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Rent Strikes: Revolutions at Point Zero

Jordi G. Guzmán and Marta Ill-Raga1

Introduction

The history of tenant movements and rent strikes is a blind spot in
the general history of emancipatory social movements. As the primary
protagonists of protest against the capitalist mode of production,
working-class labour movements have been the main subject of
research in this field, with housing struggles and tenant movements
depicted as a derivative of their class struggle (Madder and Marcuse
2016). Growing interest in housing and residential struggles, particu-
larly following the financial implosion of 2008, has provided greater
knowledge and research on the topic, yet scholarly literature on the his-
torical emergence of tenant movements and the proliferation of rent
strikes remains scattered and confined within its own limits. Further
research is needed to trace, weave and theorise the contentious politics
deployed by tenant movements through rent strikes, those particular
“moments of madness” in housing struggles when “all is possible”
(Zolberg 1972). The value of this task is twofold. On the one hand,
unearthing the collective memory of tenant movements through turbu-
lent points of history contributes to the elaboration of a critical ontol-
ogy of the present housing struggles. On the other, it allows us to
consider housing as a space of conflict that, under the yoke of financial
capitalism, harbours the potency of an antagonist movement that is
able to contest the commodification and financialisation of housing.

This article seeks to contribute to this task by analysing rent strikes
and the tenant movements conducting them in terms of their theoreti-
cal and historical value for emancipatory politics. First, we theorise the
rent strike as a modular repertoire of contention, building upon the
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theoretical endeavour developed by Tilly (1986) and Tarrow (1993).
Theoretical reflection on the rent strike also leads us to notionally con-
ceive it as a negative action. Secondly, by bringing in the existing litera-
ture on the rise of rent strikes at the outset of the 20th century, we
contend that rent strikes have their own historical thread, which
should be analysed in depth in order to understand the dynamic
underpinning the contentious politics of tenants’ movements.
Thirdly, we argue that the antagonism exercised by tenant movements
and their contentious episodes has been transformative of legal protec-
tions in the private-rental housing sector. Put simply, the development
and evolution of tenants’ rights, such as the right to withhold rent,
should be seen as the constituent force of tenant organisation. Last
but not least, this article seeks to strengthen the theoretical link
which weaves together social reproduction theory (SRT) and housing
struggles conducted by tenant movements. The fundamental insights
of SRT are essential to understand the underestimation of housing
struggles in particular, and that of social reproduction struggles in
general (Bhattacharya 2017). We therefore understand tenant struggles
and rent strikes as historical applications of the key theoretical com-
ponents outlined by SRT.

The rent strike as a negative collective action

Although the strike tactic has a very long history, it is a tactic histori-
cally attached to the labourmovement and the sphere of production as an
expression of workers’ unrest. The strike is often conceived as the
working-class collective refusal to work under the conditions required
by employers. Using the concept of the repertoire developed by Charles
Tilly (1986), the strike tactic evokes the repertoire of collective action
undertaken by labour unions to short-circuit the labour process – and
hence the process of creatingvalue – for a political aim,which is often dis-
tinguishedbetweeneconomic conditions (improvingwagesandbenefits)
and labour practices (intended to improve labour conditions). Yet the
strike tactic has also been undertaken outside the realm of the labour
movements. Insofar as capital has become a mechanism for capturing
value from the metropolis itself (Negri 2018), it is particularly relevant
to conceptualise the strike beyond the sphere of production. Following
Tarrow’s (1993) formulation, the strike tactic can be understood as a
modular form of collective action, as it can be employed by a variety of
social actors in a variety of settings against a variety of opponents. Its
capacity for adaptation to different contexts has made it one of the most
flexible repertoires of collective action for social and labour movements.
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The modularity of this form of contention is shown in other forms of
strikes such as student strikes, hunger strikes in prisons, or rent strikes.
Our claim is that rent strikes are a particular form of contentious collective
action that has been underestimated, despite its wide use throughout the
20th century by tenants’ organisations and associations. A rent strike con-
sists in the concerted withholding or reduction of rents by tenants. It is a
strategy deployed by tenants for a political goal that opens up a conflict
with the landlord in order to fight against rent hikes or poor housing con-
ditions. Rent strikes are tactics of economic bargaining in the reproductive
sphere to force landlords to negotiate and accept tenants’ claims. If we
follow the seminal distinction of contentious politics made by McAdam
et al. (2001), a rent strike is a form of transgressive contention since it chal-
lenges established institutional means and crosses into forbidden or
unknown territory in a given political regime by employing innovative
collective action. Although rent strikes are not a legal right in most
countries, some jurisdictions have included partial rent strikes in their
legislation in order to protect tenants against abusive practices by land-
lords, as we will explain in section four.

