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COMMENT

Political Economy and Housing in the
Twenty-first Century – From Mobile
Homes to Liquid Housing?

DICK BRYAN* & MIKE RAFFERTY**

*Department of Political Economy, University of Sydney, Sydney, Australia; **School of Business,
The University of Sydney, Sydney, Australia

ABSTRACT The recent Global Financial Crisis started as a crisis in the US sub-prime mort-
gage market, and rapidly spread to a wider financial crisis. This article suggests that beyond
the crisis, we can now see that households are playing an evolving role as a site of risk
absorption. In so doing, households have become a frontier of capital accumulation, not just
as producers and consumers, but also as financial traders. Households are increasingly
buying financialized products as an ordinary part of daily subsistence – houses, insurance,
education, electricity and mobile phones. But at a level beyond the household’s daily reality,
these regular purchases are being re-specified as assets, on which asset backed securities are
built and then traded. It is in this way that by securitizing mortgage debt, finance has given
global liquidity to housing. The size of securitized markets on housing as well as household
assets and payment streams now dwarfs stock markets. The requirements of this emergent
financial citizenship for the house and households extend beyond just honouring payments on
a home purchase, it is requiring a culture of financial calculation that becomes absorbed as
part of the daily norms and dispositions of social being. The presumption of rights of access
to housing, education and health care are being replaced by the acceptance of individual
financial participation and calculation. Here, we argue housing is being reconstructed as
both the capital base for, and site of, individualized life course risk management.

KEY WORDS: Political economy, Financialization, Households

The Global Financial Crisis (GFC) began as a housing/mortgage crisis in the United
States, and quickly swept across the world and became a more general financial cri-
sis. So after the massive destruction housing wealth, the literal destruction of many
millions of houses and the untold cost to human lives of the sub-prime mortgage
meltdown in the US and elsewhere; it seems almost self-evident that political econ-
omy’s engagement with housing and finance would be high and growing.1 The door
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for taking housing seriously is surely very much ajar, and one would have thought
no pushing it open (and certainly kicking it down) would be needed.2

But in their very powerful essay “Centering Housing in Political Economy”,
Aalbers and Christopher (hereafter A&C) make the case that political economy and
housing have a long history of drifting apart, and that even more remarkably signs
of its convergence are still quite hard to find. Centring Housing is nothing short of a
call to arms for political economists to bring housing into the centre of its discipline,
and for housing researchers more broadly to begin to deploy concepts from political
economy.
After providing a very scholarly review of political economy’s engagement with

housing questions, A&C set out a possible agenda for “bringing housing back in”.
In particular, A&C set out in coherent and convincing terms the conceptual and
empirical terms for that project to be developed. There is much to like, and indeed
laud in the essay, especially that it starts analytically by situating housing within the
concept of capital broadly defined, which A&C consider “the central category of
political economy”. They then distinguish three primary and mutually constitutive
aspects or “modalities” of the concept of capital (a) as process of circulation; (b) as
social relation; and (c) as ideology. Their analytical method is to examine the
research issues and associated studies within each of these aspects of capital. Taken
together, the analysis of the three modalities of capital in housing gathers together a
range of approaches to housing stretching from Keynes to David Harvey, and builds
towards a broad sweep of political economy of housing. It is an audacious research
agenda for the future.
We found A&Cs conceptual framing such a useful way of thinking about the

housing’s changing role in accumulation and the social and ideological relations of
capital that the remainder of our intervention is structured around A&C’s framing.
What follows should, therefore, be seen as our response to the challenge that A&C
pose, and an attempt to push it along.

1. Capital in Circulation and Housing

To take the A&C’s conceptual trilemma in turn, lets begin with capital as a process
of circulation of housing capital, or more accurately capital in housing. This aspect
of the concept of capital is understood in a very open and exciting way, in terms of
the circuit of capital integrating money, production, and realization. A&C make the
point that the traditional way of thinking about housing in political economy is in
terms of production. To be sure, housing is both a produced good, and the cost of
housing also forms a large part of the costs of living for workers. And, of course,
anthropologists and feminists political economy scholars have made clear how
important the house has been (and continues to be) as a site of production both for
domestically consumed and even traded goods and services (Gibson-Graham 1996).
The historical importance of housing as a produced good can be seen in a number

