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A B S T R A C T   

This paper argues that geographers ought to pay closer attention to the role of property relations within political 
liberalism. Developing on the idea that propertied-citizenship excludes houseless or other property-insecure 
people from space, the paper argues that property-insecure people are instead incorporated within the re-
lations of property. Examining how houseless people are incorporated within rather than outside of property, 
illustrates how key values of property long-held in liberalism are maintained and used to devalue a sense of social 
and political autonomy for the property-insecure. After tracing the dialectical relations of property with citi-
zenship through the historical emergence of American liberalism, the paper examines how the values connecting 
property with citizenship continue to diminish the livelihoods of houseless people. Based on ethnographic 
research with self-governed houseless encampments in Portland, Oregon, I analyze how opposition to these 
unique types of houseless shelter affect encampment residents. What we are able to see from Portland’s en-
campments, I argue, are the broader limitations of citizenship within liberalism which continue to be demarcated 
through a proper social order defined by property.   

1. Introduction 

Hazelnut Grove (HG) is a houseless encampment that has been 
operating in Portland, Oregon since September 2015. The encampment 
came to life on vacant, government-owned property in an inner north-
side neighborhood. A perimeter fence bounds the space which lies be-
tween a bike path, a major thoroughfare, and a light rail line. The 
services at the encampment are scarce. It lacks running water and 
electricity. Residents sleep in uninsulated tiny houses which cannot be 
heated due to municipal building code restrictions. Cold, moisture, and 
mold permeate the houses through Portland’s long rainy winters. 
Despite any standard of comfort, the encampment provides a relatively 
secure space which helps stabilize people with nowhere to go. And it 
does so democratically; the encampment is self-governed, run by 15–20 
residents and a few volunteers, allowing residents to make decisions 
about their own living environment, a power that is so often lost for 
those using traditional emergency shelters. 

While interviewing residents at HG in 2017 and 2018, I met Josh. A 
white male in his early 30s, Josh had been houseless in Portland since 

2011, floating from one friend’s house to another until he joined the 
encampment in the summer of 2017.1 During my many conversations 
with him, Josh reflected on the difficulties of living within encamp-
ments. Once, I asked what HG represented to him. He said he liked the 
autonomy he experienced in such an environment, noting the benefits of 
self-governance. Like most of Portland’s organized encampments, HG 
members meet weekly to discuss divisions of labor, such as who will take 
responsibility for maintenance projects, participate in neighborhood 
association meetings, do security shifts at night, and much more. That 
resident members largely decide where to commit their laboring en-
ergies within the encampment was also appealing to Josh. Because of 
this, he hoped the model would be inspirational, encouraging “people 
regardless of their housing situation to be more interested in imple-
menting the methods [of self-governance] everywhere, in all kinds of 
living and working situations.” 

At the same time, it was clear to Josh that there were immanent 
constraints imposed on him when living in self-organized encampments. 
Prior to my interviews with residents there, HG had struggled through 
two years of attempted evictions, brought forth by the nearby 

E-mail address: Stephen.przybylinski@kultgeog.uu.se.   
1 Out of 16 living at HG at the time of my fieldwork, only two residents identified as people of color. This lies in contrast to the overrepresentation of people of color 

in Portland’s overall houseless population. As of Portland’s most recent houseless point-in-time count, 38.1% of houseless people identified as from communities of 
color, while in Portland’s overall population, people of color make up 29.5% (A Home for Everyone, 2019, p. 6). 
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neighborhood association, other concerned residents, and by some 
members of Portland’s City Government. I asked Josh what he thought 
about HG’s “right” to operate there. “In a capitalist sense, I see there is a 
conflict,” he said, referring to the encampments’ lack of legal right to 
property. But, he asked in return, “Is there something wrong with people 
living here, building and improving, and creating the basis for them to 
be able to be productive or functional?” He continued, “We are trying to 
be citizens. We are trying to be productive members of society in the 
ways that are available to us. They are just different ways than what 
people are used to.” Affirming his right to the space, he stated that “The 
city owns the property. The city is the people who live in the city. And 
we are people who live in the city.” Josh’s comments represent the re-
ality of many houseless peoples’ lives within liberal capitalism, 
acknowledging that while being human ought to allow anyone a secure 
place to be, the interests reinforcing property as a socio-economic and 
legal system do not share such concerns. 

This paper analyzes the very tension between property and political 
subjectivity that people like Josh struggle through when residing in self- 
organized houseless encampments. The notion that political subjectivity 
is no longer shaped by property due to the expansion of citizenship 
rights today overlooks the struggles that houseless encampment resi-
dents face. The paper examines the historical relationship between 
property and citizenship, where property defined citizenship itself, to 
express how this relationship maintains itself today. Through a dialec-
tical analysis of property and citizenship, it illustrates how property 
continues to demarcate houseless citizens from “proper” citizens despite 
the appearance that no such determinative relationship exists any 
longer. 

In developing the idea of a propertied-citizenship dialectic and how 
this impacts houseless people, the paper briefly engages with the ge-
ographies of property literature which has particularly focused on the 
ways in which property functions to exclude. Following Blomley (2020), 
I suggest we ought to think about how property relationships place 
everyone into different levels of precarity. Blomley’s (2020) notion of 
“precarious property” asks us to see property not as “an inside/outside 
condition … but one that entangles us all” (p. 40). Seeing property 
through relations of precarity, Blomley notes, illustrates how vulnera-
bility and privilege are configured in a “power/liability pairing,” where 
“one party has the power to change a particular set of relations, while 
the other lacks immunity to such changes” (Blomley, 2020). Signifi-
cantly, a relational perspective helps to assess how “the security of the 
privileged to access and secure shelter produces and depends upon the 
production of property precarity for others” (p. 51). Adopting such an 
approach, I suggest, allows us to see more clearly how the liberal model 
of propertied-citizenship has not been abolished but remains a consti-
tutive relationship through which the property-insecure must struggle. 2 

As this paper will go on to detail, one of the primary struggles for self- 
organized encampments such as HG is less about who has legal rights to 
property (in this case, the City of Portland) and more so about who 
property is assumed to be for, and along with that, how property ought 
to be used. As self-organized houseless encampments like those found in 
Portland, Seattle, Oakland, and a growing number of U.S. cities continue 
to be sanctioned, the assumed benefits of such encampments require 
sustained attention. As I will argue throughout the paper, for all the 

utility that self-governed encampments provide their residents, the 
promise of these spaces goes unrealized. By more closely examining the 
relations of property surrounding these encampments, we not only see 
the tension between property law and houseless people. Importantly, we 
also see how the social-political relations articulating property as a so-
cial system of values illustrate broader limits of citizenship within 
liberalism. 

