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Abstract

The Dutch housing market is known for its inequalities of which the most pronounced its

generational inequality. However, these inequalities did not sway governments from their

neoliberal course. Using a two-step approach this paper tests the assumption if the object of

study is neoliberal before using a moral economy perspective to assess how narratives and ideals

legitimized and normalized neoliberal housing policies. By constructing a case study, based on

Dutch housing minister Stef Blok, this paper contributes to the moral economy literature that

rarely includes empirics (Sanghera & Satybaldieva, 2020) and provides food for thought for future

research. This paper reveals four key points: homeownership is legitimized by using a double

standard of fairness compared to social housing tenure; the rhetoric of investment in financial

security legitimized financialized housing practices further morphing the sector to favour rentier

interests; neoliberal and homeownership ideals put tension on the relationship between

government and its society; and the explicit framing of housing in transactional terms further

deepened these tensions, as homeownership ideals focussed on financial security crowded out

other essential forms of social connection (Bowles, 2016; Polanyi, 2001).
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1 Introduction

It is often in the news: house prices are soaring, mortgage debt is enormous, housing
shortages are not addressed properly alongside continuous calls for re-regulation from housing
experts and related scientific fields. Buzzwords like neoliberalism are often used in the media to
blame the current housing situation of the Dutch which is not necessarily a wrong argument.
Reality, as always, is complex and putting a blame on political parties or people becomes a vague
and uncertain exercise once studied. Understanding these emotions, neoliberal ideology that
underpinned the last decades’ housing policy strived towards something all people could
sympathize with.

Housing financialization is a common phenomenon in western ‘developed’ nations (Aalbers
et al., 2021; Ronald, 2008) and most of these nations shows similar signs of rising housing
inequality (Kohl, 2020). Housing is a subject studied extensively. Some scholars study specific
nations and address the problem of rentier practices (Christophers, 2019; Palma, 2009; van Gent
& Hochstenbach, 2020; van Loon & Aalbers, 2017); provide empirical evidence for a single cross-
nation phenomenon (Kohl, 2020); or give theoretical critique on the neoliberal paradigm that
constituted these financial practices (Birch, 2017; Crouch, 2009; Hudson, 2021; Lapavitsas, 2013).
The neoliberal paradigm is a central topic in this paper which can be understood, as a short
definition, as a theory that proposes societies should be organized through the market and the
entrepreneur (Foucault, 2008). The neoliberal ideal brought about certain ideals of freedom
through market participation with as little government involvement as possible. The tendency,
however, of modern market economies is to gradually morph into something where value is not
created solely through production, but also through finance (Crouch, 2009; Lapavitsas, 2013).
Housing is such a good that has been ‘financialized’ extensively —value is created through financial
means such as capital gains on property (Birch, 2017).

The neoliberal project of the Dutch governments in the last three decades has brought forth
many critiques. The Dutch financialized housing market experienced periods of economic shocks
such as the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) leading to varying periods and intensities of austerity in
house finance (Aalbers, 2008; Priemus, 2017; Ronald, 2008; Ronald & Dol, 2018). Multiple

scholars have identified Dutch housing policies created inequalities for the last 3 decades, of
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which the most pronounced one between generations (Aalbers et al., 2021; Boelhouwer &
Priemus, 2014; Ronald, 2008; Ronald, 2018; van Gent & Hochstenbach, 2020). Peculiar enough,
the empirical evidence from these scholars does not sway neoliberal housing ideals from pressing
on (Kohl, 2020; van Gent & Hochstenbach, 2020).

The question that arises: how are neoliberal policies still in effect despite overwhelming
research indicating it creates inequality? Current answers for this are based on economic theory
where the typical answers arise such as financialized practices leading to the GFC or just bad
policy, but these findings did not radically change the course of housing (Aalbers, 2008; Aalbers
et al., 2021; Hoekstra, 2017; Priemus, 2017). In fact, this paper’s case study shows the Dutch
government, Rutte Il (2012-2017), doubled down on neoliberalism as an attempt to fix the
housing market’s inequalities (VVD, 2012; VVD & PvdA, 2012). Ambiguous enough, Rutte Il
housing policies inequalities and the power hierarchy between homeowners and (social housing)
tenants (Ronald, 2008). Given the inequalities, why did they double down?

Perhaps the markets were not ‘unleashed’ enough in using its equalizing power to provide
what neoliberals dream about: perfect competitive markets. The Dutch are known for their large
social housing sector, which could be an argument that substantiates that claim. After all,
neoliberal ideology too serves the people so that they may equally prosper to the best of their
ability, which sounds enticing. Are these ideals properly realized? Putting markets at the centre
of neoliberal ideology brings questions on whether such a system truly derives optimal outcomes.
Or is the housing market, absent governments, a place where the ‘homo economicus’ rather
creates divide and inequality?

This paper sets out to unveil what lies underneath neoliberal polices in the Dutch housing
market. What discourses and ideals underpin its policies, and is that fair? If so, does it then justify
the mentioned inequalities? Or is there more to uncover? These questions guide this paper into
the ethical domains of economics. The moral economy literature is such a domain that often
guestions neoliberal ideals by reverse engineering what made these ideologies and policies
legitimate in the first place (Sayer, 2000; Thompson, 1971). It problematizes the tendency of
(neoliberal) market economies to detach themselves from the social structure which creates

social tensions within society and between society and its government (Palomera & Vetta, 2016;
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Polanyi, 2001). Moral economy literature is mostly a theory-based literature rarely used to assess
real-life cases of inequalities (an exceptions is the paper by Sanghera & Satybaldieva, 2020). By
constructing a case study on the Dutch housing market this paper contributes to this
underexplored area of research. Moreover, this paper creates extra depth by first assessing
whether the government is indeed neoliberal, which is often just assumed (Sanghera &
Satybaldieva, 2020), before using the moral economy theory as critique. The findings show moral
economy is very suitable to assess real-life phenomena because its theory is not demarcated like
other ethics literature is (Sayer, 2018).

The structure of the paper is as follows. The following section, 2, discusses the relevant
theories to construct theoretical tools for a two-step analysis purposed to test the assumption
that an object of study is neoliberal before criticizing it. Section 3 outlines the methods used for
designing the case study. Section 4 provides the case study of the Dutch housing sector. In section
5 the two-step analysis is carried out followed by section 6 which concludes and discusses the

findings and provides policy proposals and ideas for future studies.
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2 Theoretical Analysis

This section outlines two theories to construct tools for a two-step analysis. For the first
analysis, a short history and overview on the neoliberal paradigm is given. Neoliberal theory is
very complex and not unequivocal; therefore, | take neoliberalism as understood by Foucault. The
reason for this is because the core aspect of neoliberalism is, according to Foucault (2008), a
problem in the relationship between political power and market economy principles (Palma,
2009). Neoliberal ideology and narratives are often based on its concepts like ‘homo economicus’
which are then used to describe morales, norms and laws (Birch, 2017; Sanghera & Satybaldieva,
2020; Sayer, 2007; Sayer, 2018; Sayer, 2020). These morales are then used by governments to
shape and normalize certain economic ideals - which includes the Dutch government (van Gent
& Hochstenbach, 2020; Ronald, 2008). Together these literatures form a base to test whether
housing policy and its discourse can be underpinned by the neoliberal framework. In doing so,
the assumption — common in the current limited moral economy empirical literature — that the
object of study is neoliberal is tested before it is criticized (Langegger, 2016; Sanghera &
Satybaldieva, 2020).

Subsection 2.2 provides a critique on neoliberal theory, financialization, rentierism and how
the last two are byproducts of the neoliberal policies and ideals. It also includes a section
dedicated to homeownership ideology in modern (neoliberal) market economies. In section 2.3
the moral economy framework is laid out providing general critiques through works by Thompson
(1971), Scott (1976) and Palomera and Vetta (2016) and how ideology on property changes,
shapes and crowds out social relations (Bowles, 2016; Langegger, 2016; Sayer, 2018).

The last section, 2.4, provides research questions and how neoliberal policies are legitimized

when empirical results show rising inequalities derive from them.
2.1 Analytical Framework: Neoliberalism

What is neoliberalism? Numerous books have covered this topic, and they’ll usually start by
saying something along the lines of “it is a hard concept to grasp”. Some scholars stay rather

descriptive discussing its characteristics and contradictions (Foucault, 2008; Mirowski & Plehwe,
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2016) while others provide — in some cases are highly critical - critique (Birch, 2017; Christophers,
2019; Palma, 2009).

In the book Birth of Biopolitics, which is a series of lectures given at College de France in the
1970s, Foucault (2008) shares his thoughts on the art of government. Foucault describes
neoliberalism not only to conceptualize the term but also to historicize how governments after
the World Wars were struggling with their legitimacy. In his view, neoliberalism is not about a
return of the market being laissez faire or the market society that Marx opposed in his first book
of Capital. Instead, the central discussion of neoliberalism is how political power is nested within
market economy principles. What becomes clear is that Foucault did not come up with this idea
himself as he often uses post-war policymakers’ manifestos to illuminate that the main goal: stay
away from any socialist state policy. Therefore, the market, as Foucault puts it, became important
for the new post-war government mode of power, or “governmentality” to promote freedom
which was a foundation for the state’s legitimacy.

This by no means summarizes all insights Foucault gives but what is important to
understand for now: early ideas that comprise neoliberalism are nested in, first, a fear of socialist
state policy returning, and second, promoting a freedom-through-market type system to create
a new form of legitimacy for the state.

One of the topics relevant for this paper’s analysis is Foucault’s return of the social ethic of
the enterprise, which is one of the two axes of the German ordoliberals’ Gesellschaftspolitik’.

Foucault argues:

“The society regulated by reference to the market that the neoliberals are thinking about is a
society in which the regulatory principle should not be so much the exchange of commodities
as the mechanisms of competition. It is these mechanisms that should have the greatest
possible surface and depth and should also occupy the greatest possible volume in society. This
means that what is sought is not a society subject to the commodity-effect, but a society

subject to the dynamic of competition. Not a supermarket society, but an enterprise society.

1 Foucault’s (2008) work describes what Ordoliberals’ ideology entailed. Ordoliberalism is seen as a predecessor of neoliberalism where most
foundations for what Foucault eventually describes as ‘neoliberalism’ are presented. Foucault’s work is a history of German, or Ordoliberalism,
and American neoliberalism which eventually comprise ‘neoliberalism’.
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The homo economicus sought after is not the man of exchange or man the consumer; he is the

man of enterprise and production.” (Foucault, 2008: p. 147)

Foucault describes that the government should be constructing a society that fully adheres
to the principle of the entrepreneur, e.g. access to private property, encouragement of small firms
and decentralization. How did Foucault link entrepreneurism to this type of governance?

Foucault describes neoliberal ideology as one constructing a government of society, not an
economic government like the physiocrats before him envisioned. Indeed, social policy
maintained a central goal for governments. In fact, providing social policy was the main goal, but
its design changed. For (early) neoliberals, social policy was achieved through, and only through,
economic growth. The difference between socialist policy and neoliberal policy can be described
as one where the neoliberal state sets the stage using rules so that the interaction between the
market and entrepreneur derives to the optimal outcome. Therefore, redistributive policies have
no place in neoliberal policy since none is needed when the rules, market and the entrepreneur
create the optimal social policy. Economic growth would satisfy as the only social policy needed
because the provided context in which the economy would function allowed people to acquire
sufficient insurance themselves against economic risks. Economic growth allowed people to have
a sufficient income from labour to obtain personal insurance in the forms of property or individual
capitalization. The only obligation for the state was to provide as easy as possible access to private
property and individual capitalisation, i.e. the conditions on which these are obtainable?. Here
one can clearly see that neoliberals found a way to both stay away from socialist policy and
classical liberal laissez-faire policy. The latter is often mistakenly conflated with neoliberalism, but
as Foucault points out, neoliberals instead adopt what he terms ‘privatized social policy’.
Privatized social policy can be seen as the governmentality neoliberals adhere to; set the rules so
that people behave in an entrepreneurial manner, acquiring their own sufficient economic needs
and collateral against risk by relying on the market instead of the government. This is what
Foucault means when he describes that the whole world should become a market. A market that

orbits around the entrepreneur, not the commodity (Foucault, 2008).

2 It is not discussed at length here, but Foucault (2008 emphasizes the importance of the judicial institutions within the neoliberal state that
protects the rules given by the state.
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Contributing to the centrality of the entrepreneur is the discussion on what labour and
income conceptually mean for neoliberals. Foucault (2008) historicizes the concept of labour in
economic literature in great depth which is too detailed to discuss here. The main argument, and
especially the change in frame, however, is important for analysis. For neoliberals, income derived
from labour is nothing more than the return on capital invested in improving one’s labour, also
described as wage. Although it improves on earlier conceptions of labour (labour power to Marx
or a purely quantitative resource through time and quantity of labour to Ricardo), of importance
is that the whole concept of labour is transformed into something that embodies the same
capitalist tendency as other economic activity: capital circulation (Foucault, 2008; Lapavitsas,
2013).

What comprises the human capital that eventually determines income? Neoliberalism goes
beyond education and professional training when Foucault (2008) mentions motherly care,
parental attention and more broadly cultural stimuli as comprising what is then called
‘educational investment’. Educational investment brings a broader conception of human capital
although the term used for it makes it a bit confusing. More importantly, the concept is captured
using the word ‘investment’ as a frame.

Given the discussion on labour and human capital, neoliberals break away from using
capital, labour and land as central pillars to conduct a historical analysis on the logic of economic
processes. Instead, economic analysis is about the individual’s rationality and strategy of
activities. Ultimately, labour and human capital underpin the figure of the ‘entrepreneur of the
self’, or the homo economicus (Foucault, 2008).

Since this paper ultimately engages with the moral frameworks and narratives underlying
neoliberal policy, it is appropriate to consider what neoliberalism states on these matters. For
both the concepts of the entrepreneur and society just explained, Foucault seems to note the
ambiguity in how both German and American neoliberalism answer questions of morality by
stating that the market economy is not responsible for all social outcomes between individuals,
which essentially undermines their own framework. Foucault (2008) explains that Ordoliberals
argue competition morally divides more than unifies but the solution for this lies in the same

framework. Competition has to function in a purely economic manner, on the condition that the
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state is neutral with respect to different interest groups. American neoliberals, the other strand
analysed by Foucault, would argue that supply-demand frameworks, or more generally, economic
frameworks would be applicable to non-economic domains. Implicitly they follow the more
extreme logic of ‘let everything become a market’. In other cases, neoliberals provide ambiguous
answers. For instance, when asked what the return for mothers is for their investment of time
and care for their children, i.e. ‘educational investment’, they’ll answer it is the satisfaction
obtained from caring and being a successful mother, or ‘psychical income’. Psychical income
seems to fall outside their own framework of capital circulations and an investment’s return since

psychical income cannot be reinvested in for example a new diploma (Foucault, 2008).

