), as some of the actions they have 
opted for clearly arise from their situation of homeless single mothers. 

These dynamics will be further explored in chapter 5, which focuses on 
the management practices of social estates, and in chapter 6, which shows 
how people who occupy use a variety of techniques and tactics to protect 
themselves. In fact, the act of occupying is one of the strategies used in the 
struggle against housing exclusion. 
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5 URBAN GOVERNANCE, PARTICIPATION 
AND THE RIGHT TO HOUSING 

5.1 SOCIAL HOUSING AND PARTICIPATION IN URBAN 
GOVERNANCE 

This chapter will complement the previous one by shifting the attention to 
the management practices of social housing neighbourhoods. The specific 
case of the management of occupations and evictions will be a key concern of 
this chapter, in line with the focus of this thesis. The experiences of the 
previous land occupations and their demolitions – resulting in the 
resettlement of residents of these neighbourhoods – will be compared with 
the current forms of the management of occupations and evictions. I will 
duly discuss the kinds of interactions and dynamics that have occurred over 
the years between the state actors and residents of social housing estates by 
analysing these processes, also pinpointing the continuities in the 
management approaches.  

These questions will be approached through an examination of the forms 
of governance and the citizens’ participation in these processes. Forms of 
governance make a significant contribution to shaping the positions of 
residents living in socially segregated cities (Nygren, 2015). In the case of the 
LMA, the analysis of the practices and perceptions of the managers of social 
housing estates and officials of city council departments in charge of housing 
reveals central facets of how council estates and evictions within them are 
managed. Many actors can be involved with the management of social 
housing and with the execution of evictions, from managers of council 
housing estates and city council officials, to the police, social workers, private 
landlords, representatives of extra-judicial eviction mechanisms such as 
Balcão Nacional do Arrendamento in Portugal (2020), banks, real-estate 
funds and companies, and paramilitary agents.  

Yet few studies focus on the actions, practices, and experiences of the 
managers of council housing and evictions from such housing, although their 
role is crucial in determining who is entitled to housing and how evictions 
are carried out. The personal biases and the everyday routines and practices 
of the work of council housing managers and other municipal employees can 
significantly contribute to further exclusions and alienations (Auyero, 2012; 
Baker, 2017; Bullock et al., 2020; Motta, 2016; Pozzi & Rimoldi, 2017; Wilde, 
2020).  

Informality, as conceptualised by Ananya Roy (2003, 2009), emerges as a 
key concept in this chapter, conceived as a feature that also operates inside 
the state, with the state itself operating in many instances in informal ways. 
In this way, informality can also be considered a modality of governance 
(Roy, 2015: 342). In her later work, Roy (2009b: 84) rejects the association 
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of informality with extra-legality, proposing instead that the formal and the 
legal are better understood as fictions, as “moments of fixture” within the 
urban planning systems, thereby questioning dualisms that are often present 
when applying the concept (Acuto et al., 2019). Nonetheless, Roy (2009b: 
84) continues to argue that it is precisely the convergence of legality and 
extra-legality in the same process that makes informality so powerful as a 
modality of governance.  

Yet the realms of the formal and the legal continue to be defined in 
legislation and regulations (AGFE & UN-HABITAT, 2007, 2011; COHRE, 
2010). For this reason, and in order not to render the conceptualisation of 
informality hollow, I find it important to retain the position that informality 
also implies extra-legal practices, even if the borders between formal and 
informal are blurred (McFarlane, 2019). Both the urban poor and the state 
challenge and recreate the margins of legality and formality, albeit by 
different means, and by different degrees of power. Here, I will use the term 
“extra-legality”, rather than illegality, to highlight the fact that these extra-
legal practices are often built upon the notion of legality. 

This notion is a thought-provoking point of departure that can be applied 
to analyse both the modalities of governance and the tactics that 
subalternised urban dwellers engage in. It illustrates how both state actors as 
well as occupiers engage in some actions that are characterised by 
informality, and how both of these groups of actors try to assert the 
legitimacy and value of their actions and condemn and criminalise the 
actions that affirm the contrary. It can also be used to examine moral 
economies, with regard to how diverse actors seek to contest the distribution 
of wealth (Simone, 2019a).  

On the other hand, there is an interesting body of literature that 
illustrates how the state itself often engages in extra-legal and illegal 
practices at times of eviction (Auyero, 2010; Desmond, 2016; Soederberg, 
2019; Zhang, 2017), including reports by international organisations (AGFE 
& UN-HABITAT, 2007, 2011; COHRE, 2010) that highlight the brutal impact 
that this kind of state action inflicts upon families. Here, the state action has 
been described as “domicide”, the deliberate destruction of homes (Porteous 
& Smith, 2001). In a variety of ways, the state thus engages in informal 
actions, characterised by the convergence of legality and extra-legality. 

In this study, I demonstrate how the state agents present a discourse of 
respecting the law, while their actions are often characterised by extra-
legality. They speak about “justice” but tend to interpret justice as following 
the procedures and municipal regulations. I demonstrate how the prevalent 
governance strategies of occupations and evictions in these housing estates 
rely primarily on tactics of imputing the responsibility of the housing 
condition of low-income residents to other state actors, to the residents 
themselves, as well as to macroeconomic processes. Here, it is interesting to 
explore the ways in which these marginalisations and exclusions are actively 
produced by different actors  (Nygren, 2015, 2018). 
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For example, Wilde (2020) illustrates how council housing managers tend 
to act respecting the logic of “scarce resources”, which prompts them to 
question the needs of the applicants and to doubt them, as well as 
responsibilising them for their own situation. Poor homeless mothers in 
particular have often been received with distrust, with the result that the 
institutional response has been to try to “discipline” them (Bullock et al., 
2020), and accusing them of “gaming” the system (Murphy, 2020). 

In the literature, evictions have been theorised as “an expulsion from 
today’s core social and economic opportunities” (Sassen, 2014), resulting 
both from the basic dynamics and characteristics of capitalism’s linkage with 
urbanisation (Harvey, 2008; Lefebvre, 1970; N. Smith, 2002), as well as 
from the state’s active promotion of maximisation of the value of the urban 
space (Brenner et al., 2010a; Rolnik, 2013b; Soederberg, 2019). For example, 
Soederberg (2017) argues that the state actively produces rental housing 
insecurity  through exploitation (rent and consumer credit), evictions, and 
invisibilising the homeless. The urban poor tend to be particularly affected by 
these processes (Doshi, 2013; Harvey, 2008). 

Moreover, this chapter focusses on forms of participation in housing 
governance. To compare different participatory initiatives in Lisbon and 
Loures, I will refer to the ladder of citizen participation (Arnstein, 1969; 
Table 5), which illustrates what kind of power participation citizens can 
obtain in influencing the processes they participate in, considering how the 
label of participation has often been used to legitimise diverse initiatives and 
interests, rather than resulting in substantive participation (Neveu, 2011; B. 
de S. Santos, 2003a; Simone, 2008). Nonetheless, as Matos (2016) has 
argued, protest, as well as other forms of more transgressive participation, 
are absent from Arnstein’s classification. In the literature on democratic 
theory, some authors have emphasised the inevitability and importance of 
conflict and protest in democracy (Mouffe, 2000b; Rancière, 1990). 

Table 5  The Ladder of Citizen Participation (adapted from Arnstein, 1969). 

8 Citizen Control Citizen Power 
7 Delegated Power 
6 Partnership 
5 Placation Tokenism 
4 Consultation 
3 Informing 
2 Therapy Nonparticipation 
1 Manipulation 

 
This is an important notion, as it resonates – as I will argue – with the 

understanding of participation that the city councils of Lisbon and Loures 
tend to promote. In Lisbon, the participatory budget has been growing 
steadily since its official beginning in 2008, but it is beset by challenges that 
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are common to other European participatory budgets, such as small funds for 
co-decision and the absence of social inclusion (Allegretti & Antunes, 2014), 
often resulting in a “functionalist” – or tokenist in Arnstein’s terms – focus 
on collecting opinions from civil society actors, but with little attention to 
their inclusivity in the sense of empowering citizens to control or implement 
initiatives (Jerez, Ramos, & Allegretti, 2012). 

To use Faranak Miraftab’s (2009: 38-9) classification, the understanding 
of citizen participation normally encompasses the “invited spaces of 
participation” – those legitimated by the government – and excludes 
“invented spaces”, defined as the collective action by the poor to confront the 
authorities and the status quo. Following this line of thought, it can be 
argued that participation in “invented spaces” is of utmost importance 
because it enables the participation of groups of populations that would 
otherwise be excluded from democratic deliberation. 

This chapter argues that occupations can be conceived of as an implicit 
rejection of invited forms of participation and a transgression to 
participation by invention and invasion, in a context where the urban poor 
are effectively excluded from these invited spaces. I will argue that the 
officials of city councils generally cherish participation, but at the same time, 
prefer that the forms of participation be confined to established, invited 
initiatives (Miraftab, 2009), showing little understanding towards more 
transgressive forms of participation. Yet the actual institutionalised forms of 
participation in Lisbon and Loures offer few possibilities to participate in the 
governance of housing issues, as I will demonstrate in this chapter.  

The chapter illustrates how the prevalent governance strategies of 
occupations and evictions in these housing estates rely on tactics of imputing 
the responsibility for the housing situation of low-income residents to the 
residents themselves, to other state actors, as well as to macroeconomic 
processes. As in the previous chapter, the main focus will be on the parish of 
Marvila, Lisbon, but experiences from Quinta da Fonte, Loures, will also be 
presented to shed light on different approaches adopted in different 
municipalities. 

5.2 FINANCIALISATION OF HOUSING AND SOCIAL 
HOUSING ESTATES 

There have been significant changes affecting the provision of housing during 
the past decade in Portugal. The processes of the financialisation of housing 
and real-estate speculation, together with the gamble by the Government of 
Portugal on the tourism sector promoting the Portuguese economy, have 
resulted in a dramatic increase in rental and real-estate prices, especially in 
the metropolitan areas. Housing policies in Portugal have followed a general 
tendency of neoliberalisation from 1985 onwards, and the state actions 
regarding housing follow the three general strategies of the state promotion 
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of the commodification and financialisation of housing as outlined by Raquel 
Rolnik (2013), involving the promotion of the notion of homeownership and 
privatisation of housing; financing homeownership by liberalising mortgage 
markets; and using the strategies of urban entrepreneurialism to “unlock 
land values” by both promoting private housing through subsidised credit, as 
well as by the demolition of “informal” housing to build business centres or 
promote luxury housing estates. 

These processes have been further extended with additional austerity 
urbanism (Peck, 2012) after the financial and economic crisis, with initiatives 
such as NGHP: state funding for housing has continued to be insufficient ‒ in 
a context where pressure to access it is increasing due to the rise in rental 
prices in the private market ‒  and the municipalities have been made 
responsible for the provision of housing, without sufficient financial and 
human resources to undertake this task. 

In Portugal, public financing for housing peaked in 2002 and 2003, with 
around 650 million euros spent on housing in both years. After those years, 
financing for housing started steadily declining, reaching a low of 173 million 
euros in 2011 (IHRU, 2015, p. 5). Since then, the figures have not increased 
significantly: Portuguese expenditure on “housing and community 
amenities” represented from 0.4% to 0.5% of PIB from 2011 to 2018 
(Eurostat, 2020a). In 2019, the total budget for housing was 156 million 
euros (L. Pinto, 2018). This is clearly insufficient when compared with the 
government survey on housing needs, which identified 25,762 families as 
being in a clearly unsatisfactory housing situation and in need of 
resettlement, also providing an estimated budget for this resettlement of 
1,700 million euros (IHRU, 2018).  

Yet it is noteworthy that the balance of incomes and expenses related to 
social housing has been positive for both Lisbon and Loures: in Lisbon, the 
revenues from rents and from the sale of housing stock resulted in a positive 
balance of 4.3 million euros in 2015, which was further increased by revenues 
from the sale of housing stock that amounted to an income of 3.2 million 
euro (INE, 2015e). In Loures, the balance was much smaller, but still positive 
at 940,000 euros (ibid.). These are small sums considering the investment 
needs, but they can nevertheless refute the argument that social housing 
would necessarily result in significant financial losses for the municipalities. 

The municipality of Lisbon is the largest social housing owner in Portugal, 
with 26,592 council homes, while the municipality of Loures has only 2,503 
council apartments (INE, 2015b). A comparison with the population size in 
2015 (Lisbon 504,471 inhabitants, Loures 205,807 inhabitants (INE, 2015d)) 
and total residential housing stock (323,477 dwellings in Lisbon, and 100,021 
dwellings in Loures (INE, 2015a)) shows that the proportion of social 
housing is more significant in Lisbon (representing 8% of the housing stock) 
than in Loures, where it represents only 2.5% of the total housing stock 
(making it thus more in line with the average situation in Portugal).  
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The city of Lisbon tops the list to access council apartments, with 3,484 
families on the waiting list (Moleiro, 2019). According to INE (2015c), there 
would be 2,637 vacant and 305 illegally occupied council homes in Lisbon, 
and 12 vacant and 49 illegally occupied in Loures. In Loures, there are 
currently no vacant apartments according to the city council (ME9, ME 10, 
Loures, 2019). 

The law that governs social housing in Portugal is Lei do Arrendamento 
Apoiado (LAA, the Law for Subsidized Renting no. 32/2016, 24 August 
2016), with the last changes in 2016. It also regulates the rents for social 
housing. In 2014, the law was changed in relation to the calculation of the 
rents, which in some cases resulted in extreme changes. Some families had 
been paying the same amount of rent since the 1970s, for example 5 euros 
monthly, so that the proposed updated rents in 2015 amounted in some cases 
to 60 times more (Lusa, 2017). In 2015, the average monthly rent was 56 
euros, whereas for the new contracts established in 2015, the average rent 
was 113 euros (INE, 2016).  

Many families have not been able to pay these updated rents, resulting in 
rent arrears and, in some cases, eviction letters due to unpaid rents, as well 
as in the active production of rental housing insecurity by the state 
(Soederberg, 2017). The law was updated in August 2016, stipulating that the 
rent cannot be over 23% of the net income of the family, that is, it must be 
proportionate to the family in terms of size and possible disabilities, and  
families cannot be evicted without the identification of alternative housing 
for them (Lusa, 2016). The LAA is combined with a regulation on access to 
social housing,17 the conditions of access of which stipulate that anyone can 
submit an application, as long as they have a residence permit in Portugal, do 
not have the “economic-financial conditions” to access housing, do not have a 
house of their own, and are not receiving subsidies for housing (Articles 5 
and 6). 

In addition, the municipality of Lisbon uses the regulation on access to 
municipal housing regime, RRAHM. Article 5 of the regulation determines 
the conditions for access to social housing: 

a) The members of the household do not own a dwelling of their own in 
the LMA nor receive public financial support for housing purposes. 

b) They are residents of the Municipality of Lisbon. 
c) They or their spouse or partner are not a holder of a municipal 

dwelling in Lisbon. 
d) None of the members of the household has, by choice, received an 

indemnity instead of a municipal dwelling in case of resettlement. 

 
17 Regulamento de Acesso e Atribuição de Habitações do IHRU, I. P., em Regime de Arrendamento 

Apoiado, n.º 84/2018. 
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e) The household has an income (RMC, rendimento mensal corrigido) of 
less than three IAS (indexante dos apoios sociais18), or less than five 
RMC in the case that the applicant is 65 or older. 

f) If the household has more than three members (or five in the case that 
the applicant is 65 or older), and they have an RMC per capita equal or 
inferior to one IAS (Câmara Municipal de Lisboa, 2009; author's 
translation). 

The application process is different in different councils. In Loures, for 
example, the application procedure involves writing a letter to the president 
of the city council that will then be analysed (ME9, Loures, 2019).  

The municipal employees acknowledged many shortcomings in the 
scoring system that they hoped to address in the new regulation, 
Regulamento Municipal do Direito à Habitação (RMDH, Municipal 
Regulation on the Right to Housing), which came into effect in November 
2019 (Câmara Municipal de Lisboa, 2019b). These included the high score 
given to unemployment and to families who had members with disabilities 
(ME4, Lisbon, 2018). While these are important considerations, these 
criteria have led to desperation for many single working mothers who are 
often surviving on low wages and precarious employment contracts, but who 
at the same time cannot access council housing because they have a job. Yet 
the scoring matrix in the new regulation has remained essentially the same.  

5.3 MANAGING RESETTLEMENTS – PARTICIPATION IN 
OLDER HOUSING CRISES 

The social housing estates that the study focuses on – Condado and Quinta 
da Fonte – were built in the LMA from the 1960s to the 1990s to resettle 
dwellers of informal neighbourhoods through different resettlement 
programmes. These culminated in the PIMP (Programa de Intervenção a 
Médio Prazo, Middle-Term Intervention Programme) and the PER 
(Programa Especial de Realojamento, Special Resettlement Programme) 
programmes, which focused on the resettlement of residents of informal 
settlements into social housing estates. The first programme only targeted 
the municipality of Lisbon and was implemented from 1987 to the end of the 
1990s, while the second targeted the Lisbon and Porto Metropolitan Areas 
from 1993 onwards (Antunes, 2018, pp. 428-452; Cachado, 2012). The PIMP 
was mainly focused on resettling the residents of informal settlements in 
those urban areas where major infrastructure works were planned, such as 
the CRIL and Eixo Norte-Sul highways (C. Rodrigues, 2012), as well as 
resettling the residents of provisory homes built from 1937 onwards (ME4, 
Lisbon, 2018). 

 
18 428.90 euros in 2018. More information can be found at: https://www.economias.pt/valor-

indexante-dos-apoios-sociais/. Last accessed 06/06/2018. 
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The PER, on the other hand, had the explicit aim of eradicating the slums 
in the metropolitan areas of Lisbon and Oporto, with a total of 48,000 
housing units for resettled families foreseen within the programme (Vilaça & 
Ferreira, 2018, pp. 349-350). Priority was sometimes given to slum areas for 
which major infrastructure plans existed, such as the CRIL and Expo ’98, the 
Lisbon World Exposition (ME9, Loures, 2019).  

In Lisbon, the resettlements were mainly implemented in areas of the city 
that were considered less central and less “noble” (Serpa et al., 2018: 421). 
The resettlement during the PER was conducted at speed, with 3,500 
families sometimes being resettled in a month, with a total of almost 18,000 
families being resettled during the programme in Lisbon (ME2, Lisbon). The 
eradication of informal settlements was a priority for the then city councillor 
for housing, and the resettlement of almost 18,000 families over 15 years of 
the PER programme was hailed as a major success factor by an official of the 
Lisbon City Council (ME2, 2018). Information sessions were held for those 
families who were to be resettled, but they were not consulted in any way 
regarding their views or needs (interview with Miriam, 2018). Rather, a lack 
of consultation was considered a precondition for concluding the 
resettlements in order to respect the deadlines: 

The residents were confronted with the need to leave the 
neighbourhood, and there was no consultation, no participation 
related to the expectations about the house, the neighbourhood, the 
localization. […] But there was some kind of participation because, 
before the resettlement, we convened meetings in which the residents 
learnt of important information about their new rights and 
obligations as residents of council dwellings. So the municipal 
services went there to inform people. […] So real social intervention 
was not promoted because the funding and the deadlines demanded a 
certain rhythm. 

 ME2, Lisbon, 2018. 

Some other municipal employees presented more critical views about the 
way resettlements were conducted, pointing out that the families were not at 
liberty to choose where they would live (ME6 & ME7, Lisbon, 2018). “When 
the slums were eradicated, a series of neighbourhoods were built. When the 
resettlement was completed, the city was not thought through, and the 
people were just arranged on shelves. There was no information, no 
education. Therefore, the cycles of poverty continued” (ME8, Lisbon, 2019). 

Similarly, in Loures, the pressure to clear the land sometimes led to 
resettlement projects being implemented in a hurry:  

Yes, the only thing I can say is that if [resettlement] was difficult for 
the families, for us [the municipal officials] it was very complicated 
because of the pressure. Just to give you an idea, on a Saturday we 
were in the field telling families in one area that X number of 
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residents had to be resettled by the following week. We knew they had 
to leave, but the families themselves didn’t know whether they had to 
leave from one day to the next. It meant going there and saying: you 
know, you need to leave tomorrow for your new home.  

ME10, Loures, 2019. 

The need to act quickly made it impossible to prepare the residents of the 
informal neighbourhoods for resettlement, or to consider their life situations. 
For example, the Quinta da Serra neighbourhood was cleared to make way 
for the construction of access to the highway and, due to time pressure, the 
municipality of Loures ended up acquiring apartment blocks in Quinta da 
Fonte that had been built by a housing cooperative previously. This resulted 
in the resettlement of families from a central area in the LMA, the parish of 
Prior Velho, to the rural parish of Apelação. This caused the families much 
distress, forcing them not only to move far away from workplaces and 
schools, but also to leave behind the vegetable gardens that had contributed 
significantly to their livelihood (ME9, Loures, 2019). A Loures official argued 
that considerable violence had been inflicted upon the families by just 
“dumping” them in a social housing estate, without any respect for their 
social organisation (ME1, Loures, 2018). Rather than participation, the 
information sessions organised by the municipalities can be designated as 
“manipulation” in Arnstein's (1969:4) terms, which describes the situation in 
which officials “educate, persuade and advise citizens”, so that the 
participation can at best be described as an illusion.  

Only one of the employees expressed strong concern about the low degree 
of participation and lack of support for the resettled families, even if several 
employees acknowledged that it contributed to further marginalisation and 
the perpetuation of socioeconomic inequalities.  

Most of the municipal employees referred to the lack of effective 
participation as something inevitable, justified by the major interest of 
having a highway built, or by the municipality prioritising the eradication of 
the informal settlements. These processes had deadlines, and therefore it was 
considered unviable to involve the families in their design. The process of 
“accumulation by dispossession” (Harvey, 2003) advanced without due 
consideration of those displaced. This resulted in spatial segregation and 
sometimes also in a deepening of social exclusion (Secretaria de Estado da 
Habitação, 2017: 23), possibly producing “multiple marginalisations” 
(Wayessa & Nygren, 2016). 

The municipal employees explained how, after the resettlement process, 
they tried to give the residents of the council estates the support that had not 
been given during the resettlement itself. The residents of the new council 
estate could visit the municipal employees in a structure at one end of the 
neighbourhood to receive advice and information, and to simply chat. In 
several interviews (ME9, ME10, ME11, Loures, 2019), the municipal 
employees highlighted how it had been necessary to train the residents to live 
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in council housing. Afterwards, the municipality also started to organise 
meetings with the residents, electing a resident representative for each 
building, who then helped the city council to keep track of developments in 
the building. This work, however, was later discarded due to changes in the 
internal structure of the municipality that reduced the staff drastically 
(ME10, Loures, 2019) 

The new council estate residents were perceived as being in need of 
training when it came to the skills required to live in an apartment: they had 
to be “educated” to take responsibility for their neighbourhood (Wilde, 2020) 
but their opinion was not considered of interest in the sense of how to 
organise life on the new council estates. Arnstein (1969: 5, quotation marks 
in the original) designates this form of participation as “therapy”: “the 
tenants are brought together to help them ‘adjust their values and attitudes 
to those of the larger society’”. 

These “invited” (Blas & Ibarra, 2006; Miraftab, 2004) forms of 
participation in place before, during and after the resettlements duly 
oscillated between “manipulation” and “therapy”, which means that they can 
be characterised as “nonparticipation” (Arnstein, 1969). The residents of 
informal settlements who were to be resettled only received information on 
the processes that had already been planned and decided upon. Some of the 
municipal employees recognized the problems inherent in the 
implementation of the resettlements but, at the same time, many seemed to 
consider that the results justified the means, arguing that the living 
conditions of the resettled families improved significantly (ME7, Lisbon, 
2018), and paying less attention to the dispossession and marginalisations 
caused by the displacements, prioritising the urban development objectives.  

The municipal employees framed effective participation in governance as 
an ideal, but the lack of it was justified by an argument that frames this kind 
of participation as  incompatible with the actual management procedures 
and the speed needed to conclude the resettlements, prioritising the need to 
promote local development and growth, in line with the ideals of “urban 
entrepreneurialism” (Harvey, 2003). Instead of participation, the 
municipalities thus promoted nonparticipation through manipulation and 
therapy. This idea constitutes an important backdrop to current participatory 
initiatives explored in the next subchapter. 

5.4 INVITED SPACES OF PARTICIPATION: CO-
GOVERNANCE ON THE COUNCIL ESTATES 

Lisbon City Council profiles itself as a municipality that promotes citizen 
participation, inviting citizens to the public meetings to comment on plans 
and proposals, and to submit proposals for the participatory budget (Câmara 
Municipal de Lisboa, 2020b), thus establishing various forms of “invited 
spaces of participation” (Miraftab, 2004). The city councillor for housing 



URBAN GOVERNANCE, PARTICIPATION AND THE RIGHT TO HOUSING 

116 

considered it ideal that all of the processes would be participatory, pointing 
out that this leads to co-responsibility: all of the actors will be bound by the 
decisions taken together (personal communication, 17 January 2018). In 
relation to housing issues, Lisbon City Council’s participatory model 
originates from the times when architect and politician Helena Roseta was 
the city councillor for housing, from 2007 to 2013.  

The participatory initiatives were designed as a part of the Local Housing 
Strategy for Lisbon, approved in 2010. The Local Housing Strategy included 
the BIP/ZIP (Bairros e Zonas de Intervenção Prioritária de Lisboa) 
initiative, in which “priority intervention” zones and neighbourhoods were 
identified (Câmara Municipal de Lisboa, 2010).  

The different structures of participation present in Lisbon are described 
in Table 6, which shows that despite the existence of the different 
participatory initiatives, few of them manage to exceed the level of tokenism. 
There is an annual budget for BIP/ZIP, from which projects with budgets 
from 5,000 to 50,000 euros can be financed (Câmara Municipal de Lisboa, 
2020a). The BIP/ZIP participatory budget is said to create a “partnership” 
(Câmara Municipal de Lisboa, 2020a) between Lisbon City Council and the 
local organisations. The citizens get to propose projects and select the 
projects to be financed by voting. Yet in Arnstein’s conceptualisation, the 
BIP/ZIP participatory budget could be better described as “placation”: the 
citizens have some degree of influence, but the funds available are far from 
sufficient (maximum 50,000 euros) to consider any meaningful initiatives 
related to actual housing infrastructure. 