This project emerged out of fieldwork conducted in Portland, Oregon 
from fall 2017 to summer 2018, where I worked with four self-organized 
houseless encampments: Hazelnut Grove, Right 2 Dream Too, Kenton 
Women’s Village, and Dignity Village.3 Of the forty-five interviews I 
conducted in total, thirty were with encampments residents, while the 
remaining interviews were with homeowners living nearby the en-
campments. This paper draws from interviews with primarily Overlook 
neighborhood homeowners, who I met by introducing my research at 
monthly association meetings. I used a snowball sampling method to 
find participants who lived in the neighborhoods in which the en-
campments were located. My interview questions for homeowners 
neighboring the encampments inquired about their experiences with the 
encampment, their thoughts about the location of the encampment, and 
their thoughts on encampment residents participating within the 
neighborhood association. My goal in interviewing homeowners was to 
get insights from housed people about the city’s houselessness crisis and 
how they view the encampments in regard to the crisis. Interviewing 
homeowners was important for this project in that it expanded the so-
cial, economic, and political perspectives about encampments and their 
residents from individuals who have not experienced houselessness or 
who have not lived in encampments. Interviews with homeowners were 
held at coffee shops, while interviews with encampment residents took 
place either in an individuals’ tiny house, in common spaces within the 
encampment or in parks and public spaces outside of the encampment 
altogether. To supplement the interviews, I observed around eighty 
weekly meetings among the different encampments and worked security 
shifts and doing general labor with two encampments. Finally, I 
analyzed local media sources which documented the politics of 
encampment relations, examined land use contracts and state legislation 
involving the transitional housing accommodation ordinances affecting 
the encampments’ land usage. 

The paper begins by examining how geographers have engaged with 
property, particularly in relation to houselessness as well as with citi-
zenship, before tracing the dialectical relationship between property 
and citizenship historically. The second half of the paper returns to 
Portland to illustrate how self-organized houseless encampment resi-
dents there meet the limits of modern propertied-citizenship. Here two 
distinct empirical examples about the relations between neighbors of HG 
and state legislation affecting encampments are given to illustrate how a 
sense of “propriety” in property is articulated within politics between 
the property-secure and insecure, as well as how such values are 
enforced institutionally to demarcate houseless encampment residents 
as improper political subjects compared with those of the idealized 
citizen. 

2. Houselessness within geographies of property 

Property law and property relations are central to the contested 
development of houseless encampments and affect their residents as 
well. Property, however, has not been an explicit focus of geographic 
research on houseless encampments (but see Sparks, 2017). Geogra-
phers have more generally understood houseless encampments to 

2 With the notion of precarious property in mind, I use the general term 
“property-insecure” to indicate that such individuals are made vulnerable due 
to their conditional access to propertied space. The term is used in contrast 
therefore to “property-secure,” which indicates not that such individuals are 
always protected in their rights of ownership and their ability to afford to rent 
or possess property. Renters and owners can be insecure in their ability to pay 
to remain in property. Rather, the terms illustrate the role of power within 
property relations to leverage certain individuals’ economic and political in-
terests in property in order to constrain the ability of others to secure an interest 
in property, whether intentionally or not. 

3 While this paper highlights the story of Hazelnut Grove (HG), the other 
three encampments operate similarly and have also experienced opposition in 
similar ways. HG plays a prominent role herein because it is the only city- 
tolerated encampment that, at the time of fieldwork, did not have an official 
land use agreement with the City. 

S. Przybylinski                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   



Political Geography 91 (2021) 102494

3

represent the failure of the capitalist city to provide for its residents 
(Mitchell, 2013), as the result of governments offloading their re-
sponsibility for poverty management (Herring & Lutz, 2015), or as “tent 
wards” which effectively extend the punitive regulations of the carceral 
state (Speer, 2018). Encampment spaces have also been recognized for 
their ability to convene community, allowing residents to organize 
politically, albeit at the margins of the formal political sphere (Parker, 
2020; Przybylinski, 2020; Sparks, 2012). Yet, the ways in which prop-
erty mediates the lives of houseless encampment residents is largely 
absent from these discussions. 

Geographic research on houselessness in general has focused on 
property more closely, homing in on how property rights of ownership 
provide an absolute right to exclude. Following critical legal scholarship 
on property, geographers have shown how the spatial marginalization 
created by the assumed rights of the dominant “ownership model” 
effectively exclude groups from the political sphere (Blomley, 2004; 
Kawash, 1998; Mitchell, 2003). As Mitchell (1997, p. 321) argues, for 
example, anti-houseless laws regulate the public to the point “that there 
literally is no room for homeless people, [which] recreates the public 
sphere as intentionally exclusive, as a sphere in which the legitimate 
public only includes those who … have a place governed by private 
property rules to call their own.” Propertied-space thus becomes a “site 
of restructuring, but also of unstructuring, social relations. It is both a 
means of sorting community and social norms, and of upsetting them” 
(Staeheli & Mitchell, 2008, p. 142). From this perspective, the exclusion 
of houseless people from public space marks houseless people as outside 
of the legitimate public sphere when they lack access to private space. 

Houseless people are thus said to exist within a “negative” relation to 
property. Negative rights are those that require only that individuals or 
governments refrain from imposing on other individuals, or a right to 
freedom from interference (Jones, 1994). What follows from this is that 
people insecure in their interests in landed property exist in a negative 
relation to those who possess more secure interests. Thus Waldron 
(1993) argues that in a world of private ownership, negative rights of 
property deny the houseless the freedom to do what they must to sur-
vive. In this way, negative rights of property demarcate who is able to 
enjoy basic liberties, who, that is, may realize themselves as the ideal 
liberal citizen. 

Geographic emphasis on property exclusions point to the cruel 
injustice of law but miss a normative feature of property within liber-
alism. Through the lens of exclusion, property-insecure people are un-
derstood to be “outside” property relations rather than wholly- 
embedded into property relations. But property does not merely 
exclude people from space, I suggest. Property is rather a primary 
mechanism through which individuals are differentiated in political and 
economic power. People lacking ownership of, or even simple access to, 
property are not so much excluded from or outside of property, then, as 
much as they are “thoroughly entangled with property” (Blomley, 2009, 
p. 581). As Blomley (2020, pp. 36–37) recently argued, there is “no clear 
outside or inside to property, but only graduated positions of conditional 
access.” To be excluded or “outside” of property would suggest that the 
property-insecure are not necessary to realize the socio-political values 
of propertied-citizenship central to liberalism. Instead, the 
property-insecure necessarily remain within the relations of property 
even as, and especially when, they are excluded from property at 
particular moments. 

But if there is no “outside” to property, where lie the limits of 
property? And more specifically to the purposes herein, where lie the 
political limitations of citizenship within property relations, especially 
for those who are property-insecure? Recent research on “proper” citi-
zenship and “possessive ownership” has begun to address these ques-
tions, emphasizing how property relations reinforce a (racialized) 
notion of self-possession within liberalism (Bhandar, 2018; Noterman, 
2020; Roy, 2017; Wideman, 2021). Such work builds on Roy’s (2003) 
insights on “propertied-citizenship,” an ideal which defines property 
owners as de facto liberal citizens. The American paradigm of propertied 

citizenship, Roy (2003) notes, is one so elementary to American liber-
alism that it defines the very elements of model citizenship, so much so 
that “social groups that do not meet [the model’s] propertied mandates 
are therefore rendered marginal in the discourses and practices of citi-
zenship” (p. 464). Speaking to the plight of unsheltered houseless people 
specifically, Roy (2003, p. 476) argues that what we find at “the edges of 
exclusion,” or the boundaries of propertied-citizenship, is that “the 
homeless have been trespassers in the space of the nation-state.” Here, 
the property-insecure are trespassers within a state where citizenship 
privileges are of little benefit against the power of property rights. 

