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Abstract

America’s “infatuation with homeownership” has been identified as one cause of the latest
financial crisis. Based on codings of 1,809 party manifestos in 19 OECD countries since
1945, this paper addresses the question of where the political ideal to democratize home-
ownership came from. While conservative parties have defended homeownership across
countries and time, center-left parties have oscillated between a pro-homeownership and a
pro-rental position. The former occurs in Anglo-Saxon, Northern and Southern European
countries, while the latter prevails among German-speaking countries. Beyond partisan
effects, once a country has a majority of homeowners and parties defending homeowner-
ship, larger parties are more likely to support it. The extent of center-left parties’ support
for homeownership is conditionally associated with higher homeownership rates, more en-
couraging mortgage regimes, and a bigger housing bubble burst after 2007. The ideational
origins of the financialization of housing and private Keynesianism are, after all, not only
conservative and market-liberal.

Keywords: comparative politics, homeownership, political economy

Zusammenfassung

Der amerikanische Traum vom Eigenheim ist oft als eine Ursache fiir die letzte Finanz-
krise zitiert worden. Dieser Artikel beantwortet mit einer Inhaltsanalyse von 1.809 Partei-
programmen aus 19 OECD Landern seit 1945 die Frage, woher das politische Ideal des
Eigenheims stammt und wie es sich parteipolitisch verbreitete. Wahrend konservative Par-
teien in allen untersuchten Lindern von Beginn an privates Hauseigentum férdern wollten,
schwankten Mitte-links-Parteien zwischen einer Eigenheim- und einer Sozialwohnungs-
baupriferenz. Sie standen eher in angelsidchsischen, nord- und siideuropiischen Lindern
fiir das Eigenheim, wihrend die deutschsprachigen Sozialdemokratien tendenziell den
Mietwohnungsbau befiirworteten. Insbesondere grofle Parteien traten aber nicht nur aus
parteiideologischen Griinden fiir Hauseigentum ein, sondern auch durch den Wettbewerb
mit anderen Eigenheim beftirwortenden Parteien sowie durch hohe bestehende Wohnei-
gentumsquoten. Je ausgepragter sich Mitte-links-Parteien tiber die letzten Jahrzehnte im
Durchschnitt fir das Eigenheim aussprachen, desto hoher sind auch die nationalen Wohn-
eigentumsquoten, desto liberaler ist die Hypothekenregulierung und desto tiefer der Haus-
preiseinbruch nach 2007. Die ideellen Urspriinge der Wohnungsfinanzialisierung und des
privaten Keynesianismus sind somit nicht nur ein konservativ-neoliberales Projekt.

Schlagwérter: Hauseigentum, politische Okonomie, vergleichende Parteienforschung
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A Small History of the Homeownership Ideal

1 Introduction

In virtually all countries, homeownership has increased over the last century. While ris-
ing economic incomes have been an important driver for this general tendency, most
countries have also used policies supporting homeownership to influence tenure struc-
ture. This is based on the idea that democratized homeownership is beneficial for mod-
ern societies: the belief is that it creates more stable democracies, fosters individual vir-
tues, and counteracts revolutionary pressures through a broader distribution of wealth

and a better housing supply. However, countries differ in the extent to which they have

made the homeownership ideal a dominant policy option. While the move towards

property-owning democracies seems to have made homeownership an irreversible

policy option almost everywhere, countries such as Germany or Switzerland, with their
traditionally larger shares of rental dwellings, are still an exception to this rule. Recently,
the idea of unlimited homeownership has also come under attack in many high-home-
ownership countries. The rise of mortgage debt as a by-product of the homeownership

ideal has led to the unstable regime of “private Keynesianism” (Crouch 2009). More-
over, governments supporting homeownership were accused of having contributed to

the latest financial crisis by extending the dream of homeownership to those who sim-
ply did not have the means to realize that dream (Norberg 2009). Indeed, countries and

regions with the strongest homeownership increases during the pre-crisis years were

also those with the highest mortgage debt levels, foreclosure rates, house-price volatil-
ity, and deeper recessions (Brocker and Hanes 2012; Field 1992; Jorda, Schularick, and

Taylor 2016; Mian and Sufi 2009; Riinstler 2016). The political preference of bringing

homeownership to more people turned out to be another dangerous idea.

Despite their prominence, to date, homeownership ideology and policies have been
neglected by comparative studies (Zavisca and Gerber 2016). One reason for this is
that housing and homeownership is still not treated as a stable pillar of the traditional
welfare states, both in politics itself but also in comparative research. Although Esping-
Andersen started his comparative work on the liberalization of housing policy and
homeownership in Scandinavia (Esping-Andersen 1985), the traditional welfare sys-
tem based on income security became the cornerstone of comparative welfare studies.
Another reason for the absence of homeownership in comparative studies is that many
homeownership policies are part of the considerable “hidden welfare state” (Howard
1997), which is difficult to detect in comparisons as well as in public debates. Finally,
indicators for housing structures, regulation, subsidies, or policy positions still lack suf-
ficient cross-country and over-time coverage to allow for the typical comparative re-
search designs.
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One central contribution of this paper is therefore to provide new data on homeowner-
ship and policy positions on housing for 19 OECD countries between 1945 and 2013.
Drawing on a new coding of housing policy content in 1,809 party manifestos, this
paper offers a comparative history of ideas for the political ideal of homeownership. It
answers the question of which ideological, political, and country-specific factors ex-
plain its variation across manifestos. As theoretical frameworks for the comparative
explanation of housing policies are lacking, Section 1 develops such historically and
theoretically informed expectations, based on the history of housing and analogies to
similar policy fields, notably education. I expect parties’ homeownership preferences
to be determined by three kinds of factors: partisan ideology, politics, and the wider
structure of a country’s political economy. Section 2 then presents the new content
coding of housing policies, the descriptive and bivariate analysis, as well as multilevel
analyses to explain the differential adoption of the homeownership ideal across parties
and countries.

I find that housing policy is more likely to be proposed by center-left parties, and only
certain (notably Christian) conservative parties, as well as by larger parties in coun-
tries with more issue competition around housing. Although homeownership itself is
generally a project of the political right, I find a surprising split among parties from
the social democratic family across countries: social democracy in German-speaking
countries, building on an urbanized tenant working class, a public rental alternative,
and strong tenancy laws, remained most hesitant about promoting broad homeowner-
ship. By contrast, in former Anglo-Saxon settler colonies, which started out with much
higher homeownership rates in the first place, liberal and Labour parties, pushed by
competition for the median voter in two-party systems, made homeownership sup-
port their default housing policy right from the start. But also in the late-urbanizing,
family farm-based Scandinavian countries, social democracy favored both cooperative
and single-family house ownership, often in coalition with the equally ownership-af-
firmative farmer parties. In Latin social democracies, the competition from the radical
left and the already high homeownership rates produced under conservative dictator-
ships shifted parties towards the homeownership ideal. Once a homeownership regime
was in place, partisan ideology became almost unnecessary to maintain it. The need to
win the support of the majority homeownership constituency and competition for the
median voter from other parties proposing homeownership pushed particularly larger
parties to also favor homeownership, regardless of other ideological commitments.