Some of the priority intervention neighbourhoods have GABIPs, 
structures for local administration and coordination that have as their 
objective the development of co-governance processes in those 
neighbourhoods (Câmara Municipal de Lisboa, 2016). All of the GABIPs 
work in different ways, depending on their participants and their agenda 
(personal communication, Lisbon City Council official, 1 February 2018). Yet 
they are only constituted for specific purposes, after which they cease to exist, 
meaning that they do not constitute a permanent structure of participation. 
In addition, the issues to be discussed in the GABIPs are pre-selected by the 
city council, allowing the residents to decide only “on minor issues” (personal 
communication, official of Lisbon City Council, 1 February 2018.). They can 
be characterised as “consultation” or “placation” (Arnstein 1969): they get to 
give advice and express their opinion, but there is no guarantee that it will be 
taken into account. 

Many council housing estates, which tend to belong to the “priority 
intervention neighbourhoods”, also have grupos comunitários, community 
groups. They are not a formal structure – they are not mentioned on the 
website of the city council – and they have different dynamics depending on 
the neighbourhood (ME6, Lisbon, 2018). Their objective is to “work together 
for the community, preferably with the presence of the residents because 
they have awareness of the principal problems in the neighbourhoods and 
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can participate in the actions that are planned and developed (ME7, Lisbon, 
2018). The objective is thus “consultation”.  

Table 6  Participatory structures of Lisbon City Council 

Structure Purpose Who can participate? Type of participation 
BIP/ZIP 
Programme 

Promotion of local 
development. 
Citizens can 
propose projects 
with a budget from 
5,000 to 50,000 
euros. 

Partnerships of at 
least two 
organisations. Formal 
and informal 
organisations and 
parish councils are 
considered eligible 
entities. 

“Placation” (the city 
council defines the rules 
of the programme, 
including the criteria for  
proposals that can be 
considered eligible. The 
citizens make the project 
proposals and select them 
by voting). 

GABIPs Co-governance of 
specific issues, such 
as regularisation of 
unlicensed 
neighbourhood 
(AUGI). 

Participants are 
invited by the city 
council. In many cases 
they would involve 
the representatives of 
Lisbon City Council, 
Gebalis, Santa Casa, 
the parish council, and 
the local residents’ 
association. 

“Consultation”, but only 
related to the specific 
issues selected to be 
discussed in the GABIP. 

Community 
groups 

Discuss issues that 
are relevant to the 
specific 
neighbourhood. The 
meeting is chaired 
by Gebalis. 

In theory, the 
residents of a given 
neighbourhood. In 
practice, the 
participants tend to 
be institutional 
representatives. 

“Consultation”. The group 
discusses issues but has 
no decision-making 
power. 

Information 
sessions for 
residents 

Inform the residents 
of a given 
neighbourhood 
about processes or 
policies initiated by 
the city council. 

The residents of a 
given neighbourhood 
are invited to the 
sessions. 

“Informing / Therapy”. 
The city council informs 
the residents about 
specific matters, such as 
changes to the municipal 
rent regime or upcoming 
renovation work. 

Public meeting 
of the city 
council / 
municipal 
assembly/  
decentralised 
meeting in a 
parish 

Some of the city 
council meetings 
are public, allowing 
the residents to be 
present and to 
listen to the city 
council’s discussion.  

Via pre-registration, 
the residents of the 
municipality of Lisbon 
have an opportunity 
to intervene with a 
short presentation. 

“Informing”. The 
residents listen to the 
meeting, and at a given 
point present an issue of 
concern, with the right to 
receive a comment by a 
city councillor. 

 



URBAN GOVERNANCE, PARTICIPATION AND THE RIGHT TO HOUSING 

118 

However, the principal problem with both the GABIPs and the 
community groups is that they are managed from the top and, as pointed out 
by a representative of a neighbourhood project in Marvila (NGO6, 2018), the 
residents themselves do not tend to participate in the community groups. In 
the opinion of some residents, information about the upcoming meetings is 
not shared with adequate notice, which results in poor participation by 
residents who are not part of an organisation that belongs to the community 
group.  

I participated in three monthly meetings of one of the community groups 
in Marvila and noted that the meetings were dominated by institutional 
actors. They were chaired by the representative of Gebalis, and other 
participants included Santa Casa da Misericórdia, parish council 
representatives, religious entities (Centro Paroquial), Instituto Apoio à 
Criança (Institute of Support for Children), associations/NGOs and 
residents’ associations. It can be assumed that the top-down management 
structures and populating the groups with institutional representatives 
restricts, or even eliminates, democratic self-management participation by 
the residents. 

In addition, the residents of the neighbourhoods are invited to take 
responsibility for the organisation and cleanliness of the estate: 

We try to work with the people so that they would organise 
themselves; not just keep things in good shape, but also clean up.[…] 
we don’t have any regulation on that, we just know that people need 
to collaborate, and they also know that. So this is where the call for 
participation starts. However, we don’t only want participation, we 
also want a commitment to building up specific solutions, which we 
can only do with the people.  

ME5, Lisbon, 2018. 

Rather than “participation”, this view can be characterised as “therapy” 
(Arnstein 1969) and “self-responsibilisation” (Nygren, 2016; Wilde, 2020): 
the municipal employees considered that the council estate residents had the 
responsibility to “collaborate” in the maintenance of the council estate and, 
what is more, to be committed to that collaboration. Bullock et al. (2020: 
849) categorise this kind of process as “disciplining”, in the sense of 
transmitting middle-class values and notions of “proper” behaviour to the 
council housing residents. 

Some of the participatory initiatives that are in place in Lisbon also exist 
in the municipality of Loures. The residents of the municipality can 
participate in the public meetings of the city council and make a short 
intervention via pre-registration. On the council estates, community groups 
and information sessions are organised by the Loures City Council. These fall 
into the category of “informing”: citizens are informed of their rights and 
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responsibilities, but there is little “space for feedback and no real power for 
negotiation” (Arnstein, 1969: 5). 

During my field work, interaction with the residents of Quinta da Fonte 
and the local politicians and municipal employees began to increase because 
of the renovation work that was due to begin on the council estate (Câmara 
Municipal de Loures, 2018). The city council began to organise information 
sessions for the residents, emphasising that in addition to renovating the 
buildings, the city council wanted to “renovate the neighbourhood socially; 
the economy, social sector and culture, and make the people feel 
responsibility for their homes” (author’s field notes, 4 July 2018).  

Quinta da Fonte also had a community group, but it received criticism 
from the residents of the council estate similar to that delivered in Lisbon: 
most of the participating entities were municipal institutions, and the 
meetings of the group were organized during working hours, which made it 
difficult for residents to participate (author’s field notes, 13 April 2019).  

On the other hand, when the residents’ association organises a meeting 
and invites the municipality, the representatives of the municipality seldom 
show up. This is often justified by the office hours: while the residents’ 
meetings are organised after working hours or during the weekend, the 
municipal employees prefer not to participate in meetings outside of their 
office hours (fieldnotes, 13 April 2019).   

In Loures, the participatory initiatives thus fell between “therapy” and 
“informing”: the municipal employees argued for the need to “educate”, 
“responsibilise”, and inform the residents, but there seemed to be little 
funding available. There were hopes that the funding related to the new 
government housing strategy NGPH (Secretaria de Estado da Habitação, 
2017), which allocated financing for the Strategic Urban Development Plans, 
would enable the financing of different kinds of social initiatives in Quinta da 
Fonte (ME11, Loures, 2019). Yet even these processes aroused suspicion from 
associations working in the neighbourhood, in the sense of being interpreted 
as only a tentative move to “legitimate” (Neveu, 2011) the city council 
initiatives: 

The City Council, together with IHRU,19 the Social Security Office, 
Health Centre, Parish Council and Employment Office, are working 
together to elaborate an integrated plan for the neighbourhood. But 
they do not involve the associations that work in the neighbourhood. 
[…] I’m disappointed. I think that [again] the City Council wants to 
decide everything, and all the projects have to come under its name. 
They want everything to happen within the community group, but 
almost all of the entities in the community group are from the City 
Council.  

Personal communication, NGO worker, 23 January 2019. 
 

19 Instituto da Habitação e Reabilitação Urbana, the central state institution responsible for 

housing and urban renovation. 
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The invited spaces of participation in housing issues, in both Lisbon and 
Loures, duly fell short of providing spaces of effective participation: in fact, in 
Arnstein’s terms, they could be characterised as “nonparticipation” or 
“tokenism” instead. In contrast to Lisbon, where structures of participation 
exist but the problem is their quality in terms of the type of participation, in 
Loures the possibilities to participate can be considered almost non-existent. 
An additional problem concerned who actually participated in these 
initiatives: community groups that are dominated by institutional 
representatives clearly do not promote “citizen power” (Arnstein, 1969), as 
was the case with the information sessions held with the objective of 
educating, and self-responsibilising (Nygren, 2016). 

5.5 MANAGING COUNCIL ESTATES: ACCESS TO 
COUNCIL HOMES 

Compared with the mixed views on the management of the resettlements, the 
municipal employees seem to share a critical view of the actual state of 
management, in the sense that there is wide recognition of current problems. 
Nonetheless, the reasons given to explain existing problems tend to vary. One 
of the enduring challenges has been the management of access to council 
homes, as well as the issue of keeping records on the current status of 
occupancy of the council homes. Why would there be over 22,000 families on 
the waiting list for council housing in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area (Moleiro 
2019), while over 3,000 council homes stand vacant (INE, 2015c)? Why are 
there so many vacant council homes in Lisbon? The municipal employees 
(author’s interviews) gave four main explanations for the phenomenon. 

1) The council estate residents do not fulfil their reporting 
obligations. The managers complained that the municipal tenants 
do not inform the city council about changes in their family 
composition or income levels, and do not submit the required 
documentation (such as information about income tax) on time, 
although this is a formal requirement of the current legislation on 
social housing, the LAA (ME5, Lisbon, 2018). They also mentioned a 
mismatch between available homes and the families that live in them 
(ME4, Lisbon, 2018). This makes it impossible, they argued, to follow 
up on which kind of families were living in which apartments.  

This question of failing to update [us] about changes in the family 
composition is very complicated. For Gebalis and us, [it is important] 
so that we can know how many apartments are overcrowded and, on 
the other hand, how many are too big considering the family size. 
There are cases where the children have already left home, and there 
is now a couple or a lady living alone in a T4 (an apartment with 
four bedrooms).  
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ME8, Lisbon, 2019.  

Indeed, many of my interviewees spoke about the overcrowding and 
mentioned living in a social housing apartment with 10 or more people. Yet, 
what is noteworthy about these comments is that they again highlight the 
notion of the self-responsibilisation of the council housing residents.  

2) The vacant dwellings need to be renovated before they can 
be allocated, but  no funds have been available. Some 
municipal employees specifically pinpointed the austerity policies, 
which did not anticipate funding for renovation on social housing 
estates, and which resulted in significant cuts to human resources 
(ME3, Lisbon, 2018). These comments highlight the neoliberalisation 
and meagre funding for housing in Portugal. Indeed, the budget for 
social housing began to decrease drastically in Portugal as early as 
2003 (INE, 2015b: 7), well before the financial crisis. However, during 
my fieldwork, renovation work was either being undertaken or 
planned for all of the council housing estates in Lisbon (ME2, Lisbon, 
2018). This was because since 2016, the City of Lisbon had been able 
to obtain funds for the rehabilitation of the apartment blocks on 
council estates (LP, Lisbon, 2018).  

3) The attribution process for vacant apartments is complex 
and takes a lot of time.  

We can’t just look at an apartment and verify that nobody is there, 
set about changing the lock, and say: now the apartment is back with 
the city council, and we can allocate it to another family. No! We need 
to know where the lessee is, where the family members are, what 
happened. And if there are personal belongings in the apartment, we 
can’t legally just break in.  

ME6, Lisbon, 2018.  

The managers duly argued that it was difficult to keep all the records 
updated, and when vacant apartments were identified, the bureaucracy to be 
able to reallocate them was excessive. 

4) The responsibility for the current situation cannot be 
imputed solely to the municipalities. The officials pointed out 
that they have no control over the changes in legislation and that they 
have no power over the regulation of the markets: “We can only try to 
build more homes, more quickly, to try to adjust the impact of the real 
estate pressure. Yet, if there are no funds, it is basically impossible” 
(ME2, Lisbon, 2018). 
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Indeed, at the time of the fieldwork, real estate prices and rents were 
skyrocketing, which certainly resulted in increased pressure on social 
housing. Yet this explanation sidesteps the issue of the current management 
problems of the existing housing stock.  

Many council estate residents were not convinced by the arguments put 
forward by council housing managers.  

I think they [the managers] are not doing their job properly, because 
how is it possible to have an apartment locked for seven, eight years, 
and say that there are no available apartments? I’ve been applying 
for council housing for 15 years and I’m still waiting. This apartment 
had been empty for two years, and I know of many other apartments 
that are vacant. How can they not know that the apartments are 
vacant?  

Interview with Maria, 2018. 

They argue that if the managers really wanted to update their registers, it 
should be possible, and that the neglectful management resulted in many 
other problems:  

There are so many people who need housing, but they [the city 
council] leave the apartments vacant. Then there are problems with 
domestic violence and the women have nowhere to go. In my 
apartment block, there are two vacant apartments. One resident 
passed away, Gebalis put a metal sheet across the door, and left the 
apartment like that.  

Author’s fieldnotes, 15/03/2019. 

Many associations tended to align with what the council estate residents 
said: 

One member of parliament asked me what I thought about the 
problems that existed in social housing. I said, OK, they can be 
summed up in two words: poor management. The problems that 
occur there stem from bad management. And, of course, they’re 
linked to the political use of this kind of housing for electoral 
purposes. So, as long as that remains unresolved, it won’t work as it 
should. 

 Interview NGO1, 2018. 

Association representatives also argued that the management problems 
had to do with the attitudes of the municipal employees towards the council 
housing residents:  

I think there’s racism, not only structural but institutional, which 
manifests itself in the treatment. Have you noticed? They see a black 
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man or a gypsy coming, and they imagine that já viram o filme todo 
[they already know what the person will be like]. They instantly start 
talking top-down and giving advice. 

 Interview A5, 2019. 

Some of the municipal employees themselves shared this critical view 
towards their colleagues and towards NGO projects, such as this social 
worker working in Quinta da Fonte:  

[In this project], there’s X, who’s great, but then there’s another 
employee, Y, who stays in the office, doesn’t go to the neighbourhood, 
just waits. Y belongs to the school project, but doesn’t go there. Some 
employees have an attitude: for example, the residents complain 
about the noise in the street. The city council says it can’t do anything 
because it happens after working hours, and they aren’t working 
then. But there are certain jobs that you can’t do if you always try to 
respect the working hours. You have to be more flexible.  

ME1, Loures, 2018. 

These comments are significant because they highlight the importance of 
the municipal employees’ attitude towards the residents. Their biases, related 
to social class, ethnicity or other attributes, can exacerbate the exclusion and 
alienation of council residents (Bullock et al., 2020; Constance-Huggins, 
2011), producing multiple marginalisations and undermining the residents’ 
attempts to question them (Muñoz, 2017; Wayessa & Nygren, 2016). 

The municipal employees leaned towards the need to comply with the 
municipal regulations and legislation. In one interview, a municipal 
employee argued that:  

We, as a managing entity, a public entity, we use taxpayers’ money. 
There has to be some management because we don’t have homes for 
everybody. There has to be justice, responsibility. There might be a 
family occupying a four-room apartment and, at the same time, 
another family waiting that might be in a worse situation.  

ME8, Lisbon, 2019.  

This employee was thus guided by the “moral economy” of scarce 
resources (Wilde 2020). This notion guided the everyday management 
practices, emphasising the need to assess each applicant carefully. The 
notion of “taxpayers’ money” was used to underline the importance of this 
moral economy, to convey the idea that scarce resources would be wasted if 
someone who was in a “better situation” were able to access the apartment. 

In the context of housing exclusion and exclusion from deliberation on 
housing issues, many families who see vacant council homes have decided to 
occupy. I argue that this can be considered a transgressive, “invented” 
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(Miraftab, 2004) form of participation, in the context that other options have 
dried up; in other words, a last resort. This is not to say that other kinds of 
occupations would not exist: in some cases, council homes have been 
occupied for private rental business, for holiday homes, and for drug 
trafficking, as was recounted by NGO workers and council estate residents in 
interviews and meetings with Habita (interviews with Ema, 2019, Miriam, 
2018, NGO6, 2018, fieldnotes 30/10/2018 and 12/04/2018).  

The municipal employees and local politicians in Lisbon recognised the 
existence of diverse kinds of occupations, but tended to emphasise those that 
were not carried out for housing purposes, strongly condemning all 
occupations (LP, ME2, ME3, ME4, ME6, ME7, ME8; in 2018 and 2019), and 
emphasising their illegality: “We cannot let the people stay in those 
apartments because we have no legal basis for it” […] “the abusive 
occupations are a crime” (ME8, Lisbon, 2019). In comparison, in Loures, the 
municipal employees contended that different cases exist (ME1, ME9, ME10, 
ME11, Loures, in 2018 and 2019).  

In Portugal, occupations are criminalised in the penal code. Article 215 
Usurpação de coisa imóvel20 (roughly translated as “squatting in a 
property”) states that occupations result in imprisonment for up to two years, 
or in a fine of up to 240 days. It also states that the criminal proceedings 
depend on a complaint, leaving it up to the owners of the property to decide 
whether they will press charges. 

The notion of scarce resources was particularly emphasised in relation to 
occupations. One official argued that “an occupation compromises other 
families’ rights to housing” (fieldnotes, Public Meeting of Lisbon City 
Council, 11/02/2018). In this reading, the practices of occupiers were unjust 
because they tried to bypass the application system, as described by one 
Lisbon City Council official:  

The [city] services have regulations, they have a long list of demands, 
and my opinion is that supporting, encouraging, or defending the 
regularisation of 10% of families who illegally occupy a council home, 
to the detriment of the 90% who are legally seeking access to housing, 
is reprehensible. Why? The slogan that is used, that housing is a right 
enshrined in the constitution, is valid for this 10% who bypass the 
rules and occupy abusively, but it is also valid for the 90% who apply 
for housing through the programmes. In my opinion, abusive 
occupations are indefensible because it is not known whether these 
people have a more serious socioeconomic and family situation than 
the other 90%. Housing can only be allocated according to 
established rules.  

ME2, Lisbon, 2018. 

 
20 See https://dre.pt/web/guest/legislacao-consolidada/-

/lc/107981223/201708230100/73474133/diploma/indice. Last accessed 06/10/2019. 
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The municipal employees emphasised the illegality and informality of 
occupation, instead of considering the reasons behind the occupations. 

Indeed, the same interviewee questioned the effective housing needs of 
occupiers:  

That last person who was “de-occupied” was an authorised 
cohabitant of a council home, as was her mother-in-law. So she 
already had a municipal dwelling. She could either return to her 
parents’ home, or to her mother-in-law’s home. Sometimes they are 
already overcrowded, but that doesn’t justify the person occupying 
an apartment.  

ME2, Lisbon, 2018. 

Murphy (2020) demonstrates how single parents who prioritised social 
housing and its security of tenure in Ireland, instead of opting for private 
rental housing, were framed as people who try to “game the system” by the 
national housing agency. In a similar vein, the occupiers were thus perceived 
as people who try to “game the system” or “jump the queue”: their housing 
needs were questioned, and it was asserted that many of them already had 
other housing alternatives. 

The narrative of the need to obey the rules and wait for one’s turn was 
particularly prominent, as described by one Gebalis manager:  

This question has to do with democratic countries, which means that 
we have legislation and people obey the existing legislation. This is 
not anarchy, right? When we need something, when we are hungry, 
we do not go to the supermarket to steal food, right?” 

 ME6, Lisbon, 2018. 

This manager thus strongly argued against illegal acts, contending that 
occupations would result in anarchy. 

However, some managers and local officers also showed understanding 
towards the motivations of the occupiers:  

In relation to abusive occupations, what I can say at the moment is 
that they are understandable. Obviously, abusive occupations are a 
crime, and they must be regarded as such. However, with the crisis 
and the transformation of the city, we all suffer a lot, and the people 
in the [social housing] neighbourhoods suffer even more: there’s 
overcrowding, the families have grown a lot, and people are unable 
to leave. They compete for municipal housing, there’s not enough of 
this type of housing for everyone, they can’t get a home, and then 
there are people who despair and end up committing this crime.  

ME8, Lisbon, 2019. 
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This municipal employee, while framing occupations as a crime, also 
sided with many of the arguments presented by the occupiers, illustrating 
that within the city council, there is awareness of the challenges that the 
occupiers face. However, managers and local officials interpreted “justice” 
and “responsibility” as complying with the municipal regulations and the 
national housing legislation, with everyone being subject to the same 
application system. The state agents thus frequently emphasised respect for 
the rules as well as for refraining from illegal acts. According to this line of 
thought, justice is not predominantly related to the clauses of the Portuguese 
Constitution or to the human rights commitments of the Portuguese state. In 
fact, state agents interpreted the attempts to satisfy the basic needs 
enshrined in the Constitution as “stealing” and “anarchy”. 

5.6 MANAGING EVICTIONS 

 

Figure 5.16  Carrying out an eviction. Condado, February 2019. 

From time to time, occupations of council homes result in evictions. The 
evictions from social housing are regulated by the LAA, the Law for 
Subsidized Renting, which gives a minimum of three days’ notice for 
evictions in the case of “occupations without a title” (Art. 35). It also states 
that the households that face housing shortages should be referred to “legal 
solutions of access to housing” or to existing housing support services 
(prestação de apoios habitacionais, Art 28, paragraph 6) prior to the 
eviction. 

In Loures, the city council had recently undertaken a survey on illegal 
occupations and the renovation work was also used as justification to visit all 
of the apartments in Quinta da Fonte, verifying the situation of each 
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apartment. During the fieldwork, the council officials were reviewing the 
situation, declaring that the solution could involve either  regularisation of 
the occupation, or an eviction. They argued that as the occupation cases were 
diverse, they should be analysed individually to be able to define in which 
cases the occupying family should be allowed to stay (ME1, ME9, ME10, 
ME11, Loures, in 2018 and 2019). Local associations reported accounts of 
residents who had received an eviction notice but, on the other hand, some 
occupiers were invited to the city council to explain their situation and 
provide documentation on their family composition and income (author’s 
fieldnotes, 23/01/2019). 

Conversely, in the case of Lisbon City Council, the line was strict: 
occupations were not considered a solution. In fact, the municipality 
maintained that evictions should not be considered evictions in such cases, 
but rather desocupações, de-occupations: “On the council estates, there are 
no evictions, there are de-occupations. In order to have an eviction, there has 
to be a contract” (ME3, Lisbon, 2018).  

Indeed, the City Council of Lisbon has a specific regulation on “de-
occupations” that stipulates how the residents of the occupied apartments 
should be evicted (Câmara Municipal de Lisboa, 2013). It states that all 
occupied municipal dwellings will be de-occupied; only in the case of 
occupations that preceded the entry into force of RRAHM in 2009 does the 
possibility exist to attribute the occupied dwelling to the occupier.  Article 4, 
paragraph 3 states that the occupiers will be given a notice period of 90 days 
to leave the occupied dwelling. Yet paragraph 7A of the same Article adds 
that this does not apply to “non-authorised occupations of vacant dwellings”, 
which will be de-occupied immediately by the municipal police, and 
belongings taken to the municipal depository. It is also instructed that the 
“non-authorised occupations should be subject to an obligatory criminal 
charge” (Article 4, paragraph 8).  

In September 2019, a new framework law on housing (Lei de bases da 
habitação, no. 83/2019) was enacted. The law stipulates that the state is the 
warrantor of the right to housing (Art. 3, paragraph 1); that everyone has the 
right to adequate housing (Art. 7, paragraph 1); and that the state is 
responsible for creating a system of access to housing that is compatible with 
the income of the families (Art. 7, paragraph 2). It also includes an Article on 
“protection and follow-up in case of eviction” (Art. 13), which stipulates that 
the state cannot prompt an eviction without ensuring a solution for 
rehousing (Art. 13, 4). Yet the following paragraph excludes occupations of 
public housing from this measure by stating that evictions are undertaken 
following the “procedures that have been established in the law” (Art. 13, 5).   

However, international law does not recognise a specific category of de-
occupations; under the international framework, such as the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (United Nations, 1967),  
the a de-occupation would clearly be considered a forced eviction, as it 
results in a  “permanent or temporary removal against their will of 
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individuals, families and/or communities from the homes and/or land which 
they occupy, without the provision of, and access to, appropriate forms of 
legal or other protection” (OHCHR, 1997: Art. 3). As highlighted by UN-
HABITAT and UN-OHCHR (2014b, 2014a), in addition to being a direct 
violation of the right to adequate housing, forced evictions very often result 
in other severe human rights violations, such as the human right to food, 
water, health, work, property, security of the home and person, and freedom 
from cruel, inhumane and degrading treatment.   

The UN also emphasises that while the implementation of some human 
rights obligations might require financial resources and time, this does not 
apply to forcibly evicting people. Therefore the prohibition of forced eviction 
should be considered “of immediate effect and not dependent on resources” 
(UN-HABITAT & UN-OHCHR, 2014b: 21). The states have an obligation to 
take all measures to prevent the occurrence of evictions (UN-HABITAT & 
UN-OHCHR, 2014b: 21). 

In “the most exceptional circumstances”, evictions can be justified, but 
only “after all feasible alternatives to eviction are explored with the affected 
community” and “after due process protections are afforded to the 
individual, group or community” (UN-HABITAT & UN-OHCHR, 2014b: 27). 
In these cases, the eviction should be carried out “in conformity with the 
provisions of the International Covenants of Human Rights” (CESCR 1997, 
paragraph 3), taking into consideration all the other human rights that the 
forced evictions interfere with. The “basic principles that need to be met to 
comply with international standards include: 

 Genuine consultation and participation of affected persons and 
communities; 

 Adequate information and notification;   
 Effective administrative and legal recourse;  
 Due process when the actual eviction is carried out; 
 Prohibition of actions resulting in homelessness and deterioration of 

housing and living conditions; 
 Provision of adequate relocation to alternative housing and/or 

adequate compensation before evictions are carried out; and 
 Non-discrimination of women, children, youth, older persons, 

indigenous people, ethnic and other minorities, and other vulnerable 
individuals and groups” (AGFE & UN-HABITAT, 2011: 102). 