In supplementing this work, I extend the idea that property relations 
necessarily incorporate us within a set of socio-political and economic 
relations that shape the political subjectivities of the property-insecure 
in everyday ways. As we will see, the property-citizenship dialectic 
shows us how property obscures the very limits of citizenship privileges 
meant to address the unevenness in property’s relations of power. 

3. The dialectical emergence of propertied-citizenship 

The notion that we are all placed within and at different levels of 
property security underscores the ways in which property mediates 
citizenship. And for houseless people, the general dilemma of 
propertied-citizenship can be understood as this. Property, on the one 
hand, is a legal and economic system preventing houseless people from 
realizing certain political privileges. A common example is when in-
dividuals are excluded from public spaces, preventing them from 
accessing resources necessary for survival, such as a place to rest 
(Mitchell & Heynen, 2009). These types of exclusions deny houseless 
people a means of social reproduction, which the U.S. Department of 
Justice recently opined, and the Ninth District Court of Appeals upheld, 
as “cruel and unusual punishment” under the Eight Amendment (DOJ, 
2015; Martin et al. v. City of Boise, 2018). To be included within the 
formal political protections of liberal democracy in this sense, houseless 
people would require access to property to realize these citizenship 
benefits. At the same time, rights of liberal citizenship are largely not 
contingent upon property. In general, most houseless people hold other 
personal rights of liberty, regardless of whether they own or have access 
to property. Personal liberties are theoretically protected simply by fact 
of holding citizenship status (for those who actually hold citizenship 
status).4 In short: property limits how houseless people benefit from 
liberal citizenship, but the privileges of liberal citizenship are not 
dependent absolutely on property. 

Examining this relationship dialectically shows us how the values of 
property have been expressed within liberalism over time. Dialectical 
analysis is an approach, a way of examining the “emergence” of certain 
processes and relations to make sense of how a “new form comes to be in 
relation with the old …. [to see] new properties of the old form” (Sève, 
2008, p. 90). Further, dialectics is a form of examination which does not 
prove any particular outcome but, rather, is intended to explain how 
certain processes of “mutual dependence” evolve (Ollman, 2003, p. 18). 
But given the pace at which social processes do or do not change over 
time, it is often the stability of these processes that needs examining. The 
approach gives attention to how types of “permanence” in specific places 
and at different times shape “dominant social values to which most 
people willingly subscribe” (Harvey, 1996, p. 11). Examining the dia-
lectical relations of socio-political life not only affords perspective into 
how social-political “values” are constructed but so too do these modes 

4 This paper uses a “passive” notion of liberal citizenship—citizen as rights- 
holder instead of citizen as a more active claimant of rights and of recog-
nition—in order to prioritize how property relations mediate personal rights 
(Burchell, 2002, p. 89). A more relational understanding of citizenship, which 
explicates how houseless encampment residents’ political subjectivity necessi-
tates a more “active” expression of citizenship in relation to property, is artic-
ulated here (author’s paper in press). 
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of reasoning indicate potential pathways for change. 
The historical account in the following section develops upon an 

understanding of how citizenship has come to be devalued through the 
intermeshing of legal and social relations surrounding property. I seek to 
identify those “characteristic ‘moments’ and ‘forms’” (Harvey, 1996, p. 
55) that have intertwined property with citizenship to show how the 
valuations of property have stabilized over time to normalize a “proper” 
liberal social-political order. 

3.1. The proper social-political order: property as propriety 

Today property is predominantly valued as an asset within liberal 
capitalism. Owning property is a primary way in which individuals 
accumulate wealth; from single-family homeowners to corporate prop-
erty holders, property is valorized through and for its exchange poten-
tial. But when the exchange potential of property creates value as an 
asset, the exchange values of property become further distanced from its 
use values (Christophers, 2010). It is in this sense that property has come 
to be realized as a commodity. As C.B. Macpherson (1978) put it, 
property has come to be more of a “thing” in abstract terms, than as a set 
of entitlement privileges concerning the use of resources. Property’s 
shift from a set of privileges based on rights to that of a thing, he argued, 
was precipitated by the spread of a free market economy, whereby 
property came to be viewed as “an absolute saleable right to things” 
(1978, p. 8). The notion of property-as-commodity, that property was 
for satisfying individual market preferences, has not always been so 
dominant. 

Before property became primarily viewed as a commodity, property 
was regarded as a primary means of ordering social and political life. 
Tracing the ways in which property has been valued through American 
political history, Gregory Alexander (1997, 1998) suggests that property 
once defined propriety itself by demarcating the “proper” political 
subject. He notes, for instance, that late eighteenth century republicans 
understood property as “the material foundation for creating and 
maintaining the proper social order, the private basis for the public 
good” (1998, p. 667). This idea of “property-as-propriety,” or that 
property constitutes the proper social and political order, he ties to the 
Founders of the U.S. Constitution, whose republican thinking saw 
property ownership as anchoring “the citizen to his … rightful place in 
the proper social hierarchy” (1997, p. 5). To the extent that early 
American republicanism did not separate public from private life as 
sharply as does American liberalism of today, Alexander (1997, 30) 
notes that these early republicans envisioned “property as necessary to 
facilitate a publicly active, self-governing citizenry … [believing] that 
ownership of property provides the necessary foundation for virtue, 
enabling citizens to pursue the common welfare.” Within the early 
American republic, therefore, property mattered more so for how it 
enabled “virtuous” citizenship by defining the proper political subject. 

The early republican framing of property-as-propriety is significant 
for how it emphasized the role of the citizen as proprietor. According to 
Gordon Woods, such classical republican thinking saw individuals as 
political beings, citizens who achieved their “greatest moral fulfillment 
by participating in a self-governing republic” (Woods, 1992, p. 104). 
Such republican notions of the self-governing, virtuous citizen persist 
today, but have changed through time. Woods notes that “public or 
political liberty—or what we now call positive liberty—[once] meant 
participation in government. And this political liberty in turn provided 
the means by which the personal liberty and private rights of the indi-
vidual—what we today call negative liberty—were protected” (p. 104). 
If a citizen’s “virtue was based on liberty and independence, then it 
followed that only autonomous individuals free from any ties of interest 
and paid by no master were qualified to be citizens” (p. 106). And so it 
was that only a small fraction of white male property owners, those with 
no “ties of interest” and “paid by no master” were understood as 
autonomous political subjects in the early American republic. 

Before the extensive commercialization of American society, 

therefore, property constituted a citizen’s source of political and moral 
authority. Property was not yet widely understood as the product of 
one’s labor and as a commodity for exchange, but, rather, “as a means of 
maintaining one’s gentility and independence from the caprices of the 
market … [protecting] its holders from external influence or corruption, 
to free them from the scramble of buying and selling, and to allow them 
to make impartial judgements” (Woods, 1992, p. 269). The “proper” 
citizen therefore was a publicly-oriented political subject, who, by way 
of landed material possessions, was able to define what the proper 
social-political order could be and would look like. 

