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Summary
•

Reflection on the current dynamics guiding the distribution
of housing, from a critical perspective

•

Build on human rights law and political and legal theory, in
particular the right to housing and distributive justice

•

Theoretical exercise, but practical consequences:
elucidating the type of housing policies we should develop
within a market-based economy

•

Suggest some measures to achieve a more just housing
distribution

Distributive justice

Rawls

•

Justice as distribution

•

Ideals of a good life differ,
but we all need certain things

•

Primary goods (natural and
social)

•

All social primary goods must
be distributed equally, unless
an unequal distribution benefits
the least favoured

Sen, Dworkin
•

Rawls fails to take into account
many individual situations

•

Ability to convert primary goods
into valued ends varies (personal,
social, environmental factors)

•

Capabilities as the metric of justice
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•

Special responsibility of every
individual

•

Distinction between “brute bad
luck” and “option bad luck”

•

Luck egalitarianism

Young, Walzer
•

Institutional contexts shape
distributive patterns

•

Decision-making powers and
procedures

•

Domination and oppression
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•

Different distributive criteria
for different social goods

•

Spheres of justice

•

Using the criteria of one
sphere for another sphere?

Distributive rules

•

Egalitarianism: equal treatment, everybody must have
approximately the same amount of social goods as others

•

Suﬃcientarianism: everyone must meet a certain
minimum threshold of social goods, regardless of others

Which distributive rule should we aim for?

The right to housing in int’l human rights law
•

Suﬃciency: obligation for states to provide minimum
adequate levels of housing for every individual
(ICESCR, minimum core obligations)

•

Shift towards equality. See UN Special Rapporteur 2012
Annual Report to the General Assembly:
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States must ensure that housing policies do not
increase existing inequalities. Policies and legislation
should be designed to bridge inequality gaps and to
ensure access to affordable housing for the poor and
marginalised, not to benefit already advantaged
social groups at the expense of others.
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How to articulate equality and sufficiency?

•

Perfect equality is not achievable nor desirable, but too
high a level of inequality renders democracy impossible

•

Formal equality ≠ substantive equality

•

Complex relationship between equality and sufficiency

•

Suggestion: aim for both, prioritising sufficiency until a
reasonable minimum standard of housing is reached
for everyone, then shift towards prioritising equality

Housing and the market

Housing as a social good
•

In line with distributive justice theories, housing can be
considered a social good

•

Social goods are those essential to enabling human
success and well-being

•

Power in modern economies is exercised through the
control, administration, and provision of these goods

•

It is key to ensure that the distribution of housing follows
distributive justice concerns and human rights law

Housing and the market
•

Housing is mostly seen as a commodity: an object
produced to be bought and sold in the market

•

Markets are often presented in a neutral manner: spaces
where offer and demand fluctuate, reaching equilibrium

•

However, markets are mediated by social
representations, dominant interests, and power relations

•

Caveat: a critique of this state of things does not imply
that markets should be abolished

Housing and need

•

Sen: different individual abilities to convert means into
valued ends. This means different needs

•

Needs: not only bare material necessities, but also
goods that people feel worth having in their lives

•

Needs are individually determined, but collectively
assessed (agency, reasonability standard)

•

Needs have both an absolute and a relative dimension

Some suggestions
•

Spheres of justice: need as the distributive criterion for
housing?

•

Establish strong public redistributive mechanisms to
address situations the market tends to neglect

•

Aim towards decommodification and the social function
of housing, rather than investment and speculation

•

Reinforce antidiscrimination law mechanisms; for
example, through prohibiting discrimination on the basis
of sources of income
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