of ways, including, for instance, in the attempts by governments and companies in
the construction industry to find building technologies and processes to lower the
cost of housing. Here, we can note as examples a range of post-war state projects
from Sweden’s million homes project (Hall and Viden 2006) to Australia’s develop-
ment of low-cost building materials and processes – including owner building (Troy
2000), aimed to expand the supply and lower the cost of housing. These were signal
achievements of post-war state policy and the basis for the development of capital
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accumulation in land development and building, but more broadly as facilitating the
production of affordable housing for a growing urban labour force.
But, as A&C rightly note, housing “… as a product of labour [and component of

the value of labour power] is only one small dimension of its significance to capital
circulation” (4). Significantly, and especially from the beginning of the post-war per-
iod, housing construction helped to bridge labour’s expanding role not just as work-
ers but also as consumers.
A&C then develop the point that housing is not just a cost of production that

affects the value of labour power, but also a source of effective demand. They note
how writers from Keynes to Harvey understood housing as becoming integral to the
state’s demand management, partly because boosting housing production has been
found to be such a potent counter-cyclical measure. The discussion closes with Har-
vey’s notion of “capital switching”, which situates housing in a sort of secondary cir-
cuit of capital, which he then thought provided an overflow and reservoir of capital
to help stabilize the primary circuit. A&C suggest that while the idea of capital
switching “may sound uncomfortably structural and abstract” (7), it can be used to
explore recent developments in finance especially the cycling out of high-tech stock
market speculation to the housing bubble.
This discussion is really strong as far as it goes (although we would suggest that

Harvey’s 1980s concept of capital switching and thus capital in housing now, some
three decades on, sounds more metaphorical and obsolete than structural and
abstract). But the question then arises about how A&C’s concept of capital in circu-
lation might give us access to a possible analysis of recent innovations in capital’s
involvement in housing. It turns out that there is a path through A&C’s analysis
which builds towards that challenge.
A&C note one of the decisive aspects of housing is that it represents a store of

value which, they note, “… turns out to be of enormous significance for understand-
ing capital circulation in the contemporary world” (4). Having named it as histori-
cally important, the question is whether they demonstrate it as being so. A&C note
that as a store of value housing itself circulates: it is bought and sold for its use
value as shelter and for its exchange value in speculation. They consider this distinc-
tion a critical one in determining housing’s increasing role in the circuit of capital.
We agree, but the immediate problem that one then confronts is the relative fixity of
houses as capital assets and the emergence of financial techniques to “get round”
fixity.
For A&C, the key implication of housing as a store of wealth is that through

increasing speculation (trading) around housing as exchange value, it is being drawn
more directly into the circuit of capital. The problem here is that in any year in most
countries, the buying and selling of residential real estate for both its use and
exchange value amounts to perhaps 10% of the stock of residential real estate
(Bloxham, McGregor, and Rankin 2010). In financial terms, that makes it quite an
illiquid asset and, in terms of value of turnover, a small component of financial
markets. Housing may serve as a store of value, but the capital that is “locked up” in
housing has been largely historically inert, in terms of its access across the full
circuit of capital. As we shall illustrate shortly, however, some dimensions of
housing have become very liquid and important to circulation in other ways.
Significantly, and this is where we would seek to contribute to A&C’s project:

identification of other ways by which housing is being drawn more and more
directly into the circuit of capital. Here, we refer to housing’s presence in the form
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of liquid derivatives on housing and households in the form of securitized assets
such as mortgages, credit cards student debt and utilities payments. To understand
these contemporary developments, however, we may have to leave Harvey and
Keynes behind. A starting point here can be found in the voices of, and from, capital
itself.
For instance, Robert Shiller, Nobel Prize winning economist, and patent owner of

housing-related financial products such as US suburb house price indices (the Case/
Shiller house price indices). For Shiller, the project is to create liquidity in the capital
tied up in housing and in households generally, and this is a project of great signifi-
cance for capital. He notes for instance that:

Far more important to the world’s economies than the stock markets are wage
and salary incomes and other non-financial sources of livelihood such as the
economic value of our homes and apartments. That is where the bulk of our
wealth is found. (2003, 9)