The advance of free market values within American society by as 
early as the mid-nineteenth century complicated these early republican 
perspectives on propertied-citizenship. Although property remained 
central for individual autonomy in American political discourse, the 
influence of more classically-liberal perspectives began to reorient how 
property mattered to political autonomy and thus to liberal citizenship. 

3.2. Democratic or liberal citizenship? 

Along with the rise of commercialism by the late nineteenth century, 
“virtuous” citizenship came to be signified through economic indepen-
dence. Whereas property previously constituted one’s political inde-
pendence, now property was becoming more of a measure of citizens’ 
private economic interests. As Sklar (1991, p. 67) notes, the vision of 
“economic independence, of self-directed ‘earning,’ as the ethical basis 
of democratic citizenship took the place of an outmoded notion of public 
virtue.” Now, one was citizen if they could “earn.” More so than classical 
republicanism, the influence of liberalism in the mid-to-late nineteenth 
century came to support “a dynamic and expanding capitalist economy” 
along with “a highly differentiated division of labor” (Jackson, 2012, p. 
35). The effects of such an economic transition in turn would shape 
political autonomy. 

The advance of industrial capitalism in the late nineteenth century 
made possible a liberal-democracy whereby property continued to 
define the proper citizen, albeit differently than in the past. But property 
relations were also central to the transition leading up to industrial 
capitalism as well. A key moment in this transition, as Marx (1967) 
showed, was through the dispossession of communal land which 
enabled the isolation of property from its producers. This primitive 
accumulation, as Harvey (2003, p. 149) argues, “entailed taking land … 
enclosing it, and expelling a resident population to create a landless 
proletariat, and then releasing the land into the privatised mainstream of 
capital accumulation.” The effect of such dispossession was not only 
economic but political. Through the transition from peasant labor 
working communal land to the dispossessed wage-laborer, “property-
less” wage-laborers were now freed up to become self-owning in-
dividuals, one who realized their political independence through the 
ownership of their own labor. That is, wage-laborers were now free and 
equal individuals holding liberal subjecthood and thus now capable of 
“freely” contributing to capitalist production. 

The large-scale dispossession of property from labor resulting from 
the development of capitalist relations cleared the way for a major 
transformation of citizenship: the extension of formal political rights to 
those who did not own landed property, but instead who owned the 
property of their own labor-power. This “democratization” of liberal 
capitalism meant that the propertyless—both the dispossessed wage- 
laborer and those literally without landed property—held equal rights 
of citizenship to those of the capitalist class. As formal rights of citi-
zenship were slowly extended to more voting members of the political 
community, an individuals’ political status was no longer predicated on 
their class position. 

For capital, then, the extension of formal political equality to wage- 
laborers and the propertyless was fitting. As Ellen Meiksins-Woods 
(2016) argues, the relation between capital and labor already pre-
supposed formally free and equal individuals; capitalists understood all 
individuals to be “free” in that they were without “prescriptive rights or 
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obligations, without juridical privileges or disabilities” (p. 208). The 
spread of market relations, she notes, thus effectively produced the 
“detached” or disinterested liberal individual so revered within classical 
inflections of republicanism. Through the extension of citizenship rights, 
wage laborers and the propertyless emerged as “sovereign individuals” 
holding equal political rights to those of propertied-elites. 

When political rights were no longer solely determined by property 
ownership, economic inequality became formally acceptable. It is this 
false equality, Meiksins-Woods (2016) argues, that “displaced” liberal 
citizenship to the purely political sphere. That is, property rights central 
to capitalism were now isolated from political and civil rights in that 
labor had only political rights which had no effect on property rights. 
The result of this isolation was that a separate political sphere was 
created in which “extra-economic—political, juridical, military—status 
had no direct implications for economic power, the power of appropri-
ation, exploitation and distribution” (Meiksins-Wood, 2016, p. 234). 
The problem was that newly-extended political equality among classes 
provided few means for the propertyless to ameliorate a widening 
wealth gap exacerbated by property ownership. 

And it is this unequal relation between economic and political rights 
that presents a paradox of liberal-democratic citizenship today: 

Socio-economic position does not determine the right to citizen-
ship—and that is what is democratic in capitalist democracy—but, 
since the power of the capitalist to appropriate surplus labor of 
workers is not dependent on a privileged juridical or civil status, 
civic equality does not directly affect or significantly modify class 
inequality— and this is what limits democracy in capitalism … In 
that sense, political inequality in capitalist democracy not only co- 
exists with socio-economic inequality but leaves it fundamentally 
intact (Meiksins-Woods, 2016, p. 213). 

The historical devaluing of citizenship in this way, by isolating its 
scope of powers to the political sphere, forces a reconciliation with how 
the material relations of property possession have limited the rights and 
privileges of citizenship within liberalism. Particularly as political rights 
have been further extended throughout the twentieth century, property 
has come to differentiate citizenship not only by class difference, but 
also as the next section will show, by demarcating what the self- 
possessing citizen could be. 

3.3. Citizenship as self-possession 

The historical process of severing capitalist property relations from 
the reach of political power, while not a completed project, illustrates an 
important element of liberal, propertied-citizenship: the ideal of self- 
possession. The self-possessing individual has been commonly noted 
as a constitutive feature of the liberal individual. In his critique of 
“possessive individualism,” Macpherson (2011, p. 3) argued that the 
liberal individual was understood as the “proprietor of his own person or 
capacities, owing nothing to society for them … [and thus was] an 
owner of himself.” Critical of Locke’s foundational claim that in-
dividuals have properties in themselves, Macpherson argued that “the 
relation of ownership” when understanding the liberal individual 
through time became “the critically important relation determining 
their actual freedom and actual prospect of realizing their full potenti-
alities.” From this perspective, the essence of the citizen within liber-
alism is one grounded in self-ownership or self-possession. 

For those who were property themselves, however, self-possession 
was all but impossible. Although quite different, African Americans 
and women were both owned as property since before the constitu-
tionalization of propertied-citizenship during the Revolutionary era.5 

Certainly, the achievement of emancipation for enslaved Black people 
and suffrage rights for both groups was an important advance in the 
struggle for liberal citizenship. As Steinfeld (1989, p. 340) notes, until 
property-owning requirements for suffrage were repealed in the late 
nineteenth century, those who owned no real property were understood 
to be powerless and dependent, not understood “to be their own men” 
and thus lacking the capacity to participate politically. 

But the ability to “possess” oneself in such a way remained para-
mount even for people of color and women, especially as the struggle for 
emancipation and suffrage became closer to being realized. For African 
Americans, the struggle for citizenship was a process of becoming non- 
property in themselves. In their study of free Black people during the 
Antebellum era, De la Fuente and Gross (2020, p. 209) argue that “white 
identity [was] equal to a set of moral and civic virtues that characterized 
only white people,” so much so that “one had to claim whiteness to 
qualify for basic rights.” More so than laws of slavery, it was liberal laws 
of freedom, they argue, that reified the illegibility of Blackness as a 
category amenable to citizenship. Such racial regimes of law which 
regulated free and enslaved Black life “constituted whiteness as a cate-
gory of social superiority, inseparable from the privileges of citizenship” 
(p. 218). The boundaries of political citizenship were defined by one’s 
ability to identify with whiteness. 