2.2 Critique on Neoliberal Concepts: The Centrality of Housing.

2.2.1 The neoliberal ideal: homeownership

Richard Ronald’s (2008) book sets out to unveil and compare different ideologies around
homeownership. Ronald discusses Foucault’s works at length in his book and his description of
homeownership follows a similar ideology: homeownership should be seen as a governmentality.
A governmentality which power is exercised through discourse. Since roughly the 1990s the
increased inclusion of individuals in financial relationships caused a reliance on mortgage debt
and acquiring property not only as a means of status and social safety, but also economic safety.
Similarly, governments too started to centralize homeownership in their policies when housing
reflected a larger part of the economy and thus important for social stability. Ronald puts
emphasis on housing practices and narratives that constitutes an investor and consumer
rationality.

Ambiguously, what started as a process to promote freedoms and equality through
possession of homes resulted in power hierarchies not only on economic levels, but also cultural
ones, where homeownership is considered superior compared to tenancy. Generational
inequalities are noticeable for which Ronald argues homeownership ideology contributed.
Indeed, class relations are noticeable where homeownership constituted another neoliberal
program: decollectivize social organization of people. Although Ronald does not claim this, he

discusses the argument of homeowners becoming more conservative towards their own
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possessions with respect to changes in regulation or redistribution. Ronald refers to Marxists like
Clarke & Ginsburg (1976, as cited in Ronald, 2008) who noted an ideological division between
ownership and tenure. Homeownership ideals in modern market societies fostered an ideology
and practice of individualism and privatized lifestyles trapping people in mortgage debt and tying
them to capitalist ideologies. Through these ideals homeownership contributed to the strength
of capital accumulation. Ronald (2008) argues there are other deeper relationships other than
class relations, of which one is individualization of risk. Clearly, homeownership ideology walks
along similar lines of discourse Foucault (2008) described: the governmentality of entrepreneurs
individualizing and privatizing. In a world which is not sufficiently stable to guarantee its proposed
benefits the economic effects created a generation Ronald in later works started to call
‘generation rent’ (Ronald, 2018: p. 1). The next subsection elaborates on how different scholars
criticize these neoliberal ideals and come to conclude that rent is often used to describe the
outcome of neoliberal policies gone sour in property relations. Where Ronald (2008) took

ideological viewpoints, others attacked neoliberalism more directly.

2.2.2 Entrepreneurism: a neoliberal ideal criticized

There are numerous scholars that provide critique on the concepts of neoliberalism. Some
of these scholars aim their critique at the byproduct is creates: rentierism.

Birch (2017) criticizes the central role of the entrepreneur which has to function in a world
which is the market as understood by Foucauldians such as Dardot and Laval (2014, as cited in
Birch, 2017). Their conception of the entrepreneur is derived (mainly) from the social relation
where individuals become self-governed competitive “profit centres” embedded in a social
network of “contractualization of social relations” (p.136). Birch’s (2017) critique is that the
entrepreneur reflects a rationality that doesn’t fully correspond with how value is really produced
given that most people within contemporary capitalist societies pursue homeownership as a
means to accumulate wealth. The production of wealth in this distinct form — unearned income
and speculation - validates what Birch (2017) argues truly underpins the neoliberal rationale of
value creation: rentierism. Through governmental law, the entrepreneurial pursuit for self-
enrichment within the market economy validates rentier practices. As | later argue, what is

problematic about this neoliberal conception, with a central role of the entrepreneur within the
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neoliberal framework, is that it crowds out other social drivers for decision making except market
prices.

To understand his critique, it is useful to examine former definitions of rent. Christophers
(2019) sets out defining rent by combining two approaches. First, for Smith, Ricardo and to some
extent Marx, their understanding of rent was a “payment to monopoly control of an asset” (p.
1441). Today’s capitalist developments allowed for multiple types to be identified, e.g. financial,
intellectual, property rent, where the common denominator for forefront scholars on rent like
Thomas Piketty, Guy Standing and Andrew Sayer is that they define rent as a relationship between
ownership and payment (Christophers, 2019). The second approach stems from mainstream
economics. Here, rent is defined as ‘the quantum of market power enabling its derivation’
(Christophers, 2019: p. 1442). In other words, it is excess payment due to returns gained in a non-
idealized scenario, i.e. absence of market competition. It is profit derived from monopolized
power in a market (Tollison, 1982). Regarding exchanges, rent is the excess payment that is not
justified through requirements by the efficient economy, i.e. required for people to do their work.
Combining these two approaches Christophers (2019) defines rent to be “income derived from
the ownership, possession or control of scarce assets and under conditions of limited or no
competition” (p. 1442).

One of Palma’s (2009) claims is that rentierism is a consequence of a financial restructuring
of the market economy to reassert class power of the ‘angry right’ (p. 839). Neoliberal champions
— the UK and US specifically — it is argued, appeared resistant to capitalism’s instabilities where
other welfare states struggled. For a while, it appeared that their neoliberal ideologies were
indeed shaping the perfect economy given their remarkable declining unemployment and strong
growth in a time of recession?. This proved elusive however once it became evident that growth
was driven not by rising wages but by introducing credit. The middle-income class relied on debt,
while the wealthy benefited from financial instruments like derivatives. With individuals
sustaining demand instead of governments through debt a class division emerged between the

middle-class relying on debt and the wealthy class that benefited from it (Crouch, 2009). What

3 Post-war Keynesianism was stagnating once the oil crises of the 1970s started which paved the way for neoliberal reforms in both government
and the economy (Crouch, 2009).

12
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Crouch (2009) eventually coined as ‘Privatized Keynesianism’ was essentially a shift towards a
debt-led economy with finance at its core.

Hudson (2021) describes a finance, insurance and real estate sector, or ‘FIRE’ sector, that
absorbs disproportionate amounts of capital leaving households and industry trapped in their
own debt. The unequal power of the rentier class morphed industrial capitalism into a ‘rentier
capitalism’. Palma (2009) calls the neoliberal project the new technology of power that shaped
the capitalist economy of America into what he calls a ‘rentier’s delight’. The consensus of Palma
(2009), Crouch (2009), and Hudson (2021) is that financialized economies bring about rentier-
based class divisions between those with assets and those without assets.

Aalbers and Christophers (2014) provide a theoretical paper that summarizes the
discussed critique by placing housing at the intersection of the discussed concepts. Their
argument is that capital rarely circulates smoothly and when it doesn’t, housing becomes a
suitable asset to continue the circulation process. In particular, a crisis of ‘effective demand’,
meaning production exceeds demand, creates a tendency for capital to flee into the housing
sector. Why? Once a crisis of effective demand occurs, value from production is not realized and
consequentially not re-invested. When other means of capital accumulation dries up, such as
production, housing becomes a suitable and exchangeable store of value. In Crouch’s (2009)
terms: households are stimulated to take on debt rather than the government to compensate
stagnating or decreasing real income growth. The result is a debt-driven consumption pattern
where mortgage debt in particular resembles a large portion of total debt exceeding house prices
and ownership rates, also called ‘house price Keynesianism’ (Aalbers & Christophers, 2014;
Watson, 2010).

Having explained the results of a financialized market economy that allowed rentier
practices to strive in housing, Birch (2017) explains how neoliberals like Gordon Tullock and James
Buchanan describe rent. In their view it leans closely to the orthodox definition; rent-seeking is
the result of government restrictions (like unions) on the free markets’ operations. Rent seeking
is not a byproduct of neoliberal policy but a consequence of not fully adhering to it. This gives
insight into how neoliberal thinkers assess fairness and justice arguing that freedom and liberty

are, in their view, constrained by government restrictions that were designed to promote them.
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Taking inspiration from Birch (2017) and Kohl (2020) there is a performative element to the
definition of property rent. Profitability of an asset doesn’t merely depend on it being derived
from ownership, possession or control of scarce assets under limited or no competition —
Christophers’ (2019) definition. It also implicitly depends on the prospect that it will be used so
that the asset generates earnings. Applied to property rent, it reflects (interest) payments from
sources such as mortgages, capital gains, and financial dividends (Epstein & Jayadev, 2005). When
combined with Kohl’s (2020) empirical evidence that mortgage debt has become detached from
actual house construction - housing has become financialized is his main argument — it shows that
the expected future profits in housing are not related as much to actual construction as it is to
the potential return on capital, i.e. property used as instrument for speculation (van Loon &
Aalbers, 2017).

Given the explanation of financialization and the (re-)emergence of rentier practices, Birch
(2017), and other scholars like Sayer (2020) argue that rentierism is the rationale of neoliberalism;
individuals are turned into speculative investors. The introduction of finance into the household
has morphed many once public commodities like housing, education, transport and pensions into
financialized commodities which also serve as a collateral or risk-covering asset. Rent thus
describes more than just the payment of using an asset, but also the (passive) financial dividends
gained from possession of an asset. For example, your own house, when bought, increases in
value over time in the forms of capital gains. The added value can be extracted as profit once the
house is sold. Similar logic applies to shares, other types of property, or rare cars that increased
in value over time.

What underpins the critique discussed on neoliberalism - in some cases the Foucauldian
variant (Birch, 2017; Palma, 2009) — comes down to two developments: first, the emergence of
“financialization” (Christophers, 2019; Crouch, 2009; Hudson, 2021; Lapavitsas, 2013; Palma,
2009); second, the ascendance of the rentier class (Birch, 2017; Christophers, 2019; Crouch, 2009;
Hudson, 2021; Lapavitsas, 2013; Palma, 2009). Moreover, class relations based on finance are
identified (Christophers, 2019; Crouch, 2009; Hudson, 2021; Lapavitsas, 2013; Palma, 2009).

Housing became a central object within financial systems once conventional economic

growth systems stagnated. Combining the neoliberal entrepreneurial ‘spirits’ with states allowing
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debt-led economic growth, rentier practices in housing was re-ignited. The problem is, housing
financialization persists despite clear research showing its inequalities (Kohl, 2020; van Gent &
Hochstenbach, 2020) since it remains profitable through financial mechanisms. This raises
qguestions about how these rent-motivated financial systems continue to be justified if not on the

grounds of genuine equality.

2.3 Moral Economy: Contesting Neoliberalism

2.3.1 Theoretical debates

The origin of moral economy is somewhat tricky to determine. Some argue Aristotle
already laid down conceptions of moral economy (Booth, 1994). During the 18" and 19" century
moral economics often referred to the universal order of God. After that, connections were made
with mathematics which created foundations for moral arithmetic later used by Jeremy Bentham
to construct a quantified version of pleasure and pain (Gotz, 2015). Other scholars argue that
moral economy as an economic field emerged with Thompson’s (1971) article The moral economy
of the English crowd in the eighteenth century, where he was the first to describe a transition
from traditional economy to a modern market economy using a moral economy approach
(Palomera & Vetta, 2016). Another debate is between economists and non-economists: while the
former often rely on conventional economic language to analyse their objects of study this
approach can be problematic. Employing the language of orthodox economics undermines the
critical potential of moral economy, especially when compared with non-economists’” moral
economy literature. Therefore, this internal interdisciplinary debate requires some explanation.

Thompson’s (1971) was the first to analyse his object of study, the 18t"-century food riots
in England, from a moral economy perspective when he concluded that the riot was not merely
based on a primitive and spontaneous idea of anger due to deprivation and hunger. Rather, they
reflected a widely shared belief that the market practices of specific social actors—such as
farmers, millers, and middlemen—uviolated established social norms and obligations, and were
therefore deemed illegitimate (Palomera & Vetta, 2016). Another central author, James Scott,
popularized moral economy by using it to attack neoclassical’s maximizing homo economicus

(Scott, 1976).
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Palomera and Vetta (2016) identify two strands within moral economy literature. The first
one “scrutinizes systems of provisioning that seem to emerge ‘outside’ or ‘in the cracks of’ the
market” (p. 414). In other words, an approach that considers economists’ values and norms. The
other strand, with scholars like Fassin (2009, as cited in Palomera & Vetta, 2016) and Daston
(1995, as cited in Palomera & Vetta, 2016), depoliticized moral economy by shifting focus away
from ‘economy’ to ‘moral’ thereby relieving themselves from the discussion around distribution
and production. More generally, the discussion involves if moral economy should alleviate itself
from a normative stance, where some scholars would rather leave out notions of class and
distribution thereby saying: anything can be deemed a moral economy. The problem Palomera
and Vetta (2016) bring to light is that moral economy loses its meaning as a literature once
alleviated from its original intention. As Thompson (1991) argued: by simply equating moral
economy with values, emptying it of class content, it loses its reason for existence.

What can be confusing, however, is that Palomera and Vetta (2016) also argue that all
economies are moral economies. This conceptual debate is important because some scholars, or
if you read Thompson (1971) or Scott (1976) at face value, would often interpret them with a
binary-type of thinking, i.e. normative economics as an opposition within amoral markets as if
markets themselves possessed no morality in their functioning. The works by Thompson and Scott
can by no means be romanticized. The outcomes they found were by no means ones that
constituted a more egalitarian society. In their works status quo of market practices was largely
maintained. Thompson (1991) would rather argue, using Smith’s work, that transformations such
as the Enlightenment were by no means amoral as the new market economy created new moral
problems. Palomera and Vetta (2016) conduct similar analysis on Karl Polanyi’s work. Polanyi
(2001) describes the liberal market economy as disembedded from its social institutions and
structures arguing that such a detachment is unsustainable. Attempts to grant markets full
autonomy, such as through the increased commodification of all aspects of life, inevitably trigger
a rebound effect. As markets erode the very social foundations they rely on, demand for more
state protection increases, often invoking specific moral norms to regain balance. Polanyi’s
conclusion resonates with Foucault: neoliberal society, as a system regulated by autonomous

markets, is only a possible if the state maintains heavily involved (Foucault, 2008).
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Concluding, using moral economy as a framework calls for a nuanced analysis with respect
to market processes not ‘just’ being amoral or the natural opposition of moral economy. Instead,
the market too is dependent on a social system of meanings, norms and practices which
substantiates but redefines the claim that all economies are moral economies (Palomera & Vetta,
2016).