 
In Lisbon, the framing of these evictions as de-occupations results in a 

different management procedure. This is exemplified in the way that a 
Gebalis employee referred to de-occupations during a community group 
meeting:  

They [de-occupations] are administrative processes, managed by 
Gebalis and the municipal police. They are executed in accordance 
with the law. More information can be found in the rescripts. In two 
months, the movement [evictions] will begin in the neighbourhood.  
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Author’s field notes, meeting of community group, 15 March 2019. 

The direct violation of the right to housing was thus repackaged as an 
“administrative process”, something that can be communicated matter-of-
factly in a neighbourhood meeting. This framing can also be used to justify 
the differential treatment that the occupiers are given when compared to 
other evictees: 

The law defines a three-day notice period, but the city council does 
not evict immediately. Gebalis does not evict right away. We always 
give people some time to try to find support, alternatives, but 
sometimes we ask ourselves if they try to look for help, or not.

ME7, Lisbon, 2018. 

According to the Lisbon City Council, this is what they do: the officials 
and municipal employees state that the families are given a notice period and 
that they are always encaminhados, referred to different institutions, before 
the eviction, such as Santa Casa or the Social Security office for future 
support (ME2 and ME3, Lisbon, 2018). 

Figure 5.17 An eviction notice, together with a flyer that encourages the reader to apply for 
social housing. October 2018.



URBAN GOVERNANCE, PARTICIPATION AND THE RIGHT TO HOUSING 

130 

Yet the experience of evicted families demonstrates that the “alternative 
support” is often far from adequate. Tita was forced to send her children to 
live with their grandmother, while she herself slept in the car. In addition, 
she was offered 450 euros by Santa Casa to pay the security deposit on a 
private rental apartment (fieldnotes, 02/11/2018). These actions thus 
resulted in a clear deterioration of the housing and living conditions of the 
family, as well as in the “rooflessness” (FEATNSA, 2017) of the mother.  

Claudia had received the notification in May, and she was evicted in the 
November when she was pregnant with her third child. She also had to sleep 
in the car and was forced to send her children to stay with their grandmother. 
She was not offered any support by the city council before or after the 
eviction. Claudia presented her case at the public meetings of the city council 
before the eviction, and went there again after the eviction to try to negotiate. 
They suggested that she should try to rent a room for herself as, that way, her 
score for a council home might increase. Claudia was not happy with this 
proposal, however, as it might have meant living without her older children 
for months or years (fieldnotes, 28/11/2018). After this meeting, the 
municipal employee stopped taking her calls (fieldnotes, 28/01/2019).  

In Claudia’s case, most of the “basic principles” of a forced eviction (AGFE 
& UN-HABITAT, 2011: 102) were thus breached: there was no genuine 
consultation; no adequate information or notification; no effective recourse; 
no due process of carrying out the eviction (presence of the police only, 
without any social worker); the eviction resulted in homelessness; and no 
alternative housing was offered, resulting in extreme extra-legality.  

Aida, on the other hand, never received an eviction notice. Gebalis argued 
that it had been sent in August, but Aida had only occupied the apartment in 
September, and was not contacted prior to her eviction in February. Nor was 
she offered any support by the city council (fieldnotes, 15/02/2019). In her 
case, all of the human rights breaches that occurred in Claudia’s case also 
applied.  

Furthermore, the Lisbon City Council, along with Gebalis, have engaged 
in actions that can be considered, at the very least, questionable for managers 
of social housing, putting “visible fists” (Auyero, 2010) into use, such as when 
engaging in domicide: breaking up the occupied council apartments that the 
families had spent time and money on fixing. During the fieldwork, I heard 
numerous accounts of the municipal police and Gebalis destroying the toilet 
bowls, bathtubs, mirrors, kitchen utensils, taps, lamps and so on, in order to 
discourage the families from returning after the eviction. The fact that this 
had often been carried out in front of children made this kind of behaviour 
even more concerning.  

Some municipal employees recognised the pain and humiliation of being 
evicted (ME6, ME7, Lisbon, 2018). Nevertheless, they argued that these 
evictions were justified because of the need to follow the rules. They also 
argued that the families had been informed that they had to leave, and had 
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been referred to Santa Casa (ME2, ME3, ME8, Lisbon, 2018 and 2019). Yet 
being informed does not help if a family has nowhere to go.  

Despite the human rights conventions and the Portuguese Constitution, 
the Law on Subsidised Housing, the National Framework Law for Housing, 
and the municipal regulation in Lisbon do not take into adequate 
consideration the prohibition of occupations that result in homelessness or in 
the deterioration of housing conditions. Framing the evictions as a normal 
bureaucratic procedure, a “de-occupation”, results in the notion that it is an 
acceptable standard practice, and the municipal employees in Lisbon tended 
to predicate their actions upon that notion. “De-occupations” can thus be 
conceived as an example of “informality as a modality of governance” (Roy, 
2015: 342), consisting of the valorisation and legalisation of elite 
informalities, and criminalising the informalities of the subalternised. In its 
quest to follow the rules and regulations, the city council thus ends up 
governing through informality and extra-legality, using its “visible fists” 
(Auyero 2010), committing serious human rights violations that result in 
“domicide” (Porteous & Smith, 2001) and in the direct production of 
homelessness (Soederberg, 2018). 

In contrast, in Loures, where no clear municipal guidelines on “de-
occupations” existed, the municipal employees had more liberty to consider 
the cases individually, and to allow the families considered in need of 
housing to stay. In the case of both Lisbon and Loures, consultations with 
occupying families would presumably significantly lessen the human rights 
violations in terms of the right to adequate housing. During the fieldwork, it 
seemed that this was being achieved at least partly in Loures, where the 
municipality agreed to negotiate with the occupiers and analyse their cases 
individually. Conversely, the strict line in Lisbon, with the emphasis on the 
argument that occupations are illegal, and thus cannot be tolerated in any 
circumstances, resulted in gross human rights violations. 

5.7 TO CONCLUDE 

This chapter has explored urban governance in relation to the management 
of council housing and the participation of the urban poor in housing 
governance. The analysis illustrated how both in Lisbon and in Loures, 
during the processes of the resettlement of “informal” neighbourhoods, the 
residents were not allowed to participate because participation was not 
considered feasible in the context of strict deadlines. The objectives of urban 
redevelopment and the “eradication of slums” thus took precedence over the 
living conditions of the residents to be relocated.  

The analysis also showed how the structures of participation in Lisbon 
and Loures differed significantly in terms of the framings and existing 
initiatives: while the Lisbon City Council demonstrates pride in its 
participatory structures, in Loures, the municipal employees rightly admitted 
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that little participation was possible. Yet, in terms of effective participation, 
the analysis demonstrated that the formal “invited” spaces of participation 
did not present venues in which the residents of the council estates could 
effectively participate to make their voices heard. The forms of co-
governance that were supposed to bring in the knowhow of council residents 
tended to exclude direct participation, favouring the leading role of 
institutional actors. Occupations were conceptualised as a transgressive, 
“invented” form of participation whereby the families facing housing 
exclusion decided to take direct action when they could not make their voices 
heard in other ways. 

Concerning the vacant council homes that were particularly prevalent in 
Lisbon, the analysis revealed how the municipal employees tended to shift 
the responsibility for poor management onto other actors, such as the council 
estate residents, arguing that the municipalities were unable to effectively 
manage the estates because the council housing residents did not fulfil their 
reporting obligations. In addition, problems such as a lack of resources and 
the huge pressure on the housing sector were indicated. While these 
arguments can be considered valid, my analysis deduced that the attitudes 
and practices of the housing managers played a strong role in creating these 
problems. Moreover, the management could be undertaken much more 
efficiently if the participatory structures actually allowed for the participation 
of the council estate residents.  

If the community groups were redesigned as a forum for more substantive 
participation where the residents of the council estates could set the agenda 
and bring up matters of  interest to them, many issues such as transfers 
between apartments that are either too big or too small, or the identification 
of vacant dwellings, could probably run more efficiently. This would require 
profound institutional reorganisation, however, giving the residents of the 
council estates a significant role in planning and organising the meetings. 
Likewise, the work conducted in the neighbourhoods should involve daily 
interaction with the residents, taking account of their concerns. Moreover, it 
would require a change of attitude so that the municipal employees would 
approach the residents facing housing shortages as important interlocutors, 
instead of people to be educated.    

I also analysed the question of the management of evictions from 
occupied council homes. “De-occupations” were analysed as an example of 
informality as a modality of governance. These evictions can be conceived as 
“visible fists” (Auyero 2010) of the state and the direct production of 
homelessness (Soederberg, 2018). In addition, they are carried out without 
respecting due process (AGFE & UN-HABITAT, 2011: 102): no alternative 
solutions are provided; evictions are carried out by the police, without the 
presence of social workers; and they result in the deterioration of housing 
and living conditions. Yet they are still being defended with recourse to the 
language of “justice” and “respecting the rules”. 



 

133 

To enhance the quality of participation, policymakers and officials should 
pay attention to demands outside of the established participatory initiatives. 
If the demands of the residents who occupy, and the social movement 
activists that support them, were heard by the city councils and social 
housing managers, new opportunities to participate in the management of 
social housing estates would open up, and these contributions could 
significantly improve the management of these neighbourhoods. Yet the 
council officers and managers tend to reject these demands and 
contributions, framing them as unrealistic or illegal.  

The next chapter will turn the spotlight specifically on occupations 
themselves, analysing them as a transgressive practice and form of 
participation. The interest will be in examining their diverse facets and 
outcomes: Can they be considered an efficient practice and form of 
participation to fight housing exclusions? 
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6 MAKESHIFT URBANISM BY 
OCCUPATION 

There are hundreds of thousands of families in the country without 
housing, or living in subhuman conditions. And it is clear that, 
despite the measures already taken or under study and the actions 
planned to encourage construction, there will be no possibility, even 
in the medium term, to fully solve, through new constructions, the 
serious problem of adequate housing for these families. 

Consequently, the way forward in this situation and what the most 
elementary principles of social justice require is that, in order to 
alleviate this shortage in the short term, the full use of the country's 
housing stock will be promoted. As long as there are people without 
houses, it is not permissible that there are houses without people. This 
solution implies the establishment of legal and operational provisions 
that allow, in effective terms, to proceed to the immediate attribution 
of the vacant houses, namely in the cases in which there is a violation 
of the legislation in force. 

Excerpt from Decree-Law no. 198-A/75 of 14 April 1975.21 Italics mine. 

6.1 OCCUPATIONS ‒ AN EVERYDAY PRACTICE 
AGAINST HOUSING EXCLUSION? 

This chapter will examine the strategy of citing occupations to directly enact 
the right to housing and to contest housing exclusion, conceiving of 
occupations as “quiet encroachment” (Bayat, 2013) or as a manifestation of 
“improvised lives” (Simone, 2019b). I will examine occupations of council 
housing homes in Lisbon, adding some insights from council home 
occupations in Loures. Here, the emphasis of the analysis changes from the 
constraints upon agency and the relations between inequality and 
dispossession to the practices that seek to challenge housing exclusion and 
resist evictions. Consequently, I shift my analytical lens to draw on 
discussions on how everyday practices contribute to remaking and 
challenging the existing urban power relations. The analysis focusses on 
urban dwellers’ practices, particularly on how and with whom they negotiate 
housing rights, whom they liaise with, and where they look for support. The 
state actors play an important role in this process, which is why this chapter 
has a significant focus on the relations between the occupiers and the local 
municipalities. However, subalternised residents are not in a vacuum in their 

 
21 Decree-Law No. 198-A/75 of 14 April 1975. “Legalisation of occupations”. Available at: 

http://www1.ci.uc.pt/cd25a/wikka.php?wakka=novapol30. Last accessed 30/05/2021. 
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struggle to access resources and create opportunities for themselves. In 
addition to liaising with state actors, multiple other actors might be involved, 
with important roles in the process, such as relatives, politicians, academics, 
and social movement and NGO actors. The political and interpersonal 
relations are an essential part of the picture.  

Occupations of vacant dwellings offer an interesting case for exploring 
makeshift urbanism because they have the purpose of directly enacting the 
right to housing, providing one of the few immediate housing solutions, 
contrasting with the time-consuming processes of social housing provision or 
housing construction. They bring to the fore the conflict between the 
valorisation of private property, or the exchange value of the property, and 
the use value of housing. Hence, Vasudevan (2015) has suggested that 
occupations could be conceived as makeshift urbanism: as precarious, 
informal and experimental acts of collective world-making, contributing to 
alternative political imaginaries. Yet, in this chapter, I am interested in 
asking what exactly is the capacity of occupations as a transgressive practice 
– do they manage to question housing exclusions? What is their political 
efficiency? 

When using the notions of “quiet encroachment” (Bayat, 2013) and 
"improvised lives" or "rhythms of endurance" (Simone, 2019b), it is 
noteworthy that Bayat and Simone characterise them as “everyday” practices 
and politics. Their actions are thus not necessarily primarily motivated by 
“resistance”: for example, in the case of occupations, people occupy vacant 
dwellings or land, but their main intention is not to defy the authorities: they 
occupy because they feel they need that place to live but cannot obtain access 
to it in other ways. They are thus illegal, or informal, but not necessarily with 
a conscious resistance or rebellion in mind. 

Informality continues as a key concept in this chapter. In the case of 
subalternised urban dwellers, their acts of informality can be better 
characterised as transgressive forms of participation in urban governance: to 
be able to foster the democratisation of urban space, the poor need to engage 
in some forms of informality. Informality can thus be conceived as both a 
medium and a product of political action (Simone, 2019a). A slightly 
different case among tactics and strategies is the question of framing 
occupations. Diverse actors involved with occupations and evictions seek 
legitimacy for their narratives and interpretations of occupations. The state 
agents typically aim at consolidating the dominant reading of occupations as 
an informal, illegal activity, while the occupiers often seek to challenge this 
reading, bringing forward alternative framings. However, these differences 
are not clear-cut, as will be illustrated in this chapter. 

While shifting the emphasis to analyse the agency and subjectivities of the 
occupiers in  city-making, the constraints on agency and the relations of 
inequality are not ignored, as this and the following chapter continue to 
identify constraints in realising the right to housing. I argue that the 
practices and politics of the subalternised can be analysed exactly from this 
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perspective: the focus needs to be both on the limitations of participation and 
of doing politics, as well as on the ways that “all of the people try to reassert 
their place in society” (Muñoz, 2018: 374). 

In what follows, I will provide a brief contextualisation of occupations, 
also providing some of their historical background in Portugal. Thereafter, I 
will proceed to one of the key aspects of the struggle around occupations, 
exploring how diverse actors seek to assert the legitimacy and dominance of 
their framing of occupations. I will then examine the transgressive practice of 
occupation, focussing on how, in the context of precarity, people facing 
housing exclusion improvise, use their creativity, and capitalise upon their 
networks to gain access to housing and to make an occupied apartment a 
home. Their practices may often belong to the “informal” domain but, as will 
be exemplified, the state actors also recur to informal practices.  

6.2 PREVIOUS OCCUPATIONS 

The current occupations in council homes have important historical 
precedents. During the Portuguese revolutionary period in particular, many 
empty apartments and properties were occupied. The general revolutionary 
and participatory Zeitgeist of the time enabled transgressive action: in the 
context of the revolution, there was more openness towards different kinds of 
reasoning, and acceptance of diverse patterns of operation, including direct, 
participatory action. The 25th of April 1974 marked the start of the 
Portuguese revolutionary period, the PREC (Processo Revolucionário em 
Curso), when a military coup ended 48 years of dictatorship and 
authoritarian rule. From the first day onwards, people swarmed to the streets 
to celebrate the end of dictatorship, and initiated what Boaventura de Sousa 
Santos has called the “most comprehensive and profound social movement in  
European post-war history” (Santos, 1992: 92), setting in motion a rich and 
unprecedented range of experiments of mass mobilisation, grassroots 
organisation and participatory democracy (Nunes & Serra, 2004). These 
plural movements addressed a myriad of issues (Santos, 1985): labour and 
production, social security, education, culture, justice, gender relations, 
access to land and, most importantly from the viewpoint of this study, 
housing. They were intimately linked to a profound process of 
transformation in the way of being, with an emerging awareness of “the need 
to have more liberty, more rights, urgency of the right to expression, to have 
voice, creating the capacity to claim equality” (Bandeirinha, 2011: 109).   



 

137 

 

Figure 6.18  Gathering in Rossio Square on 24 April 1974. By Estúdio Horácio Novais. CC BY-
NC-ND 2.0. 

This period was particularly important for housing struggles, supported 
by the SAAL (Serviço de Apoio Ambulatório Local, Mobile Service for Local 
Support), a state-assisted programme based on local organisation 
(Bandeirinha, 2007; Nunes & Serra, 2004; Santos et al., 2016). The 
occupation movement was another central initiative. It concerned both urban 
and rural properties and, in many cases, involved a negotiation with previous 
owners of the buildings (private, state or municipality) and legalisation of the 
occupations (Bandeirinha et al., 2018; J. H. Santos, 2014). In Lisbon and 
Setúbal, the newly built social estates (public and semi-public) were the first 
to be earmarked for occupation. However, the attribution processes tended 
to be lengthy, with unclear criteria and sometimes lasting for years 
(Bandeirinha, 2011). In the context of the revolution, neighbourhood 
committees and groups decided that they would no longer wait for the state 
to solve their housing problems (J. H. Santos, 2014). Between 26 April and 9 
May  1974, they occupied approximately 2,000 social housing apartments in 
Lisbon, Setúbal, Oporto and Madeira (Bandeirinha, 2011). Women were 
active participants in the housing movements, often taking leading roles 
(Nunes & Serra, 2004).  
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Figure 6.19  Gathering on 25 April 1974. By Estúdio Horácio Novais. CC BY-NC-ND 2.0. 

The National Salvation Junta, a group of military officers designated to 
replace the government of Portugal after the revolution, was forced to react. 
It issued a condemnation of the occupations, but at the same time, it 
proposed legalising them. This group also attempted to establish a mid-term 
solution by aiming to create rules for occupations, such as rents to be paid 
(Bandeirinha, 2011). A few weeks later, the first provisional government, in 
which Nuno Portas was the Secretary of State for Housing and Urbanism, 
launched a housing programme that included the SAAL (Bandeirinha, 2011). 
In September 1974, Decree-Law 445/74 was approved, which forced 
landlords to rent their vacant housing in an acceptable condition within a 
period of 120 days. This did not, however, pacify the urban dwellers, who 
were frustrated with their housing conditions and this led to a new wave of 
occupations from November 1974 onwards (J. H. Santos, 2014). 

The dwellers’ activism gradually improved their capabilities to organise 
and take action. The central actors within their movements were specialists 
in housing and urban planning (architects, engineers), who worked with 
urban dwellers to articulate the technical, social and political aspects 
pertaining to housing issues (Nunes & Serra, 2004). In January 1975, the 
first meeting was held in Lisbon of what would become the Intercommission 
of Lisbon’s Dwellers (Intercomissões de Moradores de Lisboa). This 
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commission jointly planned strategies for the housing struggle and proposed 
“popular control” of all of the vacant apartments (J. H. Santos, 2014). 

In March 1975, there were significant institutional changes, including a 
change of  government, and Nuno Portas was exonerated. The new 
provisional government enacted Decree-Law no. 198-A/75 on “Legalisation 
of occupations” – quoted at the beginning of this chapter – which sought to 
consolidate its approach to occupations, yet faced challenges in seeking to 
please all of the different actors (Bandeirinha, 2011). The Decree-Law states 
that it would promote the legalisation of occupations made “to satisfy the 
urgent needs of extremely disadvantaged people” but, conversely, also 
maintained that it would be “necessary to prevent, in a definitive and very 
firm way, similar situations from being created in the future” (Decree-Law 
no. 198-A/75). There are no clear data on the numbers of occupations during 
these two years or so, but the estimates vary from 15,000 to 30,000 
dwellings (J. H. Santos, 2014). 

When the coalition government of conservative and “moderate” wings of 
the military and the political “centre” took control of the political process in 
November 1975 (Nunes & Serra, 2004: 51), the revolutionary spirit began to 
vanish. It was further weakened by the approval of the new Constitution in 
April 1976. After the inauguration of the first constitutional government of 
Mário Soares in July 1976, the government chose to adopt a strategy of 
inflexibility and repression in relation to the occupations, but they 
nonetheless continued for years after the inauguration of the Soares 
government (J. H. Santos, 2014). The residents’ committees, with the 
organisational capacity acquired during the revolutionary period, resisted 
evictions. Oftentimes, it was necessary to use numerous police officers to 
undertake evictions, and the eviction process sometimes lasted several days. 
The strict stance against occupations culminated in 1977 when the 
government declared that those involved in fighting against evictions would 
be prosecuted, with a maximum sentence of two years’ prison service for 
those involved in resistance actions, and heavy fines for the residents’ 
associations or committees that supported the evicted (also Santos 160). 
Nevertheless, the local mobilisations frequently managed to stop the 
evictions of occupying families and, in many cases, occupations continued to 
be legalised (Bandeirinha, 2011: 179; J. H. Santos, 2014: 119-120).  

These two years were extraordinary in many respects. During the 
revolutionary period and in the context of participatory democracy, 
occupations acquired the status of legitimate activity. Even though the junta 
and the first provisional government considered occupiers to be problematic 
and sought to regulate and prevent their occupations, the occupiers’ 
reasoning and their modus operandi continued to be framed as valid and 
justified. At times, the government even aligned with the occupiers’ position 
and arguments, as illustrated in the extract from the Decree-Law on the 
legalisation of occupations. The positioning of the first provisional 
government was revolutionary in a Lefebvrian sense, aiming to promote the 
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use value of the urban property, to the detriment of its exchange value. 
However, since the return to “normality”, which was characterised by 
representative – as opposed to participatory – democracy and centrist 
governance, there has been an attempt to eliminate all experiences that 
appeared to be alternatives, erasing the memory of social and political 
participation (Nunes & Serra, 2004). Nevertheless, the urban dwellers 
involved in the residents’ committees acquired organisational capacities that 
left an imprint of consciousness concerning civil and social rights. The PREC 
has also been credited with pushing through many social and political 
reforms that were incorporated into the Portuguese Constitution of 1976 
(Accornero, 2019; A. C. Pinto, 2010), including the right of all citizens to 
decent housing (Nunes & Serra, 2004). 

It is also important to highlight that in the housing movements during the 
PREC, urban dwellers and “experts”, such as architects, sociologists and 
politicians, came together (Nunes & Serra, 2004). In Lisbon, the Renters’ 
Association of Lisbon, AIL, had a considerable role in defending the 
occupations and the residents’ committees. At the time, AIL based its work 
on the slogans “As long as there are people without homes, there cannot be 
houses without people” and “Housing is everyone’s right: vacant houses are a 
crime!”22 (H. Santos, 2014: 149). 

The occupation movement vanished after the 1970s, but this did not end 
all occupations. In fact, occupations of vacant public housing continued – not 
through collective organised action, but mainly through the action of 
individual families. At the same time, occupations have been regulated 
through different laws and regulations over the years. Current legislation and 
regulations are tough on occupiers, enabling immediate eviction and criminal 
charges, although the latter are often not pursued. On Lisbon’s council 
estates, all the existing occupations were legalised in 2009 when a new 
regulation on access to social housing, RRAHM, came into force (ME4, 
Lisbon).  

During my fieldwork, Lisbon City Council was conducting a study on the 
status of its council apartments, but the results were not made public. An 
official on the Lisbon City Council told me that “They have always existed” 
but, significantly, she estimated that they had doubled in number in recent 
years (ME2, Lisbon). Likewise, the Loures City Council had initiated a 
procedure in the neighbourhood of Quinta da Fonte that involved visiting all 
of the apartments on the council estate one by one. 

 
22 “Enquanto houver pessoas sem casa, não pode haver casas sem gente” and “a habitação é um 

direito de todos – casas devolutas é um crime”.  
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6.3 FRAMING OCCUPATIONS – A CRIME, OR A 
NECESSITY? 

The experience of the PREC exemplifies how the way in which occupations 
are framed in the mainstream public debate has a significant impact on the 
occupiers’ chances of making their claims heard. Framing occupations is thus 
an important part of the struggle and claims that legitimise and de-legitimise 
occupations by diverse actors. The women and men who occupied argued 
that the occupations were necessary due to their economic precarity, as 
exemplified in the biographies of Cátia, Sara and Ema. By far the most 
common reason for occupying encountered in this study was economic 
hardship, as Claudia explained: 

For a single mother, it’s difficult to pay 200, 300 euros for a home. If 
I earn 500 euros and pay 300 euros for a home, I’m left with 200 
euros. Then you have to buy a bus pass for the kids to go to school, 48 
euros for two. I only have 150 euros for food until the end of the 
month. It’s complicated. 

 Interview with Claudia, 2018.  

 

Figure 6.20  “We don’t break in, we inhabit”. Lumiar, September 2019. 

Yet occupiers encounter difficulties in attaining legitimacy for their 
framing: in addition to the local politicians and municipal employees, even 
many organisations that defend housing rights do not accept the occupiers’ 
cause as legitimate, arguing that officials cannot defend illegalities and thus 
hiding behind the presumed informality of the occupation. An AIL 
representative revealed during an interview (NGO1, 2018) that their legal 
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nature is that of a “cooperative that provides services for its members”. He 
recognised that the poorest segments of the population do not have the 
means to access their services, but did not consider that a significant 
challenge because this “part of the population that is very poor, mostly 
elderly” generally reaches out to the public sector for support. In a somewhat 
neoliberal way, he naturalised the fact that a significant proportion of the 
renters in Portugal do not have access to their services because of being “very 
poor”. One of the few associations defending occupiers is the Association 
Habita. One of its members argued that:  

We support these people who occupy if they have no alternatives, and 
there are several hundred empty apartments in many municipalities, 
especially in Lisbon… degraded houses, and considering that they 
[occupiers] fix these homes. Here it [the occupation] is  considered a 
taboo, the worst sin you can commit. But what we really should be 
worrying about is the lack of alternatives that the households face. 
That's what makes them occupy  

Cited in R. Cachado, Estevens, & Ascensão, 2019: 41. 