The Thirteenth, Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments were ad-
vances in Black peoples’ struggle for citizenship. Yet the assumed ben-
efits of citizenship rooted in either real property ownership or self- 
possession were not immediately forthcoming despite their passage. 
As such, several scholars have noted that particularly American liber-
alism constitutes a “racial liberalism” which has not simply excluded 
people of color from its promise but has been produced for whites to 
exploit non-white life to advance the social (white) contract that liber-
alism is founded upon (Mills, 1997, 2008; Rangnathan, 2016). Harris 
(1993), for instance, argues that liberalism and its consequent social 
contract premised on whiteness must be understood fundamentally as 
about relations of property. In that whiteness functions as a form of 
status property itself, she argues, property rights are continually applied 
to exclude non-whites from the “settled expectations of relative white 
privilege as a legitimate and natural baseline” (p. 1714). Without a 
similar property-status, Mills (2017) argues, the propertied-citizenship 
characterizing liberalism remains a socio-political order in which “the 
property rights of non-self-owning people of color are systematical 
violated … rights, liberties, opportunities, income, and wealth are 
continually being transferred from the nonwhite to the white popula-
tion” (p. 47, emphasis added). African Americans thus have faced the 
double-burden of the property-citizenship dialectic. Black people were 
excluded from real property ownership for centuries as well as from 
“proper” citizenship which was rooted in a self-possession defined by 
whiteness. 

So too was the struggle for women’s rights of citizenship rooted in 
relations of property. Women in the American republic did not have the 
legal right to vote until the Nineteenth Amendment was ratified in 1920. 
As importantly, until the late 1880s, coverture legislation within Com-
mon Law meant that upon marriage, women ceased to have a legal and 
thus political identity of their own and necessitated that women give 
over their possessions to their husband (Holcombe, 1983). The oppres-
sive concept reinforced the liberal principle that because women were 
the property of men they lacked property in themselves (Pierson, 2020, 
p. 225). That is, women lacked ownership of themselves in that they 
were denied possession over their own bodies (Herzog & Adams, 2018). 
That women were subject to their husband’s will was rooted in liberal 
conceptions of the natural place of women within the private sphere, 
thus reserving the male-dominated public sphere as the natural space for 
political engagement (Marston, 1990). Somewhat like African American 
struggles for self-possession, so too did women struggle against 
liberal-republican ideology and its resultant socio-legal order which 
placed “non-self-owning” women outside of the proper role of citizen. 

Today suffrage and the right to own property has been formally 
5 While not mentioned herein, Bhandar’s (2018, 151) arguments on indige-

nous peoples as non-self-possessing citizens outside the liberal order is apt. 
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extended to people of color and women. Yet, this does not mean that 
liberalism and the manner in which citizenship has been shaped by 
property relations ensures its protection for these groups. For, the effects 
of racialized dispossession continue from legacies of what Bhandar 
(2018) calls “racial regimes of ownership” which represent the manner 
by which settler colonial property systems were implemented and 
justified. Such regimes, she argues, were premised on the “improve-
ment” of racialized others, such as indigenous groups, by violently 
enforcing private property ownership and thus possession as the legiti-
mate means of cultivating the proper civil and political subject. For this 
reason, Roy (2017) argues, those who have been historically dispos-
sessed not only of property but of themselves, whether they hold citi-
zenship status or not, must struggle simultaneously for a right to 
property as well as to personhood. To dispossess racialized others of 
property and personhood is thus to enable a racial liberalism that 
“banishes” racialized subjects from the proper liberal social order (Roy, 
2017, A8). To understand the contemporary relations of property with 
citizenship therefore is to make sense of how the historical dispossession 
of land and persons from self-possession remains connected to “pro-
priety” and struggled over within liberalism. 

Such substantive critiques of the liberal paradigm of propertied- 
citizenship indicate why alternatives to the ownership model of pri-
vate, marketized property are needed. Enacting non-marketized forms of 
property is a necessary goal to strive for, to ensure that those margin-
alized within liberal-democratic capitalism, the houseless and otherwise 
precariously-housed, are afforded at least a basic level of shelter through 
housing. At the same, it is important to acknowledge how alternatives to 
the ownership model are necessarily enacted not outside but within the 
law and relations of liberal property. To the extent that political struggle 
for the property-insecure is negotiated through the framework of basic 
citizenship protections, it is important to illustrate how property rights 
and relations continue to mediate citizenship rights and privileges, 
particularly given the appearance of their equivalence. 

I return to Portland to detail how property-insecure citizens remain 
not outside of property but are forced to navigate within the limits of the 
“proper” social order demarcated by liberal values of property. 

4. Articulating propertied-citizenship 

On Tuesday, August 15, 2017, Portland, Oregon’s Overlook Neigh-
borhood Association (OKNA) convened for their monthly general 
meeting. At the top of the list for this meeting was a vote to amend the 
association’s bylaws. The proposed amendment to the bylaws, “Revision 
B,” laid out for neighbors what was at stake in the vote: 

The second bylaws amendment … clarifies who qualifies for mem-
bership in OKNA and therefore may vote and hold office. Under a city 
Office of Neighborhood Involvement interpretation of neighborhood 
bylaws, it is possible that anyone who happens to be in the neigh-
borhood on the day of a meeting could be eligible to vote. This in-
cludes houseless individuals camping illegally in Overlook or 
squatters occupying a vacant building. This revision reflects the view 
that a greater commitment to the neighborhood should be necessary 
to vote and serve on the board. To that end, this amendment would 
require residents to provide a legal home address to qualify for 
membership. That would exclude houseless campers and squatters in 
vacant buildings. However, it would not preclude a houseless village 
that has [city-sanctioning] from receiving full membership privi-
leges. A city-sanctioned and permitted houseless village would have 
a legal address, and its residents therefore would qualify for OKNA 
membership (OKNA, 2017, n.p.). 

Cloaked in neutral language, the amendment proposed denying as-
sociation membership for houseless persons wanting to participate in 
the neighborhood organization. Those who had been following OKNA’s 
politics in the years leading up to this meeting knew to what this 

membership-restriction was specifically referring: Portland’s then- 
newest self-governing houseless encampment, Hazelnut Grove (HG). 
Unorganized houseless encampments had existed in the neighborhood 
for decades prior to 2017 and never before had the association indicated 
the need to exclude houseless encampment residents from participation 
in the association. Knowing that HG was without a land-use permit (and 
would likely not get a permit from the City on this site), OKNA proposed 
that the only means by which HG residents could participate in the 
neighborhood association was if the encampment held official sanc-
tioning from the City. The intent behind the bylaw change was political. 