What does moral economy then mean? Moral economy “embodies norms and sentiments
regarding the responsibilities and rights of individuals and institutions with respect to others”
(Sayer, 2000: p. 1). For Sayer, moral economy has both an analytical and normative mode of
analysis. The analytical mode refers to “the study of the ways in which economic activities, in the
broad sense, are influenced by moral-political norms and sentiments, and how, conversely, those
norms are compromised by economic forces” (Sayer, 2000: p. 80). The normative mode assesses
how economic institutions and their relationships impact people's lives (Sayer, 2000). The first
concerns itself with legitimization and de-politicization of practices while the latter concerns how
economic activities can have negative effects due to their meanings and motivations. Although
Palomera and Vetta (2016) do not explicitly cite Sayer, their conceptualization of moral economy
implicitly integrates both modes of analysis. They argue moral economy conceptually entails how
capital accumulation shapes structural inequalities through dynamics of norms, meanings and
practices. Fundamentally, the moral economy framework is intended to historicize the
transformation of one moral regime of capitalism into another illustrating how such transitions
regulate, reconfigure, or override established social structures. Moral economy questions the
status quo of social structures’ premises, focussing on the dynamic struggles over what is
considered good and acceptable, the power hierarchies involved and political projects these may

inform.

2.3.2 The moral economy of property

Moral economy literature provides theory specifically for property. Langegger (2016) gives
insights based on a field study where dwellings for homeless were banned by the municipality of
Denver. In his view, property can be understood in two ways: market property, which is enforced
through legal means by the state, productivity and market value; and primitive property which is

based on non-market socially produced forms of property like negotiation, cultural practice and
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often resistance. He concludes that the moral economy of property is one where the logic of
distribution is nested in consensus and cultural norms of bilateral reciprocity (Scott, 1976;
Thompson, 1971), instead of being based on societal burdens and benefits determined through
financial calculus and the logic of supply and demand. No matter what type of property you take,
they both produce rights to property be it that primitive property rights are embedded in
‘collective intentionality’ (Searle, 2004). For example, in both market property or primitive
property the rights are based on the right to use and more importantly, the right to exclude. The
difference is that exclusion is either enforced formally through law or through compromise and
violence. Either way, in both cases the right to privacy is respected, even between domiciled and
undomiciled under certain conditions. Implicitly, Langegger (2016) reveals what remains once the
‘liberal’ social construct of property is removed empirically substantiating the argument made by
Palomera and Vetta (2016): no market-based property right system exists without a moral
economy in which it is embedded. Once stripped from legal protection of the market or state, i.e.
undomiciled, another system of property rights and social relations automatically replaces it.
Sayer (2020) provides an economic perspective on the moral economy of property
building on Marx's ideas to understand rentiership by making three distinctions. The social
relation on property entails exclusion. Property and other possessions like interest payments on
a loan, are generally justified from the viewpoint of the owner or creditor, and the person who
lends it is often seen as the outsider or a threat (Fox O’Mahony, 2014; Waldron, 2008). This
justification is argued on the premise of the lender or property owner. The context of (asset-
)borrowers is omitted in transactions thereby reducing fairness to the question whether the
transaction was done so willingly. This in turn allows unearned income to appear as fair. The first
distinction is between earned and unearned income and involves whether the income is based
on work or power. Income is earned once it is derived from work and when it contributes directly
or indirectly to the production of use-values. Unearned income is based on unequal power over
assets where its income is generated at someone else’s expense. It is closely related to the
definition of rent discussed earlier but the extension Sayer makes is that ultimately unearned
income is paid with someone else’s earned income without creating anything in return, also called

exploitation (Sayer, 2020).
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The second distinction is between exchange- and use-value relating to how investment
creates revenue. Exchange-value is created once its wealth is extracted from the investment and
legitimizes rentiership. Use value is created once someone else benefits from the investment.
Investments create use values once it creates new goods and services and may replace old worn
goods and services, and exchange value is merely abstracting some of the wealth generated from
this investment. Sayer (2020) explicitly states that this distinction is of importance when
questions of economic justice are considered because it is somewhat tricky to identify.
Investments easily creates both values and the boundary for when (a part of) the investment
creates what value is slippery and therefore should be considered carefully.

The third distinction concerns property and ‘improperty’. Improperty means that assets
are held with the purpose to extract payments from those that do not possess the asset but need
it (Hobson, 1937). The strength of unearned income, taking Hobson’s description (1937), is that
it rests on the simple claim that just ownership creates nothing. However, this unearned income
can be made at the expense of others who earned their income which the recipient does not have
to reciprocate (Sayer, 2018).

What Sayer (2020) ultimately argues is that through paying rent a part of someone’s
earned income, reflecting a proportional use-value, is transferred to someone else as unearned
income. Unearned income, which in itself doesn’t create any use-value, therefore, indirectly
extracts it from something else that did. Individuals who rely on an asset and pay for it using
earned income implicitly must generate more than they can personally consume with that
income. This highly abstract framework resembles a moral dilemma in rentier practices when
looked at from a societal point of view.

The articles by Sayer (2020), an economist, and Langegger (2016), a sociologist, reflect a
similar moral versus economy debate discussed in Palomera and Vetta (2016). While Sayer’s
(2020) framework adopts a binary structure, what is crucial, in my view, for understanding the
true potential of moral economy is that it should move beyond transaction-based, or perhaps
neoliberal, conceptions of social relations.

Interestingly, Sayer (2020) implicitly makes the same point. Capitalist ideology often

justifies very different cases of justice behind similar ideals of property and private property. In
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other words, the blurriness of property and private property are often used to frame two very
different situations, such as personal belongings and means of production, as being equivalent in
terms of ownership. This framing allows for instance to assume a large-scale means of production
with exploitative benefits to the owner to be a similar privately owned property as is his teddy
bear. Marx took this one step further arguing that capitalism itself, due to its economics being
based on goods and services mediated through money, conceals inherently different social
relationships. Because of this there is no longer a distinction between buying food or investing in
a factory although they reflect different social relationships. Sanghera and Satybaldieva (2020)
show this by interviewing property owners, banks and landlords, i.e. owners of assets, and
conclude neoliberal morales, discourses and norms are used to legitimize and de-politicize the
unequal relationship between lenders and borrowers. Narratives such as free markets, consumer
choice and liberty were used to abstract borrowers from their social context, which was unequal,
making them accept exorbitant interest payments. In Sayer’s (2020) terms: the rule of law was
used to justify and legitimize buying houses and real estate for their ‘exchange value’, not their
‘use-value’. These dynamics sanctified contracts and provided protection for lenders’ debt claims.

That being said, when new economic paradigms emerge there is often the tendency to
assess the legitimacy — whether it promotes fair or oppressive effects - but this normative
discussion is often forgotten and replaced with the discussion on how it is normalized (Sayer,
2018). In Habermas’ (1979) terms: a switch from discussion on validity to a discussion on
behaviour. In neoliberal theory, the assumption that individuals should act rationally in economic
decision-making is rarely questioned. Rather than debating why people ought to be rational, it is
taken as a given that they must be because the rational agent strives for ‘a harmonized economy’.
This reflects the shift that Habermas (1979) describes, where normative questions about validity,
such as whether rational self-interest should be the guiding principle of economic life, are
replaced by an acceptance of behaviour as natural and inevitable. ‘A just world’ is often used as
a belief to normalize certain behaviour. For example, what you get is what you deserve and
therefore rightfully yours (Andre and Velasquez, 1990, as cited in Sayer, 2020). The goal of moral
economy is to reverse this tendency by questioning why some of these relations are considered

valid, just and fair and what ideals, e.g. ‘a just world’, normalized them.
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So, what Langegger (2016) contributes to this discussion is the insight that social
relationships around property inevitably require a social structure, whether it is formal and
transaction-based or otherwise, and that these alternative structures give rise to distinct forms
of legitimizing social practices and normative concepts, e.g. violence instead of contracts.
Conventional economic analysis, including the neoliberal ideologies, on property simply does not
cut it when it comes to social relationship analysis. Samuel Bowles’ book The Moral Economy
(2016) implicitly states this as well although not specifically for property relations or rentier
practices. His book provides useful insights and warns us for how this transactional behaviour and
thinking crowds out other social relations. One example he mentions comes from Gneezy and
Rustichini (2000, as cited in Bowles, 2016) who perfectly illustrate the point. In their case study six
daycare centres in Haifa decided to charge parents extra who were late picking up their children. The
incentive backfired when after the new rule was imposed the amount of time doubled before the
children were picked up. Later this rule was revoked but the parents persisted in arriving late. What
they showed is that economic incentives and moral behaviour don’t completement each other well.
Commodifying lateness by giving it a price tag undermined the ethical sense of limiting the
inconvenience of lateness for the caretakers.

Ronald (2008) and Christophers and Aalbers (2014) both centralize housing in the neoliberal
debate in similar economist/non-economist fashion. Christophers and Aalbers (2014) use
(macro)economic reasoning to centralize housing in the critical debate around neoliberal governance.
Ronald (2008) does the same, but his analysis is based how neoliberal narratives embody the (although
he does not use the word explicitly) governmentality of idealizing homeownership*. Ronald’s (2008)
work elucidates how the statement ‘all economies are moral economies’ is indeed true. Regarding
property, neoliberals have a defined concept of what fairness is and how homeownership ideology fits
into their ideal. Homeownership comprises more than merely living in an owned home. It is also a
symbol of individual status, financial risk, security and power.

Why use Moral Economy, instead of other ethical theories? what makes moral economy

different from other critical literatures is that it doesn’t start from an idealized abstract concrete

4 Ronald (2008) discusses Foucault at length when he discusses how power is formed and what embodies it, being the people, not through
localized institutions or commodities, but through language.
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framework (Go6tz, 2015; Sayer, 2020). It doesn’t involve a mechanism like traditional economic
theory does to explain general cause-effect phenomena. It also doesn’t follow political
philosophic and ethical structures like Rawls’s (1971) ideal theory, economic philosophical theory
like Sen’s (1999) Capabilities Approach, or Weberian analysis which focusses on social networks,
clientelist relationships and market structures while not engaging in a critique on rentier practices
(Mihalyi & Szelényi, 2019). These theories concentrate on an abstract vision of justice which in
turn leaves actual instances of injustices untouched, which are the problems they aim to address.

Is moral economy a normative science? It is tricky question with to this day no distinct
answer available. Sayer brings to light that up until now economic science has been fractured into
many different disciplines. One of the reasons for these divisions comes from the normativity
versus positivity debate where the former is often considered unscientific in many disciplines. It
is these boundaries, in Sayer’s view, that makes scholars turn to idealistic ethical frameworks such
as Rawls’ ideal theory. By transcending these economic disciplinary boundaries moral economy
“forget[s] boundaries and follow[s] the connections wherever they lead” (Beresford et al., 2025:
p. 17). This makes moral economy differ from other ethical theory but also makes it a bit ‘looser’;
the backdrop on which moral economy frameworks are testable are not as well defined. However,
Sayer and other moral economy scholars do not seem to give much importance to this anyway.
Their point is not about validating some theory but rather about revealing how economic
practices and organization are normalized and legitimized because they often consist of highly
exploitative relations of wealth extraction for one at the cost of others. | guess you could argue
that the distinctions provided above are based on the normative view that a social relation is
deemed unjust if wealth or value is created at the expense of others, but eventually the point is
not to show these relations exist but to question their validity (Beresford et al., 2025). Moral
economy is about de-naturalizing today’s practices on economic organization and evaluating their
justifications in its natural context. The question whether an economic relation is just would be
based on the distinctions discussed earlier with some emphasis on how the rich obtain wealth
and if this is done so by exploitation, improperty or the creation of exchange value (Beresford et
al., 2025; Sayer, 2018). The moral economy framework discussed earlier in this paper is often

used to theoretically attack the neoliberal frameworks and argues whether something is just
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based on these distinctions, but the approach includes assessing the real-life narratives used to
defend some (neoliberal) ideal by taking one of many viewpoints, i.e. that of the asset owner (Fox
O’Mahony, 2014; Waldron, 2008). This makes moral economy suitable for questions which
answers no longer fit its empirical results such as finance in housing to stimulate ‘growth’, growth
which is no longer visible in construction, i.e. the ‘real’ economy (Kohl, 2020), or allowing rentier
practices to re-emerge (Palma, 2009).

To conclude Sayer (2018) provides an overview of what moral economy means:

1. All economies are moral economies”.

2. We are all social animals. Humans are connected through psychological, social and
economic relations, not just economic ones. This means that people rely on each other
in vital ways which makes the ‘rational man’ a misleading ideal within neoliberalism.
The functionality of the economy relies on these other relationships as well. If these are
obscured or deduced to exchange-based, competition-based or entrepreneur-based
relations it can cause problems to the functioning of the economical and ethical
components of the social system (Bowles, 2016).

3. “Economies are social system of provisioning; that is, they provide the wherewithal for
people to live, and perhaps to flourish” (Sayer, 2018: p. 23). With this point Sayer
reverses Foucault’s (2008) idea that everyone and everything should become the
market. Instead, the economy should provide a system that provides people a better
standard of living and perhaps flourish.

4. All economies are reliant on nature. Sayer argues that unending growth is not

compatible with nature in which all social relations are embedded®.

2.4 The Moral Economy of Dutch Housing: Hypotheses

Although finance saved the neoliberal ideal in the 1980s/1990s, four decades later its
effects are clear. Financialization’s literature describes an increasing mobile pile of capital putting

pressure on debt and a governmentality of governments which involved the promotion of

3 In earlier work, Sayer would not agree with this statement as proposed here, i.e. Sayer (2000).

6 In more of Sayer’s works he brings attention towards climate change or other big societal issues and its damage it will cause (2000, 2020).
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homeownership and individual entrepreneurship, moving away from supply-side housing policies
- such as social housing (Crouch, 2009; Ronald, 2008).