Finding support for the occupiers’ cause has thus not been 
straightforward. Nevertheless, there have been some important 
achievements in terms of legitimising their cause. These include the 
publication of articles in two of the main newspapers in Portugal: “Having a 
place for my kids to sleep is a necessity” in Público (Moreira, 2018), and 
“High rents lead families to occupy vacant houses. ‘Either I occupy or live on 
the street’” in Diário de Notícias (Reis, 2019). In November 2018, Radio 
Renascença produced a long report titled “Ocupa Mothers” (Mães Ocupas, 
Palma & Bourgard, 2018), in which it interviewed mothers who were either 
occupying or who had recently been evicted. The report argues that the 
precarious economic situation of the families, combined with high rents, 
pushes them towards considering occupation as a means of resolving their 
housing problem. 

Some Catholic priests have also taken a stand in defending the occupiers, 
like the President of the Episcopal Commission for Pastoral Social, D. José 
Traquina, who stated in a newspaper interview that the feminisation of 
poverty is one of the characteristics of poverty in Portugal, and that the state 
and municipal institutions have a “culture of indifference and descarte 
[disposal, throwing out], which “affects the poor in an extraordinary way” 
(Sapo, 2018). 

Occupiers, as well as the actors who support them, duly tended to face 
difficulties in gaining legitimacy for their cause in the public debate. One 
reason for this is that few people outside the council housing estates are 
familiar with the challenges related to the management of council homes. 
Most people do not realise how many council homes are vacant, sometimes 
for years. Similarly, many people are unaware of the council housing 
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occupations, as well as of diverse forms of brutality that the state officials 
inflict upon the occupiers. They sometimes purposefully destroy council 
apartments after evictions, albeit not admitting it. This results in setting the 
word of a municipal police agent or a Gebalis manager against the word of a 
resident who has been evicted.  

It can be assumed that when the context normalises the neoliberal 
capitalist market economy and representative democracy, it becomes more 
difficult to assert the legitimacy of any highly transgressive and directly 
participatory action. To address this situation of precarity and lack of formal 
response, many residents respond by devising their own strategies to access 
housing. The following sections will demonstrate the types of 
experimentation and improvisation that families resort to when facing 
housing exclusion. The focus will be on the specific strategy of occupation as 
well as the different practices and tactics it involves.  

6.4 PATHS TO OCCUPATION 

6.4.1 NETWORKING AND IMPROVISED MATERIALISM 
 
After someone decides to occupy, the process begins by looking for suitable 
apartments. People who intend to occupy typically either identify vacant 
apartments in the neighbourhood where they are already living, or they 
search for housing in a neighbourhood where relatives or friends are living. 
As Maria observed: “I went into that building to look around. There were two 
[vacant] apartments, but they both had an alarm, so I didn't go for them. I 
then asked a guy who lives here, and since he's my friend, he told me about 
this one” (interview with Maria, 2018). Some others rely on outsider support 
to identify and “open” the apartments. In fact, in some neighbourhoods, 
diverse groups have begun to control the vacant apartments, trying to 
establish a business out of “selling” apartments to people who want to 
occupy. This service might incur heavy costs, as described by Anabela: “They 
might charge 300 euros, or more. In Chelas, even 1,000 euros. There’s a 
group of boys there, they open and sell” (interview with Anabela, 2018). 
According to the occupiers, the municipal police are aware of the occupations 
as well as the practices of “selling” council homes.   

After locating a vacant apartment, residents must figure out how to gain 
entry. In Lisbon, this normally involves removing a steel plate that the city 
council installs to protect the door, followed by breaking in, and finally by 
replacing the existing lock. Some women I spoke to had managed to remove 
the steel door by themselves, while others had hired other people to open the 
door. Nonetheless, some central issues need to be considered before they 
break in. Firstly, it is important to begin sleeping in the apartment 
immediately and to move some belongings in. This ensures that the entry is 
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not considered to be a “blatant entry” (entrada flagrante) by the police, and 
consequently the occupiers will not be evicted immediately. If members of 
the city council or Gebalis managers arrive, the occupier should request three 
days to leave the apartment. To minimise the risk of neighbours reporting 
the occupation, it is always preferable to know at least some of the people 
who live in the building, and to try to talk to them in advance. 

However, one can end up simply being unlucky, as recounted by Célio: 

One day, I had put the steel door out on the balcony, to clean the 
house. It was very windy that day. The door was propped up, the 
wind caught it, and it fell down with a bang. So that's what gave us 
away, rather than other people. At 11:30 at night, everyone was 
frightened by the noise, right? They came to the window to see. This 
kind of thing makes it more difficult [to occupy].  

Interview with Célio, 2019. 

Networking, in the sense of establishing contact with relevant actors, such 
as neighbours, was therefore considered to be crucial in identifying and 
gaining access to a vacant apartment. A longer occupation may be achieved 
by using one’s networks, that is, finding the right persons for support. 

Upon entry, most apartments tend to be in poor condition. Some 
apartments had been completely destroyed, lacking doors, windows, a floor, 
or any bathroom and kitchen facilities. The occupiers related how they had 
installed taps, toilet bowls and showers; they had painted the apartments, 
put in flooring, electrical wiring and bathroom fixtures. Another challenge lay 
in gaining access to water and electricity because in order to draw up a 
contract, the water company EPAL and the electricity company EDP 
generally demand to see the rental contract or other legal documents. Even 
so, some occupiers are more fortunate: “I got water and electricity through 
the internet. They only asked for my ID, nothing else” (interview with 
Claudia). Others capitalise on their networks to search for people who can 
help to draw up a legal contract, such as contacts working for the water 
company: “I have a friend at EPAL. I send the documents and the address to 
him, and he helps to make the contract” (Neida, field notes, 10/12/2018). 
Nevertheless, many others who were faced with the impossibility of 
establishing a legal contract resorted to making puxadas, illegal connections 
to water or electricity grids:  

I spent half a year without water at home, going to fetch it from the 
neighbours. Then, through word of mouth, I found someone who 
could make the connection for me – he’s a construction worker and 
knows how to do these things. So I got water illegally. We have to 
commit some illegalities in order to survive. 

Interview with Sara, 2019.  
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Figure 6.21  A council home closed with a steel plate and an alarm, Condado. April 2019. 

In this latter case, the management practices of institutions such as EPAL 
and EDP limit the options of the occupiers, rendering it difficult to establish 
a legal contract, and this pushes the occupiers into further levels of presumed 
informality, as well as illegality.  

6.4.2 WAITING AND PUTTING THE PRESSURE ON: HOW TO 
NEGOTIATE WITH THE CITY COUNCILS 

 
The Lisbon City Council claims to be fighting occupations, and its 
Regulamento das Desocupações stated in Article 4, paragraph 1 that the 
“Managing Entity proceeds to evict all unauthorized occupations”. In this 
light, it is rather intriguing that most of the occupiers explained that they had 
already been in contact with the city council regarding their occupation. The 
occupiers generally tried to open up a negotiation channel with the city 
council or with Gebalis, and when they succeeded, they had three major 
aims. The first was to negotiate to remain in the occupied apartment. The 
second was to negotiate to have their eviction suspended, and the third was 
to negotiate for alternative housing.  Occupiers even attended the public 
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meetings of the city council and the municipal assembly to explain their 
situation and their reasons for occupying. These public meetings are 
recorded and currently available on YouTube.23 Members of Habita often 
attended these meetings together with the occupiers to support them.24  

 

Figure 6.22  City council meeting in Loures, February 2018.   

Regularisation of an occupation was difficult to achieve in Lisbon, and the 
city councillor also stated in public meetings that no occupations would be 
regularised. Nevertheless, rumours constantly circulated about people having 
their occupations regularised. The most common allegation was that the 
Roma managed to have their occupations regularised because they “caused 
so much confusion”, which was affirmed in some interviews. However, 
during my fieldwork, I never met anyone in Lisbon whose occupation had 
been regularised with a rental contract. By contrast, in Loures, after the city 
council had paid a visit to all of the council homes in Quinta da Fonte, some 
opportunities opened up to allow regularisation. After those visits, some 
occupying families received a letter from the Loures City Council, calling 
them to a meeting to discuss their situation. 

 
23 For example, Public meeting of the City Council of Lisbon, 25/07/2018: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ae9Wblu6jmw&list=PLcypZqRAr2vwCK6xebfcYfEgx6
Z_LF6OW&index=10. Last accessed 30/05/2020. 

24 In April 2018 and in the months that followed, the Lisbon City Council began to restrict Habita’s 

participation, demanding that those who do not intervene should wait in a separate hall and assist the 

meeting from the screen in the hall. This was met with protest, and a few months later, Habita was 

again able to participate. 
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It was also sometimes possible to have an eviction suspended in Lisbon. 
Sara, for instance, had managed to have her eviction suspended by 
negotiating:  

I occupied this place in October 2017, when my son was born. Not 
even a month had passed when I went to open the door and saw two 
police officers wearing the municipal police vest. They started asking 
questions and I immediately started to cry, explaining my situation. 
They said, look, we're just doing our job, we have to deliver the 
[eviction] notification; the only thing we can advise you to do is to go 
to Gebalis headquarters and explain the situation. The next day, I 
went to the Gebalis headquarters, explained my situation, and got to 
talk to a senior officer. She told me not to worry, that she was going 
to suspend the eviction order, to give me time, at most until January, 
she said. They have never contacted me again since then, and I have 
never called them. I’ve been here, quiet, pretending that there’s 
nothing special about my situation. 

 Interview with Sara, 2019. 

Many occupiers affirm that it is fundamental to “know how to talk” in 
order to convince both the police and the council housing managers to delay 
or suspend an eviction. They stated that in interacting with city councils or 
Gebalis, it was essential to chatear – pester, or fazer pressão, which means 
to put pressure on the council housing managers and other authorities. Sara 
explained this as follows: “You have to know how to defend yourself. You 
have to show you are not a person that says “yes” to everything they say. You 
have to pester them” (Interview with Sara, 2019). This meant that one could 
not merely patiently wait for a city council to get back to you, but one should 
always call, run from one office to another, and demand a solution. One 
should not stop, as Ema emphasised: “When they see that I’m going around 
[to different agencies], they calm down. It’s when I relax that they surprise 
me: at that moment, they’ll send me an eviction notice” (Interview with Ema, 
2019). This applied even when someone had already been given a council 
home: the tenant needed to continue to exert pressure so that the foreseen 
renovation work would actually start, and when they started it, it was better 
to accompany them constantly.  

For Sara, it was essential to travel to Gebalis to discuss her case. Even 
when that tactic did not result in a definite decision, she managed to buy 
herself time. In other cases, occupiers sometimes managed to turn back the 
municipal police officers who were there to evict them or to deliver the 
eviction notice or, in a rare case such as Sara’s, managed to extract a promise 
– always verbal and informal – that their eviction had been suspended for 
some time. This offered them a welcome opportunity to remain in their 
apartment a while longer.  

Even so, the uncertainty of the arrangement continued to cause anxiety, 
as Carla stated:  
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So, we’ve been at this impasse for three or four years. We don’t have 
to leave, but Gebalis  hasn’t proposed what we should do either. On 
the one hand, we’ve been told that this kind of process takes years at 
Gebalis so, in one respect, it’s good because as long as we just wait, 
we’ll stay here. On the other hand, it’s exasperating not to have a final 
solution. The waiting takes a long time. 

 Interview with Carla, 2019. 

The occupiers therefore had to resort to elaborate tactics and they had to 
carefully consider which situations warranted their continuing efforts to 
contact authorities, and which required them to merely “keep quiet”, like 
Sara, who preferred not to contact Gebalis out of fear that she might be 
evicted. Often, it was essential to wait and allow time to pass because 
sometimes, there was an unofficial moratorium on the eviction: the city 
council in question knew the home had been occupied, but allowed them to 
stay, while at the same time the council claimed they had no means to 
legalise the occupation. 

Given the difficulty in regularising occupations in Lisbon, many 
negotiations centred on the possibility of accessing alternative housing 
solutions. These negotiations were predominantly conducted alongside a 
conventional tactic that virtually all occupiers used: applying for council 
housing through the formal application process, year after year, which is a 
rather time-consuming process, with a need to submit a long list of official 
documents. The process involves many “invisible elbows” (Auyero, 2010): To 
obtain these documents, applicants are often obliged to wait long hours in 
diverse state agencies, and this forces them to request days off work. 
Moreover, as the processes are long and drawn out, the information they had 
submitted in the original application – such as their employment status, 
wage or family composition – might be outdated, which could result in an 
exclusion during the application process. This is what had happened to one 
woman who complained at a meeting organised by Habita:  

This year, I finally got 102 points for my application. The city council 
asked me to bring  all the documentation within 10 days. It took time 
to get all the documents, running from one place to another. Then, 
when I handed them over, the city council said they would cancel my 
application because my family situation had changed. What had 
changed is that me and my son were working part-time, while at the 
time of sending my application, I was unemployed. Afterwards, I 
submitted a new application and got 72 points [not enough to access 
a council home]. 

 Fieldnotes, meeting organised by Habita, 30/11/2018) 

These time-consuming bureaucratic processes, in which some applicants 
felt that they were being treated unjustly and arbitrarily, undermined the 
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dwellers’ confidence in the administrative processes of the city council and 
reinforced their sense of being excluded, and not entitled to services. In some 
cases, these “invisible elbows” managed to achieve their purpose, as 
described by Auyero (2010): to put the urban poor in their place, to force 
them to accept their subalternisation. They also resulted in occupiers 
investing considerable time and energy, with many of them also trying to 
juggle between keeping a precarious job and sustaining a family with that 
salary.  

In this context, the occupiers invented a new form of makeshift urbanism, 
improvising with the means available to them. They establish “strange 
alliances” (Simone 2019b: 37) with lawyers, diverse associations, 
neighbourhood gangs and neighbours, trying to construct bases of operation. 
Afterwards, these alliances can be unmade. In line with the idea of rhythms 
of endurance, urban dwellers make and unmake relations and experiment 
with diverse initiatives and solutions to determine the results they could 
yield. Extra-legal actions are mostly considered a necessity: occupiers might 
be concerned about the presumed illegality of the action, but prefer to think 
that they are justified because other options are not available. Instead, they 
focus on concrete issues, such as how to obtain their basic necessities. 

6.5 RESPONSES BY THE CITY COUNCIL: MAKING 
PEOPLE WAIT, AND DIRECT EXCLUSIONS 

The occupiers I met can be characterised as highly proactive in their attempts 
to further their housing cause by interacting with the city councils, Gebalis 
and other public entities. Yet despite their efforts to negotiate with the 
authorities, it was rather rare for them to receive a response. One family 
explained this as follows: 

We got into this house a while ago. The police came and 
recommended that we should get in touch with the city councillor. We 
contacted Gebalis, which advised us to contact the city council, which 
told us in turn that we should contact Gebalis. We sent an email to the 
city councillor and received one back stating that they were 
analysing our case. This was six months ago.  

Fieldnotes, meeting organised by Habita, 27/02/2018. 

In fact, many occupiers or other residents who experienced housing 
problems complained that the lack of a response was what annoyed them the 
most, as expressed by Carla:  

We always go to the Gebalis office. I’ve also sent emails to try to meet 
with the city councillor for housing, and I’ve sent registered letters. 
Once I met this Gebalis director in a meeting and talked with her. She 
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told me to send an email marked for her attention, and I did, but she 
never replied. They don’t reply, that’s the problem.  

Interview with Carla. 

When occupiers managed to extract a reply from the city council, they 
often had two types of response: they either sent (yet another) application for 
social housing, or they waited. Another, rather surprising but common 
suggestion by the city council was that the occupying mothers should go to 
live with their parents. Maria, who was 47 years old at the time of the 
interview, told me: “The city councillor for housing told me I should go to my 
mother’s. I said: My mother doesn’t want me there. She said she would talk 
to my mother! I said, no, you’re wasting your time” (Interview with Maria).  

Some other occupiers were proposed alternative solutions, such as renting 
an apartment on the private market, and applying for the subsidio municipal 
ao arrendamento, a subsidy available in Lisbon that can cover up to a third 
of one’s rent. Maria considered this to be insufficient: “I’m not a young girl 
anymore; in two years, I’ll be 50. So, I’ll rent for two years, and after that? 
Where do I go? On the street?” (Interview with Maria, 2018). Some were also 
proposed homeless centres, and when asked by Habita if that could be 
considered an adequate housing solution for a mother with three children, 
the municipal employees argued that that option was actually quite good, 
because “it even had a kitchen and it offered meals”. In addition, they argued 
that it would be worthwhile because in this way, her score in the application 
process for council housing would increase (Fieldnotes, 11/02/2019). 

In Lisbon, some occupiers also tried to negotiate with Santa Casa da 
Misericórdia, but there was no clear understanding regarding the conditions 
under which a person could be entitled to Santa Casa’s support. Moreover, in 
an interview, a Gebalis manager suggested to me that Santa Casa was also 
facing budget restrictions and was simply not able to respond to the 
(continuously) growing number of applications for support (ME7, Lisbon, 
2018). 

In addition to not responding to the occupiers’ attempts to get in touch, 
the Lisbon City Council and Gebalis gave them confusing signals, as 
described by Cátia and Nina: 

I’ve been here for three years. They already took me to the other 
apartment twice and gave it back twice. The last time was just a 
while ago. They had just finalised the application process and my 
housing had been allocated. A family came to see this apartment, and 
I told them it wasn’t vacant, that it was occupied. Then, when I went 
to renew my application, the official told me that an apartment had 
been allocated, and that they would give another one to that family, 
because this one had already been occupied. 

 Interview with Cátia, 2019. 
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In October, they posted an eviction order on my door. I went to see 
the assistants at the city council and applied for social housing. Then 
nothing happened. At the end of the year, they said I should renew the 
candidacy. I went to the city council, and they told me that everything 
was fine, that the candidacy had already been renewed. Then they 
gave me a score of 73 – they communicated that with a letter sent to 
my occupied house. Then again, nothing. So I don’t know whether I 
should stay or leave. I’m staying, but it’s difficult, as I don’t know 
whether I can stay here in the future. 

 Interview with Nina, 2019. 

In other words, the families that occupy remain in limbo, without 
knowing whether they will have to leave or whether they will be able to stay. 
The responses given by the city councils were sometimes positive from the 
viewpoint of the occupiers, such as in the case of Loures when the 
regularisation of some occupations was being considered. Nonetheless, the 
communication channels between the occupiers and the city councils were 
characterised by informality. This involved a mix of legal and extra-legal 
practices to control and discipline. The lack of an adequate response, or the 
lack of willingness to respond consequently force the poor to keep waiting 
(Auyero, 2010), creating further confusion in an already complex and highly 
stressful situation.  

These types of policies and practices can be seen as reinforcing the 
subordination of the urban dwellers, adding to their precarity and 
marginalisation (Muñoz, 2017). Furthermore, a general problem was the lack 
of information; the families who faced housing exclusion were mostly left to 
find out for themselves where they should look for support. They were sent 
back and forth between various municipal agencies, always receiving the 
response that another agency would address their case (Auyero, 2010; 
Nygren, 2016). The precarious and insecure housing context, combined with 
the unintelligible response by the state, undermine the capacities of urban 
dwellers to organise or to try to devise long-term strategies. They thus push 
the residents to resort to more malleable tactics that allow for improvisation 
in the fast-changing contexts. It is important to note that confusion and 
further insecurity also contribute to turning the occupiers against each other, 
undermining their capacity to organise collectively.  

In addition to municipal agencies not providing an adequate response, 
more disconcerting practices were reported. Some occupiers were persuaded 
by the Lisbon City Council to leave Lisbon, without the council informing 
them that this would exclude them from the applications for social housing in 
Lisbon. Some were even told that they could still continue to apply without 
giving their address, which is clearly against the existing regulations. As 
reported in chapter 4, Ema was persuaded to leave an occupied apartment 
only months before she would have been entitled to it due to the change in 
the council regulation in Lisbon.  
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Other women told me how they had been repeatedly contacted by the 
Lisbon City Council, affirming that they would be offered alternative housing, 
but that they just needed to leave the occupied apartment. After leaving, they 
never managed to speak with the city councillor’s assistants for housing as 
they neither answered the phone nor responded to their requests by email. 
Some families that applied for social housing were randomly excluded from 
the process because the authorities claimed that the families had provided 
false information on their applications. This was Paula’s situation when she 
repeatedly applied for a council home: “The Gebalis lawyer accused me of 
providing false information. She told me my neighbour had said that my 
daughter doesn’t live with me, but with her grandmother. The lawyer decided 
to believe my neighbour, cancelling my application” (Interview with Paula, 
2019). 

These techniques of governance tactics adopted by the state actors pertain 
to the realm of “clandestine coercion (Auyero, 2010): extra-legal tactics are 
used to coerce the occupiers to leave. While it is conceivable that the state 
agents do not respond or offer adequate housing solutions due to their 
inability to do so, it is difficult to envisage why city council officials or Gebalis 
staff would deliberately exclude urban dwellers from accessing social 
housing. Rather than an intentional attack against the poor, this might result 
from a policy combination that at times might be contradictory and yield 
unforeseen consequences (Wacquant, 2009). In the context of the housing 
policies of the Lisbon Metropolitan Area, factors that might have contributed 
to excluding urban dwellers from access to housing, to social exclusion and 
marginalisation were administrative decisions that were seldom scrutinised 
and sometimes formulated ad hoc, as well as the political priorities of a 
specific time and a specific state agency. These unintended consequences of a 
disjointed policy formulation contribute to understanding why the state 
response might be inadequate, but do not explain why state agents 
deliberately exclude part of their population and make them invisible. The 
concept of “moral economies” (Wilde, 2020) is helpful in this sense: due to 
the desire to do their work properly and efficiently, safeguarding the “scarce 
resources”, the housing officials seek to find reasons to disregard some urban 
dwellers that come looking for their support. 

In contrast, Susanne Soederberg (2016, 2017) has argued that these 
readings conceal important aspects of the production and governance of 
poverty, such as the “monetisation of socio-spatial reproduction” and active 
production of rental housing insecurity. Her theorisation provides important 
insights into the modalities of governance, bringing into focus how the 
exclusions are actually produced. In other words, the exclusions occur 
through the complex confluence of neoliberal housing policies, precarity, and 
governance and management practices that seek to exclude the urban poor 
and make them invisible. Similar processes occur in Lisbon and Loures: the 
poor are excluded from access to housing through high rents on the private 
market, as well as through insufficient access to social housing. 
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Homelessness is also actively produced by criminalising and punishing 
residents who attempt to solve their housing problems through occupations. 
In fact, the local officers and social housing managers frame the occupiers 
predominantly as criminals. 

6.6 FURTHER POLITICAL AND INTERPERSONAL 
RELATIONS  

In addition to the municipal employees and other council estate residents, 
the occupiers frequently sought support from other actors. At times, this 
interaction involved forms of patronage between the occupiers and some 
politicians. For example, members of the CDS, a party led by Assunção 
Cristas at the time of my fieldwork, organised meetings in the social housing 
estates and liaised with neighbourhood associations in an effort that Habita 
interpreted as trying to win votes. In one meeting in Condado in which I 
participated, members of the CDS offered to make a list of families with 
housing problems, subsequently handing the list over to the city council 
(Fieldnotes, 24/04/2018). Assunção Cristas also often attacked the city 
councillor for housing in public council meetings I attended (Fieldnotes, 
Public Meeting of Lisbon City Council, 26/04/2018), questioning why so 
many homes were vacant and why it was taking so long to renovate the 
apartments. The City Councillor for Housing duly replied that the CDS had 
voted against the renovation plan, and another city councillor pointed out 
that Assunção Cristas had been among the main architects of the legislation 
undermining the rights of the tenants, like the infamous “New Urban Rental 
Regime” and the changes in the law for subsidised renting. 

Some neighbourhood associations also got involved. In some cases, they 
sought to establish direct contact with the city councillor’s office to suspend 
evictions or “legalise” occupations. For instance, Claudia affirmed that one 
neighbourhood association protects the occupiers that become its members. 
When she occupied, she realised that the neighbourhood association had 
already “promised” the apartment to another person and had already 
informed the city council that this person would occupy the vacant council 
home in question (Interview with Claudia, 2018).  

Habita was also frequently contacted with requests to help stop an 
eviction. In these cases, Habita typically wrote to or called the city 
councillor’s office for housing, succeeding at times to have an eviction 
suspended. Obviously, this involved giving the name and address of the 
person who was at risk of eviction, which emphasises the impression that 
many occupations are known to the city councils.  

Other people managed to suspend an eviction by opening a legal case, 
using the providência cautelar (protective order) procedure, which should 
suspend an eviction until the case has been analysed and there is a court 
decision on it. Yet Habita often witnessed cases in which the city council 
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nevertheless proceeded with an eviction, claiming that they did not have 
knowledge of the protective order, or knowledge that there was a pending 
process on the institution of a protective order.  

These narratives, although difficult to verify objectively, reinforce the idea 
that neighbourhood associations, lawyers, or social movement organisations 
can have a significant impact on the negotiations, even if the city councils 
would not admit to this being the case. Liaising with a wide network of actors 
was thus mostly beneficial for the occupiers although, in practice, it was 
impossible to foresee which one, or which combinations of contacts, would 
bring about the desired results.  

Habita also tried to play a concrete role to support the mobilisation of 
occupiers so that they could collectively challenge the framings of 
occupations as a criminal activity. One action in this sense was the open 
letter that the occupier women groups from Lumiar and Chelas wrote to the 
Lisbon City Council (Appendix C), in which the women explained their 
concerns and argued the following: 

In competitions, our score always falls short, and it is clear that the 
scoring system is not working as it should. Among us are those who 
have been waiting for almost 20 years. Social housing, in the current 
context, cannot be directed only at the “poorest”. Single mothers, or 
even a couple, working to earn the minimum wage, are unable to 
access housing on the private market. Among us are others who have 
already been called in to deliver the documents to receive a home for 
social housing, but at the last minute, arbitrarily, the social worker 
decided to cancel the application. We need protection from the work 
of some assistants who, instead of trying to understand a family’s 
situation, strive to find any reason to make the family ineligible for 
social housing. 