The proposed bylaw amendment was posted to the OKNA website 
one week prior to the day of the vote, eliciting reaction from the local 
media, who homed in on the bylaw’s language seeking to exclude 
houseless people. In one local news report, the chair of OKNA, 
attempting to explain why OKNA would require a legal address for its 
members to participate, stated “if you’re an undocumented immigrant 
and you rent here you’re welcome on the board, but if you happen to 
plop down on a city park bench for the night, that’s not sufficient to say 
you have a commitment to Overlook. So, in some sense, yes, we’re going 
to exclude some people, and it’s those without an address” (Hewitt, 
2017). The statement made clear that it was particularly those without 
access to property that were seen to not be responsible enough to 
satisfactorily meet the obligations of political participation. 

On the night of the vote around 130 people were in attendance, no 
small feat for a neighborhood general meeting. The contentious 
amendment was the main order of business. Perhaps due to the City’s 
condemnation in mind, the OKNA board unanimously voted to remove 
language of houseless exclusion from the bylaw proposal (OKNA, 2017). 
There would be no change to the bylaw which restricted membership for 
houseless people. Yet, the fate of houseless people’s acceptance within 
the neighborhood did not end there. After the proposed bylaw amend-
ment was dropped from the meeting’s agenda, a resolution was imme-
diately introduced. Rather than using neutral language like the proposed 
bylaw had done, the new motion directly implicated HG, mandating that 
the encampment be removed from its site in the Overlook neighborhood. 
The resolution proposed that if no good neighbor agreement was to be 
reached within six weeks, HG would need to relocate out of the neigh-
borhood within a few months (OKNA, 2017). When the motion was put 
to a vote, it too failed (Hewitt, 2017). Once again, OKNA’s attempt to 
exclude the property-insecure people of HG from participating within 
the association and from occupying its site within the neighborhood was 
not successful. 

Pushback against houseless emergency shelter is nothing new in 
urban politics. Houseless encampments and shelters have long been a 
target of Not-In-My-Backyard movements. The opposition is often 
grounded in fears over how such land uses will lower property values in 
neighborhoods surrounding them (Balick, 2018; Lyon-Callo, 2001). 
Although the threat of lowered property values was present for a few 
neighborhood residents in the Overlook neighborhood, the bylaws vote 
ought to be seen for the varied ways in which liberal values of property 
are articulated to “justify” such political repression. It is not, then, a 
simple matter of housed people not wanting unhoused people in the 
neighborhood, but as a process of negotiating what constitutes a proper 
order of property use. For, the events between OKNA and HG are 
representative of how property-secure citizens, who themselves are 
differently placed within liberal property systems, appeal to an imag-
ined “proper” ordering of society in attempt to define the use of space by 
the property-insecure. As we will see, the political and rhetorical pursuit 
of these exclusions affirmed a broader moral commitment on behalf of 
the neighborhood association and its residents that security in property 
was the mechanism by which legitimate political members were 
defined. 

4.1. The “proper” overlook 

HG lies within the inner northside of Portland in the Overlook 
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neighborhood. Overlook has long been a white-majority neighborhood, 
but is contiguous with the Albina district, the one district of neighbor-
hoods in Portland which was, until recently, majority-African American 
(Gibson, 2007). Around the turn of the century, the City-led redevel-
opment of the Mississippi Avenue corridor, the construction of a new 
light-rail line, and low real estate prices in Overlook/Albina compared 
with other central-city neighborhoods attracted newer, mostly white 
residents to the Albina neighborhoods. And so too did Overlook change. 
The already small proportion of Black residents in the Overlook declined 
between 2000 and 2010 by 37% (City of Portland, 2010). By 2010, 
whites made up nearly 72.75% of the total Overlook population; by 
2019 that number increased to 78.5% (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020a). 

Along with demographic shifts, rising income and housing costs have 
been the major drivers of neighborhood change. From 2010 to 2019, the 
median income increased 57%, from $53,597 to $85,571 (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2020b). From this same period, the median home value 
increased by 63%, from $317, 200 to $517,100 (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2020c) while the median monthly rent increased 91%, from $748 to 
$1429 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020c). The changes to Overlook over the 
last decade have been significant and reflect changes ongoing in many of 
Portland’s neighborhoods today. 

OKNA is the entity representing Overlook residents within the City of 
Portland’s system of neighborhood associations. Hailed as a national 
example of strong “civic activism,” each of Portland’s neighborhood 
associations is self-governed by citizen-written bylaws which determine 
matters of elections, responsibilities of elected officers, and of its 
membership (City of Portland, 2021). Largely comprised of homeown-
ers, neighborhood associations receive small amounts of annual funding 
from the City and enjoy the right to have official communications 
recognized by City Bureaus concerning issues of neighborhood 
“livability, safety, or economic vitality” as each neighborhood defines it 
(Friedman, 2019; ONI, 2005). In recognizing a neighborhood associa-
tion’s power, the City Government must give notice to an association 
when matters of planning or policy, such as re-zoning or new de-
velopments, fall within its boundaries (ONI, 2005). The City has 
recognized these associations for nearly five decades, a symbol of the 
publicly-oriented spirit of Portland’s progressive era of planning. 

To a significant extent, therefore, a neighborhood association’s op-
position to developments or “livability” issues otherwise are formally 
considered by the City. So when OKNA decried HG’s occupation of 
vacant property within the neighborhood beginning in 2015, a signifi-
cant amount of attention and energy was brought forth in attempt to 
remove the encampment (Killen, 2015; Theen, 2015). For OKNA, HG’s 
occupation of the City-owned site amounted to an illegal taking of space. 
As one homeowner stated during an interview, OKNA “as a neighbor-
hood was against the encampment because it is an illegal dwelling, an 
illegal taking of property.” For many neighborhood residents, the 
encampment was thought to be illegal because it lacked a formal right to 
the property, despite the City allowing the encampment to operate 
there. “I don’t think it is right for the City to turn over publicly-held 
property to the homeless camp,” another neighborhood resident said. 
“It belongs to all of Portland.” Instead of an emergency shelter, many 
neighbors requested the space be vacated and put to a more “public” use. 

In general, Portland’s self-organized encampments benefit from 
certain land use rights that complicate the ability of entities like 
neighborhood associations from removing them from some spaces. Self- 
organized encampments in Portland, such as Right 2 Dream Too and 
Dignity Village, which both began as protest camps, and the more 
recently City-funded Kenton Women’s Village, all hold formal land use 
or “use-of-space” agreements with the City Government, making them 
officially sanctioned (Przybylinski, 2020b). The land use agreements 
define user rights quite basically. R2DT’s agreement, for instance, stip-
ulates that “User is allowed to enter and use the [encampment] and 
those City-owned amenities placed in the Use Area, for the sole purpose 
of operating a temporary rest area” (City of Portland, 2017). The 
agreements also define the length of the encampments right to use the 

property, usually for two years. The majority of the contract is used to 
protect the City against liability, by stipulating limitations on im-
provements to the property, waiving the City Government’s liability for 
damage or injury caused by encampment residents’ use of the proper-
ties, and requiring that expenses for property maintenance to sites are 
self-incurred by the encampments themselves (City of Portland, 2017). 
Given the simplicity of the agreements regarding use rights to the 
properties, the encampments themselves establish codes of conduct 
which regulate behaviors within the properties. As such, the rights to 
enter and use a property for a houseless individual is the basic guarantee 
of the land use agreement which then allows for encampments as col-
lectives to self-organize the encampments as they see fit. 