In the Dutch real estate sector, a similar development occurred where public goods — such
as housing - which highly depended on local regulation transformed into universal tradable
financial assets (van Loon & Aalbers, 2017). The result are inequalities across generations,
between income groups and cultural divide (Kohl, 2020; Ronald, 2008). Housing thus far, when
taking for instance prices, empirically, reflects a central tendency of finance capitalism: to
accumulate wealth, preferably, in perpetuity (Kohl, 2020; Lapavitsas, 2013). While housing
financialization has taken root in the Netherlands, it has also been "rentierized," as van Gent and
Hochstenbach (2020) among others suggest, aligning it with Christophers’ (2019) argument for
the UK and US. This general transition represents a greater transition of mature capitalism into a
financialized version of it, which some call the transition from industrial capitalism to a financial
capitalist system (Hudson, 2021).

The question then is, how are these practices of housing finance and rentierism maintained
despite the inequalities? This paper uses Moral Economy theory to analyse the narratives used to
sustain unequal practices to answer the question: How are the Dutch housing policies’ narratives
normalizing and legitimizing property and rent relations in the Dutch housing sector given the
inequalities that derived from them? The sub question, albeit of equal importance, is the ‘why’
qguestion moral economy is designed to answer: why are neoliberal narratives considered

legitimate?
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3 Methodological Approach, Research Design and Data

3.1 Methods

Moral economy theory lends itself for case studies given that it requires the studied

phenomenon to exists in a detailed context. Several case study designs exist where each has its
own strength and weaknesses (Ridder, 2017). Yin (2003) gives a definition for a case study:
“A case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its
real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not
clearly evident” (p. 13). Furthermore, case studies are often done in a triangular fashion; multiple
sources of data are used to increase credibility and prevent bias (Yin, 2003). Triangulation
prevents the study’s finding from being artificial of a single source (Patton, 1990). Yin’s (2003)
design is mostly used to fill theoretical gaps and holes, hence the name for this method is ‘gaps
and holes’ (Ridder, 2017). The starting point for this case study design is to bring forth theory and
propositions. Propositions are not hypotheses in the positivist sense; they do not result in testable
statements. Instead, they provide theoretically informed expectations and provide a scope of
analysis to increase internal validity. Especially for ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions propositions can
downsize the scope of analysis (Yin, 2003).

Yin (2003) argues that preferably the case study’s unit of analysis is narrowed down to a
person to further increase feasibility. In this case such a person can be identified, being the
housing minister during 2012 till 2017 and member of the People’s Party for Freedom and
Democracy (VVD), Stef Blok. Blok had a leading function regarding housing policy. For example,
he was directly responsible for luring international investors to invest in Dutch property
(Hendriks, 2018). Why Blok is chosen and no other housing ministers in office after him is because
after Blok housing did not have its own ministry for a long time. More importantly, Blok’s term is
defined as the last period where the debate between privatized versus social housing was active
before he famously abolished the ministry (Cats, 2017; van Gent & Hochstenbach, 2020). Why
study the state’s housing representative? The state, which is an assumption now made, is neutral.
Neutral in the sense that it provides the highest amount of welfare for their people where only

their means to achieve this may differ. Sanghera and Satybaldieva (2020) conduct interviews with
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landlords, judges, and banks to assess their morale around their own practices, i.e. rentier
behaviour. Their answers to these questions are quite obvious given their personal stake in the
matter, therefore, their object of study is biased. Studying the state may provide more neutral
results.

The time frame is also identified and solves the problem of the case study becoming
infeasibly large. Although scholars find housing inequalities emerged long before Blok took office
(Kohl, 2020), the Vesta social housing scandal is marked as the start of the moral crisis around the
housing status quo. The scandal, costing the state 2 billion euros (Aalbers, 2017), is noted as the
point where the public opinion turned against social housing associations and paved the way for
neoliberalization of the Dutch housing market (van Gent & Hochstenbach, 2020). This paper will
use the period Blok was in office as minister of housing and civil service, between November 5t
2012 and October 26, 2017.

The last stage, the analysis of case studies, is the least developed component and depends
on the design of the case study (Ridder, 2017). Given that the moral economy framework requires
a deeper context this study uses one case study. The analysis is done using an analytical and
critical framework. The analytical framework is used to assess whether Blok’s policy and
narratives are underpinned by neoliberal ideology. This proof is quite vital given that moral
economy literature is used by most (economic) scholars to attack neoliberal literature (Sanghera
& Satybaldieva, 2020; Sayer, 2007; Sayer, 2018) but also proves a deeper understanding is
necessary to understand why such neoliberal-based policies persist despite the explained effects.
The next stage of analysis provides moral economy critique. The propositions are structured
based on the developed literature. The propositions are as follows:

1. Based on neoliberal framework: analytical.

a. Housing policy narratives concerns policy that sets the stage for privatized social
policy to function (no redistributive policies), i.e. provide an ‘equal level playing
field’, so that the governmentality: privatized social policy, brings about the
entrepreneurial spirit of the competitive individual.

b. The ideology of privatized social policy legitimizes and normalizes

homeownership as being an investment.
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c. By centralizing the entrepreneur embedded in the market any created
inequality, through power relations between homeowners and tenants, is
deflected towards the behaviour of the entrepreneur which normalizes
inequality in housing.

d. The state is neutral with respect towards society’s different interest groups
(Ordoliberal defence for inequality).

2. Based on moral economy framework: critical.

a. Neoliberal housing policy includes a morale and normative views proving that
“all economies are moral economies”.

b. Neoliberal housing policy narratives primarily legitimizes transaction-based
relationships and crowds out other types of relationships.

c. Neoliberal housing policy takes the viewpoint of asset owners (opposes
proposition 1d).

d. The narratives used to defend homeownership do not include the context of

individuals thereby obscuring inherently different relationships.

3.2 Data

Yin’s (2003) design favours triangulation but emphasizes the role of interviews and
discourse data. Several methods for interviewing exist for which Yin (2003) explains that the
structure of the interview can influence the types of answers given. This paper uses existing
quoted Q&A interviews from various sources along with data from statistical bureaus such as the
Central Bureau for Statistics (CBS), the Dutch Central Bank (DNB) and Eurostat, various policy
documents describing the integral visions, explanatory memorandums of specific policies, letters
sent to Parliament and election manifestos. The case study’s context is given by using existing
literature and popular news articles on the Dutch housing case in particular. An overview of the

data is given in Appendix A: data table.

27



Elian van Buuren Jun. 30, 25 Master Thesis, Economics

4 Case Study: Moral Economy of Dutch Housing Under Blok
4.1 The Dutch Housing Situation: Setting the Stage

Figure 1: Cumulative Flow Diagram of Mortgage Debt (% of GDP)
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The Dutch housing sector before the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) showed to be an odd one
out compared to its neighbours. Homeownership rates rose up to 56 per cent in 2012 (Aalbers et
al., 2021) along with unprecedented mortgage debt-to-GDP levels above 100 per cent in 2010
given figure 17. The social housing sector, functioning as a countercyclical institution, has been
functioning mostly autonomous starting from 1995. This reflected a broader shift in gears where
maintaining a healthy housing economy would be central and taken care off through
decentralized and localized governance highly contrasting the post-war ideal around housing
(Ronald & Dol, 2011). The mechanisms behind the rapid increase in pre-crisis house prices and
mortgages, but also resilience against the GFC shock can roughly be summed up by two
regulations.

The first one, the Mortgage Guarantee Fund (NHG), was a fund where governments
guaranteed a full payback of the principal plus interest to the mortgagee if the borrower
defaulted, effectively functioning as a financial safety net. The second regulation is the Mortgage

Interest Tax-Deductibility Scheme (MITDS) [hypotheekrenteaftrek]. This controversial scheme

7 Specific data descriptions for all graphs used in the case study are given in Appendix A: data table.
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functions as a discount on income tax by deducting the interest paid on mortgages and is widely
considered to be in favour of the rich at the cost of the poor since the discount is paid for by
government — effectively it functions as a subsidy. Moreover, this scheme promoted interest-only
mortgages increasing its share of total mortgages to 44 per cent in 2006. Since governments paid
the interest, the risk shifted to the government where a small interest rate increase could mean
billions to be paid on top. Both the NHG and MITDS contributed to the high debt ratio of
households making it seem less risky because the mortgage risk was based on ability to pay rather
than creditworthiness. Higher debt was acceptable if the borrower’s prospects of future earnings
were positive, often taking on loans with a loan-to-value (LTV) ratio of 1.25. Besides pushing up
prices these schemes also created an alternative quasi-neoliberal financial housing system where
households were encouraged to buy a house but would be saved if needed by government
(Ronald & Dol, 2011). The danger, which turned into reality, is that the system required house
prices would not fall, e.g. the economy has to be stable®.

Aalbers et al. (2021) argue that a growing share of the private rental sector in the Netherlands
has been encouraged through financialized homeownership. Given figure 2 there are good
reasons to believe this. The gross value added (GVA) of renting, buying and selling real estate, i.e.
financial dividends from selling and renting current housing stock, at basic prices since Blok took
office increased. They describe the development of this characteristic in three interconnected
ways. First, the (quasi) deregulated mortgage markets allowed older generations to enjoy a
relatively easier entry into homeownership accumulating housing stock and benefitting from
house price inflation. This created a divide between people based on wealth accumulation
through property or labour (Piketty, 2014). Figure 3 shows that house prices rose faster than
incomes which worsened the chances of buying houses and constitutes the argument: house

price changes have become detached from income. After the GFC regulations around mortgages

8 Interest rates reflect the risk of financing. Through the MITDS the interest rate payments on mortgages are paid for by the government. With
an increasing share of interest-only mortgages to total mortgage debt the government’s ability to pay off the total interest becomes vulnerable
when the interest rates increase. A small increase in the interest rate can cause severe affordability problems for the government if the outstanding
total interest payable is high. A similar vulnerability is identified in the NHG. When total mortgage debt payable increases the reliability of the
government, guaranteeing a 100 per cent payback to the mortgagee, is tested (Aalbers et al., 2021). Ronald (2008) identified that modern
economies increasingly rely on the housing sector; a large portion of how well an economy is doing depends on whether house prices are stable
or, preferably, increasing. A stable economy means interest rates are unlikely to increase. Therefore, a stable economy is vital for these schemes
to remain creditworthy
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tightened, young adults’ competitiveness decreased on the buy-to-live market. Therefore, they
turned to private rental markets increasing its demand®. Second, demand for renting property
increased in urban areas due to younger generations’ longer period spent between adolescence
and settling down, longer participation in higher education and economic concentration around
urban areas. Third, which relates back to previous arguments made by Aalbers and Christophers
(2014), investors in real estate have become increasingly more willing to buy up real estate after
the GFC, especially those backed up by the NHG. This too contributed to the inability of affordable
home purchases since young adults had to compete with private investors. This phenomenon is
not new but the difference with post-GFC real estate investment is that there are new motives
for purchasing real estate. Near-zero interest rates made investors seek new ways to absorb
capital flows of which rental markets showed capabilities to do so given the rise in demand for
rental homes. Given the other causes, it created a self-enforcing loop. The liberalization of the
Dutch housing market made primarily young adults compete with these investors. Therefore,
young adults are the generation that “falls between two stools” (Aalbers et al., 2021). Young
adults’ opportunity to buy on the real estate market diminished once they had to compete with
capital-abundant real estate investors. At the same time, they were not eligible for social housing.
From a societal perspective the new investor-friendly policy didn’t seem to re-ignite affordable
rental markets for the middle-class either, including those policies instated by Blok (Priemus,

2017).

Figure 2: Renting, buying and selling real estate as % of total GVA Figure 3: House price-to-income ratio, index (2015 = 100)
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9 Attached to this is the labour market deregulation making wages more precarious which seeps into house precarity amplifying a feeling of

insiders-outsiders within societies which, in turn, also amplifies demand for rental housing (Arundel & Hochstenbach, 2020)
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The history of the Dutch social housing sector is a messy one where it was first a saviour
for fixing housing supply shortages after the World Wars step by step changing into being a relic
of the past from 1989 onwards. A verdict of the European Commission (EC) stated Dutch social
housing associations had to operate within a competitive market due to concerns that the
subsidies and public loans they received amounted to unfair competition (Hoekstra, 2017). The
aftermath of the GFC contributed to the deterioration of social housing too.

The post-crisis ‘credit crunch’ obligated the new Dutch government, Rutte | (2010-2012),
to fix their public finance to comply with EU budget rules. To address both concerns the Landlord
Levy was instated purposed to make associations gradually sell off parts of their dwelling stock to
both its tenants and commercial investors. In turn, associations were allowed to increase yearly
rents with the condition that a levy was imposed based on the total value of their dwelling stock.
In doing so, the government secured a new income stream to address its post-crisis deficit but at
a cost given that the yearly 1,4 billion net value of the levy was twice as large as the subsidies
received. Ultimately, the levy created issues such as disincentives to invest in new and current
dwelling stock by associations leading to increased housing shortages, increased pressure to
‘liberalize’!” rents putting more social tenants in financial distress. Selling off their affordable
dwelling stock to commercial parties creatied more shortages (Priemus, 2017)'!.

The State had to fix their budget. Given that a lot of State money was invested in social
housing a big revenue could be made through the levy. The strong reliance on these policies
however has affected what some describe as a constitutional right of people (Priemus, 2017).
Besides, the economic anti-cyclical tools available through social housing associations - which
proved effective during the previous 1980s housing crisis —were gone. Social housing associations
were given the reigns over their own assets, investments and financial strategy relying less on
subsidies and government loans (van Gent & Hochstenbach, 2020). These changes made the anti-
cyclical characteristic diminish. Instead, associations were dealing with similar economic and
liquidity issues private parties were dealing with (Priemus, 2017; Ronald & Dol, 2011).

10 ‘Liberalizing’ rents in this context means there is a threshold which determines whether a dwelling belongs to the private or social segment

of the market. In this context it means that rents have to increase towards or over the threshold making the dwelling a private rental on paper
(Priemus, 2017).

1 Officially the levy applied to private landlords too, but those in possession of a small dwelling stock were excluded from the levy making it
effectively apply mostly to associations (Priemus, 2017).

31



Elian van Buuren Jun. 30, 25 Master Thesis, Economics

This shift from social housing associations towards commercial investor-led private
housing bolstered the sacred ideal of homeownership including the Rutte | government
(Boelhouwer & Priemus, 2014; Ronald, 2008). Along with the EC’s conclusion that associations
had a competitive advantage (van Gent & Hochstenbach, 2020), this vision became justified by
the public too once criticism of the associations business activities rose, which faced accusations
of fraud, excessive salaries, and arrogance (Cats, 2017; VVD, 2012). The VVD election manifesto
(2012) mentions the 2011 Vesta housing scandal'? specifically as a reason to downsize housing
associations’ market share as they have been acting outside of their core business, e.g. provide
student dormitories and more luxurious housing.