We want to emphasise that the Lisbon City Hall has had many empty 
apartments for years, more than a thousand, and that we have seen 
these apartments around us for years: they are beside us, next door, 
on the top or bottom floor. These houses are abandoned, 
deteriorating year after year, while we wait and despair about social 
housing that never materialises. Some of us have started to live in 
these apartments; we solved our housing problem, as the city council, 
for years and years, has not helped us to solve it. We took care of the 
abandoned apartments which were vandalised. Hence, we ask: What 
is the bigger crime? To leave apartments empty and deteriorating, or 
for families in extreme situations of desperation to go into these 
houses, move in, and take care of them? 

 
The Lisbon City Council, however, did not reply to this open letter, 

retreating again into silence and forcing applicants to wait as a modality of 
governance.  
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6.7 TO CONCLUDE 

This chapter has revealed the volatility and the unpredictability that pervade 
the circumstances of the occupying families. It can be argued that housing 
precarity limits the spheres of possible action, which produces not only 
informality but also transgressive, albeit fragmented agency, characteristic of 
this form of makeshift urbanism. In this precarious context of city-making, 
the concepts of quiet encroachment and rhythms of endurance contribute to 
illuminating the dynamics involved in occupations, highlighting the 
importance of improvisation, adaptation, negotiation, and networking 
(Bayat, 2013; Simone 2019b; Vasudevan, 2015). To further their cause and 
improve their situation, occupiers sought to take advantage of their stocks of 
capital, meaning mainly their networks, through a variety of everyday tactics. 
During this process, they had to carefully assess when they needed to visit the 
state agencies and attend meetings to “put the pressure on”, and when it was 
better to quietly wait and hope that the city councils had forgotten that they 
existed. These practices reflected their detailed analyses of the most 
appropriate political moment to attempt to press for lasting solutions. In this 
way, the occupying families manage – albeit only temporarily and very 
precariously – to resolve their situation of housing exclusion, by directly 
enacting their right to housing.  

I regard occupations as “everyday practices” (Simone, 2013: 248)  or 
“everyday politics” (Bayat 2015: 34), in the sense that they involve daily, 
mundane activities, such as homemaking. As my discussion on Scott's (1985) 
notion of “everyday forms of resistance” suggested, “resistance” might not 
characterise occupations for housing purposes because of the difficulty in 
identifying the decisive purpose a person has when s/he occupies. However, 
occupations involve the conscious decision to occupy, which is not 
necessarily well-captured by labelling it as an everyday practice. In the 
biographical interviews I conducted, occupations emerged as a carefully 
considered decision, which implied the recognition of its illegality as well as 
the rejection of the subalternised position that the state actors suggested for 
the occupiers, having a transgressive quality. Yet even the decision to occupy 
shares many characteristics of “rhythms of endurance” and “quiet 
encroachment”, often being quite improvised and experimental. In this 
sense, occupations can be characterised both as a mundane “everyday 
practice” as well as a transgressive form of participation. 

Informality, or extra-legality, emerged again as a key aspect of the actions 
taken by the city council housing managers. This was evident when they 
provided false information, encouraging inadequate solutions such as 
moving to one’s grandparents’ house, and deliberately excluding residents 
from access to social housing. These modalities of governance cannot be 
justified by the unintended consequences of policy formulation, but rather 
illustrate neoliberal strategies to exclude the urban poor. The management 
practices of the state, forcing residents to wait, further encourage them to 



MAKESHIFT URBANISM BY OCCUPATION 

156 

adopt transgressive practices. This makes rendering the creation of long-
term strategies of resistance difficult and thus undermines the conditions of 
collective action.  

The act of occupying is thus political in the sense that, through it, 
occupiers directly contribute to the process of constructing the urban, and 
directly enact their right to housing, promoting social transformation. 
Occupiers demand a response and recognition from the state agents, who 
would otherwise let them wait quietly and render them invisible. In addition, 
the act of occupying questions prevailing norms and regulations: the 
occupiers make visible the inherent problems in how the social estates are 
managed, with many apartments left vacant. They also contribute to 
questioning the practices of capitalist housing governance, in which it is 
preferable to leave homes vacant, respecting their owners and their exchange 
value, rather than ensuring that all of the homes will serve their social 
purposes, contributing to the realisation of everyone’s right to housing.   

These practices are transformative in the sense that they produce results, 
but they are not necessarily the ones that the occupiers had hoped for, as 
occupations can frequently result in eviction and further marginalisation. 
This undermines Bayat’s (2013) argument that sheer numbers would 
contribute to legitimising a certain illegal action. Occupations signify a 
promise to contribute directly to creating a different kind of ‘everyday’. 
However, the condemnation and stigmatisation they face due to their 
transgressive character often undermines their transformative potential to 
question current neoliberal practices of the production of space and to 
produce new democratic practices. 
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7 SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AGAINST 
EVICTIONS: THE HABITA 
ASSOCIATION’S CONTRIBUTION TO THE 
STRUGGLE 

 

Figure 7.23  Habita banner during the 25 April demonstration in 2019. “Affordable rents, but only 
with an unrealistic income.” 

7.1 SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AGAINST EVICTIONS 

As this thesis has shown, the actions of the occupiers are strongly influenced 
as well as constrained by many other groups of actors. Housing movements 
and housing activists are a specific group that interact intensely with people 
facing housing exclusions, seeking ways to further their cause and support 
their struggle against homelessness. Habita is one of these activist social 
movement actors. As Table 4 demonstrates, Habita received close to three 
hundred families in their weekly sessions of “atendimento” (individual 
support). This chapter concerns the activities and practices of the Habita 
association, also including insights from other housing-related associations 
from the Lisbon Metropolitan Area that were interviewed and/or 
encountered during the fieldwork, such as AIL (Associação dos Inquilinos 



SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AGAINST EVICTIONS: THE HABITA ASSOCIATION’S 
CONTRIBUTION TO THE STRUGGLE 

158 

Lisbonenses), APPA (Associação do Património e População de Alfama), 
Associação Renovar a Mouraria, Vizinhos de Areeiro, SOS Racismo, Rede de 
Solidariedade, and Stop Despejos. 

One of the most known organisations in Europe fighting against evictions 
is the Spanish PAH, Plataforma de Afectados por la Hipoteca (Platform for 
People Affected by Mortgages). The strategies and principles of PAH’s 
practice have been analysed in many academic works (Casellas & Sala, 2017; 
Di Feliciantonio, 2017; García-Lamarca, 2016), by PAH’s members 
themselves (Colau, 2011; Colau & Alemany, 2014), as well as by other social 
movement organisations, such as Habita. This can be largely attributed to the 
fact that PAH has had considerable success on many fronts, although falling 
short on others. It has built up a strong movement, geographically wide and 
with a huge number of mobilised people, with 226 different groups around 
Spain (PAH, 2020); it has been successful in resisting evictions; had a strong 
influence on banking practices; and its role has been considerable in 
legitimating occupations and resistance  (Martinez, 2019). Yet despite 
launching many campaigns to promote certain policies and legislation, these 
have often been unsuccessful, such as in the case of making non-recourse 
debt compulsory by law, or the provision of homes at “affordable rental 
prices” (Martinez, 2019). PAH is an important reference for Habita, and its 
partner in the European Action Coalition for Housing. Many aspects of 
Habita’s method have been inspired by PAH. Nonetheless, it was noted at 
Habita that the countries were different, and that this needed to be 
considered. PAH’s practices needed to be adapted to the context of the LMA 
(Interview A1, 2018). 

One of Habita’s main concerns was how to support the mobilisation of 
people facing housing exclusions and deprivations so that they would become 
motivated to engage in collective action, building a collective, instead of 
fragmented and individualised, front, and become part of wider “social 
movements” (Tilly, 2004). For this to happen, some authors argue for the 
importance of political opportunities or, alternatively, extremely harsh state 
action that undermines the victories of the past (Bayat, 2015; McAdam, 1999; 
Tilly, 1978). Others emphasise the importance of framing the struggle 
(Benford & Snow, 2000; Snow et al., 1986); for example, the articulation of 
claims through the language of human rights can be effective for promoting 
collective action (Holston, 2008). Still others draw attention to the more 
subjective aspects, such as the ability to see the threat as collective (Das & 
Walton, 2015), or to build up a collective identity (Spivak, 2005; Simone, 
2013). The disruption of the “neoliberal model of personal 
responsibilisation” (Di Feliciantonio, 2017) has been highlighted as one of 
the centrepieces of PAH’s strategy in the fight against evictions (Casellas & 
Sala, 2017; Colau, 2011; Di Feliciantonio, 2017). Authors emphasise the 
potential of PAH’s practices to disrupt the logics of neoliberalism, and 
particularly to question the dominant practices of neoliberal housing policy 
(García-Lamarca, 2016; Gonick, 2016). In particular, the more personal 
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aspects of coalescence into collective action have a direct link to the processes 
of subjectification analysed in chapter 4.  

Many of the constraints on participation in collective action can be 
considered to stem from the neoliberal policies that privilege the owners and 
exchange-value of housing, to the detriment of the use-value and of the rights 
of the urban poor who face housing exclusions. Housing exclusions and 
precarity undermine the opportunities for political participation. The 
constraints are also gendered, with the implication that participation by 
single, low-income mothers is particularly stymied. However, linking 
individual practices of quiet encroachment to larger mobilisations has been 
proposed as the key to achieving political change (Pradel-Miquel, 2017).  

The best ways to support the mobilisation of these families were under 
constant contemplation at Habita: new strategies were experimented with 
and tested, engaging in “theoretical practices” (Osterweil, 2013) and, 
considering Habita’s long experience, some of them had already been 
evaluated as more effective than others. Much deliberation was undertaken 
on the circumstances that single, homeless mothers, for example, faced in 
trying to participate in meetings and in mobilisation in general. By and large, 
Habita’s experience seemed to prove that social movements can have a 
significant impact in promoting mobilisation against evictions and housing 
exclusions (Fieldnotes 27/02/2018, 26/06/2018, 12/03/2019). These 
theoretical practices were important in contributing to learning through 
housing activism (Lira & March, 2021). 

Moreover, this chapter presents a detailed examination of the analysis 
that informs Habita’s strategies, as well as of the strategies themselves. The 
strategies are analysed following Meyer and Staggenborg's (2012) 
framework, which sees the strategies as being composed of tactics, demands, 
targets, and arenas. Yet the framework seems to lack the notion of the 
analysis needed for coming up with a strategy. While I agree with the idea of 
a strategy not only being an intentional instrument, but also a legacy that 
“produces itself, shapes the context and the subjects” (Caciagli, 2019: 733), I 
also contend that “theoretical practice” (Osterweil, 2013), including analysis, 
research, and theorising, tends to be an integral part of building strategies. In 
analysing strategies therefore, at least “demands”, “tactics”, “arenas”, 
“targets”, the cultural and social context, and the analysis proceeding from 
the formulation should be considered.  

In addition, I will build upon Miraftab's (2004, 2009) conceptualisation 
of "invited” and “invented” spaces of participation, categorising strategies 
into “invited”, “invented”, and “in-between” strategies. At Habita, evictions 
are seen as belonging to four main categories: evictions from private rental 
housing, evictions through demolitions of “informal” settlements, evictions 
by the bank, and evictions from social housing. A member of Habita 
(Interview A1, 2018) explained that these typologies were considered 
relevant because they differed in their historical backgrounds, in their legal 
frameworks, and in the sense of the actors promoting the eviction (a city 
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council, a bank, or a landlord). They also involved different interests as well 
as population groups with different characteristics in cultural, social and 
economic terms. 

By focussing on the case of Habita, this chapter will explore what kind of 
roles social movements can play to support people who face housing 
exclusion. What kind of strategies are used and what kind of contradictions 
emerge in these interactions? And finally, to what extent can social 
movements have a significant impact on curbing housing right violations and 
contributing to the creation or transformation of life worlds? 

7.2 HOUSING MOVEMENTS IN PORTUGAL 

Historically, Portugal has often been depicted in terms of the absence of a 
strong, organised civil society, including social movements and citizen 
organisations and associations (Santos & Nunes, 2004: 11). Many have 
interpreted the country as having abandoned the promises of participation in 
the revolution of 1974, resulting in a situation in which, despite the change in 
the political regime and the advanced framework of rights, the relationship 
between state and citizens continues to be authoritarian, with little space for 
public debate and deliberation (Matos, 2016; B. de S. Santos & Nunes, 2004). 
Consequently, many protests in Portugal can be seen as responses to 
decisions on which the citizens have not been consulted or listened to 
(Matos, 2016). 

The analyses of more recent urban social movements in Portugal focus 
mainly on the wane of the anti-austerity protests during the years 2010–2013 
(Accornero & Pinto, 2015; Baumgarten, 2013, 2017; Cardoso et al., 2017; 
Matos, 2016; Matos & Sabariego, 2020; Seixas et al., 2015). A few analyses 
include social movements related to housing (Mendes, 2018; Sequera & 
Nofre, 2018; Tulumello, 2019), in addition to the analysis of more specific 
processes such as the Caravan for the Right to Housing (Falanga et al., 2019; 
Kühne, 2019). Although the emphasis of these studies tends to be on Lisbon 
city centre, some authors also mention movements that operate on the 
outskirts of the city (Allegretti, Tulumello, & Seixas, 2018; Seixas & Guterres, 
2019b, 2019a; Seixas, Tulumello, & Allegretti, 2019). 

As referred to in the methodology chapter, before starting the actual field 
research phase, I completed a mapping of different social movements and 
associations that work for the right to housing in the Lisbon Metropolitan 
Area, and found that many of them tend to focus on the housing struggles of 
white Portuguese families in the centre of Lisbon. Habita is an exception in 
this sense, considering that it has its origin in the struggle against 
demolitions of informal neighbourhoods in the whole Lisbon Metropolitan 
Area. These neighbourhoods have a strong representation of both Afro-
descendant and Roma populations, due to their post-colonial origin as well 
as structural and institutional racism. Later, Habita’s actions developed to 
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challenge all kinds of forced evictions, conceiving of them as a problem 
extending to the general population after the global financial crisis. In this 
regard, Habita is quite unique in the Portuguese setting, as the other housing 
organisations have more specific focuses, such as problems faced by tenants, 
inhabitants of “informal” neighbourhoods, or people affected by mortgages. 

It is noteworthy that Habita, in terms of numbers, is extremely small: in 
recent years, its core group of activists has consisted of five to ten active 
members, most of whom are women. During my fieldwork, the active group 
included only one male member. Most of the active members could be 
classified as “activists”, rather than “affected people”, in the sense of not 
facing an acute housing shortage. A few of them are also academics. Habita’s 
organisation tends to be informal and organic. Many issues, such as 
reflection on current and previous practices, future strategies and actions to 
take, as well as the sharing of information, take place mainly at the weekly 
coordination meetings, combined with an exchange of emails, WhatsApp 
messages and phone calls. In addition to the core group, Habita receives 
support from other members who engaged in specific tasks, such as 
organising the monthly debates. Networking with other activist 
organisations, both nationally and internationally, constitutes vital support 
for Habita’s action. 

Habita’s fight for the right to housing is referred to at least in Mendes 
(2018) and Tulumello (2019). Tulumello's (2019) main argument related to 
Habita’s and other “emerging social movements’” practices is to question 
their ability, in the context of the normalisation of austerity policies, to 
establish an alternative to dominant economic development models. Mendes 
(2018), on a similar tone, analysing the “new urban social movements in the 
city”, considers that without a strong link combining urban struggles such as 
demonstrations and occupations with institutionalised political struggle, 
their impact might be limited. On the basis of my findings on Habita’s work, I 
agree with Mendes, but draw the opposite conclusion: this combination is 
exactly what Habita is engaging in, both through its own actions as well as 
with its various networks. All the above-mentioned accounts fail to reflect 
upon the prominent role of women in these movements, with the exception 
of Nunes and Serra (2004) who, in their analysis of occupation movements 
during the Portuguese revolutionary period (1974–1975), pay attention to the 
close connection of the housing struggle with women’s traditional sphere, the 
home. The omission of women’s role in these analyses is not surprising, as it 
has been pointed out that women often tend to be left out of urban theory-
making (Peake, 2016). 

Yet gender and ethnicity have played central roles in the urban social 
movements that focus on housing. Patriarchal practices also continue to be 
present within the movements, posing challenges to women activists 
(Miraftab, 2006; Seppälä, 2016), although in many cases, women have 
become central agents against evictions (Brickell, 2014; Motta, 2013; Patel et 
al., 2016; Podlashuc, 2011). In some cases, separate women’s housing 
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movements have been formed to fight against the patriarchy both within the 
movements as well as in the wider society (Marinas Sánchez, 2004). 
Immigrant women’s important role in housing struggles has been highlighted 
in Italy (Colella et al., 2017; Grazioli & Caciagli, 2018) and in Spain (Gonick, 
2016, Martínez López, 2017). Some authors highlight the centrality of women 
in the resistance movement with the concept of the feminisation of 
resistance, suggesting that subjects who simultaneously face multiple 
oppressions are in a position to re-imagine emancipatory politics, produce 
and embody difference, and to create and experiment with new subjectivities 
(Motta, 2013; Seppälä, 2016). In some cases, these include specific forms of 
“feminised resistances”, such as the politicisation of motherhood (Motta, 
2013). In this way, they can create deeper solidarities to more effectively 
battle against neoliberalism (Carty & Mohanty, 2015: 86). The feminisation 
of the struggle against homelessness in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area was 
evident during my fieldwork. In addition to Habita’s activists, a clear 
majority of people that looked for support from Habita were women, as 
exemplified in Table 4. 

7.3 THEORETICAL PRACTICES 

7.3.1 REAL ESTATE SPECULATION, HOUSING FINANCIALISATION 
AND NEOLIBERAL HOUSING POLICIES 

 
In addition to considering the strategies, it is also essential to draw attention 
to the analysis, research and theorising that social movement actors engage 
in. The “theoretical practices” (Osterweil, 2013) inform the construction of 
the action frames, as well as the consecutive design of the strategies. To 
contextualise the frames and strategies employed by Habita, it is important 
to present how the activists and NGO workers perceived the causes of current 
housing exclusions, leading to the identification of priorities and the most 
urgent issues in the housing struggles.  

The increasing connections between the finance and real estate sectors 
have been highlighted by many authors, notably by Aalbers et al. (2020) with 
their concept of the “real estate-finance nexus”. Correspondingly, Habita and 
the EAC considered that in the current policies, housing is rather considered 
an asset or a commodity: “Housing, a profitable investment for capital, has 
become a key target of speculation for banks and real estate companies over 
the past three or four decades” (Brochure by the EAC & Habita, August 
2018:7). Several authors have also pinpointed the tourism sector as being 
deeply intertwined with this nexus (Castro Caldas et al.; Rodrigues, 2018), 
with these three sectors playing a fundamental role in the Portuguese 
economy. Particularly since 2008, Lisbon has been promoted as an ideal 
destination for tourists, linking it to real estate investment (Gago & Cocola-
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Gant, 2019), following the logic of “urban entrepreneurialism” (Harvey 
1989), with its promotion of consumer culture. This struggle is related to 
touristification, especially in the central areas of the city, from which tenants 
have been displaced because of the investment opportunities for the real 
estate sector (Gago & Cocola-Gant, 2019). 

Yet activists and NGOs emphasise that they are not against tourism as 
such, but that its negative impacts need to be controlled with protective 
policies, so that the historical neighbourhoods are not transformed into 
“houses without people” (Interview A2, 2018). Unfortunately, the most 
vulnerable tend to be the most affected: Airbnb has centred in 
neighbourhoods where there have traditionally been more rental homes for 
the poor and for immigrants (Cócola-Gant, Debate Habita, 22022018). For 
Habita, “to deny these elements is to defend particular interests that have 
used housing for speculation and for businesses that lack ethics, equality and 
social justice” (Habita at the parliamentary hearing on Housing Framework 
Law, 26/02/2019). Thus, Habita argues that gentrification and evictions 
must be considered if housing is to be recognised as a fundamental right. 
Habita and the EAC also link “debtfarism” (Soederberg, 2014) to real estate 
speculation and financialisation, highlighting how the promotion of debt for 
survival, combined with austerity urbanism (Peck, 2012), have contributed to 
accumulation by dispossession:  

However, after the global economic crisis of 2008 …, a wave of 
indebtedness spread across the world. Debt, combined with austerity 
policies, the loss of social income and the contraction of the European 
economy, gave rise to more predatory policies on the part of banks 
and large real estate groups. They took advantage of the opportunity 
to invest in housing and obtain important control over the housing 
stock available. 

 Brochure by the EAC & Habita, August 2018, p. 7. 

The activists and housing association representatives studied made it 
clear that the role of the state actors has been crucial in the process of the 
financialisation of the city and speculation on its land and real estate: “The 
origins of the housing crisis are above all political. Initiatives like golden 
visas have facilitated the co-optation of the city. They are even selling the 
palaces” (Fieldnotes, 14/03/2018). They criticised the withdrawal of the state 
from housing production as well as for a lack of market regulation:  

Housing, and also affordable housing, is being increasingly pushed 
towards the market. Public intervention is shrinking, as if the market 
was an entity with no relationships with the state. Financialisation is 
increasing, which worsens the human rights issues. 

 Habita’s  turn to speak at the meeting with the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights in Portugal, 29.04.2019. 
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In this neoliberal form of urban governance, housing commodification 
and financialisation have been strongly supported by the municipalities and 
the central government, with diverse policies that promote real estate 
speculation and the financialisation of housing, like golden visas and tax 
exemptions (Tulumello & Dagkouli-Kyriakoglou, 2021). Changes in the 
rental law, such as NRAU, facilitated a considerable number of evictions 
from private rental accommodation (Gago, 2018). A landlord can now make 
the excuse of carrying out extensive renovation work to evict a tenant, even in 
the case of long-term or elderly tenants (Interview A2, 2018). Therefore, new 
tenants have not managed to move into the historical neighbourhoods as the 
renovated buildings tend to be designated only for tourist accommodation. 
The state has thus facilitated financialisation and real estate speculation by 
liberalising the rental laws, reducing the tenant protection, as well as many 
other pieces of legislation that promote the same objectives. The Lisbon City 
Council has also actively promoted Lisbon as a desirable tourist and 
investment destination. 

In addition, the activists pointed out in the interviews (NGO2, 2018) and 
in the debates (Debate Habita, Ana Gago, 22/02/2018) that in many 
historical and “informal” neighbourhoods, in the context of the financial and 
economic crisis, the city councils promoted speculation and gentrification by 
selling properties. They have thus acted as “market-makers” (Çelik, 2021), 
unlocking land values. The Lisbon City Council has sold its properties, 
liberating them for the real estate investment markets, and with favourable 
policies, it has facilitated the entry of financial actors. Through the Reabilita 
primeiro, paga depois (“Renovate first, pay later”) programme, the Lisbon 
City Council sold more than a hundred empty buildings between 2013 and 
2016. According to the programme, new owners were given a timeframe of 
around two years to renovate the buildings, and only after that had to pay the 
purchase price (Bivar et al., 2017). In the historic neighbourhood of 
Mouraria, 

What we see today are, in fact, buildings that have largely been 
renovated for tourism … The luxury segment of apartments for 
foreigners has grown in the last year. The legislation confers many 
benefits on the foreigner who buys a residential property here in 
Portugal. The real estate sector also takes advantage of this and is 
now growing considerably […] there are actually many people who 
have had to leave their homes.  

Interview NGO2, 2018. 

In contrast, the Loures City Council has tried to promote the demolition 
of informal neighbourhoods, such as Bairro da Torre, to free up the land for 
other, more lucrative purposes, although at the moment, it only demolishes 
homes whose residents have been resettled.  
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7.3.2 RACISM AND GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE 
 
Racism is denounced by the activists, both at the institutional level and in 
intrapersonal interactions, and the marginalisation, stigmatisation and 
criminalisation of poor residents  has been singled out as a factor that 
contributes to the naturalisation and impunity of human rights violations in 
informal neighbourhoods and council estates (Alves, 2016; Raposo et al., 
2019). The report by the Caravan for the Right to Housing (2018, 
unpublished) campaign states that racism was a problem in all of the 
neighbourhoods visited by the Caravan. The Afro-descendants and the Roma 
tend to be in low socioeconomic situations in Portugal, and while Afro-
descendants are often invisibilised, the Roma are almost regarded as outcasts 
and heavily excluded from society, as was pointed out by one of Habita’s 
activists: “The Blacks are seen as broom pushers, invisible, but with the 
Roma it’s even worse – they’re seen as ‘difficult foreigners’” (Interview A5, 
2019). The exclusion of the Roma has deep roots: until the 25 April 
revolution in 1974, the Roma did not attend school and did not have any legal 
documents. In Alentejo, the Roma population has been continuously pushed 
from pillar to post, without giving them any opportunity to settle (Interview 
A5, 2019). 

In addition, the activists argued that in some municipalities, the 
authorities deliberately implement discriminatory policies, such as the 
demolition of neighbourhoods inhabited by ethnic minorities, because they 
assume that many of their electorate have racist worldviews and will thus 
support such policies (Interview A1, 2018). A certain kind of racism persists 
in the policies and practices of many municipalities: 

We are dealing with various issues here – the issue of discrimination 
against a group of people that have been persecuted historically, 
marginalised, especially by the institutions. There is a continuity [of 
colonial history]… It’s a racist society, one that doesn’t care… People 
who do everything they can to integrate themselves into society, to be 
able to have a dignified life, fulfilling their duties like any other 
people… They consider it natural that the police, at the request of the 
city council, enter the neighbourhood and … demolish people's homes 
without warning, without providing an alternative. And society sees 
it as natural, as if it was nothing. Some people even applaud, they 
even say it’s very good, that this is what must be done.  

Interview A4, 2018. 