The discussion shows that the more center-left parties in a country have defended
homeownership over the last few decades, the more that country is conditionally asso-
ciated with higher homeownership rates, a more lenient mortgage regime, and a steeper
drop in housing prices after 2007. By providing fresh data on a neglected policy field,
this paper reveals that the shift to more private mortgage indebtedness and “infatua-
tion with homeownership” (Norberg 2009) before the Great Recession was not only a
British-American story of market ideologues, but was observed in more countries and
had a lot of party support, also on the political left.
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2 Historical and theoretical background
Historical background

The political idea that bringing more people into home- or landownership is benefi-
cial for individuals and societies is quite old. It can, for instance, be found in agrarian
discourses about the advantages of family farm ownership over rental or dependent-
labor arrangements in agricultural economies. The ideal of “yeoman” agrarianism
can be traced from Hesiod to John Locke and the founding fathers of settler colonies
(Montmarquet 1989). The hard-working, independent owner-farmer was considered a
better citizen and soldier, a backbone of modern democracies or the ancient Republic
of Rome before its fall (Weber [1906-1924] 2013). In peasant and bourgeois revolu-
tions, the claim for a broader distribution of landownership and abolition of feudal
privileges was central and resulted in the large-scale expropriation of large private states
and in (not necessarily successful) attempts to redistribute land after the revolutions,
respectively (Moore [1966] 1969; Swinnen 2002).

In settler societies, in turn, the Jeffersonian ideal of small ownership, as a bulwark against
anti-democratic forces and a counterpoint to the unequal landownership of aristocratic
old Europe, became something like a founding myth (White and White [1962] 1977).
The promise of free landownership was a selling point for attracting more European im-
migrants and fell on fertile ground in feudally backward European countries or farming
regions with highly fragmented small ownership (Belich 2009; Veracini 2012). Old Eu-
ropean countries, in turn, attempted to respond to the threatening depopulation by call-
ing for an “inner colonization,” luring potential emigrants into the depopulated Eastern
parts of Prussia (Bergmann 1970, 89), Tsarist Russia, or Sweden (Edling 1995).

The idea that ownership makes for a more stable order also has a traditional place in
social policies directed at veterans. The urge to spread the ownership of land usually
emerged at the end of wars, when large numbers of unsettled men with combat experi-
ence claimed their due and needed to be reintegrated into civil life. Housing has thus
been a central element in veterans’ welfare services that often preceded and accompa-
nied income-maintenance-focused welfare benefits (Skocpol 1993). The provision of
“homes for heroes” could range from the provision of (conquered) land for settlement,
government-provided accommodation, hospitals for old and disabled veterans, or gov-
ernment-supported mortgage programs.

These three traditional justifications for a spread of homeownership — owner agrarian-
ism, settler colonialism, and veterans’ policies — can still be found in the creation of the
first housing laws between 1889 and 1918 in the countries examined here. Particularly
in very rural countries and settler colonies, there is a direct spillover of policies and even
institutional arrangements directed at farmers or settlers into the early housing poli-
cies, as documented for Ireland (Fahey and Maitre 2004), Norway (Annaniassen 2006a),
New Zealand (Davidson 1994, 27), the United States (Arrington 2012; Prasad 2012),
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Iceland (Sveinsson 2006), or Finland (Ruonavaara 1999). Similarly, most countries saw
distinct homeownership-supporting laws after the wars of the twentieth century, aimed
at bringing veterans into new homes — preferably in ownership form — as both success-
ful and defeated nations struggled to overcome the pent-up postwar demand and to
respond to veterans’ demands (Swenarton 1981; Zimmermann 2001).

In the nineteenth century, however, a distinct homeownership-supportive line of thought
emerged, which considered the spread of homeownership among the urbanized work-
ing classes as an antidote to the upheavals of industrialization and urbanization. Early
such statements in favor of homeownership can thus be found among conservative
thinkers and statesmen throughout the nineteenth century, such as Sismondi (1819),
Alban de Villeneuve-Bargemont (1834, 19), Napoleon III (Bonaparte [1844] 1848), or
Adam Miiller (Langner 1975). In these writings, the solution of the agrarian question
through more widespread small ownership was still meant to rewind the disturbing pau-
perism that accompanied the incipient industrialization. Around the mid-nineteenth
century, it was first and foremost the paternalist industrialists from coal-mining
Mulhouse who popularized an employer-supported buy-rent scheme for workers’ cot-
tages with small gardens in the 1830s. They became the model for what conservatives
such as Frédéric LePlay (1864) or Heinrich Wilhelm Riehl argued for, often in alliance
with the emerging hygiene movements fighting against urban slums (Polasky 2010).
Through World Exhibitions and reformer circles, it became the model for accommodat-
ing workers in the new industrial order (Zimmermann 1991).

It was not before the 1880s, however, that the reformer circles in many European coun-
tries began to transform the by then largely conservative homeownership ideal into early
state support for homeownership (Pooley 1992). Social carriers in the various countries

were, for instance, the Musée social in France (Horne 2002), the Egnahemsrorelse in

Sweden (Edling 1995), the Instituto de Reformas Sociales in Spain (Correa 2003), the

Zentralstelle fiir Wohnungsreform in Austria, the Verein fiir Socialpolitik in Germany, or
the Houses and Garden Movement in Denmark (Hyldtoft 1992). A more radical faction

of a certain ideological proximity were the land reform movements, with precursors in

English radical agrarianism around Thomas Spence and the Chartist Movement (Chase

1988), as well as the American Henry George as the best-known proponent in the later
nineteenth century. From him, the movement also spread onto the European continent
(Gutzeit 1907), where it subsided in the interwar years. But Social Catholicism — at the

latest since the first encyclical Rerum Novarum in 1891 — also opted for family-based

small ownership as a response to industrialism (Schratz 2011). Finally, the Garden City
movement, spreading from Great Britain, agreed on decentralized forms of urban-rural

low-rise housing, although it differed as to whether these were supposed to be held in

private or cooperative ownership form, as in Owen’s or Howard’s conceptions (Boden-
schatz 2001). Even among socialists, followers of Proudhon — much criticized by Fried-
rich Engels — favored a cooperative form of small worker credit lines and ownership.
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It was through the influence of these conservative currents — of course, at varying
strengths in different countries — that the homeownership ideal was carried into hous-
ing legislation, as documented for France (Frouard 2012; Guerrand 1987), Belgium
(Smets 1977), Norway (Annaniassen 2006b), Finland (Ruonavaara 1999), Ireland
(Norris 2016), Sweden’s Homeownership Fund of 1904 (Stromberg 1992), Italy (Pic-
cinato 1988, 399), Spain (Tatjer 2005), New Zealand’s Advances to Workers Act of 1905
(Davidson 1994, 29), and Portugal (Silva 1994). The movements were less successful
or less homeownership-pronounced in the Netherlands (Stieber 1998), Denmark (Bro
2008), and the German-speaking countries (Banik-Schweitzer 1988; Niethammer 1979),
where laws supporting non-profit housing were eventually passed.