HG is slightly different than its peers. For nearly five years, HG was 
simply tolerated by the City, thereby benefitting from the City’s 
commitment to ensure the encampment may continue operating while a 
relocation search took place.6 Despite having lacked a use-of-space 
agreement with the City, HG was still seen as being a legal houseless 
accommodation in the eyes of the City Government. For, right as HG 
occupied the space in October 2015, the City declared a state of emer-
gency on housing and homelessness (City of Portland, 2015). Doing so 
allowed the City to ease certain aspects of land use ordinances ensuring 
HG’s right to operate on the municipal property. 

The arguments in opposition to HG therefore exceeded its legality 
alone. Moral objections were made about the residents and their use of 
space. When asking neighborhood homeowners about their general 
perspective on the encampment, one thought that “[Hazelnut residents] 
have no intention of moving on from the encampment. I’ve met these 
people at our neighborhood meetings and they are quite content to live 
there forever, do whatever the hell they want. Work if they want, not 
work if they want.” Another homeowner doubted the sincerity of HG 
residents’ participation in neighborhood association meetings. “[HG 
residents] do not have the best interest of the neighborhood. They are 
only interested in themselves. [Housed] individuals in the neighborhood 
are for the good of the neighborhood. Hazelnut people are not. They care 
about themselves.” In this way, HG residents were rendered unfit for 
self-governance because of their inability to conceive of the public 
“good,” an ethical capacity thought inherent to property-secure citizens 
for centuries. 

Neighborhood residents implied that social and political legitimacy 
derives from one’s economic relation with property, not the other way 
around. What constitutes legitimate use of property, expressed one 
homeowner, was one’s ability to own or rent property. “I have property 
because I purchased property. If you want to rent property, you can rent 
property,” she said. “But just being a human being does not give you a 
right to property. You have to pay for it in some manner. Just the fact 
that you are human does not mean that you have a right to squat on land. 
No, not in this country.” Similarly, another neighborhood homeowner 
felt that “it wasn’t fair” that individuals “are able to simply say, ‘I am 
homeless, I don’t have to pay for property and be part of it all.’” That 
houseless people “choose” to live in emergency encampments, for this 
homeowner, represented a broader assumption that “[houseless people] 
take advantage of the situation by not playing by the rules.” To the 
extent that neighborhood homeowners believed the encampment to be 
an illegitimate way in which property could be used, the encampment 
residents were seen as “undemocratic” in their “taking” of property. 

The above sentiments regarding encampments and their residents in 
Portland convey a distance between that of the property-insecure and 
that of “proper” citizenship. Such rhetoric delegitimating the political 
subjectivity of the property-insecure who reside in self-organized en-
campments are not only articulated by homeowners in opposition to the 
encampments, however. These values are also realized through 

6 HG has recently signed a land use agreement for use of another site in a 
nearby neighborhood which will eventually afford them the same temporary 
(and limited) land use rights as Portland’s other encampments. 
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legislation affecting the encampments as well. 

4.2. Non-self-possessing citizens 

In the summer of 2019, the Oregon State Legislature amended the 
transitional housing accommodation (THA) land use ordinance (ORS 
446.265) by enacting House Bill 2916. THAs are spaces intended to be 
used as temporary shelter for seasonal uses (recreational camping) but 
more recently have come to also function as emergency housing sites for 
encampments. HB 2916 was passed in light of the growing number of 
unsheltered houseless groups who were unsanctioned and thus not 
allowed to operate the state’s transitional housing accommodation land 
use ordinance. The bill amended the terms by which transitional housing 
accommodations in Oregon cities would operate. Formerly, THAs were 
allowed on only two parcels within each Oregon municipality. The 
amendment removed this restriction, allowing for municipal govern-
ments to make their own decisions about how many THAs would be 
allowed in their respective jurisdictions (State of Oregon, 2019). This 
allowed Portland’s Government to designate all current city-sanctioned 
encampments as THAs and the right to designate future encampments as 
well. 

The amendments to the THA ordinance included a second and quite 
significant implication for seeing how property security relates to citi-
zenship for encampment residents. Although the amendment allowed 
for all encampments to be made legal when designated as THAs, the 
amendment also made THA sites not subject to Oregon Revised Statute, 
chapter 90 (ORS 90). ORS 90 is the state’s landlord-tenant legislation 
which lays out the rights and responsibilities for landlords and tenants 
(Oregon Laws, 2020). Traditionally landlord-tenant legislation protects 
the privacy rights of tenants, allowing them a modicum of control over 
when, for example, a landlord is allowed to enter a rented property. The 
amendment institutionalized the non-right of encampments to be pro-
tected by landlord-tenant legislation by expressly limiting the posses-
sory rights of interest for encampments as tenants of property. In 
general, possessory rights to property allow tenants the right of 
“exclusive possession,” meaning that “tenants have the right to exclude 
all others, including the landlord (except for rights under the lease to 
inspect or repair) from the land” (Williams & Robson, 2014, n.p.). What 
the amendment meant for Portland’s encampments, therefore, is that 
they were excluded from a possessory right to exclude others from the 
site. Without such a right, the encampments are limited in key pro-
tections that situate their residents within an ambiguous relationship 
with the property as citizens holding individual liberties but not rights to 
secure the encampment spaces. 

Two issues in particular arise from the limiting of encampments 
property rights. The first concerns the autonomy of encampments as self- 
governing collectives. If an encampment collectively votes to remove an 
individual, the lack of legal right to evict prevents them from realizing 
their decision to remove that individual.7 Encampments must rely upon 
themselves to organize their community, to keep themselves safe, and to 
enforce their own decisions. Although they do not legally evict in-
dividuals, encampments still remove members for various reasons. The 
non-legal evictions that go awry for encampments make life enormously 
difficult for their residents. As one HG resident noted, enforcing evic-
tions can be onerous on the community because the group “doesn’t have 
the ability to pressure people out of the space.” The reason for that, he 
said, is “because we don’t own the property. So we can’t trespass them.” 
Instead, encampments are forced to rely on their own means of pro-
tecting themselves from ex-members. 

A second and related dilemma encampments face due to this 

legislation is that residents cannot legally exclude non-authorized in-
truders from entering their property. Without the right to secure the 
encampment space as such, the encampment residents are vulnerable to 
anyone who wishes to enter for any reason. And this happens routinely. 
It is not uncommon at HG for strangers to enter the encampment in the 
middle of the night with unknown intentions. All of Portland’s en-
campments run their own security shifts overnight for this reason. Not 
having a legal right to exclude means the residents at the encampments 
cannot secure their site; they are unable to legally keep out anyone for 
any or no reason whatsoever; the police, neighbors, intruders seeking to 
cause harm, etc. Such a right to protection and privacy, the right to 
secure one’s space, is a right tenants leasing an apartment or home-
owners enjoy and have protected by the state. 