For Shiller, financial markets have discovered that the house and the household are
potentially major reservoirs untapped wealth and income; and therefore, a target for
financial innovation. Shiller had in mind three types of innovation. First, financial
products to provide ready means to insure (hedge) house price movements, and
means to unlock equity tied up in housing so that released funds could be invested
in other asset classes and so diversity the household portfolio. Second, Shiller saw
the potential to securitize household payments on things such as household debt
(mortgage, credit card, auto and student) and household infrastructure payments
(utilities and phone). Third, there was the need to build insurance products to
guarantee that households would stay on-payment (notably mortgage, health,
unemployment and auto insurance).
We see the rapid growth of markets and financial products to facilitate this finan-

cialization of housing: a development we ironically have dubbed households as an
emerging “asset class” (Bryan, Martin, and Rafferty 2009). The social relations of
labour as an asset class for capital will be developed in the next section, but at this
stage, it is notable that we have integrated mortgages and mortgage securitization
(which we will return to in greater detail) with securitization and insurance on a
spectrum of household expenditures. The reason is that we are increasingly seeing
the household as itself operating like a hedge fund, managing a portfolio of risks, in
which home equity is the greatest asset and the mortgage the greatest liability, and
hence the greatest risk, but where any individual asset/liability has to be seen in the
context of the household portfolio. In particular for the household, the risks of
default on the mortgage are directly tied to risks of unemployment and illness; the
benefits of the house are directly tied to the capacity to pay household bills.
The same agenda applies to financial markets: their concern for mortgage default

is that it will impact the value of mortgage-backed securities, and tranching of mort-
gage securities is based on an understanding of the “package” of household risks that
can lead, directly or indirectly, to mortgage default.
Creating a liquid financial exposure to the stock of housing required not just a rec-

ognition by capital of a potential source of wealth, but also the complicity of house-
holds in embracing the image of themselves as an integrated portfolio of risk
exposures. It is notable, in this context, that Shiller’s agenda is cast in terms of “de-
mocratising” household finance – bringing the financial products of Wall St to the
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customers of Walmart – and finance as the key to the good life (Shiller 2003, 2012).
It is, or was at least up to the collapse of the sub-prime mortgage market, a promise
for households to be able to use financial products to access the unearned income
from asset price growth.
But more importantly, while households were becoming a frontier of capital accu-

mulation, not just as producers and consumers, but also as financial traders, they
were playing an evolving role as a site of risk absorption. While the innovations
imagined by Shiller could bring houses into liquid financial markets, households
themselves remain relatively illiquid. In simple terms, they want houses to live in
(the use value A&C emphasize), and despite the opportunities to trade on the inven-
tion of liquidity in housing, these are generally treated by households only as means
of hedging or releasing savings for consumption, and less for purposes of building
trading portfolios in financial markets.3 In effect, there is the concern that financial
markets know that households are by and large by preference illiquid in their
financial lives, and they are not active players in the market for risk, even when such
markets provide opportunities for trading.
The result is that households systematically absorb risk from financial markets,

The International Monetary Fund famously depicted households as the global finan-
cial market “risk absorber of last resort” (2005, 89), and then proceeded to explain
how this role required financial literacy. Similarly, the World Bank has, for instance,
analysed the “… outsourcing of risk from government to individuals with financial
sector instruments” (Blancher 2006; Holzmann 2006). Indeed household risk man-
agement now provides the over-arching conceptual approach to World Bank’s social
protection policies.

2. Household as an Asset Class

A combination of households as a source of the income streams of securitized finan-
cial products and these products having a distinctive risk profile in financial markets
is what constitutes households financially as an asset class, alongside other asset
classes such as bonds, equities and currencies.
Household-as-asset-class can be seen in the way households increasingly buying

financialized products as an ordinary part of daily subsistence–houses, insurance,
education, electricity and mobile phones. But at a level beyond the household’s daily
reality, these regular purchases are being re-specified as assets, on which asset-
backed securities are built and then traded. It is in this way that, as Wyly et al.
(2009) note, by securitizing mortgage debt, finance has given global liquidity to class
monopoly rents.
The requirements of financial citizenship for the house and households as asset