Meanwhile, the often single-family-house-centered homeownership ideal encountered
one alternative utopian housing vision: the multi-story rental arrangement with coop-
erative or collectivist elements, as first suggested by Charles Fourier and realized by the
entrepreneur Godin (Raymond 1966). While these counter-ideals remained a minor-
ity conception, only realized in the margins of “five percent philanthropy,” one of its
variants became a standard urban form in interwar Europe (Linn 1974), when local
governments — often for the first time of social democratic or even communist orien-
tation — replaced the broken-down private housing construction by supplying mostly
rental housing in multi-unit form. Municipal socialism — rather than Friedrich Engels’
suggestion to leave the solution of the Housing Question to the eventual dissolution of
capitalism ([1872-3] 1973) — became the most concrete alternative to the homeown-
ership ideal which had characterized the first wave of mostly pre-WWI housing laws
(Rogers 1998, chap. 4; Bullock and Read 1985).

Theoretical background

It is against this historical backdrop that one needs to think about how the political proj-
ect to bring more people into homeownership could develop in the twentieth century,
when the heavy state interventions into housing after the two World Wars made hous-
ing a central policy domain. A political economy of housing and homeownership has
hardly developed up to the current day and thus cannot provide theoretically-backed
expectations about which parties eventually made homeownership ideology their mis-
sion during the time of state intervention. To understand the differential trajectory of the
homeownership ideal across parties, countries and time, I will therefore create some the-
oretical propositions concerning the factors determining homeownership preferences by
drawing on general insights from the historical housing studies above. I will also borrow
insights from other welfare domains, particularly education (Ansell 2010; Busemeyer
and Schlicht-Schmalzle 2014 ), with which I find certain structural analogies.

A first group of factors determining homeownership preference is partisan ideology, as
seen above. Similarly to education policy, it is not entirely clear whether homeownership
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is owned by the right or the left. Historically, the idea of bringing homeownership to the
majority of the population is a typically conservative policy response and, in most coun-
tries, the first housing laws in support of homeownership before 1914 were inspired by
the paternalist industrialist idea of buying worker support through the spread of home-
ownership (Pooley 1992). Friedrich Engels’ early critique of these conservative reform
proposals is an important explanatory factor for socialists’ early inaction in the field of
homeownership and housing more generally. More evidence for the conservative pref-
erence for homeownership can be found in historical studies showing conditional asso-
ciations of regions with small landownership and conservative political outcomes, as in
Marx’s original claim about the smallholder vote for Napoleon III (Marx [1852] 2007).
While these studies concern periods in history when agrarian land ownership was more
important than urban homeownership (Brustein 1988), many recent micro-level stud-
ies find that homeowners are more likely to vote for conservative parties (Ansell 2014).
If parties address these voter preferences, then one would expect that conservative par-
ties are overall more likely to propose homeownership than other parties. A particular
Scandinavian variety of this conservative preference lies in farmers’ parties’ democratic
regrouping around independent land ownership. Catholic conservative parties on the
continent, in turn, tended to adopt social policy suggestions from the Catholic Church
which, ever since the first social encyclicals in 1891, has proposed small land ownership
as a social buffer (Guerrand 1987).

While we can therefore expect a link between conservatism and homeownership, the
stance of center-left parties on housing and homeownership is far from clear-cut. Firstly,
there is Engels’ tradition of inaction or even outright opposition vis-a-vis homeowner-
ship, as formulated in the Housing Question in the 1870s (Engels [1872-3] 1973). Sec-
ondly, reform-oriented socialist and social democratic parties developed an alternative
state-based housing provision model of state or municipal rentals and comprehensive
tenant protection (security of tenure, rent controls). For the recently urbanized renting
and working classes of the early twentieth century, homeownership was simply out of
reach in most cities. Moreover, homeownership subsidies are likely to be regressive, ei-
ther because they redistribute to those who already have some equity or because mort-
gage or income tax exemption schemes reflect the progressivity of tax payments. Thus,
from a socialist reform perspective, promoting homeownership runs counter to the
worker constituency (Kniipfer 1979). A third socialist tradition going back to the radi-
cal demands for agrarian egalitarianism and later closely associated with Proudhon is
the defense of workers’ small property as a security against capitalist labor markets
and rent exploitation by landlords. The motives behind making the workers homeown-
ers themselves can range from the idea of shielding them from markets — for example,
through cooperative ownership structures — to the idea of enabling workers to par-
ticipate in the creation of capitalist wealth. Thus, overall, I expect center-left parties
to be divided over the homeownership question. Across countries, this divide could
coincide with existing comparative accounts which find systematic differences between
the center-left parties of the Anglo-Saxon, Scandinavian, Germanic, and Latin socialist
movements (Keman 2017).
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A second group of factors determining homeownership positions lies more in the poli-
tics of housing than in partisan ideologies — i.e., parties opt for homeownership for rea-
sons of political strategy, not necessarily out of ideological conviction. One of my first
expectations is thus that larger parties cannot really avoid addressing the considerable
constituency of homeowners, even in countries where there is no homeowner major-
ity. This effect should be particularly visible for European social democratic parties,
whose constituencies gradually moved from tenant to homeowner majorities as part of
a general embourgeoisement of the working classes (Esping-Andersen 1985) and social
democracy’s constituency shift to the middle classes (Hausermann 2018). According to
the ISSP 2009 survey, for instance, the social democratic electorate comprised 49 percent
homeowners (mortgage-free plus mortgaged) in Germany, 43 percent in Austria, and
29 percent in Switzerland, while the majority of socialist voters in France (76 percent),
Labour voters in the UK (64 percent), Democrats in the US (65 percent), and social
democrats in Sweden (59 percent) were homeowners. Even in a low-homeownership
country like Germany, the ALLBUS survey shows that the average homeownership rate
of members of the social democratic party (SPD and Jusos) between 1980 and 1992 was
56 percent, while the homeownership rate of union members increased from 51 percent
in 1994 to 65 percent in 2014

A second politics-based expectation is that party competition might lead even ideo-
logically uncommitted parties to imitate their political competitors and signal to their
voters that they are not anti-homeownership. Again, this would be less driven by gen-
eral ideological conviction and more about the politics of not allowing other parties
to have an issue monopoly. A final expectation is that formerly incumbent parties are
reluctant to oppose homeowners when running again for a new term, following the
incumbency constraint hypothesis (Klingemann, Hofferbert, and Budge 1995). All gov-
ernments, even in tenancy-oriented countries like Germany, inherit ongoing programs
that subsidize homeownership, mostly through exemptions, but also through direct
mortgage funds. Even if a party is not particularly committed to homeownership as a
form of tenure, it will be more difficult for them to opt out of these commitments that
are rooted in the status quo.