The potential of rent strikes lies in the fact that they collectively end
the monthly economic transfer tenants make to their landlords. The rent
strike can be understood as a process of active demobilisation, a conten-
tious action that, in its refusal of rent payment, catalyses a conflict to
reconfigure the power relations between tenant and landlord. Seen
from this lens, a rent strike is a negative form of contention, as it
refuses and disobeys by not doing. Negative forms of collective action
have been conceived by Virno (2021, 2013) as a particular emotive tonal-
ity that characterises the state of the multitude, understood here as a pol-
itical subject, namely the political existence of many in the public scene.
As Virno (2021) has recently argued, negative actions forbid the energheia
of a given dynamis in order to deploy the energheia of a totally different
dynamis. In other words, negative actions do not entail the collapse of
collective praxis, but rather they lay out a different web of contentious
relations. The active demobilisation – or negative action – performed
by the rent strike is an end in itself: its political power takes shape
insofar as it is deployed in the concerted process of consciousness-
raising. The rent strike necessarily engenders uncertainty, but it is an
organised uncertainty, as it also produces a process of collective learn-
ing, mutual aid, and cooperation. It is in the process itself where the
potency – the energheia – of a rent strike blossoms, though there
always remains a degree of indeterminacy and contingency.

The rent strike as a tenant repertoire of contention also lends to reflec-
tion on the political conditions of possibility that facilitate the emergence of
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emancipatorypolitics in thefieldof housing.We contend that thehistory of
rent strikes, and more broadly the history of the tenant movement, can be
understood from the perspective of a constituent materialism that very
much bears the stamp of Autonomist Marxism (Hardt and Virno 1996;
Negri 1999; Wright 2002). Autonomist Marxism set the stage for a revolu-
tionary understanding of the dialectical relationship between capital and
labour. It understands that the development of the capitalist regime of pro-
duction must be analysed as a political response to working-class struggle
(Tronti 2019). It is the socio-political organisation of theworking-class, and
the contentious politics it performs, that constitutes a creative force which
shapes the way capital responds and adapts its power of command in
the future (Tronti 2019). TheAutonomist thinker AntonioNegri (1999) ela-
borated the concept of “constituent power” tomove beyond its conceptual
antagonist, sovereign power. Where sovereign power attempts to deploy
its strategies of subjection and domination, it will always clash against a
line of flight that opens the antagonist political field, namely constituent
power (Negri 1999). The political operation of Autonomist Marxism was
geared towards establishing a novel understanding of class struggle. In a
theoretical reformulation of the emancipatory subject in the post-Fordist
regimeofproduction, Italian operaismodeveloped the concept of“class-com-
position”.With thisnotion,Autonomist thinkersaimed toovercomeHegel’s
dialectical method by removing any ontological consistency from the
concept of the working-class as the unique revolutionary subject (Tronti
2019). Put simply, capital does not give an ontological status of class
subject to theworking class. Rather, it is the struggle that produces a collec-
tive subject that ultimately develops a class consciousness. There is no class
subject prior to social struggle: operaismo thinks in terms of autonomy and
antagonism. This class-composition is the base from which rent strikes
emerge: class is constituted through struggle, in the awareness that an indi-
vidual problem is a collective issue that can be collectively reverted.

The development of tenant movements and the proliferation of
rent strikes can be understood from this political conception. The
tenant organisation turns the problem of workers and capital upside
down, shifting the political orientation towards analysing the antagon-
ism performed by tenants in order to understand capitalist develop-
ment in a rentier economy.1 The response of landlords is

1. The work of Risager (2021) is an attempt to analyse a rent strike through the lens of
Italian Autonomism by employing the concept of class composition. The author aims
to contribute to the reorganisation of the urban working class through a study case of
tenants’ struggles against financialised gentrification in a working-class neighbour-
hood in Hamilton, Ontario.
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subordinated to tenant struggle, and the set of rules and laws govern-
ing the private-rental housing sector are the result of previous tenant
struggles. This political conception can be viewed through genealogical
research on the rent strikes of the early 20th century, to which we now
turn.

The history of rent strikes in the early 20th century

The existing literature on tenant movements has focused on exam-
ining major historical events where their collective action centred
around rent withholding. Knowledge of the external conditions that
made the emergence of rent strikes possible, however, is less devel-
oped. In what ways do rent strikes constitute a contagious repertoire
of contention that is reproduced in different places? To what extent
does the frequency of rent strikes depend on economic fluctuations?
What are the political and legal configurations resulting from such con-
tention in the field of housing? We argue that rent strikes have their
own historical thread which must be fully developed to understand
the dynamics of contention underlying the rise of tenant movements.
As existing literature demonstrates, the rise of rent strikes in different
countries at the beginning of the 20th century displays a pattern of dis-
continuity that remains to be examined.

The first evidence of rent withholding as a collective praxis harkens
back to at least the 15th century, when the struggle between lords and
tenants was one of the factors leading to social and agrarian changes.
The historical work of Dyer (1968) shows how the collective action of
peasants was recorded in the arrears list as “because the tenants
refuse to pay” (quia tenentes negant solvere). Rent strikes were instru-
mental in securing rent reductions, as they formed the most effective
sanction for tenants in any bargaining that took place over the level
of rent in the 15th century. It was also when the idea of a “fair rent”
emerged as a principle of the moral economy of tenants (Dyer 1968).
Nonetheless, there is a dearth of research regarding the frequency of
rent withholding throughout the Middle and Classic Ages. A large his-
torical leap must be made to the 19th century to find documentary evi-
dence on tenant movements. At the end of 1880s, with the making of
the urban working-class in European cities, it was a common practice
to withhold rents. According to Forsell (2006, 2003), there is evidence
on the establishment of landlords’ organisations in cities such as Stock-
holm and Berlin in order to defend their properties against the wide-
spread worker practice of rent withholding. Landlords created
blacklists of workers who either refused to pay or were unable to
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meet rental payments. The emerging rentier economywas not an estab-
lished practice, and the capitalist drive in the urban built environment
was yet to be developed. As Forsell (2003) has noted, the conservative
German press of that time reproduced the landlords’ perspective in the
following manner: “A man has to be educated to understand how the
rent-market functions.” The disciplining of the working-class under the
industrial regime of production was accompanied by the disciplining
of tenants in the private-rental sector.