The activist interviewed thus identified that a profound silencing of the 
colonial past (Trouillot, 1995) still exists and has implications for the current 
practices. Moreover, the lack of adequate training of municipal employees 
can also result in institutional racism as there is no specific preparation for 
technicians or teachers who work in poor neighbourhoods: 
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Racism exists; it may not be expressed directly, but it’s implicated in 
many actions. Many people in the neighbourhoods can become 
marginalised because they are not heard. […] Teachers… are not 
selected according to their skills, personality, ability to work in a 
certain type of school. To work in a school like this one…  teachers 
should have special preparation so that they would not have racist 
attitudes and could fight against discrimination.  

Interview ME1, Loures, 2018. 

In addition to racism, gender-based violence is considered a significant 
challenge by many associations and activists (Fieldnotes, 25/06/2018, 
25/10/2018, 14/01/2019). They stated that the institutions have often 
exacerbated the impact of gender-based violence through individual 
pathologisation (Motta, 2016), a specific kind of self-responsibilisation that 
depicts the person in question as guilty for having caused the violence 
inflicted upon them. When gender-based violence is detected by the 
authorities, there is often a lack of response by the social services in the sense 
of provision of alternative housing (Interview with Sara, 2019, fieldnotes 
21/07/2018). Overcrowding in social housing also tends to exacerbate 
domestic violence as people are not able to leave their parental home for 
economic reasons (Interviews NGO3, NGO6, A4, 2018). Direct threats 
against women at risk of eviction or homeless women to withdraw custody of 
their children are equally reported (Fieldnotes 04/12/2018, NGO6, 2018, 
Interview with Nina, 2019), as are actual withdrawals of custody (Fieldnotes, 
18/04/2019). The activists maintain that there is a need to establish efficient 
mechanisms of support for victims, so that in situations of violence, women 
and children can access safe alternative housing, and do not face additional 
stress caused by the authorities (Interview A1, 2018). 

7.4 BUILDING POLITICAL SUBJECTIVITIES 

7.4.1 CONSTRAINTS ON PARTICIPATION 
 
Responding to the above-mentioned problems was a fundamental objective 
at Habita. Both internal and external mobilisation, meaning becoming 
internally organised and then generating mobilisation beyond the 
neighbourhood, as well as the mobilisation of the media, have been identified 
as key practices of resistance against evictions (Cabannes, 2010: 19-20). In 
line with the importance of community organisation and mobilisation to 
prevent evictions, Habita has also sought to support the mobilisation of 
people at risk of eviction. In the family assemblies, Habita’s members 
affirmed that the ability to defend the right to housing depends on the 
strength of the group: “If people do not participate, we won’t be able to 
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defend each other” (Fieldnotes, Family Assembly, 24/07/2018). Yet 
mobilising those at risk of eviction is considered the most difficult challenge 
in the struggle, both by the social movement activists and by the people at 
risk. First, there were practical constraints on participation that stemmed 
from the women’s precarious situation. A simple lack of time was often 
mentioned: “We women have a lot on our shoulders; we have to feed the 
children, work, buy clothes, this [housing] is not the only problem women 
have!” (Fieldnotes, meeting at Habita, 27/11/2018). Some also felt that 
participation did not really compensate for the additional arrangements they 
needed to make in order to attend the meetings. Habita was not able to offer 
the clear solutions that some were hoping for, as argued by Carla: 

At the end of the day, I'm always at home with the kids, organising 
dinner, so it’s very complicated [to go to meetings]. […]. I don't know, 
I only went a few times and there were very few people. What I 
understood, from what I heard from Dona X, is that people want 
things done. I think people go there with problems they have, and 
they hope that Habita will help find solutions to these problems. Then 
they get there and don't understand the point so well, because we go 
there to exchange experiences, and maybe that's why they end up not 
going. 

 Interview, Carla, 2019. 

The decision to participate in collective mobilisation might thus be 
weighed against the extra effort needed to enable participation in meetings. 
However, despite their lack of time, many occupiers tended to maintain that 
defending housing rights through collective action was important: “People 
[who occupy] should get moving (mexer-se mais), not just wait until they are 
evicted and then hope everyone will go there to support them. Otherwise, we 
can’t stop any evictions” (Interview with Maria, 2018). Yet many other issues 
emerged that constrained occupiers’ participation in collective action. 

An interesting case was the mobilisation of families that Habita promoted 
in Lumiar in 2018, where an initially strong movement of occupier families 
later fell apart due to nonparticipation, as explained by Paula:  

I think it was a very interesting process to begin with. One thing was 
that people were very united, and when they were called, they 
showed up. Then I started to notice what you normally notice in any 
kind of struggle, that I even see at work, that everything is very nice 
at first, but then, “Oh, I don't feel like it today. I’m sure there’s 
someone else [at the protest] who will do it for me.” But then, when 
something happens, they’re sure to say, “Oh, I’m very worried, I have 
the police here!” 

 Interview with Paula, 2019. 
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The idea often conveyed to me was that the person I talked to would go 
and participate, but they assumed nobody else would: 

I honestly don't like being idle. I’m not like the typical Portuguese 
person who says, “Look, this is just the way it is”, and others respond, 
“OK”. No, I'm going to fight. I’m up for it, but I don't see the 
solidarity. When there are demonstrations, things like that, I see most 
people, as has already happened, laughing at me. “What are you 
going there for? Let it be!” And I [reply], “It’s because you all think 
that way, that we are the way we are!” Then they complain, but they 
also do nothing to change the situation.  

Interview with Sara, 2019. 

According to Ema, only 10 years ago it was easier to get people to defend 
each other in countering evictions:  

Author: Why were you saying that when they tried to evict you the 
first time, people were more proactive? Was there more mobilisation 
at the time? 

Ema: Yes, people were more united with each other. Nowadays 
everyone only thinks about themselves. 

Author: What do you think has happened? 

Ema: I don't know. It's like, people are very isolated. [They think] 
“Oh, that one is being evicted, I have nothing to do with it. Better her 
than me.” It wasn’t like that before. It was, “She’s being evicted, let's 
get together, let's make a noise, let's fight for her rights.” Nowadays I 
don't see that here anymore. “They are evicting her, look, let them 
evict her. At least they aren’t coming to my door.” Or they even do the 
opposite here: “Let’s file a complaint about that person.” So that she’ll 
be evicted, and they’ll be left alone. That's the problem now.  

Interview with Ema, 2019. 

These excerpts from the interviews can be interpreted in the context of 
the neoliberal society, in which the society is understood as a company and 
the subject as an entrepreneur, following the fundamental principle of 
competition (Foucault, 2008; Dardot & Laval, 2013). The process of applying 
for social housing in Lisbon construes access to social housing as a 
competition, in which the residents compete for who is the “most wretched” 
(mais coitadinho, fieldnotes, 24/07/2018); for example, having disabilities 
or being unemployed gets a higher score (Câmara Municipal de Lisboa, 
2009). As the availability of social housing is very limited, only the “most 
wretched” have a chance in this race. Additionally, the entrepreneurial 
subject valorises self-help and emphasises the responsibility of the individual 
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(Dardot & Laval, 2013), resulting in an ideology in which people are 
socialised into taking care primarily of themselves, and participation in 
collective struggles can even be considered ridiculous, as pointed out by Sara.  

The conception of housing as predominantly private, a financial asset, and 
the competition for social housing against other people with housing 
problems render it more difficult to perceive housing as something that 
everyone should have access to. It can be assumed that the logic of 
entrepreneurship and individual responsibilisation renders much more 
complicated the task of building political subjectivities that could be used to 
form a collectivity (Spivak 2005: 481) or an overarching framework (Simone, 
2013) for the struggle. The fragmentation of struggles was clear in the way 
that many of those who were occupying sought to find ways to argue that 
their situation was different from that of the other occupiers. They could, for 
example, say that they were not “really” occupying, that someone had left 
them the apartment to take care of, and therefore their situation was 
different from the “ordinary” occupiers (Interview with Carla, 2019). Despite 
often emphasising that with their income, it was impossible have access to 
housing at current market prices, and recognising that many others were in 
the same situation, this did not translate into a strong notion of a collective 
problem. The idea of união, the sense of being united, was considered 
important both by activists and affected persons, but difficult to achieve. This 
demonstrates how the existence of grievances alone will not suffice to 
motivate participation in the collective struggle.  

Moreover, many people end up naturalising their housing exclusions, due 
to already being segregated, living in a neighbourhood perceived to be far 
away from the “city” (Interview, NGO6, 2018). The territorial stigmatisation 
that “informal” and council housing neighbourhoods face affects the 
preparedness to participate in collective struggles, as explained by this 
activist, born in an “informal” neighbourhood himself (Interview A4, 2018). 

The way in which rights are violated in these neighbourhoods is 
mostly due to the ideology, the propaganda. The people who are 
victims of this violence, many of them, in many cases, end up 
internalising what it said about them. So they often end up becoming 
their own worst enemy. And this is one of the first difficulties in these 
types of situations, in order to be able to resist, to be able to organise, 
to face problems. So afterwards this gives way to all kinds of 
arbitrariness. 

 Interview, A4, 2018. 

This subjectification as “less equal than others” (García-Lamarca, 2016: 4) 
ends up limiting the sense of entitlement: people might be so used to living 
on the other side of the “abyssal line” (Santos, 2014, 2017), where claiming 
rights is not realistic, that they end up considering their exclusion as normal. 
The sense of entitlement to rights can also become diminished in the case of 
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having an immigrant background: “These people [residents of stigmatised 
neighbourhoods] do not feel like they are completely accepted; they feel like 
they do not entirely belong to Portugal” (Interview, NGO6, 2018). In fact, 
many young people with an immigrant background do not have Portuguese 
nationality even if they were born and have since lived in Portugal, because 
Portuguese nationality is acquired through the principle of jus sanguinis, 
which inevitably causes diverse types of exclusions (Alves, 2018; Raposo et 
al., 2019; Rodrigues, Fernandes et al., 2017). 

Misunderstandings between activists, municipal employees, and residents 
facing housing deprivations sometimes contributed to exacerbating biased 
attitudes between these groups of actors. For instance, there were groups of 
occupiers who began to publicly claim that Habita would “legalise” their 
occupations, which contributed to the souring of Habita’s relationship with 
the Lisbon City Council (Interview with Paula, 2019). Due to this, some 
municipal employees allegedly began to exert pressure on some 
neighbourhood associations to refuse to collaborate with Habita (Interview, 
NGO6, 2018). Some occupiers also claimed that Lisbon City Council 
employees had warned them not to participate in Habita’s activities if they 
wished to have access to council housing. While these stories are difficult to 
verify, they were quite common. 

These dynamics illustrate how coalescence into collective action faces 
numerous challenges and constraints: it seems to be discouraged by the state 
actors, and sometimes also horizontally by others in similar situations. The 
most significant discouragement, however, seemed to come from within: 
having internalised the power relations and their place within them, people 
at risk of eviction discourage themselves from participating in the struggle. 
The interpretations of homelessness as personal failure, irresponsibility, and 
shame – the “neoliberal model of personal responsibilisation” (Di 
Feliciantonio, 2017) or the “socialisation of guilt” (Casellas & Sala, 2017) – 
are often created by neoliberal institutional framings and management 
practices, and through the ways in which homeless people are depicted in the 
media and by the institutions. As entrepreneurial subjects, many homeless 
people and people at risk of eviction consequently create self-images in which 
homelessness or housing problems are constituted as their own 
responsibility, and consequently homelessness is conceived as a personal 
failure. Following Foucault (2007), power operates here not only by 
repressing, but also by creating particular subjectivities and self-images 
(May, 2014: 498-499). Becoming “the entrepreneur of his own existence” 
(Dardot & Laval, 2013: 116, sic) combined with  subjectification “as an 
outcast” (García-Lamarca, 2016), the urban dweller facing housing exclusion 
internalises their condition, and stops questioning whether they should or 
could have the right to different kinds of conditions. In addition, in the 
context of “New Urban Policy” (Swyngedouw et al., 2002), housing is 
perceived primarily as an asset for the creation of wealth. Consequently, it is 
not framed principally as a right, but rather as a commodity: people must be 
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able to pay for their housing. All of these aspects restrain the possibility to 
create a common identity and discourage people from participating in 
collective action for housing rights. 

7.4.2 BREAKING THE MODEL OF PERSONAL RESPONSIBILISATION 
 
In meetings, Habita sought to challenge the framings of homelessness as a 
personal fault, and the conceptualisation of housing as a commodity. In the 
Forum da Habitação seminar in May 2018, a member of Habita explained 
that Habita wants to do transformative work, transforming the guilt that 
people feel, bringing in the notion that the policies are to blame, not the 
people (Fieldnotes, 05/05/2018). At Habita’s meetings, the notions of 
personal shame, failure and being alone began to be challenged and replaced 
by notions of unity and hope for the future: 

When you’re being put out onto the street, you react like, “Oh no, 
what now?”. But after people talk to you, they create another mood, a 
different feeling. It happened to me. First it was, "Now what?". Then, 
talking to you [and to the other activists and people at risk of 
eviction], your state of mind improves, right?  

Interview with Célio, 2019. 

Aida explained how she had felt after being evicted, when a group of 
activists came to support her during her meeting with the representatives of 
Santa Casa: 

I started to cry, it was bad… I started thinking about my house in 
Guinea-Bissau ... Then I looked at all of you, your faces, all there 
supporting me, and I gained more strength to listen to what people 
were saying.  

Fieldnotes, 11/02/2019. 

Breaking the conceptualisation of housing problems as the responsibility 
of the failed entrepreneur thus helped to trigger participation in collective 
action. It was fundamental to try to break the subjectification of people facing 
housing deprivations as outcasts, challenge the socialisation of guilt, as well 
as the neoliberal model of self-responsibilisation (Di Feliciantonio, 2017; 
Sletto & Nygren, 2016). The process of challenging the neoliberal model of 
responsibilisation, or the socialisation of guilt, can be conceived as a 
dialectical process in which the initial understandings of personal 
responsibility, shame, and guilt gradually start to be questioned. When 
people at risk of eviction bring their situations to Habita’s open-door sessions 
or family assemblies, they hear about other people in similar situations. They 
thus enter a space in which their experience receives acceptance and 
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understanding. They are allowed to explain their housing problem in detail, 
without facing moral judgement regarding the decisions they have made in 
the past, or regarding their performance in life (to use a neoliberal idea of 
competition coming into all spheres of life, as described by Foucault (2008), 
or life being a competition). During the discussions about the particular case 
of each person (at the assemblies and in atendimentos), the members of 
Habita and other people at risk of eviction share their experiences of similar 
situations. The activists argue that the situation cannot be interpreted as the 
failure of an individual, but should rather be construed as an injustice that is 
affecting a huge number of people and that has to do with issues an 
individual person at risk of eviction has little power over. In this process, the 
dominant neoliberal interpretations of homelessness, property and evictions 
are questioned.  

In this way, other kinds of self-images are offered for consideration, 
suggesting that “I have failed because I cannot afford a house” can and 
should be replaced by “the state should ensure that more public and 
affordable housing becomes available”. Other readings of a particular 
situation are brought to the table: for example, readings of injustice, racism, 
irresponsible urban and housing policies, relentless real estate speculation, 
and the failure of the state to address the needs of single mothers on a low 
income. This gives people at risk of eviction strength and support, and they 
gradually start challenging the ideas they have internalised about themselves 
and others. In this process, collective action frames (McAdam et al., 2001) 
were created, constructing a shared idea about the problem to be tackled. 
Perceiving housing primarily as a human right validates collective action for 
housing rights in a different way.  

Unity and emotional support thus give strength and contribute positively 
to triggering interest in collective action. The activists attempted to create a 
sense of unity by emphasising that the housing crisis affects many people, 
and to fight against it, it would be important to be united (Fieldnotes, Family 
Assembly, 27/02/2018). They stated that collective action was the way that 
many had been able to negotiate alternative housing solutions or stop an 
eviction, or that the city council would give in because they knew that the 
residents were united and supported each other (Fieldnotes, Family 
Assembly 24/07/2018). For many people, Habita’s approach changed their 
mindset about collective mobilisation, so that they began to embrace the idea 
of resisting together: 

I learned that if we come together, we can sometimes get answers 
that we can't get on our own. Not only solidarity with each other, but 
together we also manage to really demonstrate our discontent, 
because if we act in groups, I think that they are practically obliged 
to listen to us.  

Interview with Paula, 2019. 
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As a result, notions such as “it is not worth struggling”, and “even if I go, 
the others will not participate” could gradually start being replaced by 
thoughts like “I will fight for access to housing” and “if we are unified and 
loud, they will have to listen to us”.  In this sense, Habita’s sessions worked 
as “educational sites of resistance” (Caciagli, 2019), contributing to the 
formation of collective political subjectivities, socialising the idea of 
participation in housing activism. Habita’s work explored the transformative 
processes of both unlearning the subalternisation ‒ involving the 
internalisation of inferiority and personal guilt ‒ and learning about one’s 
rights and the possibilities of collective mobilisation, echoing the ideas of the 
pedagogy of the oppressed (Freire, 1990 [1972]) or Enrique D. Dussel's 
(2019) pedagogics of liberation, which analyse what kind of (pedagogical) 
processes can liberate an oppressed subject.  

These changes do not take place in the same way for all; rather, everyone 
has their own way of reacting to these stimuli. Not everyone is convinced by 
Habita’s interpretation of the situation, and in this context, the general trust 
in and credibility of Habita matter – issues that are often undermined by 
how Habita’s actions are framed by other actors such as social housing 
managers or politicians, as explained in this chapter. Even so, for most 
people affected, at least a seed of transformation was sown in that their sense 
of self-worth was reinforced: at the very least, they felt relieved and satisfied 
on account of the emotional support they had received, which gave them the 
fortitude to continue. For others, while they might not embrace the idea of a 
collective struggle, they sensed that they had received concrete advice on how 
to face the different institutions and how to manage to present their case, and 
thus felt stronger and better equipped to continue their personal struggle. 
Still others decided that the collective struggle and union was meaningful, 
and that in addition to helping themselves, they also received much from 
being able to help others in similar situations. They are the ones who 
embrace the idea of the collectivity and union around the struggle for the 
right to housing. 

7.5 STRATEGISING COLLECTIVE ACTION 

7.5.1 INVENTED, INVITED, AND IN-BETWEEN STRATEGIES 
 
This subchapter will focus on Habita’s strategies. Habita uses a wide variety 
of strategies and tactics to fight for the right to housing. As a joint brochure 
states, Habita, together with the EAC and Stop Despejos, works through: 

 citizens' awareness and empowerment through community self-
organization and the training of activists; 
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 political and public pressure, through direct intervention or 
denunciation, in order to change systems, legislation, and policies; 

 the formulation of political proposals and dialogue with institutional 
actors; 

 supporting the various struggles within the area of housing and 
urbanism, namely direct actions of protest and resistance, and 
serving as a communication channel between tenants and the 
management authorities; 

 organising academic and political debates, and with residents of 
affected neighbourhoods. 

EAC, Habita and Stop Despejos, A financeirização da habitação na Europa, August 2018. 

I have grouped Habita’s strategies for fostering mobilisation against 
evictions, drawing on Cabannes, Yafai & Johnson (2010) and Miraftab 
(2004, 2009), into three main categories, organised according to whether 
they can be considered “invented”, “invited”, or “in-between”. Invented 
strategies directly confront the status quo and the authorities, while invited 
strategies are those that are legitimised by government interventions 
(Miraftab, 2004). However, it needs to be considered that in practice many 
strategies fall between these two extremes, being neither completely 
legitimised nor totally confrontational. I therefore consider it useful to add 
the category of “in-between” strategies. In this study, invented strategies are 
considered “transgressive” strategies, or strategies that have a high “degree of 
transgression”, according to the degree to which they challenge entrenched 
practices, while the second group of strategies are characterised by a low 
“degree of transgression.” “In-between” strategies contain a moderate 
“degree of transgression” (Table 7). With the “degree of transgression” 
concept, my intention is to demonstrate how Habita engages in a wide set of 
actions, alternating between and combining transgressive/invented, more 
conventional, invited, as well as “in-between” strategies.  

Table 7:  Habita's strategies 

Strategy Invented/In-between/Invited 
A) Open struggle and political perspective  
B) “Occupy – Resist – Live”  
C) Campaigning and media  
D) Atendimento  
E) Negotiation with public authorities  
F) Legal channels and court cases  
G) Building rights and policies  
H) Networking  
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These wider strategy groups will also be analysed within the framework 

proposed by Meyer & Staggenborg (2012), considering the “demands”, 
“tactics”, “arenas” and “targets” implicated in each strategy. In the interviews 
and meetings, when reflecting on the diverse strategies, activists also drew 
attention to other aspects that matter when evaluating strategies, namely the 
actors involved, and the context in which the strategy is applied. In terms of 
the actors involved, Habita’s meetings were predominantly female. Yet 
gender was not specifically emphasised, and men were equally welcomed. 
The specific role of women in the housing struggle was nonetheless clearly 
recognised. Providing a home for one’s children continues to be seen as 
primarily the responsibility of women, and mothers do not abandon their 
children easily, which prompts them to engage actively in the fight for 
housing, as argued by one activist: 

I think it's obvious, I mean, to begin with, many families are headed 
by a single parent and the single parent is the woman, right? … So, 
you have a woman with a child, and she has to come forward to fight 
for the apartment; she feels that she must. The guy, if the situation 
doesn't suit him, sacode as calças [washes his hands of it], as they 
say, and leaves, doesn’t he? But she won't… This isn’t necessarily a 
bad thing. As I saw here at Habita, these women are super tough, 
and even when there’s a man around, he tends to stay in the shadows.  

Interview A5, 2019. 

Yet the strategies and framings used could not be regarded as particularly 
“feminised” (Motta & Seppälä, 2016).25 The challenges faced by single 
mothers were often mentioned, but in conjunction with other structural 
problems. Domestic violence was seldom directly discussed, possibly because 
of the sensitivity of the issue. 

The list of Habita’s actions reported during my fieldwork (Appendix D) 
illustrates that there have been a variety of activities and actions.26 Highly 
transgressive, invented actions have been more common, with 52 cases, 
whereas 21 actions with a moderate degree of transgression are listed. 
However, the weekly “atendimento” sessions must be added to these 21 
actions, which significantly increases the number of “in-between” actions. 
Nonetheless, Habita also engages in a significant number of actions with a 
low degree of transgression (26 listed actions). The variety of strategies 
interact and support each other, and while transgression gained importance, 
other strategies also made an important contribution. The blue colour signals 

 
25 This has changed since my fieldwork, as Habita has become involved with the MuDHA network 

(Mulheres pelo Direito à Habitação, Women for the Right to Housing). 
26 I have aimed at including all of the most significant actions, but the list might not be all-

inclusive. 
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a positive outcome in terms of Habita’s objectives, such as new policies that 
promote the provision of affordable housing or curb housing financialisation. 
The pink colour indicates cases of institutional violence, such as a forced 
eviction or police violence.  

 
 

7.5.2 CONQUERING SPACE BY TRANSGRESSION 
 
Occupations and protests, political mobilisation and heightening political 
awareness form some of Habita’s core strategies – while also constituting the 
actions that Habita tends to be most criticised for by the authorities, as well 
as by some academics. Appendix D shows that there is an emphasis on these 
kinds of activities in Habita, especially on the strategy of open struggles 
(strategy A). The tactics include promoting mobilisation and political 
awareness-raising through assembleias de famílias (collective meetings, 
“family assemblies” for families at risk of eviction), as well as bigger and 
smaller protests and demonstrations. Family assemblies have the objective of 
promoting emancipation through collective discussion and deliberation on 
possible solutions, targeting the families themselves above all. It is through 
these assemblies that Habita also seeks to promote the mobilisation and 
collective organisation of the affected families.  

Fighting demolitions has been a core area of Habita’s work, and is where 
its work actually began. In this field, Habita has built long-standing, 
influential work across municipalities (in Cascais, Almada, Seixal, but above 
all in Amadora and Loures), as described by Di Giovanni (2017). During my 
fieldwork, the struggle with the municipality of Amadora against the 
demolitions in the 6 de Maio neighbourhood was constant. Habita received 
alerts about demolitions on numerous occasions. The tactics used to stop 
demolitions involved mobilisation of the affected residents, negotiation with 
the city council and the central government, and trying to stop demolitions 
on the spot.  

In this field, one of the tactics used was temporary occupations of state 
and city council offices after evictions and demolitions if all of the other 
negotiation channels had dried up, as occurred in April and November 2018 
when Habita occupied the Ministry of Environment together with the 
inhabitants of 6 de Maio. These occupations are often seen as “putting 
pressure on” [fazer pressão] the authorities so that they will speed up their 
processes or apply current legislation or policies, or to demonstrate to the 
authorities that the current policies or legislation are having unintended, 
negative consequences. 



 

177 

 

Figure 7.24  Occupation of the Ministry of Infrastructure, November 2018. 

In addition, Habita is active in promoting larger-scale demonstrations. 
For example, in 2018, Habita began to contact various organisations and 
collectives to propose collective action for a demonstration on the Right to 
Housing. This duly resulted in the Demonstration on the Right to Housing 
held on 22 September 2018, together with more than 30 collectives and 
organisations. The main demand during the demonstration was, in concrete 
terms, to provide more affordable housing for all, and in terms of framing, to 
question the notion of housing as a financial asset and as something that 
must be earned, promoting the notion of housing as a right. The arenas for 
these actions are varied: assembleias de familias normally take place on 
Habita’s premises, while other meetings are organised in the 
neighbourhoods. In street demonstrations and protests, public space is used 
as an arena to gain visibility.  
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Figure 7.25 Demonstration for the Right to Housing, September 2018. 

Strategy A partly overlaps with strategy C, Campaigning and media, in 
which the tactics used include carefully constructed campaigns for housing 
rights, but also individual actions in response to evictions, such as open 
letters to authorities or press releases. It also includes contacting journalists 
to give interviews, and using social media to publish short videos and pieces 
of information on current events. For videos and campaigns, Habita often 
partners with Stop Despejos, a collective that it helped to initiate in 
December 2017.27 In campaigns and open letters, the demands are related to 
specific policies, programmes, or problems, such as access to social housing, 
or challenges caused by real estate speculation. In contrast, social media and 
directly contacting the city council and / or ministries is normally used to 
demand more consideration for an individual case of housing exclusion.   