During government Rutte II, Blok’s task was to address the so-called skewed tenants
[scheefwoners] - which are social housing tenants overqualified in terms of income to justify
continued residence —and should be pushed out of social housing into the private sector with the
prospect of buying a home. Social housing had to return to their core business: provide aid in
housing to a particular socially disadvantaged group who would otherwise, given the economic
conditions, not be supplied the needed aid (Hoekstra, 2017; VVD & PvdA, 2012).

The VVD’s 2012 election manifesto depicts a clear frame on how social housing causes
market distortions and promotes homeownership as the solution. Homeownership is promoted
as something which should be obtainable for all and is a “solid investment in the future” (VVD,
2012: p. 36). To achieve this, social housing should go back to its core tasks, the MITDS stayed but
new mortgages included mandatory 30-year amortizing loan payments and a ‘starters initiative’,
or ‘Blokhypotheek’, was introduced to make homeownership for young adults appealing and
affordable!’. The general frame, given their policy proposals, presents social housing as the

problem and homeownership as the solution. By ‘smoking skewed tenants’ out of social housing

12The (highly praised association) Vestia scandal was involved in irresponsible and risky (interest derivative) investments shifting the risks to

the social housing sector while government supervisors paid no attention until too late. These investments enabled big takeovers of other
corporations. Meanwhile, Vestia’s director, Erik Staal, engaged in fraudulent practices using intermediaries within banks. Once interest rates
dropped Vestia became indebted and had to be financially saved by other social housing associations for around 3 billion euros (Erasmus
Governance Institute, (n.d.); van Bockxmeer, 2021). Albeit a scandal, the frame was put on the whole social housing sector which is doubtful given
that only a few were actually involved in risky investments and fraudulent practices (Priemus, 2017).

13 The Blokhypotheek was essentially a dual mortgage including both a 30-year annuity mortgage and an interest-only mortgage. Not a single

bank supplied these dual mortgages making the promise for starters meaningless (Priemus, 2017). What is obvious, given the election manifesto,
is that the VVD had no intention to change what is considered the most unequal measure by most economists (Aalbers et al., 2021; Priemus,
2017), the MITDS, although the coalition accord did include minor changes to the MITDS (VVD & PvdA, 2012).
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it increases demand in the private rental and buy-to-live sectors creating fair rent prices regulated
through income-based supply and demand mechanisms across the whole housing sector. The

manifesto explicitly states:

“They [the landlord and tenant] — not the government - should dictate rent prices. Private
investors are attracted to provide affordable rentals [because demand for private rentals should
increase once the social housing sector has shrunk], which leads to ending the market distortions
[created by government]. This way an equally fair rental market is created for everyone” (VVD,

2012: p. 37).

Comparing it with the VVD and PvdA (2012)'4 coalition agreement — a one-pager including
three slight changes in regulation - the VVD frames disappeared. Their shared rhetoric included
nothing more than reignition of the housing market and downsizing social housing, but the frames
around the agreement differed for both parties, the VVD and PvdA. Blok’s VVD puts emphasis on
the total share of skewed tenants accounting for 27 per cent of total tenancy in social housing
and should be ‘smoked out’. Their argument is that this causes market distortions and unfair
competition with the private sector, which corresponds with the election manifesto (VVD, 2012).
The PvdA did not follow the skewed tenant rhetoric (Priemus, 2017). Figure 5 shows the share of
skewed tenants is split between being ‘expensive’ or ‘cheap’ both accounting for around 13 per
cent of total social housing tenancy. Leaving the technicalities of these definitions aside, what is
important for the VVD frame is that ‘cheap’ tenants, those that do not belong to the income group
considered eligible for social housing, account for about 13 per cent. This would mean that about
4,3 per cent of the total housing stock is occupied by tenants which are ‘cheap’ and ‘skewed’ in
2014 according to the EC’s ruling!>. Even when adding up the ‘expensive’ skewed tenants, the

total percentage is below 10 per cent. Reality thus paints a different picture given the data.

14
15

The Partij van de Arbeid (PvdA) was Rutte II's coalition member party representing the social democrats in parliament.

0.144 x 0.302 = 0.043488 = 4,3%.
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Figure 4: Percentage distribution of ownership types of total housing stock Figure 5: Cumulative percentage values per type of tenant in social housing
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Although the coalition parties differed in the rhetoric employed around their coalition
agreement, several policy documents’ explanatory memorandums and integral vision reports
echo the VVD rhetoric'®. Blok’s explanatory memorandum’s ideology of the Housing Act. 2015,

leaving technicalities aside, is described:

“As emphasized by the government [..], effective and decisive market supervision is a necessary
condition for the creation and maintenance of well-functioning markets with healthy

competition” (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2014: p. 35).

This Act proposes equal market competition as driver to accomplish public goals such as
equal access to the market, affordability, sufficient investment in infrastructure, life security, and
no power positions over price, i.e. asymmetric information, that would harm consumers. The
meaning of ‘effective and decisive market supervision’ is explained in another explanatory
memorandum. A change in law at the Authority for Consumers and Markets (ACM), the institution

that provides market supervision, describes the goal:

“The ACM-supervision is aimed at promoting well-functioning markets, orderly and transparent
market processes and careful handling of consumers. Promoting well-functioning markets
means that there is the most amount of — if not regulated - competition where each market
participant possesses sufficient information. The goal of orderly and transparent market
processes is aimed at reducing the number of market imperfections. Those imperfections can

have immensely big (financial) consequences for market participants, under which consumers.

16 Priemus (2017) provides an extensive analysis of all housing policies and effects during Rutte II. In more places he makes a similar comment.
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On the careful handling of consumers is, finally, specifically emphasized once more in the last

part of the objective” (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2013:p. 42-43).

Another policy document, in agreement with opposition parties, D66, Christian Democrats
and Reformed Protestant Party, is an integral vision on the housing sector. Besides the ideologies
already described it lays out the issues at hand and argues investment is the (short-term) solution.
This is written by Blok after he took office which is noticeable given the rhetoric on choice through

market relationships instead of government:

“In the rental sector the relation between price and willingness should be enhanced, creating
more investment opportunities, [and tenant] flow, [...]. Those not able to provide [housing]

themselves, can count on government aid” (Blok, 2013: p. 2).

“Government-control and subsidies regulated prices and supply on the rental market [...]
influenced the choices consumers and suppliers thereby distorting the market” (Blok, 2013: p.

3).

“To provide sufficient choices for low- and middle-income people a rental market with sufficient
investment opportunities is needed, including private investors. Affordable rentals should in the
first place be available for who it is intended for. Emphasis should be to keep the social dwelling
stock proportional to those who need it. By taking care of skewed tenancy, the regulated rental

sector is provided some room to move and create choices for low-income people” (Blok, 2013:

p. 3).

4.2 The Dutch Housing Situation: Blok’s Neoliberal Agenda

Blok studied business administration in Groningen whereafter he became a bank director
at ABN Amro and was treasurer at many informal organizations before he entered politics. In his
political career he prefers to keep his focus on content to solve problems and bring results. He
describes himself as a to-the-point person: “what you see is what you get”. In terms of the role
of the State, Blok’s view is that the State should only focus on core tasks like security, education,
jurisdiction, and accessible healthcare. If the State is handling too much it cannot function
properly on those tasks (Kas & Vermeer, 2012 November 23).

One month after Blok took office, he makes his intentions clear: Blok takes a corporate

and economic view to completing his task.
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“My goal for the next four years is to re-ignite the Dutch housing market. If my post as minister
of housing can be abolished [after the period in office ends], the operation has succeeded”

(Giebels & van Weezel, 2012, December 18).

When asked about how his experience as a former banker would help him with

his new occupation:

“Later in my career | was dealing with big international corporations. If they want to settle in a
country they follow a list of specific qualifications: tax rate, airport with good connections,
dismissal law, do | have to bribe judges there or not? If you [the country] score high, the factory
will reside in Almere and if you score low it will reside in Ireland. With that view from the outside,
I am looking at the Netherlands. [...]. | see myself as a member of a board of advisors from a

company incurring losses” (Giebels & van Weezel, 2012, December 18).

Then, an example is given how his policies would affect a household with a yearly income
of 43,000 euro living in social housing. Blok’s policies include a gradual increase on rent that
corresponds with rises in income. They may have to move out once they have to pay an extra 9%
rent given their income is too high for social housing according to Blok’s new policy. The question

is specifically about the empathic component of the policy!”.

“[...]. The question is whether it is fair to live in social housing with a good income. Then you’re
[the tenant] artificially paying less rent than your neighbour, who lived in the same [Blok
probably means similar] house ten years later. What is fair about that?” (Giebels & van Weezel,

2012, December 18).

What Blok means with “artificially” is that the strong protection for social housing tenancy
creates inequalities with respect to rent since these hardly increase once set. Therefore, social
tenants that lived in social housing years earlier, and are thus protected, have a lower rent than
a new social housing tenant who has to pay rent based on current housing conditions. Then, Blok

is then asked whether this is what social housing is all about, affordable housing.

“Well, no. Eventually the question is: are we using tax money in a fair way? The household you’re

[the interviewer] talking about probably has been living there for the last 10 years. They've

17This was later changed to a rent increase of 6.5% instead of 9% for people in social housing with a yearly income above 43,000 euros so that
Blok’s policy would pass the senate with a majority since the coalition did not have one (Priemus, 2017).
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received a house based on the income they earned back then. That income is now much higher”

(Giebels & van Weezel, 2012, December 18).

The journalist questions whether 43,000 euro’s a year is considered a lot for a household

with two kids in a city:

“Well, they might not be a high-income family but middle-class. But if you qualify as a high-
income earner [in social housing] you relatively earn more. That justifies that you pay rent that
suits the accommodation. Besides, there is someone else waiting for social housing while some

high-income family occupies one” (Giebels & van Weezel, 2012, December 18).

Blok argues social tenants’ protection creates inequalities over time between social
housing tenants. Blok introduced regulation for income-based rent setting to account for these
inequalities so that social housing tenants who earn relatively more still pay a similar share of
their income as rent. Combining the rhetoric employed by VVD (2012) and that of Stef Blok to
justify policies, the underlying viewpoint reflects a principle akin to “you get what you earn”. Two
people with the same income should get the same value from the goods and services purchased.
Any difference between what one’s income can buy her and what someone else’s income can buy
her is considered not fair and should be eliminated. The VVD proposes market mechanisms to
solve these issues (Priemus, 2017; VVD, 2012). Blok seems to endorse this principle of fairness in
other interviews too. In an interview with Dagblad van het Noorden (2013, April 13) a similar
example is discussed where a family with yearly income of 43,000 cannot afford a rent of 1,000
euros a month in the private rental sector. They may have to move and commute. There he

argues:

“In Almere, at travel distance with Amsterdam, you are able to find a family home for under
200.000. They’re not obliged [to commute]. | have lived in Amsterdam as a banker. Fine income
with a mortgage provided by my employer. We had a choice: live small in Amsterdam of live in
Nieuwkoop in a house with a garden. It is not a matter of obligation but making a choice”

(Dagblad van het Noorden, 2013, April 13).

Blok demonstrates his conception of fairness, this time using his own experiences to
normalize the situation as having choice. Simply put, if your income cannot provide housing in

Amsterdam you have to either move to a cheaper neighbourhood or move outside the city where
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your income buys you something bigger. He frames it as the choice you have given your income
between living small in Amsterdam or bigger in a peripheral town, such as Nieuwkoop.
In Blok’s speech at the Provada real estate fair similar arguments are used to assess

fairness between tenants based on rent price:

“Traditionally, as long as people stayed in their house, rent could hardly be increased. So, you
would find elderly people in the most beautiful parts of Amsterdam still at a rent of 400 euros a
month because they’ve been protected for decades, and of course they’ll never leave. This created
a situation where, although we have a very large stock of social housing, especially in the larger
cities, younger people have to wait for 7 to 10 years until they will find a home” (Real Asset Live

TV, 2014, June 25).

Interviewed by the Volkskrant, (van Weezel, 2014, April 12), uses a similar conception of

fairness once more to validate the issues around social housing shortages and its solution:

“[...]. In the first place the flow [of tenants]. Big cities are dealing with long waiting lists for social
housing, where in most cases more than half of total dwellings are owned by social housing
corporations. That is because 700 thousand social dwellings are occupied by people
overqualified in terms of income. Therefore, we are allowing temporary contracts for specific

target groups, like young adults and bigger families” (van Weezel, 2014, April 12).

Blok’s conception of fairness is employed throughout different sources resembling a
conception resonating with ‘you get what you earn’. Social housing tenancy is considered fair by
comparing it with another social tenants using their income. Moreover, he implicitly neglects
other principles besides income to get to his conclusions.

In Elsevier Weekblad (Dohmen, 2013, February 2), Blok addresses concerns about the
decreasing house prices as a consequence of the Global Financial Crisis. At this point, the prospect
was that in 2014 prices should rise. To support this, one of Blok’s measures was reinstating rules
mandating that mortgages are structured as standard 30-year amortizing loans with compulsory
annual repayments - alongside maintaining financial safety nets such as the NHG. The goal: bring
investor confidence, i.e. assurance of repayment, back in the housing market so that house prices
may rise. Blok specifically states that his goal to bring back security to the housing market
overrules short-term financial ‘pain” people will feel due to his new regulations - such as lower

affordable housing for starters - because it would provide clarity for both consumers and investors
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in the long run (Kas & Vermeer, 2012, November 23). The reason for not abolishing fundamental
regulations, like the MITDS and NHG, was because it would cause house price drops due to falling
demand for housing. More importantly, more people would have a negative equity problem if
house prices decreased below the value of the outstanding mortgage debt of the property - also
called ‘being under water’ (Aalbers et al., 2021). Therefore, Blok’s objective was to restore foreign
capital flows into the Dutch mortgage sector through tighter regulations. This meant that people
now ‘being under water’ will face increasing financial distress since their mortgage now includes
mandatory annual payments, but in the long run will be ‘above water’ when investor confidence
increases along with house prices (Kas & Vermeer, 2012, November 23). For starters, in turn, this
trade-off between investor confidence through rising house prices combined with no realization
of the ‘starters initiative’ left them facing these high prices without much support (Aalbers et al.,
2021).