We can see the modern formulation of the tenant–landlord antag-
onism in the 19th century. Yet it is during the first decades of the 20th
century that this deep-seated antagonism becomes more contentious,
primarily through the emergence of rent strikes as a form of protest
organised by tenant organisations and associations. We claim that
the rent strikes undertaken in different countries during this period
constitute a “stream of contention” (Tilly and Tarrow, 2015) that
remains to be historically apprehended, that is, a sequence of collective
claimmaking for housing justice that needs to be singled out for further
explanation. In Figure 1 we present a summary of the most remarkable
rent strikes that took place at the beginning of the last century.

Recent research by Wolf (2019) reveals a forgotten episode in Irish
history: in 1901, tenants on an Irish rural estate owned by Arthur
French (4th Baron De Freyne) stopped paying rent. From this event,
Wolf explains how a national movement emerged which fought for
land reform and home rule against landlordism. The Irish tenants’
act of rebellion was debated in the Irish Parliament andmade headlines
in Dublin, London, and New York, among other cities. Most impor-
tantly, as the work of Wolf examined, this event culminated in a conci-
liatory conference between landlords and tenants’ advocates in 1902,
which in turn prepared the terrain for the Wyndham Land Act of
1903, the act which signalled the end of landlordism in Ireland.

Fig. 1. Rent Strikes (1900–1931).
Source: Authors’ elaboration from the literature consulted for this
article.
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On the other side of the Atlantic, the Argentinian capital witnessed
an episode that has been well documented by scholars, the Buenos
Aires rent strike of 1907. Tenants of a large conventillo – tenement
house – protested a 47-percent rent increase by striking against their
landlord, which prompted a reaction in nearby buildings, with data
suggesting that roughly 2,000 buildings in Buenos Aires had joined
the strike by the end of 1907 (Baer 1993). This rent strike has been
studied as one of the largest forms of working-class collective action
in early 20th-century Argentina. What remains most notorious in the
Argentinian rent strike is the crucial role played by women. It is not
a coincidence that the strike is known as the “broom strike”, since it
was the women who “swept” the rent hikes away from their homes
by refusing to pay higher rents to their landlords, an image epitomised
through the organisation of “broom parades” (“marcha de las escobas”)
in the streets to make their struggle visible and demand a 30-percent
rent reduction (Wood and Baer 2006). The response from the landlords
was fierce, sparking a mass wave of evictions and blacklisting tenants
who joined or supported the rent strike (Castro 1990).

Among European countries, the organisation of tenants became an
important feature of the working-class movement. According to
Spanish newspapers of the time, Milan established a tenant union in
1909 which is said to have called for rent strikes during the first
decades of the 20th century. During the years preceding World War I,
tenants in Budapest employed rent strikes as a strategy against landlords
who increased rents, together with mass demonstrations in the streets
(Gyáni 1990). In 1911, a tenants association was created in Vienna in
response to a 20-percent rent increase, which sparked rent strikes
(Banik-Schweitzer 1990). According to Forsell (2003), women played a
leading role in Vienna’s rent strikes from 1910 to 1911, as they were gen-
erally responsible for household budgets and carrying out rental pay-
ments, a role that resulted in their direct confrontation with landlords.
In 1914, the Property Owners Association called for a rent increase in
Leeds, which resulted tenants also contested through a rent strike
(Bradley 1997). A Tenants Defence League was formed to spread the
rent campaign across the city through a series of public meetings and
neighbourhood canvassing (Bradley 1997). The Leeds rent strike was
among the first tenant campaigns to demand public housing.

The year 1915 is a remarkable date for the memory of the Scottish
working class and generally for the history of the socialist movement.
The 1915 Glasgow rent strike arguably represents the most successful
housing struggle the UK has ever seen. By resisting evictions and col-
lectively withholding increased rents from landlords, tenants
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multiplied their power to win their immediate urban struggle for rent
controls, while forcing the state to nationalise housing policy, ulti-
mately laying the foundation for mass public housing in the 20th
century. The Glasgow rent strike is also remarkable for the role of
women’s association, and it is also known as the strike of “Mrs Bar-
bour’s army”. Mary Barbour led themovement to reduce rents together
with the Glasgow Women’s Housing Association, with leading roles
also played by Agnes Dollan and Helen Crawford, who were active
in the Scottish labour movement (Melling 1983).

The period between the two World Wars was an intense period of
tenant organising, as the housing question remained a crucial issue for
industrial workers in large cities. In 1919 and 1923, historiographical
work documents the call for direct action made by the Fédération des
Locataires de la Seine (FLS), using the threat of “la grève des loyers”
against the rent hikes (Magri 1986). The antagonism between tenants
and landlords was particularly visible during the period 1919–1925
of the Parisian tenant movement, which demanded public housing,
rent reductions and improvement of housing quality (Magri 1986). A
similar period is seen in the work of Fogelson (2013), who documented
the history of rent strikes in New York between 1917 and 1929.