A third and final group of factors determining homeownership policies are structures
of the political economy. Perhaps most obviously, existing homeownership levels or
recent increases create larger constituencies of homeowners that particularly large par-
ties need to address. As home-owning voters usually comprise families and tend to have
higher rates of voter turnout and political activity (André, Dewilde, and Luijkx 2017),
it is impossible for parties to ignore them once the median voter becomes an owner-
occupier. In the available ISSP surveys between 1985 and 2006, between over 50 percent
and over 80 percent of those surveyed said that the government definitely or probably
should provide for decent housing (own calculations). Another structural influence is

1 In the data from both of these surveys, the overall number of homeowners is slightly inflated,
probably due to a middle-class bias in the survey design.
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the housing and house price cycle: in periods of rising house prices, support for home-
owners is both more necessary and more in line with the expectations of the large num-
ber of voters climbing up the housing ladder. Keeping homeowner subsidies flowing
can even become an issue of macroeconomic stability, as homes purchased in times of
house-price-mortgage-debt spirals are bought on the premise of continuously rising
prices. Once the house price bubble bursts, foreclosed homeowners need help, but the
frenzy of homeownership politics appears less opportune. Closely related to this, eco-
nomic growth allows governments to make homeownership promises, while periods of
economic crisis make low-cost rentals a necessity. Finally, following the literature that
finds a trade-off between housing and general welfare, one can expect less of a need for
parties to promote homeownership if there is a well-developed welfare state, particu-
larly in the domain of public pensions.

In summary, whether homeownership policy propositions became a political option
may be rooted in ideological party struggles, may depend more strategically on the
politics of housing or it may be driven by the general political economy of housing. The
following section will turn to historical party manifestos to explore the determinants of
the political homeownership ideal.

3 The political career of homeownership through party manifestos
post-1945

Pushed by post-Second World War housing shortages, housing became an established
policy field in Western democracies. Barely mentioned in political party manifestos be-
fore 1945, after the war, it became a standard repertoire of party positions. While hous-
ing studies ignored the comparative potential of manifestos so far, the political science
literature around the Comparative Party Manifestos Project (CMP) ignored housing,
largely due to lacking content codes (Volkens et al. 2011; 2015a). The CMP generally
offers content codings of quasi-sentences® on the salience of political pro and contra
positions in 56 categories for Western democracies covering each election year since
1945 (1920). The categories refer to general political leanings (e.g., pro-welfare, pro-
Keynesianism) rather than individual policy fields. Thus, housing and homeownership
are not among the 56 variables, but quasi-sentences with housing content have gener-
ally been coded as “pro-welfare” or “free market economy.”

I therefore returned to the original CMP text corpus, added missing documents from
original sources as far as possible, and identified housing-specific content. In more re-
cent manifestos, housing policy has an easily identifiable section of its own, and for each
respective language, the terms “house/housing, home, own, rent” are sufficient to iden-

2 A quasi-sentence is the smallest part of a sentence in which political positions can be identified.
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tify this section.’ For many older manifestos,* particularly the ones with poor or entirely
lacking character recognition, the housing policy suggestions needed to be identified
manually.® Once they had been identified, I manually coded five new content variables —
namely, whether a party defends homeownership, state-supported rental housing, or
rent restrictions, or is anti-public housing, and whether a party mentioned any of these
housing issues or not, using the following coding rules:

Housing: If the other four housing policies are mentioned; if concrete policy recom-
mendations are made that concern more than just marginal groups (handicapped, old
people, migrants).

Pro_homeownership: If the party defends subsidies for homeowners; if it intends to
spread ownership among broad parts of the population, even reaching all and lower
strata; if it wants to improve mortgage credit access for many or help foreclosure vic-
tims; if it promotes the sale of public housing or cooperative units to sitting tenants; if
house, land, and mortgage prices and not rent levels are the main problem.

Pro_rental: If the party promotes object-related subsidies for non-profit rental housing,
state or cooperative housing; if it wants the state to take on the problem of rental hous-
ing construction; if it promotes rental housing beyond just a residual group;® if it voices
a preference for state-support for rental tenure.

Rent_restriction: If the party is against free market rents; if it promotes rent freezes or
caps on rent prices; if it is against rent usury.

Anti_public: If the party is against state intervention in housing; if it promotes the re-
treat of the state from housing policies, in general or from object-based subsidies in
particular; if it is against state-subsidized non-profit associations, if it supports residu-
alist state housing policy.

», <«

3 Relevant search terms in other languages are: “bolig*, hjem, eie*, hus, leidighet”; “propri*, quar-
tiere, *fitto, loactione, abitazion*, casa, edilizia”; “bostad, dgande*, hyres*, egna, hem, hus”;
“bolig, lejlig*, ejer*, ejendomm*”; “Wohn*, Miet*, Eigen*, Heim”; “propri*, vivienda, renta,
alojamiento, alquil*”; “habita¢o”, alug*, propri*”; “habitation, propr*, loyer, maison”; “won*,
koopwoning, eigen, huur, volkshuis*, eengezin*”; “koti, asunto, vuokra.”

4 For Austria (Berchthold 1967), Canada (Carrigan 1968; Birch 2016), Denmark (danmarkshis-

torien 2016; KB 2017), France (Sciences Po library), Germany (Treue 1954; Mommsen 1960),

Netherlands (DNPP 2016), Norway (NSD 2016), Sweden (Misgeld 2001; SND 2017), UK (Dale

2000a; 2000b), United States (Wooley 2016).

This restriction also prohibits automated content analysis or dictionary-based searches.

6  There are also next to no parties denying at least minimal support for housing and the rental
tenure. Theoretically, I therefore follow Kemeny (1981) and do not include cases where the

rental tenure is only considered as a very residual housing form.

ul
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I coded manifestos from 19 OECD countries since 1945 (for the US since 1920). South-
ern European countries enter the corpus with the transition to democracy in the 1970s.”
Eastern Europe has been excluded, as the years before 1990 are obviously missing and
homeownership questions were of a different nature in the transition economies. I
chose to code only the presence (= 1) or absence (= 0) of policy positions categorically
and not the salience in terms of the relative share of quasi-sentences in a document.
Housing often follows a general critique of the salience approach (Gemenis 2013, 5) in
that positions are either defended or not defended. A more technical reason for categor-
ical coding is that, as earlier manifestos are missing in the database, the exact division of
many documents into quasi-sentences is not known. To evaluate a party’s commitment
to defending homeownership, I will therefore rely on the more qualitative assessment
presented in Section 3 rather than inferring from relative frequencies counted. I coded
only four substantive housing policy variables because homeownership is my main in-
terest and because qualitative studies of housing suspect a party cleavage line over the
issues mentioned. Unfortunately, more detailed policy propositions would have had
too low coverage across time and countries. It would have been interesting to include
variables such as support for housing savings versus mortgage payment tax deductions
or support for single-family houses versus other architectonic forms, but this was not
feasible. Coverage of the fine difference between more market-conform types of home-
ownership and forms with anti-market features would also have been unequal. The risk
of confusing silence on these specific issues with an opposition position would have
been too high.