class then reach deeper than just honouring payments on a home purchase: they
reach to the valuation of highly liquid, globally traded assets. In contrast with the
turnover in the market for houses, on which A&C focus, the size of securitized mar-
kets on housing as well as household assets and payment streams dwarfs stock mar-
kets, and turnover in these markets before the financial crisis was in trillions of
dollars a year. This was seen starkly in the impact of their reach: when certain house-
holds stopped repaying mortgages, the mortgage-backed securities market crashed,
precipitating a GFC. There is clear tension between on the one hand, the inherent
illiquidity of houses and households and, on the other hand, the liquidity demanded
by financial markets. This tension makes the current period both interesting and
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problematic as much financial stability rests on households that honour their pay-
ment commitments ahead of a rational calculus. Recognizing that households are
now at the centre of financial stability, central banks now have as one of their most
important research and regulatory projects, the modelling of household balance
sheets and risk attributes (see e.g. The US Federal Reserve 2012).
But perhaps the most dramatic illustration of the centrality of housing and house-

holds can be seen in the response to the liquidity and pricing effects of the collapse
of sub-prime and other mortgage-backed securities (MBS) markets. These assets are
now at the core of the United States base money. The US Federal Reserve began
purchasing securitized assets, especially securitized mortgages as if they were state
money. Quantitative and qualitative easing became ways that the Federal Reserve
injected money into asset-backed financial markets by exchanging Federal Reserve
assets for housing-based securitized assets. Between 2008 and mid-2011, the Fed
purchased agency-guaranteed (MBS), agency debt and Treasury securities totaling
$2.3 trillion (Yellen 2013), making up more than 40% of total Federal Reserve
assets. These purchases continue and the Fed has announced it will continue to do
so until the economy “normalises”. In so doing, the Federal Reserve quite literally
converted these securitized assets into money.
It is apparent, therefore, why housing and household financial performance is now

a central concern for regulators of financial stability and why household financial lit-
eracy (the teaching of financial responsibility) is now a central part of that mandate.
But for more on this, we must engage with the remainder of A&C’s modalities of
capital.

3. The Social Relations of Capital

A&C open their account of housing’s roles in the social relations of capital by noting
how it generates systemic inequalities, and that “… it is in housing that the vast
wealth inequalities of capitalist societies … are most often visible and most material”
(8). They elaborate these inequalities in terms of both their spatial dimensions and as
a pre-requisite for the reproduction of capital. A&C then review the debates about
the role of housing class formation and exploitation. They observe that the terms of
the debate can be understood as between (productionist-oriented) Marxists and (own-
ership/positionally oriented) Weberians. This debate about social relations then is
whether the subjectivity of labour and household as worker, or as consumer/owner/
speculator provides the richest analytical frame. While inequality may be a useful
starting point for beginning to analyse the social relations of capital in housing, it
would have been very useful for A&C to push beyond that framing, or at least to
point where an analysis of social relations might go beyond inequality.
To pose one possible direction, consider a reformulation that builds from the previ-

ous modality of capital as a process of circulation. A question that recent develop-
ments (involving but not limited to housing) is whether financialized capitalism are
adding emergent forms of social relations. Household-as-asset-class is requiring
another form of subjectivity – a culture of financial calculation that becomes absorbed
as part of the daily norms and dispositions of social being: a dimension of what
Bourdieu (2005) called “habitus”. Specifically, the presumption of rights of access to
housing, education and healthcare are being replaced by the acceptance of individual
financial participation and calculation. The project of subjectivity in these emergent
social relations points to a discourse of subordination to the individualism and
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discipline implicit in financial calculation. Here, housing is reconstructed as both the
capital base for, and site of, individualized life course risk management.
It is possible then to see a potentially third form of housing subjectivity emerging.

This emergent subjectivity fuses the two forms of social relations (production and
ownership) into a larger framing of the social relations of capitalism, or at least sets
them in a continuum. And once again, it is to capital that we can look for clues as to
the materiality of these emerging and expanding social relations. Increasingly, indi-
viduals, but especially households, are being thought of, and calibrated, as a set of
attributes, which includes their wage incomes (size, stability and riskiness), along
with their financial commitments associated with debts, and fixed payments, and
finally, their assets such as household equity, pension savings, etc. Households are
increasingly not only bearers of attributes/subjectivities of wage workers, and con-
sumers/owners, in which housing is an important way where both forms of subjec-
tivity are expressed and reproduced. Households are also increasingly being asked to
attend to an increasing range of risks, and so underwrite and thus co-produce as it
were the forms of financialized circulation that we have seen in mortgage securitiza-
tion and so on. This, as Castells (2011) and others have noted fuses both subjectivity
and ideology into new and emerging forms of governance.