For example, in the Mouraria neighbourhood in 2017, a real estate 
company, the owner of a building located in Rua dos Lagares, sought to evict 
all 17 families living in the building by sending them a letter of opposition to 
the renewal of the contract. The municipal elections were set for October 
2017, and Habita realised that there was a political opportunity to put 
pressure on the Lisbon City Council to intervene. Habita organised a 
campaign with high visibility in June and July and managed to convince the 
city council to negotiate with the owner, with the result that the rental 
contracts were extended without increasing the rent for five subsequent 
years. 

 
27 See https://vimeo.com/stopdespejos. Last accessed 30/07/2020. 
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At the time, it was only possible to do it that way because the 
municipal elections were just around the corner. In other words, all 
strategies are inserted in a context, and we have to see which 
strategies we’re going to follow in a particular situation. But it was 
an interesting process, it really was. It probably wouldn’t have the 
same outcome today though because we don't have an election 
coming up.  

Interview A1, 2018. 

The strategy of “occupy – resist – live”  (strategy B) is something that 
Habita has not yet been able to fully implement, unlike, for example, the 
PAH in Spain, which has used recuperación (recovery) of empty mortgaged 
buildings as a key strategy (Casellas & Sala, 2017; Gonick, 2016), or Brazilian 
occupation movements that have used occupations as a pre-planned strategy 
to claim housing rights (Cabannes et al., 2010; Earle, 2012; Sanches, Stevens, 
& Piotto, 2019). Instead, Habita has focussed to date on defending families 
who occupy because of their lack of housing. Here, the demand centres 
around the framing of occupations. “When there are people who have already 
been trying to gain access to housing through legal means for a long time, 
Habita considers it legitimate to occupy”, as was argued in one of the family 
assemblies organised by Habita (Fieldnotes, 27/02/2018). Habita regards 
occupations not as a crime or as vandalism, but as a structural problem, 
resulting from the commodification of housing as well as from inadequate 
financing for and management of social housing, and consequently demands 
that the central state as well as the city councils bear their responsibility in 
terms of addressing the housing needs of these families, instead of evicting 
them. Street demonstrations, temporary occupations, campaigns, and the use 
of the media all primarily target the state actors, mainly the central 
government with its line ministries, as well as the city councils. 

Habita was involved in the mobilisation of women occupying social 
housing apartments, by promoting many meetings in Lumiar and in Chelas 
during 2018 and 2019, by organising family assemblies, and by encouraging 
collective participation in the public meetings of the City Council and the 
Municipal Assembly of Lisbon. The major objectives were to raise awareness 
of the problem and contest the framing of occupiers as criminals, as well as 
trying to encourage the women to organise collectively to defend their 
housing rights. In addition, Habita defends individual occupation cases. For 
example, in February 2019, Aida and her three children were evicted from a 
council home they had occupied without any alternative housing being 
provided. After the eviction, Habita supported Aida in going to occupy ‒ 
together with activists ‒ the office of the City Councillor for Housing. In the 
resulting negotiation, Lisbon’s Santa Casa agreed to pay for a hostel room for 
the weekend for Aida (the eviction was undertaken on a Friday) and to meet 
with her the following Monday to discuss future support. The solution was a 
homeless shelter for mothers with small children (Fieldnotes, 15/02/2019). 
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While this response cannot be considered adequate, it resulted in a place for 
Aida and her children to stay. The following April, Aida was notified that she 
had been allocated a council home. Yet the Lisbon City Council decided that 
it would press criminal charges against her, a process that was still ongoing 
at the time of writing. 

 

Figure 7.26  Family Assembly at Habita, October 2018. 

Habita’s efforts have had many tangible outcomes in the concrete work of 
resisting evictions. During my fieldwork, Habita, often working together with 
Stop Despejos, managed to stop or suspend, through different tactics, many 
evictions from social housing, private rental accommodation, as well as the 
demolition of informal neighbourhoods. This happened through personal 
contacts (by Habita contacting the city council directly), or by collective 
organisation (a petition to the City Council of Lisbon and participation in city 
council meetings), at times achieving a temporary suspension of evictions 
from social housing. For these achievements, acts of civil disobedience, such 
as protests and evictions, were often considered necessary: 

We have already seen that institutional work, such as meetings, 
hearings, and petitions in which we have participated, has its role but 
fails to promote fundamental changes. We understand that another 
type of complementary action is necessary and urgent: direct action, 
such as occupation and sit-ins in public institutions, or the blockade 
of evictions, hand-in-hand if necessary, are important forms of 
pressure that can help to boost social movements, promote public 
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discussion, and contest the legitimacy of evictions in a country that 
assumes the right to housing but without promoting alternatives, 
where the only interests defended are those of the market  

Habita, Activity Plan 2018–2019. 

Inventing new spaces of participation using transgressive tactics, if 
necessary, was thus considered fundamental by many activists: They 
recognised that in this struggle, formal rights were often the preserve of 
landlords, real estate companies, municipalities, or the state: 

An eviction is a huge act of violence that is legitimised by the law 
today, and that is too normalised in our society. Only disobedience 
can restore reason and only disobedience can stop this social scourge 
that is defended by politics and powerful economic interests… I think 
what we have to demonstrate (and they fear it!, I know) is that we 
are ready not to be politically correct, ready to do something 
unpredictable, that we can disrupt political campaigns, the opening 
of events and cocktail parties, and that we are ready to disobey... Of 
course, this action has to be weighed in the balance, and always done 
with thought and a strategy. 

 Habita member, fieldnotes, 19/06/2018. 

As a result, if the activists quietly obeyed and stayed within the invited, 
legitimised, and formal spaces of participation, the reasons for exclusions 
and inequalities would not be questioned.  

7.5.3 BUILDING BASES WITH SUPPORT AND NEGOTIATION 
 
In the category of “in-between” strategies, with a moderate degree of 
transgression, D and E definitely belong to Habita’s main modi operandi. 
Strategy D, atendimento, written in Portuguese due to the lack of a good 
equivalent in English, has been one of Habita’s core activities. It consists of 
having open sessions every week, targeting families facing housing problems. 
Habita’s members then try to support them in finding ways to defend 
themselves. Habita’s premises were the main arena for this. Atendimento can 
be considered an “in-between” strategy in the sense that while providing 
information and advice, it is not a contested activity – the response that 
Habita often considers most effective has to do with mobilisation and 
contesting the policies and legislation that are considered unjust: 

We try to give information about the various steps that people can 
take to defend themselves. But then, we always say that this fight is 
not a legal fight but a collective fight.  

Habita member, fieldnotes, 05/05/2018. 
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Atendimentos are probably the strategy that has been most discussed 
internally (within Habita), with considerable reflection on how this activity 
stands in relation to the objective of mobilisation. Habita has been criticised 
by some other actors due to this strategy, labelling the association as 
assistencialista, an entity that creates dependency. 

An assistentialist movement will always be limited in its possibilities 
for growth. […] We can take as examples the AIL (Associação dos 
Inquilinos de Lisboa, the Lisbon Tenants’ Association) or Habita, as 
opposed to the PAH. Both of these do not try to support those who 
seek help in forming community-based organisations so that they 
could fight for their own interests. Instead, they give technical or 
legal assistance, or external mobilisation for specific cases. These are 
solutions that have been revealed to be weak in dealing with the size 
and characteristics of housing problems. 

Interview, A3, 2018. 

Yet some other associations contested this idea and highlighted the need 
to provide information: 

We must support people. That is why we opened the doors of the 
association, to help them get organised, to look at the letters they 
receive, and many people have approached us for these reasons. We 
ask people to bring their contracts to see what they’ve signed, to tell 
them what their rights are, and how they can be prepared if 
something happens in the future.  

Interview A2, 2018. 

The “example of the PAH”, referred to above, largely concerns one of the 
PAH’s principles: that mobilisation and mutual support are essential; the 
PAH does not wish to be acknowledged as “anti-eviction professionals but 
rather to help build collective processes that allow us all to take on the daily 
injustices we face” (Colau, 2011). This was something that Habita also 
reflected upon frequently: “in the atendimentos, we talk with the people, they 
leave more motivated, but then we never talk again”, as was pointed out in 
one of the meetings (Fieldnotes, 12/03/2019). Yet in atendimentos as well as 
in assemblies, Habita was able to support the families in developing 
negotiation strategies with the city councils. Paula described how this worked 
out in her case: 

But at the time, I didn’t know where to turn, because I even went to 
the office of the City Councillor for Housing, but I never managed to 
talk to anyone! Not even with a secretary. It was always over the 
phone, but I didn't know how I was going to find them. Habita gave 
me the possibility, in addition to being able to fight for my cause, to 
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support other people, but also to know where to go to find the 
municipal employees!  

Interview with Paula, 2019. 

In this way, the assemblies and atendimentos served many purposes. 
They made it possible for those at risk of eviction to learn about their rights 
and how to protect them, but also provided them with concrete steps on how 
to approach the city councils and to put pressure on them. In a sense, the 
atendimentos and assemblies worked as an antechamber of action: there can 
be no action without prior organisation, mobilisation and awareness-raising 
of the problems involved. They thus fortified and empowered the people at 
risk of eviction, something many families needed in order to continue with 
their housing struggle. 

 

Figure 7.27  Habita’s group giving support to a woman who was evicted, during her intervention 
at the municipal assembly, October 2018. 

Habita has been very active in furthering the negotiations between the 
authorities and the people at risk of eviction in various ways (strategy E). 
Habita helps residents to prepare themselves to speak in public meetings 
held by the city council or city assembly, in which the residents can, by 
previous registration, present a problem or a challenge related to the city 
council’s policies. The city councillor responsible for the sector then answers 
the residents, and other city councillors might also intervene. In addition to 
making an intervention, Habita also advises the residents to go to the 
meeting because doing so might result in a chance to speak directly with the 
advisors of the city council for housing, or with the city councillor him- or 
herself. It is considered fundamental to go to the sessions together, as a 
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collective, to show that the group is organised (Fieldnotes, Meeting of 
Assembleia de Bairros, 11/03/2018). 

Other direct negotiation tactics include sending letters, trying to schedule 
meetings with the city councillors, their advisers or social housing managers, 
and using personal contacts to negotiate. Personal contacts with the 
authorities are often considered to yield favourable results, as they can 
“break the ice” and establish an initial contact between a resident and a 
municipal employee (Interview A5, 2019). The demands normally concern 
specific situations that have been brought to Habita’s attention, such as 
threats of eviction or demolition, which Habita tries to stop. Here as well, the 
targets of the strategy are normally the city councils or the government.  

7.5.4 OPERATING IN INVITED SPACES 
 
This group includes diverse strategies, bound together by their perceived 
acceptability in the eyes of the authorities. The legal channels and court cases 
(strategy F), while obviously a legitimate form of action, also encompass a 
certain degree of transgression due to the aims of the legal action. This 
strategy often has as its target the decisions made by the Portuguese state or 
municipal authorities. During my fieldwork, Habita was not very active in 
this field since it did not have a lawyer to support such actions, although the 
situation has changed since my fieldwork. Initiating legal processes was thus 
considered costly and slow, for which reason other forms of action were 
preferred. Moreover, previous results of these kinds of actions had not been 
very promising. For example, in 2016, Habita made a collective complaint to 
the Portuguese Ombudsman and to the Special Rapporteurs on Adequate 
Housing, regarding the way the municipality of Amadora was implementing 
the PER programme, by undertaking violent demolitions and leaving many 
inhabitants of the target neighbourhoods homeless. This resulted in a 
recommendation by the Ombudsman to the Minister of Environment, in 
which the Ombudsman proposed that the current occupied territories should 
be integrated into the PER, and all of the inhabitants who were forced to 
leave their homes due to demolitions should be rehoused (Provedor da 
justiça, 2016). This recommendation was also cited in the report by the 
European Commission Against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI 2018). Yet 
these recommendations had little impact as the city council in question 
simply refused to take them into account. 

Still, the possibility of taking legal action was always given due 
consideration. For example, during my fieldwork, a workshop on how to use 
the International Covenant on Social, Economic and Cultural Rights to 
defend housing was organised. In addition, there were other associations that 
hired lawyers to make a providência cautelar, a protective order. Although 
Habita had used this tool particularly in the case of demolition threats in the 
“informal” neighbourhoods, it did not consider this strategy very effective: 
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A protective order will not grant anybody housing. By law, no one 
has the right to a home via occupation. Now, there may be a political 
decision to legalise a situation. This decision can only happen if there 
is pressure from us.  

Fieldnotes, Family Assembly, 24/07/2018. 

Building policies (strategy G) are engaged in by Habita in various ways. In 
its activity plan for 2018–2019, Habita defined its demands in terms of policy 
changes: 

 There can be no evictions without solutions (a solution is defined as 
adequate housing in terms of quality, size and value, respecting the 
person's roots in the community). 

 Amendment of the new rental law to protect tenants and the stability 
of contracts: long term and automatically renewed. 

 Controlled rents (with maximum ceilings). 
 Provision of public and collective housing (cooperatives, etc.). 
 New expropriation law. 
 New law for the municipalities to exercise pre-emptive rights at fixed 

and non-market prices. 
 End of regime for non-habitual residents. 
 Combat Golden Visas. 

 
The tactics for implementing this strategy are varied. To inform its policy 

recommendations, Habita collects information on residents’ situations, and 
analyses existing policies and policy plans. Habita shares its knowledge 
directly with decision-makers by participating in parliamentary hearings, 
organising petitions and open letters, contacting the politicians in charge 
directly, and organising debates that bring together activists and academics. 
Furthermore, Habita organises debates on policies and other housing-related 
issues, as well as participates in the debates and events organised by others. 

Most social movement activists that I interviewed considered that they 
had played a fundamental role in promoting new policies on housing and 
improving draft bills, in proposing policies and existing policies, such as the 
New Generation of Housing Policies (Secretaria de Estado da Habitação, 
2017) – especially its programme 1º Direito – the Housing Framework Law, 
the new municipal regulation of housing policies in Lisbon, and in pushing to 
undertake a new, nationwide survey on rehousing needs (IHRU, 2018). For 
example, Habita launched a petition to cancel the debts that had resulted 
from the change to the Law on Subsidised Renting (LAA) for tenants on 
various council estates. The law was subsequently changed. Habita has also 
tried to highlight the plight of homeless single mothers, so that the Lisbon 
City Council officials would take their situation better into account in the 
scoring system for social housing applications. Municipal employees told me 
in interviews (ME8, Lisbon, ME10, ME11, Loures, 2019) that due to pressure 
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from Habita, they had decided to examine the situation of single mothers and 
their children more closely. 

Habita also networks actively with other organisations (strategy H), 
belonging to the  Morar em Lisboa platform28 with other associations, 
participating and co-organising actions with the Stop Despejos collective,29 
and being an active member of the European Action Coalition for the Right 
to Housing and the City (EAC).30 It organised the EAC’s annual meeting in 
Lisbon in September 2018. Habita has also undertaken study visits to other 
organisations that promote housing rights. 

 

Figure 7.28  The annual meeting of the EAC in Lisbon, September 2018. Photo credit: Habita. 

A good example of an initiative implemented together with various actors 
is the Caravan for the Right to Housing, which was initially proposed to 
Habita by the network of “informal” neighbourhoods – “Assembleia de 
Bairros”. Many academics also joined the initiative and Habita secured a 
small grant for this purpose from the Guerrilla Foundation.31 This led to the 
organisation of the Caravan for the Right to Housing in September 2017, 
which visited dozens of neighbourhoods in the Lisbon and Porto 
Metropolitan Areas and in the Azores, in order to promote participation and 
inclusion in the discussion on policies so that the right to the city, to housing 
and to essential goods would become an effective right. This promoted 
meetings with the Ombudsman, members of parliament, and the President of 

 
28 See moraremlisboa.org. Last accessed 25/05/2019. 
29 See stopdespejos.wordpress.com. Last accessed 30/07/2020. 
30 See https://housingnotprofit.org/. Last accessed 25/05/2019. 
31 See http://guerrillafoundation.org/. Last accessed 30/07/2020. 
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the Institute of Social Security. At the international level, the process 
triggered a visit by ECRI (the European Commission against Racism and 
Intolerance) and a visit by the UN Special Rapporteur on adequate housing 
(in 2019). The Caravan resulted in a document entitled For the Right to 
Housing, which was handed to the secretary of state for housing, Ana Pinho, 
in December 2017      (Falanga et al., 2019; Kühne, 2019). Its impact on 
creating visibility was considered significant as it promoted the connection 
between populations and communities with diverse housing problems, giving 
visibility to the national housing problem (Habita’s Activity Report, 2017). In 
2018, resettlements finally began again in Bairro da Torre (Loures) and 
Bairro da Jamaica (Seixal). 

The strategies with a low degree of transgression, such as building policies 
and contributing to policymaking, were considered important. The 
participation in debates and parliamentary hearings was crucial for 
increasing awareness of the housing problems among the general population. 
The diverse strategies thus complement each other, in the sense that all of 
them are important in different ways and acquire greater or lesser 
importance depending on the context and the actors involved. While building 
policies and networks have yielded many interesting results, political 
mobilisation and protest create pressure for change. Within these strategies, 
diverse tactics were used in different contexts, according to what was 
considered the most promising in light of the political environment.  

7.6 TO CONCLUDE 

Although a variety of strategies have been identified as important in 
Habita’s struggles, the transgressive strategies acquired a special role in 
pushing issues forward. A fair amount of civil disobedience was often needed 
to “increase the political will” to promote transformations. The analysis has 
shown that the social movements have had a fundamental role in supporting 
the mobilisation of people at risk of eviction – even if challenges are 
encountered along the way – and that they have taken a strong role in 
contributing to the design of policies and programmes. After examining the 
accounts presented in this chapter, it is evident that Habita has been 
essential in many respects in supporting the struggle of people at risk of 
eviction. It has been particularly thought-provoking to see that many of 
Habita’s practices complicate many of the categories in which social 
movements and non-governmental organisations tend to be arranged. First, 
Habita is not purely made up of “affected people” or of “activists from the 
outside”, but rather brings together a rich variety of actors. Many of Habita’s 
active members, although tending to be white women with a middle-class 
background, have also faced the impossibility of paying the ever-increasing 
rents, felt the pressure to leave their rental apartment, or struggled against 
being evicted. On the other hand, the women who came to Habita for support 
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tend to have a very low income – or no income at all – with a proportionally 
high representation of Afro-descendants and Roma. Yet these differences 
have generally not translated into a cleavage between the “affected people” 
and “outside activists”. On the contrary, the different knowledges brought in 
by different actors have often amalgamated into a synthesis of knowledges, 
with (mainly women) academics, social workers, artists, hairdressers, tourist 
guides, parish staff, caretakers and nannies – to name but a few professions 
present in Habita – all making their contribution to the struggle. 

In many senses, it can be argued that Habita has had a significant impact 
on curbing the violations of housing rights, and has thus promoted 
transformation in the sense of questioning the current housing right 
violations. It has increased the visibility of the housing problem, pushed 
forward new policies and legislation, and also attracted international 
attention. Diverse combinations of strategies with varying degrees of 
transgression have been used to point out gaps, problems, and 
inconsistencies in current housing policies and legislation, and to promote 
empowerment and transformation also at the personal level. The huge scale 
of current housing problems in Portugal has been made visible in the 
political and everyday debate. Awareness has been created of the plight that 
many low-income single mothers face in the current system, in which their 
salaries are clearly insufficient to cover the current costs of housing and other 
expenses. The activists have contributed to the emancipation and 
transformation of the life worlds by creating awareness of human rights and 
justifying the individual and collective struggle. These social movements have 
thus, in many ways, contributed to challenging the structures and relations of 
inequality, creating more space for participation and democratic 
deliberation. The challenge at the moment rather pertains to the decision-
makers – will they accept the opening up of these new spaces of 
participation, and are they willing to listen? 
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8 CONCLUSION 

8.1 SUBJECTIVITIES OF EVICTIONS AND 
OCCUPATIONS 

This thesis has focussed on occupations of and evictions from council estates 
in Lisbon and Loures, in order to understand forms of housing exclusion 
faced in particular by single, low-income mothers in Portugal. By focussing 
on the production as well as the contestation of homelessness, I have 
provided a multifaceted analysis of the relational dynamics concerning 
housing governance and the various forms of struggle for the right to 
housing. The main objectives of the study were twofold: to understand why 
these single mothers do not have access to legal forms of housing and, 
moreover, to examine the potential of dwelling occupations as a form of 
makeshift urbanism – do they manage to effectively advance the right to 
housing and create new urban realities? 

Examining housing exclusions and their contestations gains relevance in 
the current context, in which homelessness is growing and evictions are 
increasing in number, due to neoliberal housing governance. Housing 
exclusions are quickly becoming an important factor causing poverty 
(Desmond, 2016). It is crucial to understand how diverse population groups 
are differentially affected by the processes of neoliberal urban governance, in 
order to also enable the design of inclusive urban policies. Considering the 
inability of states to provide or guarantee adequate housing for all, the 
various improvised tactics through which the urban poor and the “urban 
majority” (Simone, 2013, 2018) seek to secure some form of housing for 
themselves become increasingly important. Throughout history, both in the 
Global South and in the Global North, land and dwelling occupations have 
emerged as a central tactic for resisting housing exclusions. Yet, as they are 
predominantly conceptualised as belonging to the realm of “informality” 
(Roy, 2003), they are frequently criminalised without taking into 
consideration the claims they seek to advance, although such claims can 
often be considered legitimate in terms of international human rights 
commitments (OHCHR, 1997; UN-HABITAT & OHCHR, 2014b; United 
Nations, 1967). 

This study contributes to the wider literature on the urban governance, 
political agency and subjectivities of urban dwellers, examining the political 
agendas and subjectivities of occupiers, municipal employees, and social 
movement activists. Occupations have  previously been conceptualised as 
acts of collective world-making (Vasudevan, 2015), peripheral urbanisation 
(Caldeira, 2017), or quiet encroachment (Bayat, 2013). Yet it is not only the 
occupiers who are trying to navigate the various aspects of housing 
exclusions, as municipal employees, politicians, NGO workers and social 
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movement activists also use diverse techniques and strategies to facilitate 
access to or exclusion from housing. Therefore, the focus of this thesis is on 
the relational multi-actor processes that comprise urban governance and 
city-making.  

Considering the multi-actor, cross-institutional, and relational character 
of this study, it was deemed necessary to draw on diverse theoretical fields of 
literature. Agency-oriented literature and analyses focussing on “everyday” 
practices of urban dwellers provide insightful examinations of political 
subjectivities, but often neglect to consider the wider socio-economic 
conditions and processes that constrain their action, resulting in 
romanticised versions of the potentials of these forms of action (Roy, 2011). 
By contrast, the social movement literature contributes by exploring the 
conditions of collective action and the ways it can be triggered, as well as by 
examining the comparative advantages of different movement strategies. Yet, 
in this field, the conceptualisation of the activist subject is often somewhat 
monolithic and invariable, with little attention to the diverse forms of 
building political subjectivities in different contexts (Rutland, 2013). 

In this setting, Marxist-oriented analyses of urban neoliberal governance 
and production of space provided a valuable contribution to the context in 
which socially differentiated groups of urban dwellers act, pinpointing how 
neoliberal housing policies have shifted resources away social housing 
production and inclusive urban development policies, impoverishing and 
exploiting the urban poor (Harvey, 2003, 2008). In this context, as well as in 
wider capitalist processes, poor women workers have often been the major 
scapegoats (Federici, 2004; S. Motta, 2016). However, with its focus on the 
role of the state, Marxist-oriented literature on neoliberal urban governance 
tends to ignore the contestation processes and the roles that non-state actors 
play in the process. It is also important to focus on the ways in which forms 
of governance produce and maintain urban inequalities (Bhan, 2014; Nygren, 
2016; Nygren & Wayessa, 2018). The interaction between theoretical fields 
that are seldom brought into a mutual discussion aims to provide an original 
contribution to the debates on the making of political subjectivities. 

The significance of considering the constraints and restrictions of agency 
when analysing the political subjectivities of occupations was found to be a 
crucial yet relatively rarely investigated topic. These constraints and 
restrictions are analysed here as forms of subalternisation, a dynamic process 
through which a “contract” (Das, 1989: 313) is established by the 
subalternised and the wider society. Subalternisation implies two forms of 
subjectification, being both a way in which people are subjugated and put in 
their place through diverse techniques of governance by the more powerful, 
as well as how people interiorise their subalternisation and begin to build 
their own political subjectivities, naturalising their subaltern position. The 
study identifies tightly interlinked gendered and classed forms of 
subalternisation, which together contribute to housing exclusion in the 
following ways:  
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1. The causes of homelessness are gendered: women’s housing 
exclusions are typically caused by domestic violence and an unstable 
family background, combined with economic marginalisation;  

2. The capitalist exploitation of low-income female workers, which 
renders them responsible both for capitalist production and 
reproduction, but does not compensate their efforts adequately; 

3. Relatedly, inaccessible housing, which emerges in two major forms: 
the non-regulated and thus non-affordable private market rental 
housing, and social housing that is not made available for these groups 
of women.  

 
Instead of effectively supporting these subalternised groups in securing 

housing, the responses provided by the state actors, in this case municipal 
employees, tend to further alienate these residents from the right to housing. 
In these actions, the state officials and authorities often enter the realm of 
informality themselves, employing different extra-legal techniques. In their 
interaction with the occupiers, the municipal employees tend to use four 
main techniques of governance:  

 
1. Caring responses (Clarke & Parsell, 2020): negotiating with the 

occupiers to contemplate whether some other form of housing 
(homeless shelters, private rental housing, moving to live with family 
members) might be considered;  

2. Invisible elbows (Auyero, 2010): ignoring women’s claims for housing, 
refusing to answer phone calls or respond to emails;  

3. Self-responsibilisation, pathologisation, and clandestine coercion 
(Auyero, 2010; S. Motta, 2016; Nygren, 2016; Wilde, 2020): 
attempting to convince the occupiers that their housing exclusion is 
their own responsibility or the result of their wrongdoings, trying to 
exert pressure or coerce them to leave, and excluding them from the 
candidate lists for social housing;  

4. Visible fists and active production of homelessness (Auyero, 2010; 
Soederberg, 2017): proceeding to eviction or imposing criminal 
charges.  
 