In his 9-minute speech at the 2014 Provada real estate fair’'s Property EU investment

briefing he addressed potential investors:

“On the other hand, the rental sector had been very much characterized by a large portion of
social housing. Although we’re one of the richest countries in the world, 1 in 3 Dutchmen lives in
a house owned by social housing corporations. [...]. Of course, social housing corporations do
very good work for people with lower incomes, but the last couple of years they’ve very much
entered the middle-income segment of the market. And as the old saying goes, bad money drives
out good money] 8 They thereby created an unlevel playing field, and institutional investors

shunt away from Dutch housing markets” (Real Asset Live TV, 2014, June 25).

So far, house prices dropped 20 per cent, but Blok argues that the Dutch economy is at
the start of an economic upswing and expects that demand for private rental property will go up
since the restrictions around mortgage lending have become tighter which would increase the

demand of young adults in particular for private rental property. His primary goal is illustrated

18 This saying relates to Gresham’s Law. It considers the intrinsic value of coins (the metal used, like silver) and their exchange rate. “Good

money” would be the one with a higher intrinsic value and therefore gradually pushed out by “bad money” because the exchange rate value may
reflect an equal value of both monies, but this intrinsic value does not. In modern economies, however, the intrinsic value of tangible money, e.g.
bills and coins, is zero or cannot be melted. Therefore, the law lost its grip (Dutu et al., 2005). Blok might’'ve meant to say ‘good’ money is investor
money and ‘bad’ money that of the state although no clarification is given.
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once more: downsizing social housing to provide levelled playing fields with institutional and
commercial investors.

Around the time the Housing Act 2015, an act that decentralized the mandate to lower
levels of government, would come into effect Blok’s tone and attitude changed towards proposals
from interest groups to change regulations. After more than 2 years in office, Blok’s responses
were of a different kind putting emphasis on municipalities dictating the rules of associations and
housing policies. Social housing associations adhered to their municipalities’ wishes and new
constraints limited their field of operations to their core business. At this time Blok’s regulation
for reinstating mandatory payments on 30-year amortizing loans was beginning to show results:
house prices were rising (see figure 6). Meanwhile, the financial pain put on social housing
corporations by the Landlord Levy constrained social housing corporations in their ability to build
new housing. Income-dependent rent policies targeted at skewed tenants made renting social
dwellings more expensive.

Aedes, the organisation representing social housing corporations, and Woonbond, a
tenant’s union, are advocating for an alternative to income-based rent setting to address these
issues. They propose rent setting to be based on quality of homes instead. The interviewer notes
inequalities are imminent between tenants and homeowners if these problems are not
addressed. Blok answers regulation has to be based on income (van Weezel, 2015, June 17).

Regarding the inequalities between homeowners and social tenants Blok argues:

“Of course, owning a mortgage-free home is beneficial for the owner. But that is not new. Many
people are in this position. Meanwhile, social housing is well protected. The people that need it
get rental allowance. Tenants [in turn] benefit from not having the risk of decrease house

wealth” (van Weezel, 2015, June 17).

This passage reflects the VVD’s frame towards social tenants benefitting unequally
compared to homeowners due to decades of riskless rent protection. Unlike what Priemus (2017)
and other scholars argue about the inequalities derived from policies such as the MITDS, NHG and
Landlord Levy (implicitly), Blok uses a double standard when considering the benefits both parties
have. He normalizes the benefits (mortgage-free) homeowners have and compares it with

decades of riskless rent protected social tenancy.
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In another interview, Blok neglects the advice from the Financial Stability Committee (FSC)
to lower mortgage loans to a maximum of 90% (from 100%) of the total house price due to
concerns around too high-interest rate debt. Given figure 1 they argue mortgage debt per cent-

to-GDP in 2015 is still too high. Blok argues:

“In 2012 the Dutch housing market was infected. Foreign banks pulled back. Meanwhile the
market has come to calmer waters. There is now more competition from foreign parties and
pension funds”. [...]. The coming of [these] new parties shows foreign investors have confidence

in the mortgage market” (de Horde, 2015, May 28).

About a month later in an interview with Cobouw, Blok deflects concerns mentioned in

Parliament about the maintained housing shortage and called for action from Blok.

“With the new housing Act coming into effect on July 1%, we agreed that the mandate resides
with the municipality, [...]. I’'m sticking with my argument that only locally it can be determined

whether there is demand for expansion [of homes] or not. [...]” (van Belzen, 2015, June 20).

The worry about future housing shortages may be premature is Blok’s argument
downplaying other’s concerns, including that of the construction sector.

Another example: Blok is confronted with a surge in home sales, a growing waiting list for
social housing and the difficulties middle-income tenants face in affording a private rentals or
buy-to-live homes. After acknowledging some skewed tenants’ dissatisfaction due to income-
based rent increases he is questioned about the house supply shortage in the middle-income

segment:

“We have to provide an equal-levelled playing field. [...]. The interest of institutional investors is
growing. They see big opportunities to provide housing in the middle segment. Their call is: give
us building land. Municipalities have the key [for building land]. [...]” (Hoedeman & Kok, 2016,

December 2).

Blok argues similarly in these last three interviews on different topics: his policy is in effect,
now the mandate lies with the local authorities whether they use these policies as intended or
not, according to Blok (Couzy, 2016, December 23). The share of private rental stock in the
Netherlands is particularly visible in urban areas where the largest cities like Amsterdam and

Utrecht stand out. Between 2012-2017 around 42,000 private rental dwellings were added in
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these areas. Furthermore, the absolute share of housing association’s dwellings sold to investors
or private households reflects entry of investors into the housing market!’. Especially the entry
of foreign investment has increased after 2015 (see Aalbers et al., 2021). Figure 6 below shows
house prices started to stabilize around 2014. Although Blok didn’t state this explicitly, the fact
that both events, house prices stabilized and Blok assuming a passive role, happened
simultaneously, it implicates that Blok’s primary goal already succeeded: bring back investment
into the Dutch housing sector. Despite other’s concerns mentioned in the interviews, Blok goes
even further when he concludes the housing sector is now decentralized and therefore can do
without a ministry of housing and famously declares that the ministry of housing is to be

dismantled (Cats, 2017, October 6).
Figure 6: House price index (2015=100)
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19 Aalbers et al. (2021) clarify that not all investor-bought property is immediately identifiable as investment for buy-to-let purposes since not
all investments are for rental purposes. Nonetheless, they do identify an increase in buy-to-let dwellings in the Netherlands.
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5 Analysis

5.1 Examining Propositions 1a, b, cand d

Blok’s Housing Act 2015 describes what the role of the government should be: provide
effective and decisive market supervision. The study shows the relationship between tenant and
landlord should be central in a competitive, transparent - thereby equal — market, where its
interactions are dictated through price. If successful, the market establishes an ‘equal level
playing field’ (Hoedeman & Kok, 2016). Blok’s own vision aligns with these kinds of principles: a
small government, focussed on tasks necessary for society to function such as security and
education. More explicitly, the ideal of the government becoming part of the market is clear once
Blok equates governments with boards of advisors considering the Dutch business climate
(Foucault, 2008).

Although Blok personally adhered to neoliberal principles, the policies of Rutte Il created
an ambiguity. The coalition agreement of Rutte Il prolonged the MITDS (VVD & PvdA, 2012) which
opposed the ideal Blok echoed: “you get what you earn”, since the MITDS acts as a subsidy, i.e.
redistributive policy (Aalbers et al., 2021)?°. Given Foucault’s (2008) description of privatized
social policy, redistributive policies wouldn’t be needed since the optimal outcome would already
be derived through the market, which is what Blok’s own integral vision also states: provide
effective and well-functioning market supervision.

Comparing government policies with the mentioned ideal creates another ambiguity.
Homeownership is promoted as a means to invest in securing your financial future (VVD, 2012).
With investment comes risk. In Blok’s case risk is the condition that justifies homeownership (van
Weezel, 2015, June 17). However, the NHG shifts the risk to the government. Effectively, the risk
is not born by agents in the market which doesn’t resonate with the ideals described in their own
vision report and explanatory memorandums. Neither does it resonate with the neoliberal
entrepreneur principle stating agents themselves take on the risks, not the government (Foucault,

2008).

20 The fact that Rutte Il was a coalition between the VVD and the PvdA, a social democratic party, could explain this ambiguity since the Dutch

political system endorses consensus between political parties to obtain a majority in the house of representatives.
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Ronald’s (2008) work provides theory that may clarify these ambiguities. The Netherlands
is known for its excessive mortgaged housing (see figure 1). Therefore, once economic conditions
worsen, the danger of financial stabilizers like the NHG and MITDS collapsing becomes more
probable. Consequentially, this leads to higher risks of economic problems such as high mortgage
default rates and high unemployment (Ronald & Dol, 2011). Ronald (2008) argues that the desire
for debt-led homeownership within modern market economies creates a reliance: a stable
housing sector contributes substantially to economic and social stability and vice versa. Why?
Both the mortgaged homeowner and the government have reasons to desire a housing market
that doesn’t decrease in value. In other words, they both rely on economic growth. The
homeowner because it keeps her safe from liquidity issues, i.e. being under water. The
government because to credibly finance the NHG and MITDS it requires economic growth. Once
growth stagnates or declines, homeowners run risks of defaulting on their mortgage, costing the
government money through the NHG. Moreover, stagnating growth runs the risk of higher
interest rates increasing the total interest rate payments to be made by government through the
MITDS.

Given the weight of the gross value added in the rental and real estate market to the total
GVA (figure 2), and the promotive rhetoric of debt-led homeownership, the Dutch government
too relies on a stable housing market. This issue strikes at the heart of modern capitalized market
economies: economic growth is vital to sustain this debt-led system of housing (Watson, 2010).
It explains Blok’s need to attract investment, at the cost of social housing sectors, to make sure
this capital-accumulating upwards spiral proceeds, and with that, the stabilizers that constitute
homeownership ideology. An ideology, in turn, made possible through debt. Debt that constitutes
to an even larger economic risk, and so on.

This doom loop illustrates that the only way to keep up this system is if property value keeps
increasing, which it did given figure 6. The question whether rentier practices are normalized by
such a system is a question where these ideals and policies contradict less. After all, the policies
are drivers of financialized practices in housing reinforced by the VVD and Blok’s rhetoric — invest
in your own financial safety — which resonates with the rentiership rationale of entrepreneurs

being speculative profit-seeking individuals (Birch, 2017; Sayer, 2020). Figures 2 and 3 indicate
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financialized housing practices are alive and kicking, including rentier practices, while the ideal to
increase the share of homeownership hardly succeeded - 0.8 per cent over 8 years. Comparing
this with the private rental sector, which share of the total housing stock increased with 1.9 per
cent, it concludes that Blok’s neoliberal vision succeeded, but not for all.

The capitalist doom loop discussed above came at a cost. Blok’s policies caused social
housing sectors to experience shortages and financial distress while an alternative for starters in
the private market wasn’t realized (Hoedeman & Kokk, 2016, December 2). Aalbers et al. (2021)
find that a shared characteristic of these people is that they did not enjoy the pre-GFC period of
excessive interest-rate-only mortgage lending to build up housing capital. More direct evidence,
and why it is so controversial (Priemus, 2017), is that the MITDS, a subsidy, is paid for by the
taxpayer - which includes (social) tenants too - effectively shifting wealth from tenants to

homeowners (Aalbers et al., 2021; Sayer, 2018).

5.2 Examining Propositions 2a, b, cand d

In the study, the emphasis is put on the relationship between price and willingness (Tweede
Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2013), where prices are derived from the landlord-tenant
relationship (VVD, 2012). The study indicates that the market should guide people in acquiring
their needs by making sure the market is competitive, transparent, and provides sufficient choices
thereby making it equal. These conditions set the stage of the market so that one’s income
determines what one gets, which resonates with “you get what you earn”. This market ideal
legitimizes the conception of fairness employed throughout the study.

From this ideology Blok argues tenants have freedom to choose on the condition that their
income allows it; one’s income determines one’s choice set. This conception of fairness and
choice strictly based on income is then used to justify whether someone is eligible for social
housing or whether living in, for example, Amsterdam may be an option or not. The critique
brought forward by Bowles (2016) states that transactional relationships, i.e. putting a price tag
on everything, crowds out other social relationships, such as staying close to family, friends or

work. What is considered a constitutional right (Priemus, 2017) is narrowed down to whether
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someone’s income buys (or rents) her a home. What property one can acquire, either as tenant
or buyer, is based on a narrow conception of fairness legitimized by the described market ideal.

There is one peculiarity being that, depending on the perspective taken, fairness is assessed
through income or risk. There are three passages in the study that consider fairness directly. In
the first one no one owns the asset. Your income determines what you get and is considered fair
if someone else’s similar income buys her the same. The second relates to this by assessing
whether it is fair to provide government aid based on if the tenant is skewed, i.e. earns too much
(Giebels & van Weezel, 2012, December 18). In the third one Blok assesses fairness on different
grounds. Once the property is owned it is considered fair based on having taken the risk (van
Weezel, 2015, June 17).

The question when something is considered fair in (skewed) tenancy seems to be perpetual:
tenants are continuously tested whether their income still justifies what they have, also given the
income-based rent setting policies instated by Blok. Once a property is owned such testing does
not apply. How one acquired the property in the first place, with income, is not considered,
probably because it is acquired through market processes and thus deemed legitimate (Ronald,
2008). The question if the new property is financed through capital gains made from previous
property, and whether that is fair because mere ownership creates nothing (Hobson, 1937), is not
asked. This example illustrates Waldron’s (2008) and Fox O’Mahony’s (2014) point: possession of
property is justified from the owner’s perspective. The peculiarity? It is done so by employing
different conceptions of fairness. In Sayer’s (2020) words: the social relation of exclusion through
property is justified on different conceptions of fairness. This finding diverges from Sayer’s (2020)
framework. Whether risk legitimizes ownership is not considered in the theory.

