
 

 
In 2016, urban planner Peter 
Marcuse and sociologist David 
Madden published the book In 
Defense of Housing. Since then, this 
‘definitive statement’ on the housing 
crisis has been read, discussed and 
debated by many people – not just 
academics and housing 
professionals. The arguments that 
Madden and Marcuse put forward, 
and the radical solutions they 
propose, are relevant to anyone who 
has to worry about getting and 
keeping a roof over their head. 

The Waterloo Public Action Group 
Inner Sydney Voice and The 
University of Sydney have organised 
three nights of discussion of the 

book. Together, we will unpack the 
arguments that are being made, link 
them to our own experiences of 
housing in Waterloo/Redfern and 
more broadly, and think through how 
we can put these arguments to use 
in our fight for a fairer housing 
system. 

Everyone is invited to these 
discussions. Copies of the book are 
available from the Future Planning 
Centre, but you are welcome to 
attend without reading the book. On 
the final evening, author David 
Madden will join us (via Skype)! 

Read on for a brief summary of the 
book… 

‘One person’s efficiency is 
another person’s home’ 

Madden and Marcuse explore the 
political and economic forces that 
have created and maintain housing 
crises. A central point is that “the 
residential is political – which is to 
say that the shape of the housing 
system is always the outcome of 
struggles between different groups in 
different classes”. Some radical and 
progressive experiments have come 
out of these struggles (elements of 
which persist in some places today) 
but by and large the outcome is a 
system that treats housing as a 
commodity rather than as shelter. 
Madden and Marcuse therefore 
question “the function of housing 
within globalized neoliberal 
capitalism”, attacking the 
commodification and financialisation 
of housing, and the power wielded by 
property investors, landlords and 



developers, and the finance and 
insurance sectors that support them. 

 ‘The question will always be 
how the state should act 
towards housing, not whether 
it should do so’ 

Behind the power of real estate and 
its allies in finance and insurance is 
a state that acts to facilitate it. 
Madden and Marcuse dismantle the 
myth that ‘getting the government 
out of housing’ will fix housing 
inequality. They also criticise liberal 
narratives about housing that fail to 
recognise “just how often programs 
designed to alleviate residential 
suffering do in fact function to enrich 
private developers”. The central 
point here is that the state can never 
be neutral, or separate from a 
housing system. All housing is 
shaped in some way by the state, 
and the state could take on the role 
of providing or facilitating real 
housing alternatives. 

‘Don’t give me that 
participation bullshit, man. 
We want power!’ 

Madden & Marcuse outline several 
potential directions for a radical right 
to housing. Foremost, the housing 
system should be de-commodified 
and de-financialised. More new 
public housing should be built, and 
existing public housing defended 
and improved, with funding from 
general government revenues. 
Inhabitants should be privileged over 
landlords and investors. Investment 
in alternative housing models should 
be expanded, encouraging wide 

experimentation in the construction 
and management of housing. 
Housing management should be 
democratised: resident associations, 
tenants unions, community 
organisations, and households need 
to have actual democratic decision-
making authority. Housing struggles 
should be broadened to intersect 
with other struggles. Housing policy 
should also be democratised so as to 
incorporate more public scrutiny and 
input. And finally, housing 
movements need to be globalised to 
match the scale of issues they seek 
to address. 

While Madden and Marcuse’s writing 
is mostly based on their experience 
of housing crises and struggles in the 
US and the UK (New York and 
London in particular) there are 
clearly synergies and similarities in 
Sydney and Australia, and these are 
most obvious in Waterloo and 
Redfern. That’s why we have 
organised this series of discussions 
– to try to better understand the way 
the housing system works against us 
here, and how we can fight to change 
it, but also to build on the arguments 
made in this book using the 
knowledge and experience that lives 
in this community. We hope you will 
join us for it! 

 
 