There is then a disparity between property rights of the encamp-
ments and a resident’s personal rights. Houseless residents at Portland’s 
encampments still hold personal liberty rights as citizens separate from 
the encampment’s property rights, including personal rights to privacy 
and self-protection in addition to rights to their personal belongings. But 
because encampments themselves are limited in their property right-
s—essentially they are institutions without the right to exclu-
de—residents’ personal rights to privacy and protection from others is 
curtailed. This is problematic in that encampments do not enjoy a 
property right which can then secure for residents their personal rights 
to not be interfered with, except insofar as the encampments can 
informally protect and promote these rights on their behalf. The legis-
lation enforces a certain level of insecurity for residents of houseless 
encampments by restricting the already slim use-rights of property the 
encampments enjoy, furthering the precarity of an already property- 
insecure group. 

5. Concluding discussion 

These brief examples illustrate a few ways in which property medi-
ates political relations. On the surface, the antagonism of the neigh-
borhood association toward HG and the legislative land use limitations 
on all of Portland’s encampments appear to exclude houseless people 
from a right to use public land which is allocated specifically for this use 
and from the right to secure their privacy. In the context of “the 
ownership model” of property, here private property rights seem settled, 
reinforcing the notion that owners hold absolute rights to exclude 
(Blomley, 2004). Personal rights of liberty within this model thus appear 
subject to those of property and are often incommensurable with them 
(but see Singer, 2000). 

Looking historically at the liberal model of propertied-citizenship, 
the ownership of property underscored a right of self-ownership and 
citizenship rights were dependent on such a right to self-possession. 
When citizenship rights became separated from property ownership 
over time, however, property rights appeared to be independent, 
disconnected from an individual’s citizenship rights and privileges. The 
expansion of liberty rights suggested that citizens no longer needed to 
own property or be property-secure to be self-possessing “proper” 
citizens. 

By examining the moments and types of “gatekeeping” which emerge 
to give propertied-citizenship its qualities and identities (Harvey, 1996, 
55), dialectical analysis nuances this distinction, illustrating how the 
values shaping property and citizenship become stabilized despite the 
legal distinctions between them. In Portland, these moments of gate-
keeping are partly borne out through the struggles over self-governing 
houseless encampments. There encampment residents are constructed 
as improper political subjects due to their “illegal” or non-proper use of 
property. Based on this perception, the neighborhood association 
attempted to remove the encampment and directly exclude houseless 
encampment residents from participating in neighborhood politics, for, 
encampment residents were seen not to be publicly-interested political 
participants. Such arguments reify the propertied-citizen of past, an 
idealized property owner who brackets their private (economic) 

7 The right to not legally evict also has its benefits. Residents who are 
removed from an encampment will not have to appeal an eviction through the 
court system which could potentially mark the individual’s record and make 
future renting that much more difficult. 
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interests to make impartial decisions for the public good. Rhetoric of 
complacency and an inability to earn property the “proper” way are 
valuations demarcating citizenship as a type of proprietary status 
mobilized against encampment residents. 

Significantly, the dialectic shows how material relations of property 
ownership, while not absolutely defining of one’s political privileges, 
mediate the citizenship privileges of the property-insecure. They do so 
by hiding how matters of property affect political subjectivity and citi-
zenship privileges. Despite possessing land-use rights to occupy 
municipal property, legislation pertaining to land use rights for Port-
land’s encampments emphasize property restrictions, not personal lib-
erty restrictions. In this way, matters seemingly concerned with property 
access alone appear not to be a matter of limiting political rights. But 
houseless encampment residents cannot ensure the protection of their 
persons within the limited property rights of encampments. Such 
legislation reinforces the propertied-citizen as one who is in possession 
of property and by extension is self-possessing. Limiting encampment 
rights to property presents the ideal self-possessing citizen as one who 
realizes their political autonomy through rights of exclusion, rights 
preeminent in the ownership model. 

It is through a historical-geographic understanding of these limita-
tions, then, that “proper” liberal citizenship has emerged in connection 
with property. The analysis herein suggests that the problem for resi-
dents of encampments is not that they are excluded from property and 
therefore from citizenship outright. Rather, houseless people’s place-
ment within property, particularly the non-traditional property uses 
unique to Portland’s encampments, devalues their social and political 
autonomy. This is anything but apparent, however. The great capacity 
for houseless peoples’ self-governance enabled by self-organized en-
campments is hindered by the relations of property which limit the 
extent of these political benefits. What the struggles of Portland’s self- 
governing houseless encampments illustrate, therefore, is that house-
less people are not excluded from, but remain struggling within, the 
relations of property which constitute a particular social order, an order 
where property-security is maintained as the implied means of 
propriety. 

When we look at how property has mutually emerged with citizen-
ship through time, we see that formally abolishing liberalism’s property 
requirement for citizenship does not equal the abolishment of property 
as a determinant of citizenship. The end of property-qualifications for 
citizenship has not entirely destabilized values of property which have 
long demarcated a proper liberal social order. To the extent that 
“proper” citizenship remains grounded in an individuals’ capacity for 
self-governance, self-ownership, and economic independence, the 
struggle for property-security is also a struggle for rights of political 
autonomy and representation. And for the few HG residents of color, 
particularly, the historical distinction within liberalism of racialized 
others as those denied possession over themselves further exacerbates 
their precarity within relations of property. 

What the struggles over Portland’s houseless encampments help us 
see is where the limits of propertied-citizenship partially lie. They lie in 
the contested spaces of encampments like Hazelnut Grove which are 
created out of necessity to accommodate those with few options for 
resting safely. These self-governing communities must actively protect 
their personal rights of liberty not because they lack property, but 
because of how they are positioned within property. For, encampment 
residents’ struggles with the property-secure, who themselves are also 
variously-positioned within property, effectively demarcate how prop-
erty ought to be maintained. In this way, citizenship no longer needs to 
be realized through property ownership explicitly, as a proper social 
order is instead negotiated through everyday relations of property. 

What this illustrates, at least in part, is that the future of self- 
governing encampments will not be the empowering spaces of politi-
cal autonomy for property-insecure people as long as the encampments 
exist within the liberal model of propertied-citizenship. Attempts at 
reconfiguring enactments of property within the liberal property 

paradigm, those like Portland’s self-organized encampments meant to 
empower and dignify houseless people, are undermined by property 
relations inflected with a particular sense of propriety associated with 
them. 

But Portland’s encampment struggles reflect something more 
broadly about liberalism: citizenship enables a right to exist for 
property-insecure people, just not the right to exist comfortably or safely 
within the proper social order of propertied-space. As such, the 
property-secure and property-insecure both must justify their rights 
within liberal property systems, upon which the historical association of 
self-ownership, economic independence, and whiteness has been pre-
mised. Of course, the rhetoric of American liberalism says otherwise. 
And it is exactly this contradiction of liberalism—forcing the property- 
insecure to struggle precariously within property while at the same 
time expanding democratic rights of citizenship which leave such 
property precariousness untouched—that ought to demand continued 
and critical attention. 
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