The influence of the Parisian tenant strikes was crucial for the
development of the rent strike that took place in Barcelona in 1931.
Renters in Barcelona were subjected to severe housing precarity, with
the subdivision of apartments, the absence of public investment in
housing and the landlord lobby taking the upper hand thanks to a
housing shortage in the city (Ealham 2005). The Tenants’ Union (Sindi-
cato de Inquilinos) launched a rent strike with the support of the
Builders’ Union and the Confederación Nacional del Trabajo (CNT
[National Confederation of Labour]), the labour union that had the
largest numbers of unemployed members (Ealham 2005). Rent strikers
announced their refusal to pay exorbitant rents and demanded a 40-
percent reduction. There was a fierce response from the landlord
lobby and the police, as it was not only understood as a strategy of con-
tention against landlordism in Barcelona, but also as a reflection of the
broader politics of the Second Republic in Spain.

If the art of revolution lies in “unsettling established customs by
delving to their core in order to demonstrate their lack of authority
and justice”, as Pascal (1995: 24) put it, the history of the rent strikes
and tenant activism in the early 20th century demonstrates its revolu-
tionary character. Though they shook the foundations of the rentier
economies in different countries, they did so with the same repertoire
of contentious collective action.
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The rent strike as a tenant’s right? Transgressive practices beyond a
formal right

As we have just described, contentious mobilisations against rent
hikes and crumbling housing conditions through politisation of the
tenant–landlord relationship resulted in major rent strikes in the
early 20th century. But such a repertoire of contention in the rental
housing field has also forced the implementation of legal protections
for renters. There has been an evolution of legal rights and regulations
aiming to guarantee the right of rent withholding in certain cases (cf.
Lawson 1983). The emergence of such legal schemes should be under-
stood as a response to tenants’ collective action and rent strikes. In the
same way that the right to strike has been achieved by labour unions
and working-class struggles, legal protections such as the right of
rent withholding in the private-rental housing sector has been attained
through major contentious episodes. The collective organisation of
both workers and tenants is essential to understand the contractual
relationships established both in the labour sphere and the housing
sector. In other words, antagonist movements in the productive and
reproductive sphere are crucial to understanding the achievement of
legal protections and collective rights. We trace the evolution of the
“right to rent strike” as it has been established in some countries in
the aftermath of tenants’ struggles.

According to the legal historiography of labour law, since the 19th
century labour-specific regulations and rights have evolved in tension
with workers’ struggles and mobilisations, and has been influenced by
the ideological positions of organised labour (Fogelson 2013). Despite
the lack of a well-established legal historiography in housing and
rent law akin to labour law, rental housing legislation has also
evolved as the result of mounting social conflicts since the beginning
of the 20th century. The historical genealogy of rent strikes in the pre-
vious section substantiates this argument. Examples of this early evol-
ution of rent regulation include the implementation of rent controls
and tenant-protective legal schemes in Spain (1920), Scotland (1915)
and New York (1920) (González Guzmán & Sabaté Muriel 2020; Gray
2018; Lawson 1983). These legal protections have limited rents and
recognised collective bargaining schemes, but they have also legalised
tenants’ unions – such as in Sweden (1950s) (Rolf 2021) – and specific
forms of rent withholding, or rent striking – as in New York (1929,
1970s) (Lawson 1983).

There is a remarkable similarity in how labour and tenants’ move-
ments have criticised the liberal understanding of legal contractual
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obligations, which presupposes the efficiency and legitimacy of con-
tracts signed by free parties. In the same way that a worker notionally
sells labour-power to an employer freely contracting the terms, a tenant
freely rents a house through a contract. The equality and freedom
involved in both the purchase of labour-power and the rental of a
home appear as a juridical form that disguises a relation of domination.
As Lewis contends in his analysis of British labour law:

The contract in question as far as workers were concerned was the contract of
employment, a legally enforceable relationship subsisting between every indi-
vidual employee and his employer. The nineteenth-century judges insisted
that the parties to the contract were free and equal in coming together to
form the contract and in the negotiation of its terms. This ignored the economic
necessity of the worker to sell his labour and the fact that the employer was
often powerful enough to impose his own terms. As Webb remarked: “When-
ever the economic conditions of the parties are unequal, legal freedom of con-
tract merely enables the superior in strategic strength to dictate the terms.”
Trade unions were needed to redress the balance. (1976: 2)

Following Lewis’s reasoning, a similar criticism of freedom of contract
would hold true for rental leases and contracts. The power imbalance
between tenants and landlords would have to be readdressed
through collective organisation of contract negotiations to avoid that
the landlord’s superior strength facilitated their imposition and dicta-
tion of the terms of a given rental contract.

The criticism and, above all, the class organising around labour/
industrial relations have resulted in the consolidation of the legal
right to strike, which has been fully legalised and turned into a basic
political right with constitutional value (for instance, it was included
in the French Constitution after 1946, and in the Spanish Constitution
of 1978). Rent strikes have not been consolidated as political rights,
but, as we shall see, are limited to allowing rent withholding under
very specific circumstances. Nevertheless, the process of legalisation
of the labour strike right sheds light into similar dynamics that took
place in rent striking as a transgressive practice.