Even though they are currently used in political science (Franzmann 2009) — for in-
stance, for successfully predicting government budget choices (Hofferbert and Klinge-
mann 1990) — party manifestos are, of course, very particular speech acts. They may
not represent a party’s general outlook because that party may only be using them for
political gain in the competition against other parties; they might represent a vague
internal party consensus; they mostly contain only broad worldviews and only posi-
tive rather than negative policy statements; and they might differ from later coalition
programs and policy statements made within the legislative cycle (Seeger 1995). They
are also not informative about any monetary commitment from the parties in support
of the statements they make. They do, however, mark important public statements for
which parties can be held responsible and which often represent the broader ideologi-
cal outlook. If a party really wants to make something its cause, it will mention it, and
if a party is clearly not in favor of something, it will not mention or even oppose it. In
the housing case, only the stance against public housing and state intervention occurs
with some frequency as a negative stance. In turn, homeownership is only very rarely

7 Greece and Iceland are missing due to language barriers. I coded manifestos myself with the
exception of Finland, where I am much obliged to Anna-Riikka Kauppinen as external coder
who I instructed with the help of the above coding scheme. I cross-checked the results with ex-
isting secondary literature as a robustness check. General knowledge of the countries’ housing
literature acted as validity check.
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Table 1 Coverage of country-years and means of housing positions in manifestos

Country Years Mani- With Number  Pro- Pro- Anti- Rent-
festos housing of elec- home- rental social restric-
content tions owner- tions
ship

Australia 1946-2013 98 76 27 0.95 0.26 0.01 0.04
Austria 1949-2008 69 50 19 0.56 0.48 0.20 0.36
Belgium 1946-2010 157 118 21 0.81 0.66 0.05 0.09
Canada 1945-2011 89 72 22 0.63 0.67 0.00 0.06
Denmark 1945-2011 175 108 21 0.50 0.44 0.20 0.10
Finland 1945-2011 106 69 19 0.61 0.62 0.00 0.35
France 1946-2012 74 61 17 0.61 0.70 0.15 0.26
Germany 1949-2013 83 69 18 0.62 0.61 0.22 0.42
Great Britain 1945-2010 62 60 18 0.88 0.77 0.17 0.22
Ireland 1957-2011 69 64 16 0.98 0.38 0.00 0.05
Italy 1946-2013 115 55 17 0.80 0.62 0.13 0.04
Netherlands 1946-2012 124 118 21 0.71 0.67 0.19 0.04
New Zealand 1946-2011 88 70 23 0.96 0.37 0.07 0.04
Norway 1945-2009 110 106 17 0.92 0.38 0.16 0.06
Portugal 1975-2009 59 44 13 0.39 0.89 0.05 0.14
Spain 1977-2011 73 64 11 0.83 0.92 0.02 0.06
Sweden 1944-2010 116 73 21 0.56 0.44 0.21 0.19
Switzerland 1947-2011 94 59 17 0.64 0.46 0.08 0.24
United States 1920-2012 43 41 24 0.85 0.32 0.20 0.07

opposed in Green parties’ manifestos, and even more rarely in those of socialist parties.
There was therefore no need to code the negative stance on homeownership. Table 1
summarizes the country-year coverage and descriptive statistics by country.®

Of the 2,183 party manifestos in the 19 countries, 372 documents are missing. Miss-
ings are particularly from the 1950s (50 percent are before 1979) and particularly entire
elections in Denmark, Italy, and Switzerland.’ Fortunately, the missings in most other
cases predominantly concern small parties (median of 4.41 percent vote share), niche
or regional parties. Nevertheless, 22 of the total 372 elections have manifestos for par-
ties garnering less than 50 percent of the votes. The appendix analyzes missings more
systematically, and one robustness test takes this issue into account.

Of the remaining 1,809 documents, 430 do not mention any of the four housing policy
propositions as content. With only 47 percent, Italy has the lowest percentage of mani-
festos with housing content and the Anglo-Saxon countries have the highest. Among
manifestos with housing content, 73 percent favor homeownership; the remainder do
not mention it (but propose at least one other housing policy). In 55 percent of mani-
festos, support for rental housing is mentioned, in 14 percent the preference is for rent
restrictions, and 11 percent express opposition to state housing intervention.

8  The data are provided as supplementary material on the author’s website.
9  Missings relative to the party coverage of the 2015a CMP dataset, which itself does not system-
atically register many smaller parties, but at least all parties entering parliament.
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Across time and parties, homeownership support is highest in the Anglo-Saxon coun-
tries but also Norway, with up to 100 percent of manifestos favoring homeownership,
and it is lowest in central European countries and Portugal. Rental housing support, by
contrast, is lowest in the Anglo-Saxon countries (though not Britain) and highest in the
Southern European high-homeownership countries, where the incessant call for more
rental housing is apparently incompatible with actual housing reality. The demand for
rent restrictions is highest in the German-speaking countries and lowest in the English-
speaking ones, as is the preference for cutting back on state housing intervention. Since
these two policy options are rather marginal, and also for reasons of space, I will focus
on the dominant homeownership preferences.

The correlation between pro-homeownership and pro-rental housing (or pro-rent re-
striction) is r = —0.31 (or —0.30), while it is almost zero between pro-homeownership
and anti-public housing. Homeownership and policies favoring tenants (either through
state support for rental construction or rent-price restrictions) thus describe cleavage
lines across all countries. The imperfect correlation, however, also shows that the policy
positions are not mutually exclusive. The zero correlation between homeownership and
the market-liberal stance against state housing intervention shows a certain indepen-
dence of the market liberals with regard to the other two positions. In the ideological
landscape of Western parties, the homeownership ideal occupies a rather conservative
position. The highest positive correlations are with “free enterprise,” “incentives” (0.19
and 0.23), and pro-military spending (0.17), and the highest negative correlations are
with “social justice” (—0.23) and “nationalization” (-0.17). The correlations with the
CMP’s composite ideological indices are similar: right/left scale (0.22), pro-welfare scale
(-0.23), and market economy (0.18). These bivariate findings suggest that the thesis
about the trade-off between welfare and homeownership on the party-discursive level
is correct: the more parties defend welfare policies, the less they defend homeownership.

The right-left division of the homeownership position can also be determined from its
support in the different party families that the 270 different parties in the sample are
grouped into. The pro-homeownership stance is defended in 94 percent of conserva-
tive party and 93 percent of Christian democratic manifestos, followed by 85 percent of
agrarian party and 81 percent of liberal party manifestos. At the lower end are socialist
parties with 38 percent and green parties with 18 percent.'” Social democratic parties
are in between with a slightly below-average 67 percent, while socialists and social dem-
ocrats have the highest variance of positions across countries and time, even more than
the often heterogeneous special issue or nationalist parties. The picture for rental hous-
ing support is roughly the reverse: socialist parties almost always defend rental housing,
followed by green parties (84 percent of their manifestos), and social democratic parties

10 If they showed any interest at all in housing beyond narrow ecological topics, they opposed the
neoliberal housing tendencies of the established parties. Often with a constituency of urban
tenants, they argued for dense cities of rental housing, stronger state activity in housing, and
against the environmentally destructive suburban sprawl of single-family houses.
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(77 percent). But Christian democratic parties also still defend this option in almost
half of all manifestos (49 percent), while conservative, liberal, agrarian and nationalist
parties are at the lower end with around 25 percent."