Leaving the MITDS and NHG’s risk-shifting function aside, once someone participated in the
market to buy property or rent social property, i.e. act entrepreneurial or not, a difference in how
it is considered fair remains. Based on this difference social housing tenancy gets a different
treatment which corresponds with the general frames applied by Blok and the VVD. Social housing
tenancy is villainized and homeownership ideology promoted as a means to acquire social and

economic safety (Ronald, 2008).
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The question then, are the market ideals - competitive, transparent, and providing sufficient
choices thereby making it equal - realized? Given that policies such as the MITDS, NHG, and
Landlord Levy promotes homeownership over tenure, which is common in most western societies
(Ronald, 2008), the answer would be no. There is a deeper tension connected to this that can be
identified, which starts with the fact that throughout the study economic reasoning and language
is used explicitly. Integral visions mention the individual as ‘the consumer’, investment is often
considered the stuff that fixes the sector, and ethical considerations of policies are neglected
(Giebels & van Weezel, 2012). The crux is, by not mentioning or considering non-economic social
relationships ‘the economy’ is disembedded from its social institutions (Polanyi, 2001). The
question is whether such a thing is possible as many moral economy scholars would point to the
contrary (Palomera & Vetta, 2016; Sayer, 2007; Scott, 1976; Thompson, 1971). Polanyi (2001)
argues that the more the economy becomes disembedded, the more society demands the state
to be involved, which Foucault (2008) also argues. The continuation of Blok’s policies could be
explained by the fact that the study is situated in the aftermath of the GFC, a period that marks
the bust of years of overspeculation in financialized property and excessive trade in risky
“securities” (see figure 1: ‘other financial institutions’). The MITDS and NHG are considered
mechanisms that cushioned the GFC shock (Ronald & Dol, 2011), provided sufficient investment
to save those ‘under water’ (Aalbers et al., 2021) and demand to be reignited in the private
markets for those not eligible for social housing (see also figures 3 and 6). This is evidence for the
statement made by Ronald (2008): modern economies, including the Dutch, rely on the housing
sector, making state involvement necessary, legitimized through morales of homeownership
superiority over tenure. In other words: the ideal of investing in your own privatized social policy
through property legitimizes state involvement (Foucault, 2008; Ronald, 2008; VVD, 2012).

The tension Polanyi (2001) describes explains the continuation of these policies, because
the sheer weight of the housing sector to the economy is too big and erodes the very foundation
on which it relies — social and economic safety - and therefore needs (state) correction. From this
it can be argued that not only for economic reasons (see section 5.1) but also social reasons. The
housing economy cannot be seen as a separate entity from its social structure because

homeownership ideals comprise more than economic safety, unlike what the VVD (2012) and
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Blok suggest. Homeownership is about social status, security of the family, privacy, rights to
exclude and independence (Langegger, 2016; Ronald, 2008). The problem lies in how these ideals
have become intertwined with ideals of freedom, financial safety and choice through investment
in housing (Ronald, 2008). Homeownership ideologies of private ownership and autonomous
consumption of housing through the market are justified through legal institutions and consumer
culture (Ronald, 2008). Resonating with Bowles (2016) these ideologies tend to overstate their
meaning relative to other ideologies of social relations in homeownership. It forces certain
practices to be become dominant. For example, the overemphasis on government housing
policies which created general acceptance of a manipulative state in homeownership. This
emphasis crowds out the meaning of homeownership in everyday life such as social safety and
family protection (Ronald, 2008). This crowding out becomes inescapable once a house if financed
with debt: the owner ties itself to the cycle of capital and depends on it for a larger part of her
life?!. That being said, it can be argued that all economies are moral economies (Palomera & Vetta,
2016; Thompson, 1991). Blok’s neoliberal ideal includes ethical conceptions which bring about
new moral dilemmas of which the most pronounced one being the ‘generation rent’ problem
(Ronald, 2018).

To answer the question given earlier, ideals of competitive and transparent markets
providing sufficient choice and equality remain ideals. Reality shows the ideal of homeownership
seems to obstruct their market ideals, which creates a contradiction. In a perfect world, i.e.
without shocks, market and homeownership ideals may harmonize but as Ronald (2008) points
out, the world is rarely stable enough to realize this. In this sense, the MITDS, Landlord Levy,
income-based rent setting and NHG can be seen as an attempt to stabilize (Ronald & Dol, 2011),

at the cost of others.

21 A common phenomenon found in many aspects of life in modern market economies, e.g. leasing a car or education (Lapavitsas, 2013).
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6 Discussion & Conclusion

This paper examined how narratives and ideals were used to legitimize and normalize
neoliberal housing ideology, despite the inequalities it created (Aalbers et al., 2021; Ronald,
2018). This paper used a two-step analysis using Foucault’s (2008) book Birth of Biopolitics as an
analytical tool to assess whether Dutch housing policies and ideology matched the neoliberal
ideal, followed by a critical moral economy framework to examine the narratives and ideology
employed.

Using housing minister Stef Blok as object of a case study, the findings are as follows. First,
the neoliberal ideology strongly resonates with Blok’s ideology, but the policies employed point
to some ambiguities. Blok’s Rutte Il government adheres to the neoliberal ideal of the market
economy being an equal levelled playing field, i.e. competitive and transparent with sufficient
choice for the consumer. The ambiguity entails that these ideals contradict with excessive
mortgaged homeownership, creating a loop where both government and homeowners are tied
to capital’s inevitable tendency to accumulate (Lapavitsas, 2013).

Second, the study substantiates the argument that the neoliberal ideology allowed rentier
practices to flourish in the Dutch housing market. By promoting investment as the stuff that fixes
the housing market and idealizing - but not realizing - homeownership the financialized housing
market morphed further into a rentier-friendly housing market (Aalbers et al., 2021; Birch, 2017;
Christophers, 2019).

Third, homeownership ideals comprise more than economic incentives but once these
intertwine with rhetoric of financial safety through property a tension is created. The tension
between homeownership and neoliberal market ideals can be described as one where the
housing economy disembedded from its social institutions ultimately demands more state
involvement (Polanyi, 2001). Besides the fact that the national economy depends on a stable
housing market - conclusion one - increased financialization of housing creates demand for state
involvement because other social and non-economic factors rely on it as well (Ronald, 2008).
From this tension it can be concluded that “all economies are moral economies”. No market
society goes about doing things without its own ethical preconceptions, including the Dutch

housing sector. As Thompson (1991) argued: the market society brings about new moral
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dilemmas to be solved and it by no means governed by amoral markets (Palomera & Vetta, 2016;
Scott, 1976; Thompson, 1991).

Fourth, and related to finding three, Blok’s foundation of the conception of fairness and
choice consists of a double standard with respect to owning property or not, where the latter is
based on income and the former on risk. This validates the argument that property relations are
exclusively based on transactional relationships and crowds out other relationships (Bowles,
2016). Asset owners get a different treatment to assess fairness which resonates with Waldron’s
(2008) and Fox O’Mahony’s (2014) argument: property ownership is defended from the
perspective of the owner. The addition is, in this single case, that risk legitimizes property
ownership leaving questions about what role income has in assessing fairness of property
ownership.

Given these findings, the research questions are not easily answered. The rhetoric employed
such as investing in financial safety through property, ideals of equal markets and entrepreneurs
guiding society, idealized homeownership, and income-based conceptions of fairness, e.g. ‘you
get what you earn’, legitimize neoliberal policy. Reality, however, questions if these ideals align
with each other and whether they are actually practiced.

The financialized housing market, i.e. excessive debt use, made the ideal of financial safety
conditional on economic growth, tying both the government and homeowner to a capital
accumulation loop. The research question asked how such rhetoric is sustained despite evidence
pointing out current neoliberal housing policies create inequalities. The study shows that, given
the debt-led housing market relied on the economy, the rhetoric remains valid only if the housing
economy grows. This explains why the policies discussed were favourable for homeownership
and costly for other (social) housing sectors: to maintain economic growth and keep
homeownership ideals of financial safety credible.

Testing the assumption whether the object of study is neoliberal led to alternative
conclusions than predicted in other studies. Sanghera and Satybaldieva (2020) were criticized
because their objects of study, bankers, landlords and judges all had personal interests in
legitimizing rentier practices through narratives of freedom and choice. What is not discussed is

the fact that policymakers, such as Blok, may be biased as well. In some interviews Blok’s answers
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are either meaningless or steer the conversation, probably deliberately, in another direction
because the true answer may not politically work so well (Hochstenbach, 2025). In other cases,
Blok normalizes the proposed situation by using his own experience making an evidently different
situation appear as similar which invalidates other’s contexts. Another bias not discussed is that
Blok seems to think highly of himself. The abolishment of his own ministry, neglecting other’s
concerns once house prices were rising, and adopting a passive role after the Housing Act 2015 is
proof of this. The research showed inequalities were not solved (Aalbers et al., 2021). Despite
these findings, Blok argued the playing field is levelled (Hoedeman & Kok, 2016, December 2). He
argued that the mandate now resides at lower levels of government after the Housing Act 2015
came into effect. Peculiar enough, around this time house prices were rising, and investment was
attracting; his primary goals were achieved. It seems Blok was indeed a firm believer in
neoliberalism. Policymakers too are confronted with their own hard-wired beliefs, but they are
not easily convinced of alternative solutions. Especially given Blok’s economics background there
are probably some economic ‘facts’ hardwired into his reasoning. Facts not easily changed that
automatically defeat alternative explanations that may prove useful in explaining phenomena
(McCloskey, 1983).

A major weakness of this study is its lack of external validity as only one particular case is
studied (Yin, 2003). The use of a case study does show that reality is indeed blurry as the moral
economy literature states (Palomera & Vetta, 2016). By using a case study this paper reverse
engineered some of the policies’ meanings and comes with some alternative explanations that
should be tested further but also against multiple cases. Is there a common tendency for
policymakers to use different conceptions of fairness to defend property ownership? Are the
neoliberal ideals truly reflected in the policy, or does reality create contradictions between these
two? Answers to these questions might improve Sayer’s (2020) framework. Such a framework
might fit this paper’s findings better.

Ultimately, it is about finding a balance in the methodology: smaller case studies may lack
important contextual information, large case studies might not be generalizable to other
phenomena. But yet again, moral economy is not necessarily about its degree of generalizability

but to elucidate how economic practices that create inequality are legitimized and normalized
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and how complex real-life problems can get (Beresford et al., 2025). Nevertheless, complexity did
prove useful to provide better answers.

This leaves one question: how to go from here? The answer how to fix the housing market is
not easily constructed, but this paper’s findings show that modern societies and its politicians
have to reconsider what housing is about. The neoliberal ideal may be tempting, but after all, it
remains an ideal. Fairness through income is a valid ethical concept but it tends to reduce people’s
behaviour to something too narrow to fully capture what drives them - Langegger’s (2016) paper
gives proof of this. Financialized housing markets driven through competition drove people apart
into two camps: those owning a home and those that do not (Ronald, 2008) — a tendency
occurring in multiple aspects of life, e.g. education, sport. What about altruism, love, reciprocity
and community? Are these drivers not equally valid? | think Bowles’ (2016) book is a must read
for everyone, not only to realize where we are now regarding social relations, but also to
rediscover we have lost sight of these other drivers. Especially in a world where people are getting
more and more divided and estranged from each other and, honouring Andrew Sayer, much
bigger climate change dangers are looming.

If neoliberalism is the way forward let’s have it the real way. No state involvement through
MITDS, NHG and Levy policies and phoney risk-taking ‘entrepreneurial’ homeowners. Let people
become ‘real’ entrepreneurs and find out how miserable people get so we can be done with,
declare neoliberalism is dead, and move on to a (market) society which ethics and ideals resonate

with all the social drivers of people.
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8 Appendix A: Data table
Data type Source Description

Scientific Articles

(Aalbers et al., 2021)

(Arundel & Hochstenbach,
2020)
(Boelhouwer & Priemus,
2014)

(Dutu et al., 2005)
(Hoekstra, 2017)
(Ronald & Dol, 2011)
(Priemus, 2017)

(van Gent & Hochstenbach,
2020)

History and Context of housing
Labour market context

Context and change of Dutch social
housing

Explains Gresham’s Law

Social housing policy history and critique
History of housing policy

Detailed policy interpretation, analysis and
critique on all housing policies during Rutte
Il

Policy interpretations of Dutch housing
market after the GFC

Policy
documents:
Official
government
communications

(Blok, 2013, September 25)

Letter from Stef Blok: Integral vision of
housing market

Policy
documents:
Explanatory
memorandums

Tweede Kamer der Staten-
Generaal (2012)

Tweede Kamer der Staten-
Generaal (2014)

Changes in Institution law Authority for
Consumers and Market and related laws
for streamlining market supervision:
explanatory memorandum

Changes in Revision Act on Approved
Institutions for Public Housing: explanatory
memorandum

Statistical data

(CBS, 2025)

Information on affordability and
distribution of social housing stock as part
of the data set: Local monitor housing
[Lokale Monitor Wonen]. The specific data
used here shows the share of properly
housed social tenants and those that are
either ‘cheap’ or ‘expensive’ skewed
tenants. The first entails the tenant’s rent
is below the liberalization line (€763.47 a
month using 2022 prices) but earns more
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than €40.765 (or €45.014 for family
household). Expensive tenancy entails the
rent is above the ‘aftoppingsgrens’,
meaning the rent exceeds the amount paid
for through subsidies.

(CBS, 2023) Information on share of private, social,
unknown, unoccupied, and buy-to-live
total housing stock as part of the dataset:
Housing stock [Voorraad woningen]. Note:
social housing stock includes only the stock
officially part of a social housing
association, not privately-owned social
housing.

(CBS, 2024) Information on gross value added from the
output. Production and income output per
private sector as percentage of total gross
value added rated at basic prices: purchase
price minus trade and transport margins
and taxes adding subsidies. The value
added includes assets owned by
foreigners. The sector “Renting, buying,
selling real estate” and statistic “Total
gross value added” are part of the Output
and income components of GDP; activities,
National Accounts dataset. The mutation
added to the dataset was percentage of
total: (GVA_Rent / GVA_Total) * 100.

(CBS, 2024) Information on house price index
(2015=100). The data reflects existing
house stock price changes of those for sale
and sold to private parties exclusively. This
data is part of the Bestaande
koopwoningen; verkoopprijzen;
woningtype; 1995-2023 data set.

(DNB, 2025) Overview of residential mortgage debt as
% of GDP on the balance sheets of
financial institutions consisting of banks,
pension funds, investment funds, insurers
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(Eurostat, 2025)

and other financial institutions. The
dataset contains quarterly data. The values
of each first quarter are used; no averages
or mutations are made.

Information on house price-to-income
ratio defined as current price to income
ratio relative to the long-term average as
part of the MIP auxiliary indicators set.