The path towards the legalisation of labour strikes in Western
states was marked first by the decriminalisation of unions, secondly
by the legalisation of trade unionism and the right of assembly, and
accompanied by the constant disobedience of organised labour,
which kept striking and mobilising despite facing criminal charges
(Ramos Vázquez 2020). In the UK, in spite of its early development
of legalised trade unionism, anti-union judges prosecuted strikers
first via criminal and civil/tort liabilities (Lewis 1976). In the case of
France, the acts of 1834 and 1849 which respectively prohibited
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unions and strikes were actively disobeyed by a population in constant
revolt. Moreover, French unionists vigorously rejected the Loi Waldeck-
Rousseau, which legalised unions but restricted their scope of interven-
tion to a de-politicised defence of economic, commercial, industrial and
agrarian interests (Ramos Vázquez 2020). In Spain, some advances
were made after the 1868 revolution, with the decriminalisation of
associations and the recognition of the right to assemble. Nevertheless,
the Spanish Criminal Code still considered that associations with eco-
nomic aims could commit a “criminal offence against property” by
“altering the price of things’‘, in particular the price of labour
(wages), and were therefore considered “social criminal offences”
(Ramos Vázquez 2020: 88).

The history of rent strikes and their legal manifestations mirrors
the limitations and obstacles involved in the legalisation of the
labour strike. Correspondingly, in some parts of the world, the right
to withhold rent has been effectively regulated and legalised, as
depicted in Table 1.

Table 1. The formalisation of the right to withhold and reduce rent in
European countries and in the US.

General rule description Countries in which applies

A Tenants are allowed, by law, to
unilaterally withhold or reduce the
rent when facing disrepair and other
defects or disturbances.

US (in most states), Austria, England
and Wales, Scotland, Ireland,
Germany, Estonia, Sweden,
Lithuania, Netherlands.

B Tenants are allowed to reduce their rents
or withhold the rent, although only in
extreme situations in which the rental
units cannot be used at all, and/or it
was allowed by the courts. Tenants
can make the needed repairs and
deduct the cost from the rent.

Denmark, Belgium, Bulgaria, France,
Finland, Latvia, Luxembourg, Malta,
Norway, Poland, Serbia, Slovakia,
Slovenia, Switzerland.

C Tenants are not allowed to withhold or
reduce rent under any circumstances.

Greece, Hungary, Italy, Cyprus, Czech
Republic, Romania, Spain.

Source: Authors’ elaboration.2

2. Data for the European states has been retrieved from the TENLAW project country reports
(coordinated by the University of Bremen). Available at: https://www.uni-bremen.de/
jura/tenlaw-tenancy-law-and-housing-policy-in-multi-level-europe/reports/
reports [Accessed on: 19/02/2022, 19:47h GMT+1].
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In the countries of group A in Table 1, rent strikes are allowed as a
unilateral right to be exercised. Some of these coincide with the places
where a tenant movement has been historically strong. The legalisation
of rent strikes is also the crystallisation of a criticism of the false prevail-
ing freedom of contract between tenants and landlords. Indeed,
although the formal recognition of tenant unions and associations
holds an implicit recognition of the collective nature of rent conflicts,
the right to rent strike was formalised after the incorporation of con-
tract-like doctrine into rental leases. In the case of New York, the War-
ranty of Habitability legislation held landlords responsible for
complying with their part of the rental contract, which mostly corre-
sponds with maintaining the habitability of rented units; in turn, if
these obligations were not fulfilled, tenants had the right to rent abate-
ments or rent withholdings (Lawson 1983).

Tenants under protective legal schemes allowing unilateral rent
reductions, and those whose associations are institutionally recog-
nised, arguably have greater collective bargaining power to counter
the dominant position of landlords in the contractual relationship.
Nevertheless, as observed by Lawson (1983), “over time, the rent
strike was transformed from what was perceived as a revolutionary
threat to a mechanism for redress of grievances recognized in law
and official programs” (Lawson 1983: 271). In that sense, the progress
of the rent strike, Lawson argues, parallels the earlier French labour
strike, insofar as it became a more accessible and “less risky way of
making demands”, losing part of its expressive function and revolu-
tionary potential in the process.

In its most protective form, the right to withhold rent is in fact
limited to cases where tenants suffer from housing decay, disrepairs,
and other safety issues. It does not, however, legally allowwithholding
rent as a protest against lawful rent increases. This limitation is remi-
niscent of the 19th-century Spanish judicial consideration of labour
strikes – which attempted to “change the price of things” – as an
“offence against Property”, and therefore, illegal. Rent strikes that go
to the kernel of the rent conflict, and dispute the actual price of rent,
are therefore not legally protected as a political right.

Although rent strikes have achieved formal rights, they are con-
tentious tactics first and foremost. Tenant movements constantly
develop innovative ways to use the limited legal right to rent strike
in order to develop more radical ways of pressuring landlords and
securing contractual and material improvements beyond the legally
protected notion of “habitability” (Lawson 1983). Lewis explains
how, in the UK, “trade unions had learnt to rely on their own industrial
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strength rather than the law in securing recognition and enforcing col-
lective agreements” (1976: 6). Similarly, tenant organisations and
movements have learned to mobilise beyond institutional mechanisms,
broadening the scope of legally recognised rights primarily through
rent strikes. As a result, they remain a form of transgressive contention,
rather than a legal or institutional mechanism to organise and mitigate
rent conflict.