On the aggregate level, homeownership positions do not follow a simple linear time
trend. On the level of individual parties, however, some discontinuities can be observed.
The sequence of homeownership position spells can be constructed for the 223 parties,
with a range of 9 to 74 election points (Gabadinho et al. 2009)."? After deleting missings,
parties can either be assigned the status of defending homeownership or not, and if a
party has one status in one election, it can either keep the same status or transition to
the other at the next election. Of all parties not defending homeownership at a given
election, 41 percent switched to a pro-homeownership stance at the next election; the
remainder still did not support homeownership. By contrast, the transition rate for
parties starting with a defense of homeownership position at a given election to con-
tinuing to be pro-homeownership at the following election is 88 percent. Thus, once
a homeownership position has been reached, it is rarely abandoned, while non-home-
ownership positions turned more frequently into homeownership positions. A look at
the individual party position sequences reveals that while conservative parties’ defense
of homeownership was quite stable over time, it is the center-left parties that tended to
shift to homeownership positions over time. For support for rental housing, the picture
is similar: once a party defends rental housing, that position is continued at the follow-
ing election (78 percent), while the transition from ownership to rental support occurs
in only 26 percent of cases. Here it is the center-left parties that remain stationary, while
conservative parties had only some pro-rental spells in their sequence during moments
of crisis (postwar or post-2007).

To explain the determinants of homeownership positions in a multivariate context
with reference to the theoretical expectations from Section 1, I proceed in two steps:
firstly and preliminarily, I explain why party manifestos mention housing policy at all,
as those not mentioning housing policy are by definition not defending homeowner-
ship. Second and more importantly, I explain why manifestos defend homeownership,
assuming that they mention housing policy in the manifesto. As a modelling technique,
I estimate two multilevel logistic regression models with the mention of housing and
the pro-homeownership position as a binary dependent variable for each model. I use
logistic models because the dependent variable is binary; I use multilevel models be-
cause the data are hierarchically structured and therefore not independent. Manifestos
are generally nested in parties which are part of party families, but they are also nested
in particular election contexts. Moreover, both parties and elections are also nested in
countries. In the following multilevel models, I opt for both a country level and a party-
family level as higher levels in which manifestos are nested. There are both empirical
and theoretical reasons for this: empirically, both of these levels significantly lower the

11 Also see Figure 1 below on the party-family rankings.
12 Using the CMP-provided party identifier.
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information criterion values (AIC) when added to null models, more so than adding
elections as a level. Adding elections as a third level does not enhance the information
degree of the models and generates convergence problems. Instead, I will model the time
context by using periodical dummy variables. My theoretical reasoning for this course
of action, in line with the theory section above, is that both country- and party-related
factors are more important than election-specific questions. I opt for party families
and not individual parties as a level to reduce the complexity of 223 different, at times
historically discontinuous, parties. The country level is chosen beyond the partisan level
to include the structural background of national political economies.

As main explanatory and control variables, I also follow Section 1 as a guide for opera-
tionalizations. The document length (number of quasi-sentences) serves as a general
control (Hansen 2008). As first substantive variables for partisan ideology, I use the
CMP’s party family variable and the right-left scale (RILE), which is positive when a
manifesto tends more to the right. Second, as variables describing the politics, I use
a party’s vote share, its status of incumbency (versus opposition) in the previous leg-
islative term and, to operationalize party competition, I use the sum of party support
for homeownership in a country. Third, as variables for the economic structure, I use
the level of homeownership, GDP per capita, house prices, and OECD social expen-
diture per GDP at a given election, or, alternatively, the growth rate over the four leg-
islative years preceding the election.”” All variables are standardized using the grand
mean. Finally, I add time period dummies because elections are not annual events and
not synchronized across countries. Following periodizations in the housing literature
(Bengtsson et al. 2006), I use the postwar era until 1955, the postwar construction boom
until 1975, the post-oil crisis downturn, the housing boom period of 1990 to 2006, and
the Great Recession period thereafter. Table 2 shows the first regression on the mention
of housing on a party’s manifesto agenda.

The models here and below, all nested in party families and countries, start from the
variables on the manifesto and partisan level to successively introduce the politics and
economic background variables. In the first model, the party family random intercepts
(not shown) reveal that although socialist and social democratic parties are most likely
to mention housing in their manifestos, they are closely followed by conservative and
Christian democratic parties. Housing thus shares features with other welfare domains,
even though it is not an exclusive reserve of the left. The RILE scale, which also takes
into account ideological changes within a party (family) and time period supports this
observation, as right-wing manifestos are less likely to mention housing. Moving one

13 House price data are from Jorda, Schularick, and Taylor (2017), Knoll, Schularick, and Steger
(2015), and Kohl (2018), from the OECD for Ireland and New Zealand, Statistics Austria for
Austria. Data on real GDP per capita with purchasing-power parity are taken from the extended
Maddison Project (2013). Election and party variables come from the ParlGov data (Doring
and Manow 2010). The OECD data are taken from the OECD Social Expenditure Database af-
ter 1980 and before 1980 from Lindert (2004). The interpolated homeownership data are from
Kohl (2017).
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Table 2 Multilevel logistic regression on the dependent variable “housing on

manifesto agenda”

15

Housing on manifesto agenda

(1 (2) 3) 4)
Document length 1.157*** 0.942%** 1.0971*** 0.922***
(0.152) (0.145) (0.153) (0.141)
Left-right (RILE) -0.162* -0.145 -0.210** -0.175*
(0.072) (0.075) (0.079) (0.077)
Party competition 0.622*** 0.621%**
(0.083) (0.082)
Vote share 0.230* 0.189*
(0.093) (0.094)
Lag incumbency 0.066
(0.074)
Homeownership 0.056 -0.065
(0.149) (0.091)
GDP p.c. -0.377 -0.216
(0.222) (0.178)
House prices 0.260 0.182
(0.148) (0.125)
GDP p.c. growth rate 0.019
(0.102)
Homeownership growth 0.160*
(0.070)
House price growth 0.032
(0.078)
Period 1920-55 0.603** 0.689* 0.123 -0.123
(ref. period 1990-2006) (0.230) (0.274) (0.555) (0.500)
Period 1956-75 1.046%** 0.956*** 0.792* 0.690*
(0.186) (0.190) (0.380) (0.338)
Period 1976-90 0.720*** 0.614*%** 0.573* 0.427
(0.178) (0.178) (0.238) (0.226)
Period 2007-15 -0.154 -0.139 -0.208 -0.118
(0.205) (0.226) (0.258) (0.248)
Constant 1.003*** 1.073*%%* 1.192%** 1.205%**
(0.244) (0.184) (0.292) (0.227)
Observations 1,803 1,615 1,636 1,589
Log likelihood -839.588 -727.511 —-755.778 -716.840
Akaike inf. crit. 1,697.175 1,479.022 1,535.557 1,467.680
Bayesian inf. crit. 1,746.650 1,543.667 1,600.357 1,558.984

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.

standard deviation to the right on this scale makes mentioning housing 1.17 times less
likely. Document length is a particularly important control variable for the specialized

housing policy field, with longer documents being more likely to contain housing is-
sues per se. The early postwar manifestos, those published during uncertain times for
polities in economic or constitutional crises, usually have other priorities than housing
policy. The time dummies suggest a generally declining focus on housing since the war.
Manifestos from between 1956 and 1975, for instance, were 2.6 times more likely to
mention housing than those from 1990 to 2006. The second model introduces the poli-
tics variables of political parties: the larger a party and the more housing is mentioned
across parties in a country, the greater the probability of the party also addressing hous-
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ing, whereas smaller and special issue parties can afford not to mention this particular
policy field. Whether a party was incumbent or in opposition in the preceding term
is without effect."* The third model introduces the structural background variables at
their election-year levels. Here, housing appears more on the manifesto agenda when
GDP p.c. is low and house prices are high. In the complete Model 4, which additionally
introduces the growth rate of these variables across the preceding four years, they re-
main significant, with homeownership growth making housing policy mentions more
likely. Overall, this regression shows that mentioning housing issues per se in manifes-
tos is similar to other welfare policies in that it is more of an issue of the left, dependent
on the general and housing-specific business cycle and prone to strategic politics.