Much more could be done in terms of securing an efficient use of existing 
council housing resources, instead of presenting the shortcomings in the 
management of council estates as arising from the wrongdoings of the 
council housing residents. The focus on the “illegality” of occupations and the 
framing of evictions as “de-occupations” leads the city councils to ignore the 
fact that in promoting evictions, they govern through informality and extra-
legality, directly producing homelessness. The techniques used also illustrate 
how these forms of governance are remarkably similar to the forms of 
governance of homelessness in the so-called Global South. The informal 
techniques of governance described by Auyero (2010) in the context of 
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Argentina are replicated in analogous forms in the context of the Lisbon 
Metropolitan Area. Specific moral economies are used to justify the decisions 
to exclude some and include others, on the basis of an evaluation of “who 
needs housing the most”. Yet the elimination of homelessness is not possible 
by decree: even if their homelessness and attempts to access housing are 
criminalised, there are still people who do not have access to housing. 

While participation in council estate governance is promoted at the level 
of discourse, in practice, the co-governance structures do not provide the 
residents of these neighbourhoods with effective forms of participation. In 
fact, most of the existing invited spaces of participation can be better 
characterised as “therapy”, “informing”, or “consultation”. The current 
invited spaces of participation rather attempt to legitimate the prevailing 
status quo and to keep the power structures intact, instead of promoting 
emancipation. In the absence of spaces of effective participation, and in the 
context of subalternisation produced by neoliberal urban governance, 
homeless urban dwellers need to resort to more transgressive forms of 
participation, inventing their forms of resistance to housing exclusion. 
Occupations emerge as one of these forms of subalternisation contestation.  

Rather than pertaining to the realm of informality or illegality, I have 
conceptualised occupations in this thesis as a transgressive, invented form of 
participation in urban governance. They have been analysed from a 
perspective that highlights the limits of participation, and the constraints on 
engaging in politics. The concepts of quiet encroachment and rhythms of 
endurance have been useful for understanding the practices and politics of 
occupiers because they highlight the centrality of improvisation, networking, 
adaptation and negotiation, which are the key characteristics of the process 
of occupation. To effectively realise an occupation and defend it, many small 
steps are required that allow for the characterisation of this process as quiet 
encroachment. Occupations are not necessarily forms of direct resistance, 
but rather practices through which the subalternised urban dwellers seek to 
secure their housing needs – even if temporarily – and are fundamental to 
enabling the organisation of other spheres of life, such as work and children’s 
schooling. 

Yet, although the notions of quiet encroachment and rhythms of 
endurance are suitable for exploring occupations, their classification as an 
“everyday” practice hides the conscious decision to occupy, which has usually 
been preceded by a careful analysis of existing options available. All 
occupations do involve a seed of resistance as they constitute an effort to try 
to counter the state of homelessness and to question the subjectification of 
self-responsibilisation. Occupations do not thus emerge as a daily, mundane 
activity, but rather as a conscious, transgressive act. As a result, I suggest that  
“needs-based” occupations – contrasted with collective occupations that are 
explicitly pursued using the language of politics – are more aptly 
conceptualised as transgressive forms of participation.  
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The analysis also revealed the gendered nature of the contestation of 
homelessness. Occupations can be considered a “feminised” strategy of 
resistance in the sense that women with children might be more inclined 
towards them than lone men, due to the heightened insecurity they would 
face if they slept on the streets. Therefore occupations, along with other 
forms of support that depend on networks and/or acquaintances, emerge as 
a more viable housing option to mothers with children. This, however, ends 
up concealing the homelessness of these women and children, removing 
them from the official homelessness statistics. 

In relation to the outcomes of occupations, this study has revealed that 
the “needs-based” dwelling occupations have a high potential for “makeshift 
urbanism”, pinpointing through transgressive acts of participation the 
failures of current policies and council housing governance. Yet their 
potential to question subalternisation is often undermined by the 
condemnation and stigmatisation they face. As they consist of fragmented, 
individual acts, the state agents are in a privileged position to condemn 
occupations as illegal, and thus to refuse to consider the questions that 
inform and produce occupations, such as housing and labour precarity.  

This study has presented collective action as a particularly prominent 
form of practice to force state agents to recognise the housing problematics, 
by focussing on the case of Habita as an example of an educational site of 
resistance. The study has demonstrated that Habita’s activities have the 
potential to break the conceptualisation of housing problems and 
deprivations as the responsibility of a failed entrepreneur, challenging the 
socialisation of guilt. The actions promote an alternative form of 
subjectification that emphasises the wider causes of housing exclusions and 
frames housing as a human right. This helps promote the socialisation of 
housing activism, triggering participation in collective action.  

The present study has examined Habita’s strategies by using the “degree 
of transgression” as an analytical device, examining the perception that the 
activists have concerning the capacities of different categories of strategies – 
invented, invited, and in-between. The analysis has shown a strong 
consensus on the idea that Habita is not able to further its claim by operating 
through invited strategies alone. Invited strategies, such as building policies, 
are extremely relevant and Habita has registered various cases of successful 
policy proposals that have later been adopted by the central state or by the 
municipalities. In addition, in-between strategies with a medium degree of 
transgression are fundamental to building bases for the action by negotiation 
and mobilisation. Yet invented, transgressive strategies are also needed to 
conquer new spaces of participation regarding cases and issues that would 
otherwise not be heard. Hence, by temporarily occupying a ministry or the 
office of a city councillor, movement activists together with the “affected” 
dwellers are able to take their claims directly to decision-makers and compel 
them to react. Consequently, while all strategies make an important 
contribution, those with a high degree of transgression are crucial for 
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contesting the current neoliberal order in which the homeless tend to be 
responsibilised for their housing exclusion.  

8.2 REFLECTIONS ON THE RESEARCH DESIGN 

As in any research, reflection on the whole research process in retrospect 
can reveal some shortcomings in the initial hypotheses and research design. I 
embarked on this study guided by the idea that the focus on housing policies, 
especially on the policies of social housing, would be the most relevant for 
studying housing exclusions and inclusions of the most socioeconomically 
marginalised groups. As a result, the thesis mainly focuses on three groups of 
actors: municipal employees, women facing housing exclusion, and social 
movement activists, as well as their interaction with different housing 
policies, although I contextualise the actions of these actors within the wider 
processes of neoliberalisation and urban governance.  

However, if the research process was just beginning now, I would put the 
financialisation and commodification of housing and land at the centre of the 
study, considering the profound interlinkages between these sectors in 
Portugal (Rodrigues et al., 2016; Santos, 2019), as well as globally (Aalbers et 
al., 2020; Rolnik, 2019). The centrality of these matters is visible in many 
recent developments that are affecting the housing sector in Portugal. For 
example, foreign direct investment in real estate and construction in Portugal 
almost tripled from 2008 to 2018 (Van Heerden et al. (eds.), 2020: 39). In 
order to address many of the questions regarding the “lack of political will” to 
promote the right to housing more effectively, it would be important to 
analyse the priorities that the Portuguese state and the municipalities in the 
LMA have in terms of land use and real estate in greater depth.  

In addition, although racism and ethnicity are indicated as crucial 
questions by many investigators in terms of explaining housing exclusion, 
this study was not able to clearly reveal connections between ethnicity and 
housing exclusions in Portugal. Although it showed that many problems on 
council estates stem from the way in which some of these neighbourhoods 
are racialised and marginalised, the segregation is by no means complete, 
with many white Portuguese also facing housing exclusion. The question of 
racism gained increasing emphasis throughout this research process, with 
both the emergence of strong anti-racist and anti-colonial movements, as 
well as of racist movements, such as the far-right party Chega, which has 
gained popularity in recent years. The issue is becoming increasingly 
contentious, especially after the legislative elections of 2020, when there was 
even a petition32 and parliamentary efforts to export activists of African 
origin (Lusa, 2021); efforts that have been vehemently contested by many 
other actors, such as the anti-racist movement (Afonso, 2021) and a citizen 

 
32 See https://peticaopublica.com/?pi=PT106283. Last accessed 24/09/2021. 
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movement joined by members of parliament, artists, and many other public 
figures.33 

Moreover, the issue of the municipalisation of housing emerged when the 
research process was already underway, when the New Generation of 
Housing Policies was published (Secretaria de Estado da Habitação, 2017). In 
future research on social housing provision, it would be highly relevant to 
look at how the fact that the municipalities have become responsible for the 
provision of housing in Portugal will affect the housing exclusions, 
considering the scarce human and financial resources that the municipalities 
have at their disposal for undertaking this task.  

The most significant alteration in my research context has inevitably been 
the Covid-19 pandemic that swept the globe a little after the conclusion of my 
field research. In general terms, the developments during the pandemic only 
highlight the importance of the findings of this research. Covid-19 is likely to 
have had an even stronger impact on the Portuguese and the global economy 
than the economic and financial crisis at the end of the 2010s, and this will 
have repercussions both for the state financing of affordable housing, as well 
as for the capability of families to pay their rents and mortgages. Portugal can 
be considered particularly vulnerable to the effects of the pandemic due to its 
strong economic dependence on the tourism and real estate sectors (Castro 
Caldas et al., 2020). Rates of poverty have already been exacerbated in 
Portugal, and it has been concluded that women with precarious labour 
contracts, poor single-parent households, as well as large households facing 
poverty and overcrowding, are population groups that have been hit 
especially hard by the pandemic (EAPN Portugal, 2020: 11).  

On the other hand, in these exceptional circumstances, some 
advancements have also been made. In March 2020, Habita launched a 
manifesto on the need to suspend evictions during the pandemic because “it 
is not possible to quarantine without a home” (Habita, 2020; see also 
Mendes, 2020). Many other associations adhered to the manifesto and, as a 
result, the initiative managed to push through Law no. 1-A/2020, which 
suspended  evictions during the Covid-19 pandemic both from rental 
accommodation as well as from private homes due to mortgage defaults. 
However, although a significant result, the effects of the suspension might be 
short-lived, and when it is lifted, the number of evictions is likely to soar. 
Thus, in this sense, these achievements might be temporary and exceptional 
(Mendes, 2020). The guiding logic of these measures can also be questioned. 
It might be that rather than protecting housing rights, the principal aim of 
eviction bans has been to protect the exchange value of housing in the 
capitalist production of surplus, as it can be assumed that states and global 
capital would be hard hit if huge numbers of people were not able to pay their 
mortgages and rents and were thus evicted (Vilenica et al., 2020). 

 
33 See https://emcarneeosso.com/. Last accessed 24/09/2021. 
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8.3 FURTHER RESEARCH: THE FINANCIALISATION 
AND COMMODIFICATION OF HOUSING  

This thesis has analysed a variety of actors and topics and, as such, all of the 
empirical chapters of the thesis point to avenues for further research. 
Chapters 4 and 5 highlight the ways in which diverse groups of people are 
subalternised in current forms of governance, falling beyond the reach of the 
current policies. This is often accompanied by techniques of disciplining and 
self-responsibilisation. This thesis identifies single mothers in the low-
income quintiles as one of these groups, but there are possibly many others. 
For example, this study has not been able to dig deep into the impact that 
colonial relations and racism might have on violations of the right to housing. 
Yet evidence from reports and social movements suggests that this is an 
important theme to explore further, especially as the existence of racism is 
still so widely denied and unrecognised in Portugal as well as in many other 
countries.  

Furthermore, the financialisation and commodification of real estate and 
land have emerged as central processes in the context of Portugal, and these 
processes have not been halted by the Covid-19 pandemic. Land and real 
estate are central to Portuguese strategies of economic growth (J. Rodrigues 
et al., 2016), and hence it would be important to identify why there is so 
much resistance on the part of the state to regulating housing or to touching 
upon the policies that promote housing commodification and the consequent 
violations of housing rights. In this case, it might be relevant to pay further 
attention to housing in the private market (rental and private 
homeownership) rather than to social housing, as the latter in Portugal has 
been something of a “scapegoat” for neoliberal modes of governance, in the 
sense of being funded inadequately, but nonetheless not yet being extensively 
privatised. On the other hand, there are emerging processes of council 
housing sale by the municipalities – at least in Lisbon – which would be 
interesting to look at in more detail.   

This thesis has shown that the current housing and urban development 
policies tend to fail when it comes to providing affordable housing, as they 
avoid regulating private market rental and real estate prices (and, on the 
contrary, act as facilitators and market makers through policies such as 
“Golden Visas”) (R. Silva, 2021). The measures that direct more state funding 
to the already booming housing market, or that try to compete to induce 
private homeowners to rent their homes via programmes, such as the 
Programme for Affordable Renting, have been largely unsuccessful (Pinto et 
al., 2021). At the moment, many policies related to housing are in the 
making, notably the New Generation of Housing Policies and its programmes 
1º Direito on social housing and Affordable Renting, but also initiatives 
related to the Housing First model. Yet, until Covid-19, they were manifestly 
underfunded (Roseta, 2020). The Recovery and Resilience Facility of the 
European Union will now provide Portugal with funding that can also be 



 

197 

allocated to housing, and the Government of Portugal (2021) has announced 
that it will fund 1º Direito with 1,250 million euros in the coming six years. 
Yet no new support for the housing sector is envisaged – the funding from 
the Recovery Facility will only cover policies that had previously been 
launched. In this sense, it would be crucial to examine whether the proposed 
policies will respond to the needs of those groups of people that fall beyond 
the reach of the current policies.  

This thesis has highlighted the importance of collective action and 
mobilisation to counter evictions and housing exclusions, and to promote 
social transformation. Yet this study has also identified various challenges in 
constructing collective political subjectivities. Many aspects of these 
complications link to the notion of the entrepreneurial subject and the 
related ideas of the self-responsibilisation of the poor and the 
conceptualisation of housing as an asset over which people need to compete. 
However, there are many examples of success worldwide in building up 
collective political subjectivities. In this respect, it would be vital to ask what 
aspects have contributed to the creation of collectivities in these cases, 
challenging the logics of self-responsibilisation and competition. 
Comparative research across different cases of grassroots mobilisation,  
especially of “affected” people, might be able to identify preconditions that 
have the potential to promote mobilisation for the right to housing. 

The general awareness of the importance of the financialisation of 
housing and real estate speculation on the right to housing is still very low. 
The rapidity of the appearance of financial instruments as well as the 
distance between global decision-making and local consequences further 
exacerbate the obstacles to building awareness of commodification and 
financialisation of land and real estate (Fields, 2017). As a result, politicising 
financialisation and mobilising people to contest processes of financialisation 
that interfere with their right to housing is challenging. To effectively 
promote the right to adequate and affordable housing, I propose that in 
further research it would be decisive to combine two areas: an analysis of 
how to promote collective mobilisation most effectively in the context of the 
financialisation of housing, intertwined with a thorough examination of the 
dynamics of the financialisation of land and real estate present in each 
context, identifying potentially fruitful strategies for collective action.  
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A: OBSERVATION GRID 

Name of neighbourhood  

Type of neighbourhood 
(informal, council estate…) 

 

Date of building  

Population  

Ethnicity of the inhabitants  

Origin and nationality of the 
inhabitants 

 

Religion?  

Local associations?   

Grupos comunitários / other 
entities of co-governance? 

 

Current development plans 
or policies concerning the 
neighbourhood? 

 

Problems related to current 
housing conditions? 

 

Access to electricity, water, 
sanitation? 

 

Public space?  

Are there people at risk of 
eviction? 

 

Have people been resettled 
from / into the 
neighbourhood? 

 

Are there any occupations?  

Important events in the 
history of the 
neighbourhood? 
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APPENDIX B1: INTERVIEW SCRIPT – OCCUPIERS 

Name, gender, age, ethnicity, nationality, where born. IDs? Education? 

Could you tell me a little bit about yourself? 

Do you work? If so, what do you do? Where do you work? (far away?)   

Who do you live with? Children? 

Your conditions of health, safety? 

Where were you born? (If abroad, when did you move to Portugal?) Where 
did your parents live, in what kind of housing? Where were your parents 
born? (same as above) 

Housing history 

Tell me about your housing history (In what kind of homes have you lived; 
why did you  move?).  

What do you think about the homes you have had? About your current 
home? What is important to you in a home? Have you done something 
specific to make your home feel like home?  

How do you gain access to electricity and water? 

What do you think about your current neighbourhood? Who are the people 
who live there? Where do they come from? Do you get support from your 
neighbours / family members / friends in the neighbourhood?  

Evictions  

Have you ever been evicted? How did the eviction proceed? What reasons did 
the officials give for the eviction? Who conducted the eviction? Was there any 
violence or threatening behaviour involved?  

Support 

Who negotiates against the evictions (in the community)? With whom have 
you been negotiating? What steps should be taken to prevent eviction? 

What have you learned during the negotiation process? What have the main 
difficulties been? 

What has your interaction with city council staff been like? Or with the social 
security office? What kind of issues have you dealt with? How did it go? Have 
you applied for social housing or other types of subsidised housing? 
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APPENDIX B2: INTERVIEW SCRIPT – MUNICIPAL 
EMPLOYEES 

Name, gender, age, ethnicity 

How long have you worked in this position? Where did you work before? 

Could you describe a typical day at work?  

What are your areas of responsibility? Do you work in some specific areas of 
the city? For how long have you worked with social housing neighbourhoods?  

What kind of strategy does the City Council of Lisbon / Loures have for 
promoting access to adequate housing? Are there any new issues arising? 
Any issues that have continued over the years? 

Has the situation with the social housing neighbourhoods changed in any 
way during the years you have worked for the city council? If so, how?  

How do you typically interact with the residents of social housing 
neighbourhoods? What are the most common reasons why residents from 
social housing neighbourhoods try to get in touch with you? And you with 
them? 

When a person gets in touch with you in need of housing, how do you assess 
his/her situation? Specific documents that need to be provided? What 
happens if the person does not have these documents? What is the city 
council’s policy in the case of a person who does not have identity 
documents, for example?  

Where do you usually refer someone who comes to ask for support in finding 
housing? What are the alternatives? Which of these are recommendable in 
which specific situations?  

Is there any particular population group in social housing neighbourhoods 
that tends to present more challenges to the city council? Any group with 
special needs you would have identified?  

What do you think of the procedure to access social housing (RAHM)? Does 
the scoring system for candidates for social housing work well?  

Why are there so many vacant council apartments?  

When accompanying the Habita collective, I have met many residents who 
have occupied / squatted in social housing apartments. What is your analysis 
of this phenomenon? How do you deal with the occupiers? What kind of 
solutions do you propose to them? 

Have you been involved with evictions? (Due to squatting or due to unpaid 
rent? Other reasons?) How do you act in those situations? 

Do you see a need for any new policies on social housing? 

Do you liaise with any social movements / NGOs / resident associations 
regarding housing issues? Do they have any strategies that you appreciate? 
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APPENDIX B3: INTERVIEW SCRIPT – NGOS / ACTIVISTS 

Name, gender, age, ethnicity, association 

[If working in a specific neighbourhood] Who are the people who live here? 
Where do they come from? Ethnic or religious diversity? What do they do to 
subsist/to survive?  

History of this neighbourhood? 

What is the core area of work of this association? 

Evictions (If the association’s work concerns evictions and displacement.)  

Key dates and events in the eviction process? Key developments that have 
taken place so far?  

What reasons have the officials given for the eviction? Who executed or is 
executing the eviction?  

What kind of interaction have you had with the city council / Gebalis 
[municipal company for managing council housing]? With whom have you 
dealt?  

Has there been any violence or threats? Threats to families with children? 

What steps should be taken to prevent eviction? 

Resistance to evictions  

How it is organised? Key events and developments? 

Who has participated? Role of women? Men? Minorities? 

Who negotiates against the evictions (in the community)? With whom have 
you been negotiating? 

With which organisations do you ally? With whom do you not ally? 

What are your links to political parties? Have they been involved? What kind 
of support do they offer? 

What are your links to other social movements? Have they been involved? 
What kind of support did they offer? 

Do you belong to a platform, network or partnership that exists at the city or 
national level? Examples of effective support?  

Have you provided support for other networks, platforms or alliances? (i.e. 
are there cases in which you have helped other groups facing similar 
situations)? 

Do you want to change the legal system / policies?  

Have you been contributing to the formulation, implementation and/or 
monitoring of new policies for land, housing and/or urban policy? 

What message would you give to others struggling against evictions? 
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APPENDIX C: OPEN LETTER TO THE CITY COUNCIL 

Carta aberta: Casas para todos! 
Moradores de Chelas em Luta pelo Direito à Habitação 

Somos mulheres, principalmente mulheres adultas com crianças, e homens, e estamos 

juntas nesta luta pelo direito à habitação. 

A maioria de nós nasceu e vive em bairros sociais camarários em Lisboa e não é por favor! 

Os nossos avós ou os nossos pais trabalharam a vida inteira como mão de obra barata, 

construíram as casas para a família com as suas mãos, foram realojados e pagam rendas. 

Nós, segunda e terceira geração nestes bairros, trabalhadoras, desempregadas, precárias, 

vivemos hoje nessas casas em sobrelotação extrema. Avós, pais, filhos e netos nas mesmas 

casas, apertados, por vezes um agregado em cada quarto, pais a dormir com filhos, há os 

que dormem na sala e os que dormem no chão. Os conflitos e tensões familiares, como se 

pode imaginar, avolumam-se. 

Os chamados “desdobramentos” na habitação social respondiam ao facto natural de as 

famílias crescerem e se desenvolverem e de os novos agregados precisarem de casa 

própria. O fim dos desdobramentos, há quase 10 anos, trouxe a sobrelotação patológica e 

insalubre que temos hoje. Esse fim veio acompanhado daquela ideia de que não se pode 

viver perpetuamente na habitação social, e que filhos crescidos devem fazer-se à vida. Mas, 

como sabemos todos, não há casas ao alcance dos nossos salários mínimos e dos nossos 

trabalhos precários. 

Nos concursos a nossa pontuação fica sempre aquém, e fica claro que o sistema de 

pontuação não está a funcionar como deveria. Entre nós há quem espere há quase 20 anos. 

A habitação social, no contexto atual, não pode ser direcionada só para os “mais 

pobrezinhos”. As mães solteiras, ou mesmo um casal, a trabalhar recebendo o salário 

mínimo, não conseguem ter acesso à habitação no mercado privado.   

Entre nós, há outros que já foram chamadas para entregar os documentos para receber 

uma casa da habitação social, mas na última hora, arbitrariamente, o assistente social 

decidiu anular a nossa candidatura. Precisamos de proteção contra a atuação de alguns 
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assistentes que, em vez de procurar entender a situação de uma família, esforçam-se para 

encontrar qualquer motivo para tornar a família inelegível para habitação social. 

Queremos frisar que a Câmara Municipal de Lisboa tem, desde há anos, muitas casas 

vazias, mais de um milhar, e que passamos por estas casas há anos: são ao nosso lado, na 

porta ao lado, no piso de cima ou de baixo. Estas casas estão abandonadas, vão-se 

degradando durante anos, enquanto que nós vamos esperando e desesperando por uma 

habitação social que nunca chega. 

Alguns de nós passámos a habitar estas casas; resolvemos o nosso problema de habitação, 

uma vez que a Câmara em anos e anos não nos ajudou a resolver, cuidámos das casas que 

estavam abandonadas, vandalizadas. Perguntamos: qual será o maior crime, deixar casas 

vazias e à mercê da degradação, ou famílias em situações limite de desespero entrarem 

nestas casas, passando a habitá-las e a cuidar delas? 

Por outro lado, os preços das casas em geral desta cidade são ofensivos para nós que aqui 

vivemos e trabalhamos. Não somos nós que criámos um problema de habitação, foram as 

vossas políticas, as vossas leis, e por isso não nos façam o bode expiatório da falta de casas 

porque isso é falso. Nós queremos casas para as nossas famílias e para todos e todas que 

precisam de uma casa digna e assim vamos lutar, por nós e polos outros e outras. 

Assim, vimos solicitar ao executivo municipal e à Sra. Vereadora em particular que tenham 

em conta a crise habitacional que se vive hoje e a crise de sobrelotação que se vive nos 

bairros sociais. A Câmara deve reconhecer que foi por seu descuido que as casas ficaram 

vazias e degradadas. Portanto exigimos: 

1) Mais habitação social de qualidade para todas e todos que precisam. 

2)  Suspensão de todos os despejos e desocupações nos bairros sociais que não 

ofereçam oferecer alternativas adequadas de habitação e previamente 

concertadas com as famílias. 

3) Revisão dos regulamentos de acesso à habitação social. 

4) Regularização extraordinária das casas ocupadas, como já foi feito há 10 

anos atrás. 
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Queremos dialogar e estamos prontas para fazer propostas e contribuir para as soluções. 

Esperamos que a Vereadora nos apoie nesta nossa luta por mais e melhor habitação social. 

Que ela chegue para todas e todos que precisam. 

Pedimos uma reunião à senhora Vereadora, com um conjunto de representantes deste 

grupo de moradoras/es que se organizou. 

Esperamos que você que nos lê nos apoie nesta luta por mais e melhor habitação social 

para todas e todos que precisam, nesta cidade e neste país. Até lá, por nós e pelos nossos 

filhos, não vamos parar! 

Obrigada pela sua atenção! 

 

Moradores de Chelas em Luta pelo Direito à Habitação 

 

Apoio da Associação Habita:     habita.colectivo@gmail.com 

www.facebook.com/habita.colectivo          www.habita.info 
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APPENDIX D: HABITA’S ACTIONS  

+ “atendimento” every week + Habita’s coordination meeting every week + 
weekly or bi-weekly meetings of Stop Despejos 

 
The colours refer to:  
Red: Invented action - 46 
Yellow: In-between action – 21 + atendimento sessions 
Green: Invited action - 33 
Blue: A positive outcome 
Pink: Eviction / police violence 

 
2017 

2018 

19.01.2018 Meeting with the City Council of Seixal with the “resettlement 
partners” and inhabitants of the Jamaika neighbourhood. 
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34 See https://www.lisboa.pt/atualidade/noticias/detalhe/camara-de-lisboa-investe-em-

programa-habitar-o-centro-historico. Last accessed 30/05/2020. 
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2019 
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Habita  
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