We have introduced the interconnectedness and parallels
between labour and rent struggles by describing their collective
articulation against the imposed individualism of contractual logics
and their criticism of freedom of contract doctrine. In what follows,
we further explore the ways in which residential struggles and
their manifestations, such as rent strikes, are to be understood
within the dynamics of capital, whereby accumulation and exploita-
tion are also enacted in the sphere of reproduction and face resistance
from below.

Social reproduction and rent: striking at point zero

SRT provides a fertile theoretical field for embedding the rent
strike phenomenon and housing-related struggles in the analysis of
contemporary class dynamics. SRT allows a deeper analysis of the
links between labour and housing struggles by positioning the rent
antagonism as integrated in both the productive and reproductive
life spheres, thereby showing their interconnectedness beyond the
simple production-consumption duality. In the following analysis,
we emphasise the historical role of women in subsistence struggles
and rent strikes, and how Marxist frameworks have been insufficient
to understand and theorise the reproductive social struggles to which
housing and rent struggles pertain. Secondly, we argue that SRT pro-
vides a critical analysis of capitalist dispossession in the realm of
housing as well as of the rent antagonism, although its theoretical con-
nection has been underdeveloped. Finally, we use SRT as an analytical
tool to understand the current articulations of the biopolitical conflict
between capital and life, namely the so-called “care crisis”, which
has been aggravated by the COVID-19 pandemic. We briefly introduce
how the international response to this crisis was articulated through
rent strikes in different parts of the world.

Women have historically played a prominent role in rent strikes
and housing-related struggles. As discussed in Section 2, the history
of rent strikes and tenant movements demonstrate the crucial role of
women in contentious collective action. The rent strikes that took
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place in Buenos Aires in 1907 and Glasgow in 1915 are two examples of
women’s leadership in the development of these events (Currie 2018;
Yujnovsky 2004). Indeed, historical accounts are full of examples of
how women have led struggles for subsistence, which, beyond
housing, include other essential goods. Key examples include the
women’s uprising against coal price increases in Barcelona in 1918
(Álvaro 2018), as well as mobilisations in the 21st century to obtain
access to land for subsistence agriculture (Federici 2012a). That
women are the main subjects organising against the withdrawal or
deprivation of any basic reproductive infrastructure or subsistence
good is the result of the historical development of capitalist economic
and social organisation. Women’s subjective position as de facto man-
agers of the household was forged after the privatisation and individ-
ualisation of care work. In this process, women were not only
separated from the direct means of subsistence (mostly communal
land) but also excluded from the productive-waged sphere and
thereby confined to their patriarchal homes, where they were tasked
with the reproduction of the working class under precarious conditions
(Federici 2004; Ferguson 2020).

By focusing on the subjective position and role of women in capi-
talist social relations, SRT can unveil processes, oppressions and
exploitations that are central to the functioning of capitalism beyond
the point of production. In fact, SRT holds that capitalist social relations
started “above all in the kitchen, the bedroom, the home”, where
people assemble their means of subsistence, thereby granting centrality
to “point zero”, that is, the point of reproduction (Federici 2012b: 8).
Even more so, capitalist property relations originated with the impo-
sition of rents on rural lands, which separated peasants – who were
turned into tenants – from their direct means of subsistence (Wood
2002). Therefore, the monetisation and marketisation of access to indis-
pensable means of reproduction, such as land, was arguably a central
process in the formation of the proletariat.

SRT precisely aims to bring all that happens in the reproductive
sphere to the analysis of capitalism, emphasising the very point at
which labour power is “produced” (Bhattacharya 2017). Applying
Marxist tradition and analytical concepts (value theory of labour,
labour power, the productive-reproductive divide, etc.), SRT departs
from a critique of whatMarx left largely unaddressed, namely the activi-
ties –mostly informal and gendered care work – that the reproduction of
labour power, that is, human life, involves. Marx, and orthodox Marxist
analysis after him, reduced the question of reproduction to workers’
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consumption of the commodities their wages can buy, and the (formal)
work that the production of these consumed commodities requires:

… the reproduction of the working class remains a necessary condition for the
reproduction of labour.… But the capitalist may safely leave this to the
worker’s drives for self-preservation and propagation. All the capitalist cares
for is to reduce the worker’s individual consumption to the necessary
minimum. (Marx 1976: 718)

SRT seeks to revise “the common-sense perception that capital relin-
quishes all control over the worker when she leaves the workplace”
by arguing that exploitation and oppression are prolonged in the
sphere of reproduction (Bhattacharya 2017: 123). The advantage of
SRT is that it draws connections between the productive and the
unproductive or reproductive spheres, theorising the relationship
between mercantile and extra-mercantile relations without reducing
the latter to a simple and subordinated sphere of consumption (Bhatta-
charya 2017; Ferguson 2020). Thus, the methodological lens provided
by SRT is essential to the analysis of rent strikes and housing struggles,
since these are key historical events taking place in the sphere of
reproduction.