More importantly in the present context, the second regression displayed in Table 3
focuses on those manifestos that do mention housing in order to explain what makes
them support homeownership as a policy option.

The order of models is the same as before: again, the document length control is im-
portant, as longer manifestos tend to propose homeownership. Over time, the pro-
homeownership stance started to become important after the end of the reconstruction
boom in the 1970s, only to decline again after the Great Recession. The long housing
boom from the 1990s onward was thus accompanied by homeownership promises in
manifestos, which appeared 2.4 times less frequently after 2007, when parties redis-
covered the rental housing support alternative during the crisis. Contrary to the case
of general housing policies, it is parties on the right which are more likely to argue for
homeownership. An interaction with the period dummies (not shown) reveals this to
be constant through time. This effect is also reflected in the different probabilities with
which different party families defended homeownership, as displayed in Figure 1.

Christian democratic parties are in the lead, followed by conservative parties and par-
ties of the political right, whereas center-left and green parties are most likely not to
argue for homeownership. On the level of countries, the probabilities are shown in
Figure 2. Most Anglo-Saxon countries, along with Norway, lead the ranking, while Ger-
man-speaking and some Scandinavian countries show the least support for homeown-
ership. An interaction (not shown) of countries with a dummy for the social democratic
party family reveals that social democracies’ position on homeownership is moderated
by different country effects: compared to Germany, other German-speaking and some

14 It is insignificant throughout and dropped hereafter and below to avoid missing cases. The
structural variables for the period before 1980 are unavailable for Austria, Ireland, and New
Zealand, which explains the lower number of cases. The OECD social expenditure data are not
available for the 1950s.

15 Based on a null model with party families and countries as upper levels. Controlling for coun-
try effects, the probability of defending homeownership (instead of not defending it) can be
calculated as the logit transformation of the fixed intercept plus the country-specific random
intercept. Figure 2 shows the same probabilities just for countries, controlling for party families.
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Table 3 Multilevel Iregression on the dependent variable “pro-homeownership position”

Pro-homeownership positions

(1 (2) 3) @
Document length 0.353%** 0.265* 0.246* 0.168
(0.106) (0.108) (0.113) (0.107)
Left-right (RILE) 0.164 0.203 0.175 0.276*
(0.101) (0.107) (0.112) (0.118)
Period 1920-55 -0.739* —0.964** -0.372
(ref. period 1990-2006) (0.289) (0.326) (0.678)
Period 1956-75 -0.148 -0.340 0.070 0.093
(0.234) (0.247) (0.472) (0.502)
Period 1976-90 0.422 0.389 0.542 0.590
(0.233) (0.245) (0.312) (0.313)
Period 2007-15 -0.761%* -0.912%* -0.801** —-0.903**
(0.262) (0.289) (0.311) (0.328)
Lag incumbency 0.044
(0.093)
Party competition 1.087*** 1.017***
(0.123) (0.137)
Vote share 0.261* 0.432**
(0.116) (0.133)
Homeownership 0.669*** 0.238
(0.203) (0.135)
House prices 0.167 0.268
(0.171) (0.157)
GDP p.c. -0.308 -0.162
(0.263) (0.230)
Homeownership growth 0.019
(0.105)
House price growth -0.173
(0.119)
GDP p.c. growth 0.089
(0.198)
Social expenditure/GDP 0.115
(0.143)
Constant 1.513** 1.730%** 1.383* 1.466**
(0.536) (0.432) (0.546) (0.447)
Observations 1,371 1,240 1,244 1,056
Log likelihood -602.157 -515.855 -541.351 -432.419
Akaike inf. crit. 1,222.314 1,055.709 1,106.702 898.837
Bayesian inf. crit. 1,269.324 1,117.184 1,168.215 983.195

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.

Scandinavian countries have less social democratic homeownership support, while An-
glo-Saxon and Southern European countries tend to have more.

The second model in Table 3 introduces politics variables. Whereas former incumbent
or opposition parties do not differ significantly, once again, it is the larger parties and
those in more intense competition around the homeownership issue that are more likely
to also argue for homeownership. The following models introduce the level and change
of economic background variables. The housing or business cycles leave homeowner-
ship support untouched, whereas higher homeownership levels in a country make pro-
homeownership stances more likely: an increase of one standard deviation makes the
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Figure 1  Party-family-specific random intercepts

Probability of defending homeownership
1.0

Source: own calculations.

pro-homeownership stance almost twice as likely. Previous GDP growth increases the
likelihood of pro-homeownership manifestos, while a country’s welfare state level does
not have a significant effect.

I conducted three robustness tests. Firstly, I reduced the sample by all manifestos pre-
sented at elections where the vote share is lower than 50 percent (70 percent) due to
missing manifesto data. Second, I reduced the sample by all parties below the 5-percent
vote threshold to control for possible effects of parties with less political relevance. The
lower number of cases in these alternative models, however, still leave the substantive
effects intact. Third, I estimated logistic regressions with country, party-family and
time dummies instead of multilevel models because this is often considered an alterna-
tive strategy to account for the dependencies in the data structure as they rule out any
unobserved differences of the higher levels. Moreover, the multilevel model could have
the problem of too few cases on the upper levels. As reported in the Appendix, the sub-
stantive effects of the above multilevel models are robust.
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Figure 2 Country-specific random intercepts

Probability of defending homeownership
1.0

Source: own calculations.

4 \Variation in center-left support for homeownership and its
consequences

What emerges from these analyses is that in the political economy of housing and
homeownership, general economic background factors, parties’ political strategies, but
above all party ideology all play a role in explaining variation in homeownership posi-
tions. Housing is a policy field that larger parties cannot neglect and, once more parties
in a country take up housing and homeownership as an issue, other parties are pres-
sured to follow suit. They are more influenced by growing homeownership rates or high
levels of homeownership, while the housing cycle plays a less important role. Besides
party choice for homeownership as driven by political strategy or the expediency of the
(housing) economy, political parties also follow more general ideologies when it comes
to housing and homeownership. Like other welfare policies, housing in general is more
a project of the political left, whereas the homeownership issue tends to be owned by
the political right. There is barely a single manifesto on the right that does not mention
homeownership. On the left, however, there is substantial variation, with important nu-
ances and country specificities meriting further qualitative discussion.
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In line with my initial expectation, conservative and particularly Catholic parties are
ideologically most committed to homeownership and have the most to say about it
in their manifestos. The recurrent arguments in favor of homeownership include its
beneficial effects for families and stable citizenship and its contribution to opposing
communism. Some conservative parties such as in the UK, New Zealand, or Norway
also make use of the idea of a “property-owning democracy.” The Social Credit Party
of Canada went as far as claiming in 1962 that: “Social Credit recognizes the family as
the basic unit of society and regards the sanctity of the home as fundamental to the
preservation of Christian civilization,” where home refers to “owner-occupied” hous-
ing financed by a state-controlled credit scheme. But also Nordic farmer parties seldom
leave homeownership unmentioned as an instrument for opposing urbanization.