4. Housing and the Ideology of Capital

A&C note the changing social relations of housing within capitalism and how they
invoke different forms of subjectivity. They build towards this changing subjectivity
in developing their final ideological modality of capital in housing. A&C suggest
that capital’s ideological modality has three critical dimensions: the centrality of pri-
vate property, markets and the imperative to accumulate. Housing is central to this
modality of capital, because housing is in many ways at the centre of the ideological
naturalization of private property and, as A&C put it so well, “… housing not only
epitomizes but buttresses that wider capitalist ideology: it is in and through housing
that much of the political work of reproducing and reinforcing the ideology of capi-
tal is performed”. They then discuss how as property ownership has become materi-
ally more central this has changed the focus and content of capital’s ideological
project.
One of the most interesting aspects here is to consider what has become known as

asset-based welfare, where state policies have recognized that housing wealth may
not only be a vehicle for individualizing the experience of households, but also the
basis of reducing welfare spending, by making access to welfare not just conditional
on income but also on wealth. Finally, they also note that different forms of housing
tenure increasingly form categories of differentiation and thus, moral hierarchy and
financial calibration. So apart from agreement what more can be said? Well, perhaps
just a little more.
One thing we would add is that ideology is now also being called upon to play

new roles for the house and the household. We note in the United States, the Bush
era’s attempts to create what was called an “ownership” society. Here, the promise
was that via participation in financial markets to acquire housing, shares and other
assets, labour could get access to the unearned income previously only guaranteed to
the wealthy. But the flip side of ownership and opportunity was responsibility, with
all its moral overtones. It is increasingly moral imperatives that evoke responsibility
and reliability in the context of households exposure to market volatility and
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liquidity. Here, the focus is on the intention and requirement of households to keep
paying the bills, even when it requires sacrifice, and even when a corporation, an
entity endowed with limited liability and not conceived in the domain of morality,
would cease payment (Beggs, Bryan, and Rafferty 2014). This again goes to the
point about the expanding ambit of ideology and reinforces A&Cs agenda.
Financial literacy and the concept of household risk management can now be

understood as part of an emerging ideological project to normalize financial risk
management and establish the new forms of responsibility and reliability, labour is
now expected to (self)-manage, not just at work and as consumers, but as sort of
household hedge fund managers.
In some ways, this expanding ideological role of housing is consistent with

Foucault’s analysis of Human Capital Theory (HCT) as a crucial development in
economics. He thought HCT’s importance lay in its elevation of the subjectivity of
labour to that of capital, and a state compatible with the idea of self-management, or
what he termed “governmentality”. As Foucault noted of HCT, the individual
“ceases to be one of the two partners in the process of exchange” and becomes “an
entrepreneur of himself”, and a producer and trader of their own human capital
(Foucault 2008, 226). As Martin (2002) has suggested, financialization has rendered
the Chicago School’s concept of human capital incomplete: finance is finding ways
for more and more aspects of daily life, especially in and around the home, to enter
into the orbit of capital.
Every now and then, a combination of conjuncture and conceptual innovation or

reframing resets a debate, and sometimes even a discourse. This forum on A&Cs
“Centering Housing” suggests that just such a time of reframing might be upon us,
and A&C provide us with the possible terms for that to occur. If that is so, in a few
years, we might reprise the housing question and note A&C’s contribution as an
important moment in that revival. A&C’s intervention here may then no longer be at
the centre of that debate, but if, as A&C contend, it helps to bring housing back into
political economy, it will be proven to be an important contribution and a gratifying
one for the authors.
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Notes

1. Last year then Fed Reserve Deputy Chair, Yellen (2013). estimated that in the United States, net
home equity was still down 40 %, or about $5 trillion, from 2005 levels. Similarly, in 2010, almost
a quarter of residential homes were still worth less than the mortgage that was funding it. And
finally to get some idea of the physical and social dislocation caused by the sub-prime crisis,
between January 2007 and December 2011, there were more than four million completed foreclo-
sures, and more than 8.2 million foreclosure starts (Blomquist 2012).

2. We will return to the sub-prime mortgage market collapse and its aftermath later for it seems to us
that there is a whole research agenda on the role of housing and households that reveals itself in
that event and the processes preceding and following it.

Political Economy and Housing in the 21st Century 411



3. Certainly, there was extensive use in the early 2000s of housing being used as collateral for loans
from which share portfolios were acquired, but since the financial crisis, this is now recognized
widely as highly risky, with the possibility of losing a house as its feasible consequence.
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