If we look at early analytical efforts to theorise housing and other
urban community struggles as a form of class struggle, we note how
they were still regarded as a matter of consumption (Castells 1974;
Harvey 1976). The simple divide between consumption and pro-
duction relegated such struggles to a subordinate position in relation
to the productive-wage struggles of organised labour at the point of
production. The use of concepts such as “collective consumption” to
define community struggles (Castells 1974), or “consumption fund
items” (Harvey 1976) to define housing and other infrastructures
needed for reproduction, are representative of this focus. Yet housing
is much more than a commodity or a basic consumption good; it is a
key element for understanding social structures. Residence is a
complex social relation, embedded both in the institutional and the
socio-spatial structure of society (Kemeny 2003) and, we might add,
a central element of social-reproductive dynamics. As Madden and
Marcuse have argued:

… housing is the precondition both for work and for leisure. Controlling one’s
housing is a way to control one’s labor as well as one’s free time, which is why
struggles over housing are always, in part, struggles over autonomy. More
than any other item of consumption, housing structures the way that individ-
uals interact with others, with communities, and with wider collectives. Where
and how one lives decisively shapes the treatment one receives by the state and
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can facilitate relations with other citizens and with social movements. No other
modern commodity is as important for organizing citizenship, work, identi-
ties, solidarities, and politics. (2016: 11).

In spite of housing and residence being both economic and extra-econ-
omic relations that structures social reproduction, they have barely
been analysed through the lens of SRT. Among the scarce examples
of scientific literature bringing together housing or rent and social
reproduction we find the work of Roberts (2013), Ribera-Almandoz
(2019) and, more recently, Byrne (2020a). Roberts contends that
housing is “one of the most basic aspects of social reproduction”
(2013: 9) and, according to Byrne, the “home is also a kind of centre-
piece, nexus and anchor of a set of resources central to social reproduc-
tion”. Such resources are, in turn, “produced by the tenant through
practical activity, i.e. labour” (2020a: 14). To a certain extent, both
Currie (2018) and Hughes and Wright (2018) also take a SRT perspec-
tive to analyse the events of the Scottish rent strikes of 1915 and their
aftermath. The latter, when analysing women’s struggles for better
housing conditions, identifies the increasing prominence of a domestic
‘politics of the kitchen that:

…was in turn based upon an informal politics of everyday life, where direct
action continued to act as a lynchpin between older ideas of the preindustrial
moral economy of justice, fairness and equality and ideas of reciprocity which
historians now link to the operation of the welfare state in Britain. (Hughes and
Wright, 2018: 22)

As rent strikers, organised Scottish women developed fundamental
political ideas from their everyday experiences as domestic workers
that would later become crucial for the institutionalisation of social
housing and the welfare system as key social reproductive and care
(infra)structures. The women of the 1915 rent strike, it is argued,
gained political space and recognition thanks to their rising self-aware-
ness as domestic workers who valued their own work equal to male’s
formal productive waged work and sought to improve the conditions
of their workplace, that is, the home (Hughes and Wright 2018: 25).
Furthermore, during the rent strikes and subsequent mobilisations
for decent housing, and due in part to the onset of the Great War,
women’s reproductive tasks and struggles were recognised as a
national effort and not reduced to the “consumption end of the indus-
trial screw” (Currie 2018: 9). The social-reproductive struggles that
sought to collectivise the care infrastructure of housing gainedmomen-
tum and prominence amidst the social crisis accentuated by war. Yet
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these struggles were rooted in the privatisation of social reproduction
and in rentier capitalism’s antagonism with care.

Today we are similarly facing a social-reproductive crisis. As Bhat-
tacharya (2017) points out, the attack on labour unionism carried out
after capitalism’s neoliberal counter-reform was met by an attack on
key areas of social reproduction. The material and emotional depri-
vation caused by financialised capitalism and austerity has been
recently framed as a care crisis (Dowling 2021), which is actually
another way to name “the social-reproductive contradictions of finan-
cialized capitalism” (Amaia 2014; Fraser 2017). Capitalism’s need to
constantly accumulate sits in stark contradiction with the reproductive
needs of workers and the sustainability of their lives, thereby jeopardis-
ing capitalism’s own survival (Fraser 2017). We argue that rent over-
burden as a form of exploitation, evictions for rental non-payment,
displacements, and the broader emergence of the “rent question”
Europe is facing (Soederberg 2018) must be framed as an onslaught
against social reproduction.

The concept of the “residential rent relation” developed by Byrne
presents how rent, as a socio-economic relation, is articulated
through the antagonism between landlords and tenants, that is,
between accumulation and social reproduction (2020a: 14). Housing
is thus being targeted through the reprivatisation of social reproduc-
tion, exemplified by the privatisation and dismantling of policies
favouring the collective provision of housing. Risks are being individ-
ualised, and the most exposed are women, racialised people, and the
working class (Roberts 2013). This has become even more evident
after the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak, and in particular during the
various lockdowns, in which inequalities in the ability to cope with
the lockdown and protect oneself from the virus were primarily
based on socio-economic status and ethnicity. We also saw how
women, again, bore with the increased care-work burden (Dowling
2021). Moreover, amid the adoption of the #StayHome policy interna-
tionally, housing emerged as a critical infrastructure of care, where
one’s life is protected against the virus (Byrne 2020b). Several reflec-
tions in opinion-analysis pieces after the COVID-19 outbreak stressed
housing as a key terrain of social reproduction, which was being antag-
onised by the rentier drive of landlords’ thirst for accumulation
(Cavallero and Gago 2020; Madden 2020; Vincze 2020).