Interviews (Dagblad van het Noorden, Q&A interview with Stef Blok
2013, April 13)
(Dohmen, 2013, February 2) Q&A interview with Stef Blok in De
Volkskrant
(Cats, 2017, October 6) Summary of interview with Stef Blok in
Financieel Dagblad
(Giebels & van Weezel, 2012, Q&A interview with Stef Blok in De
December 18) Volkskrant
(Hoedeman & Kok, 2016, Q&A interview with Stef Blok in De
December 2) Twentse Courant Tubantia
(Kas & Vermeer, 2012, Q&A interview with Stef Blok in NRC
November 23) Handelsblad
(van Belzen, 2015, June 20) Q&A interview with Stef Blok in Cobouw
(de Horde, 2015, May 28) Q&A interview with Stef Blok in Financieel
Dagblad
(van Weezel, 2014, April 12) Q&A interview with Stef Blok in De
Volkskrant
(van Weezel, 2015, June 17) Q&A interview with Stef Blok in De
Volkskrant
Election (VVvD, 2012) Blok’s VVD election manifesto
manifesto & (VVD & PvdA, 2012) Rutte Il coalition agreement
coalition
agreement

Popular science
articles

(van Bockxmeer, 2021,
January 19).

(Erasmus Governance
Institute, n.d.)

Popular science article about the Vestia
social housing scandal
Article about Vesta social housing scandal

Speeches (video)

(Real Asset Live TV, 2015,
June 25)

Blok’s speech at Provada Real Estate fair
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9 Appendix B: Al statement “B” clarification

9.1 Statement of Purpose

This paper has used the Al tool: ChatGPT 4.0 (free version) to rewrite texts in 17 places to
provide suggestions and inspiration for language and wording to increase clarity and fluency. |
critically evaluated the output given by ChatGPT 4.0 whether new information was incorporated
and whether this changed the meaning of what | wanted to elaborate on.

Note: All queries were done at least a month ago (June 1) since the decision was made to not
use ChatGPT any longer given that the clarification requirements created extra work and did not
seem to provide a positive pay-off relative to using dictionaries to seek up words or synonyms.
Therefore, larger part of the output given by ChatGPT that was used later changed or was

removed.

9.1.1 Writing and Grammar Refinement
1. Page 3:
e Query to ChatGPT: “Reality, as always, is more complicated and putting a blame on
certain political parties or even people become an ambiguous act. Rewrite”
e Output from ChatGPT: “Reality is always more complex, and assigning blame to

specific political parties or individuals often becomes a vague and uncertain

exercise.”

e How it was used: After checking if the meaning did not change, the underlined

words were used to increase fluency.
2. Page8:

e Query to ChatGPT: “Rewrite: Here you can clearly see that neoliberals found a way
to both stay away from socialist policy and classical liberal laissez-faire policy, of
which the latter is a typical error, instead, they adhere to, as Foucault calls it,
‘privatized social policy””

e Output from ChatGPT: "Here, one can clearly observe that neoliberals have

managed to distance themselves from both socialist policy and classical liberal

63



Elian van Buuren

Jun. 30, 25 Master Thesis, Economics

3. Page9:

laissez-faire economics. The latter is often mistakenly conflated with neoliberalism,

but as Foucault points out, neoliberals instead adopt what he terms ‘privatized social
policyY—a form of governance that shifts social responsibilities to market
mechanisms while maintaining state involvement in structuring those markets."

How it was used: After checking if the meaning did not change, the word ‘conflated’
gave the sentence the right fluency and was therefore used together with the

underlined words.

Query to ChatGPT: “Rewrite: Lastly, since this paper eventually concerns itself with
the morality, practices and narratives of neoliberal policy it is appropriate to include
what neoliberalism has to say on these subjects”

Output form ChatGPT: “Lastly, since this paper ultimately engages with the moral

frameworks, practices, and narratives underlying neoliberal policy, it is appropriate
to consider what neoliberalism itself articulates on these matters.”
How it was used: After checking if the meaning did not change, the underlined words

were copied to increase fluency.

4. Page 12:

Query to ChatGPT: “Make shorter: This was not the case, however, once it became
clear that growth was driven by introducing credit markets for the middle-income
class and derivatives and futures markets for the wealthy class, not through wage
increases.”

Output form ChatGPT: “However, this illusion collapsed when it became evident that

growth_was driven not_by rising wages_but by expanding credit—middle-income

consumers_relied on debt, while the wealthy benefited from financial instruments

like derivatives.”
How it was used: After checking if the meaning did not change, the underlined words

were used.

5. Page 14:
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Query to ChatGPT: “Rewrite: What underpins the critique discussed here on
neoliberalism, and in some cases the Foucauldian one specifically (Birch, 2017;
Palma, 2009), is first, the emergence of “financialization” (Christophers, 2019;
Crouch, 2009; Lapavitsas, 2013; Palma, 2009); second, the rise of the rentier (Birch,
2017; Christophers, 2019; Crouch, 2009; Lapavitsas, 2013; Palma, 2009); and third,
class relations are back into the fold (Christophers, 2019; Crouch, 2009; Lapavitsas,
2013)”

Output form ChatGPT: "What underpins the critique of neoliberalism presented

here—particularly in its Foucauldian variant (Birch, 2017; Palma, 2009)—are three

key developments: first, the emergence of financialization (Christophers, 2019;

Crouch, 2009; Lapavitsas, 2013; Palma, 2009); second, the ascendance of the rentier
class (Birch, 2017; Christophers, 2019; Crouch, 2009; Lapavitsas, 2013; Palma, 2009);
and third, the renewed centrality of class relations in political-economic analysis
(Christophers, 2019; Crouch, 2009; Lapavitsas, 2013)."

How it was used: After checking if the meaning did not change, the underlined words

were used to increase fluency. Note: this text was changed after feedback.

6. Page 15:

Query to ChatGPT: “Rewrite: What becomes evident that moral economy as a
literature has its own internal interdisciplinary debates. Another, and more obvious,
debate is between economists and non-economists where the former use typical
economic language to assess their objects of study and construct their arguments.
The whole point, however, as we will later see, is that moral economy used as a
critigue on orthodox economics does not sit well if similar language is used,
especially for those scholars within the field that are not economists.”

Output form ChatGPT: “It becomes evident that the literature on moral economy
contains its own internal, interdisciplinary debates. A more pronounced divide exists

between economists and non-economists: while the former often rely on

conventional economic language to analyze their subjects and build arguments, this

approach can be problematic. As we will later explore, employing the language of

65



Elian van Buuren

Jun. 30, 25 Master Thesis, Economics

orthodox economics undermines the critical potential of moral economy—

particularly for scholars outside the discipline of economics who aim to challenge its
foundational assumptions.”
How it was used: After checking if the meaning did not change, the underlined words

were used for better fluency.

7. Page 15:

Query to ChatGPT: “Rewrite: Thompson’s (1971) work resembles a good first
explanation of what moral economy entails in practice. He was the first to analyse
his object of study, the 18th-century food riots in England, from a moral economy
perspective when he concluded that the riot against certain social targets (farmers,
mills and middlemen) was not based on a primitive idea of anger due to hunger, but
based on broad consensus that the market practices of the targeted groups were
illegitimate based on social norms and obligations”

Output form ChatGPT: “Thompson’s (1971) work offers an influential early
articulation of moral economy in practice. He was the first to interpret the 18th-
century food riots in England through this lens, arguing that these uprisings were

not merely spontaneous reactions to hunger or deprivation. Rather, they reflected

a widely shared belief that the market practices_of specific social actors—such as

farmers, millers, and middlemen—violated established social norms and obligations,

and were therefore deemed illegitimate.”

How it was used: After checking if the meaning did not change, the underlined words

were used for better fluency.

8. Page 16:

Query to ChatGPT: “Rewrite: Similar analysis is done on Karl Polanyi’s work. He
describes a liberal market economy disembedded from its social institutions and
structures. Polanyi warned that such a detachment of the market and its social
structures is never possible and in fact posits a rebound effect. More market

autonomy, e.g. increased commodification of everything by unconstrained markets,
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leads to more demand for protectionism by invoking on specific moral norms since
these markets destroys its own social institutions.”

Output form ChatGPT: “A similar analysis is applied to Karl Polanyi’s work, in which

he describes the liberal market economy as disembedded from its social institutions

and structures. Polanyi argued that such a detachment is ultimately unsustainable,

asserting that attempts to grant markets full autonomy—such as through the

unchecked commodification of all aspects of life—inevitably trigger a rebound

effect. As markets erode the very social foundations they rely on, societies respond

by demanding renewed protection, often invoking specific moral norms to reassert
control and restore balance.”
How it was used: After checking if the meaning did not change, the underlined words

were used to increase fluency and clarity.

9. Pagel7:

Query to ChatGPT: “Although Palomera & Vetta (2016) do not cite Sayer specifically
the propose a combined approach of Andrew Sayer’s definitions.”
Output form ChatGPT: "Although Palomera and Vetta (2016) do not explicitly cite

Sayer, their conceptualization of moral economy implicitly integrates both the

analytical and normative dimensions outlined in his work.”
How it was used: After checking if the meaning did not change, the underlined words

were used to increase fluency.

10. Page 17:

Query to ChatGPT: “Rewrite: First, they argue moral economy conceptually entails
how capital accumulation shapes structural inequalities through dynamics of norms,
meanings and practices. In essence moral economy’s original intention is about
historicizing the transition of how a particular moral economy of capitalism morphs
into a new moral economy and thereby regulates or overrides social structures. “

Output form ChatGPT: "First, they contend that the concept of moral economy
elucidates the ways in which capital accumulation engenders structural inequalities

through the historically contingent dynamics of norms, meanings, and social

67



Elian van Buuren

Jun. 30, 25 Master Thesis, Economics

practices. Fundamentally, the moral economy framework is intended to historicize

the transformation of one moral regime of capitalism_into another, thereby

illustrating how such transitions regulate, reconfigure, or supplant established social

structures.”
How it was used: After checking if the meaning did not change, the underlined words

were used to increase clarity and fluency.

11. Page 17:

Query to ChatGPT: “Rewrite: Moral economy thus looks at the status quo of social
structures and questions its premises of what is considered good and acceptable
when they show class struggles, political projects gone wrong and involved power
hierarchies.”

Output form ChatGPT: "Moral economy, therefore, interrogates the status quo of
social structures by exposing the contested logics and values that underpin

livelihood practices, focusing on the dynamic struggles over what is deemed good

and acceptable, the power hierarchies involved, and the political projects these may
inform."
How it was used: After checking if the meaning did not change, the underlined words

were used to increase fluency.

12. Page 19:

Query to ChatGPT: “Rewrite: Besides the fact that Sayer’s (2020) framework is
binary, what is important in my view for understanding what moral economy really
ought to do is that it should relieve moral economy analysis from typical transaction-
based, or “neoliberal”, relationships.”

Output form ChatGPT: "While Sayer’s (2020) framework adopts a binary structure,

what is crucial, in my view, for understanding the true potential of moral economy

is that it should move beyond transaction-based—or 'neoliberal'—conceptions of

social relations."

How it was used: After checking if the meaning did not change, the underlined words

were used to increase fluency.
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13. Page 21:

e Query to ChatGPT: “rewrite: So, what Langegger (2016) adds to this discussion is
that social relationships on property inescapably needs a social structure, whether
itis formal and transaction-based or otherwise, and that these alternative structures
constitute different validations of social practices and normalized concepts, e.g.
violence instead of contracts.”

e Output form ChatGPT: "Langegger (2016) contributes to this discussion by arguing
that social relationships around property inevitably require a social structure—
whether formal and transaction-based or informal—and that these differing

structures give rise to distinct forms of legitimizing social practices and normative

concepts, such as violence in place of contracts."

e How it was used: After checking if the meaning did not change, the underlined words

we used to increase fluency.
14. Page 31-32:

e Query to ChatGPT: “Rewrite: By doing so the government had provided itself an
income stream to fix their post-crisis deficit and it also kickstarted a vision to be
implemented where associations had to make way for the commercial sector to take
over as these associations were under scrutiny of being accused of fraud, high
salaries and arrogance.”

e Output form ChatGPT: “In doing so, the government secured a new income stream

to address its post-crisis deficit, while also initiating a broader vision in which

housing associations were expected to step aside for the commercial sector. This

shift was further justified by criticism of the associations, which faced accusations of

fraud, excessive salaries, and arrogance.”

e How it was used: After checking if the meaning did not change, the underlined words
were used to increase fluency. Note: the words are from a 2-month-old version. The
text underwent lots of changes after the query, involving passages being moved
around.

15. Page 37:
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Query to ChatGPT: “Rewrite: In general, also when looking at the narrative the VVD’s
Mr. Blok used to promote policy such as the Landlord Levy, their viewpoint comes
down to something in the lines of “you get what you earn.”

Output form ChatGPT: “Overall, including in the rhetoric employed by VVD minister

Stef Blok to justify measures such as the Landlord Levy, the underlying viewpoint

reflects a principle akin to “you get what you earn.”

How it was used: After checking if the meaning did not change, the underlined words
used to increase fluency. The text underwent several changes of which the
underlined words remained in the final version. Here too, the query was done 2

months ago, and the text underwent several changes.

16. Page 39:

Query to ChatGPT: “Rewrite: One of his policies to achieve this is by bringing back
regulations around mortgage repayment to an ordinary 30-year amortizing loan
with mandatory yearly payments.”

Output form ChatGPT: “To support this objective, one of his key measures was
reinstating rules mandating that mortgages be structured as standard 30-year

amortizing loans with compulsory annual repayments.”

How it was used: After checking if the meaning did not change (the query’s text also
refers to an objective, being house price increases), to increase fluency and clarity.
Here too, the query was done 2 months ago after which the text underwent several

changes.

17. Page 39:

Query to ChatGPT: “Rewrite: Mr. Blok explains that his goal is to bring back foreign
banks’” money into the Netherlands which were previously not so eager to invest
through mortgages”

Output form ChatGPT: “Mr. Blok explained that his objective was to restore foreign

capital flows into the Dutch mortgage sector, which had previously seen limited

interest from international banks.”
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e How it was used: After checking if the meaning did not change, (the query’s text also
refers to an objective, being house price increases), to increase fluency and clarity.
Here too, the query was done 2 months ago after which the text underwent several

changes.
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