The sudden decline in productive activity and the resulting drop in
wage levels began to translate into economic reverberations in house-
holds, many of which could not face rent payments. The collective
response to the aggravated social-reproductive crisis was organised
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in the form of grass-roots rent strikes around the globe, among other
forms of mobilisation. Calls for rent strikes were reported in Spain, Por-
tugal, the UK, Italy, the US, Australia and Brazil, amongst other
countries mapped by the Anti-Eviction Mapping Project (cf. AEMP
2020). By consciously stopping rent payments and calling for rent can-
cellation, rent strikes involved at least two interrelated dynamics. On
the one hand, rent strikes were a mechanism to secure care infrastruc-
tures by collectively protecting the home in the face of evictions and
maintaining available resources (such as household income or
savings) for food and other basic goods. On the other hand, by
acknowledging that tenants are also workers and wage earners (Soe-
derberg 2021) and seeking to cancel rents, the rent strike was simul-
taneously a strike against debt, that is, against future labour. In this
sense, the rent strike was a tactic to break with individual suffering
by making collective demands and restoring networks of solidarity
and mutual aid.

In other words, the aim of the rent strike was to restore class con-
fidence, reinsert cultures of solidarity, and curate a sense of continuity
and class memory, all of which are elements that, following Bhatta-
charya (2017), had been erased by capital’s attack on social reproduc-
tion. As workers’ economic and political struggles in the workplace
(for higher wages, less working hours, more social benefits) seek to
advance workers’ own personal development against capitalism’s
thirst to increase surplus-value via exploitation, so do workers’
struggles at home seek to protect their reproductive and living space
against the landlords’ desire to increase profits through rent extraction.
Both are “filaments of class solidarity”, forged inside or outside of the
workplace, that seek to “increase the ‘share of civilization’ for all
workers” (Bhattacharya 2017: 139).

Conclusion

Rent strikes have been the most powerful organising tool the
tenant movement has historically used to fight back against landlords.
We have employed the metaphor of the repertoire to describe the rent
strike as a distinctive tactic of collective action available to tenants in
the pursuit of shared interests through housing struggle. The concept
of class composition as developed by Autonomist Marxism has been
used to explain the rent strike as a negative contentious action that
creates class as a relation through ongoing struggle in the housing
field, that is, the sphere of social reproduction. By activating the
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boundary of the tenant–landlord relationship, it is the enduring
housing struggle itself that creates the tenant subject.

The rent strikes that occurred at the outset of the 20th century
overlap like a palimpsest, a shared script rewritten time and time
again. We have only focused our historical analysis of the rent
strike on the first three decades of the last century, since they consti-
tute the most convulsive cycle of contentious tenant action in recent
memory. Yet, the history of modern rent strikes remains to be
written in its entirety. Historical analysis of rent strikes has led us
to understand them from the perspective of constituent materialism:
tenant struggles prefigure the changing legal environment that pro-
tects their right to housing through rent controls, the improvement
of housing conditions, investment in public housing and so on. We
have analysed the formalisation and legalisation of certain types of
rent withholding and the institutionalisation of collective bargaining
mechanisms in some jurisdictions as the authority’s response to rent
strikes. Although rent withholding is not a widespread political
right, it is a tactic of resistance which often parallels the labour move-
ment and the history of labour strikes. Both rent and labour strikes are
enacted as an opposition to the liberal freedom of contract doctrine,
which is a relation of forces favourable to landlords and employers
through labour precarity and residential conditions. Both forms of
struggle, in the sphere of production and social reproduction, seek
to increase “the share of civilisation” of the working class.

The distinctive character of the rent strike is that it delves into the
political nature of residential rent relationships, which have emerged
in the present as one of the most acute expressions of oppression.
Under financialised capitalism, global cities have become playgrounds
of real estate speculation and demonstrate, as an increasing body of lit-
erature is showing, the consequences of rent overburden, evictions and
insecure tenancy. The other side of the coin is the increasing economic
yields that landlords extract from private-rental housing markets. We
have conceived of the rent strike as a contentious collective action
against this residential oppression through the lens of SRT. The theor-
etical tenets of SRT are essential to analysing the empirical manifes-
tations of rent strikes embedded in the broader dynamics of the
rentier capitalist economy. Rent strikes therefore emerge as a crucial
collective praxis in the face of a social reproductive crisis that is
expressed, among other things, by the housing deprivation and resi-
dential alienation generated by private housing markets. This crisis,
which has also been called a “care crisis”, has been exposed more
acutely after the COVID-19 outbreak. The spontaneous international
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rent withholding that took place during the first lockdown period of
the pandemic was a political act of residential sovereignty, which
also revealed the centrality of residence and housing as key structures
of collective care. Research on this recent wave of rent strikes is yet to
be developed.

Analysing housing struggles and the antagonism underpinning
them is critical to understanding the care and social reproductive
crisis of late capitalism that we are immersed in. If reproductive
work – the work required to produce the labour-power that sustains
capitalist relations of production – is the ground zero for revolutionary
practice, as Silvia Federici put it, rent strikes are an example of a revo-
lution at point zero.
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