While Christian democracy has consistently pursued a mission to create more home-
owning families, Christian democratic parties also differ from other conservative par-
ties in their more frequent commitment to a rental alternative. Given the prominence
of Christian democratic parties in postwar governments, when social housing in rental
form reconstructed many European cities, it was often these parties rather than the
social democrats that built a system of housing welfare (van Kersbergen 1995). In this
respect, housing is similar to other pillars of the welfare state in countries like Ger-
many (Schulz 1988), Italy (Pilat 2014), Austria, the Netherlands, France’s Fourth Re-
public, Italy, and — with nuances due to its strong homeownership tradition (Goossens
1982) — Belgium. Christian conservatives could count on their own network of housing
associations as pillars of their policies either in favor of family ownership or of work-
ers’ rental housing (Stieber 1998, 28). The conservative side could also rely on Catholic
and Protestant housing associations as well as organizations of the natalist movement
in support of housing for large families. Center-left parties, in turn, aligned with hous-
ing associations linked to the unions, tenant organizations, the cooperative movement,
or the municipal governments of towns with a large worker population. Conservative
parties in Anglo-Saxon countries, by contrast, considered state rental housing for more
than just residual groups a postwar emergency measure, and center-left parties, even if
they were pro-rental, could not count on the network of non-profit associations avail-
able to housing policy in Europe.

This lack of support from a broader public housing movement is one background con-
dition for the housing positions of center-left parties in Anglo-Saxon countries. Having
briefly toyed with public rental housing in the Great Depression and the postwar era,
they soon focused predominantly on a democratization of homeownership. Thus, the
New Zealand Labour Party promised in 1966 that “A LABOUR Government will con-
tinue Labour’s traditional policy of assisting those who wish to own their own homes,
building State owned houses for those unable to contemplate homeownership, and en-
couraging local bodies to provide community owned housing.” The Liberal Party of
Canada promised in 1979 “to bring ownership within the reach of an increased number
of Canadians,” while the US Democrats of the Great Society era stated in 1968 that “the



Kohl: A Small History of the Homeownership Ideal 21

objective is to enable the poor to own their own homes.”*¢ In Great Britain, Labour had
traditionally been the ally of council housing, but also favored the sale of council houses
to sitting tenants as early as the 1950s. Labour countered the Conservatives’ “property-
owning democracy” in 1959 with the promise that they would “help people buy their
own homes and ... ensure an adequate supply of decent houses to let at a fair rent.” In
1970, the British Labour Party proclaimed that “Home ownership will be further en-
couraged. For the first time in our history, 50 per cent of the nation’s homes are now
owner-occupied. We believe that this proportion will rise and should continue to rise.
We shall extend the system of 100 per cent mortgages.” And, in 1980, the Australian La-
bour Party campaigned with “The great Australian dream of owning your own home is
now out of reach of most families.”

This strongly contrasts with the social democrats in German-speaking countries, who
have tended not to mention homeownership at all or, if they have, then not as a core
policy position. The issue is virtually absent from their Swiss and Austrian manifestos
and, though appearing as an add-on to public housing in about half of German mani-
festos, it remains a marginal issue. The German SPD was particularly slow in addressing
the petty property-owning bourgeoisie: Engels had already ridiculed the French social-
ists for their accommodation strategy towards small-holding peasants in the 1890s, and
bringing homeownership to workers continued to be decried as the bad Proudhonian
way (Kntpfer 1979). While the SPD began, at least pragmatically, to mention property
owners by the end of the 1920s, this did not erase the petty bourgeois and farmers’
fears of being expropriated (Losche and Walter 1992). Only with its transformation
into a popular party and a gradual embourgeoisement of its constituency in the 1950s
did the SPD also agree to state support for homeownership. But it was the SPD’s op-
position on the national level — and particularly on the level of the state governments in
Germany’s federal system — which prevented the stronghold of Christian democrats in
the ministry of construction in the 1950s and 1960s from creating an anti-communist
Western republic of homeowners (Schulz 1988). While the Austrian SPO had turned
to the small property owners much earlier, Austrian conservatives, for instance, were
still complaining in 1983 about socialists’ attempts to boycott any advantageous tax
treatment of homeownership. In the same year, German social democrats criticized
the regressive effects of homeownership subsidies. Besides the German-speaking social
democracies, the Danish, Swedish, and Dutch social democrats have traditionally been
the most committed to housing in the form of non-profit controlled rentals, but these
parties took a much more favorable stance towards homeownership over the course of
time (Aalbers 2004). Dutch social democrats first mentioned their goal of helping even
lower income strata to buy their own apartments in 1977, proclaiming again in 1986:
“People with modest income wishing to become homeowners must be supported. They
should be given priority in the attribution of contingents of newly constructed units
for ownership.” In Sweden, the social democrats changed their pre-war small ownership

16 In Canada, third parties on the left, by contrast, mostly opposed the strong homeownership
focus.
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position and engaged in massive state support for public rental housing units. Starting
in the 1970s, however, the discourse of a “neutrality of tenure” made homeownership a
real alternative (Lundqvist 1986) to the previously privileged rental housing.

In the other Scandinavian countries, the “Proudhonian” socialist alternative of workers’
small ownership persisted. The social democrats in Finland (Ruonavaara 1999), Nor-
way (Annaniassen 2006b), and Iceland (Sveinsson 2004) became the prime advocates
of small ownership for everyone. But the tradition of small ownership as the defense
of cooperative ownership also persisted in Sweden and Denmark. In postwar Denmark,
social democrats coalesced with the conservatives to support a huge mortgage program
in favor of single-family house buyers (Esping-Andersen 1985, 180), which evenled to a
rise in votes for the radical center-left Socialist People’s Party and created a social demo-
cratic homeowners’ constituency (Esping-Andersen 1978). Many of the Proudhonian
homeownership policies were characterized by specific non-market provisions, such as
the price control of state-subsidized units at resale or the state’s right to be the primary
purchaser at resale. An important motivation behind these socialist homeownership
policies in Norway was to free workers from exploitation in the private rental market
(Servoll 2013). Thus, the Norwegian Labour Party proposed in 1945: “The state and
credit institutions will together facilitate housing credit for all strata of society. ... All
Nordic working men and women, even those with the lowest income, shall get a real
house at a price they can afford.”"” Over the course of time, and not least through the
interest of cooperative homeowners in realizing their market values, the Proudhonian
strings attached to these forms of non-market property were substantially loosened,
and differences between cooperative and private property began to disappear.

Also, in Latin social democracies, there was a trend among socialist parties towards
supporting homeownership, even if this was in no way homogeneous. In part, this re-
sulted from a worker cooperative tradition, such as in Spain (Arias Gonzélez 2003, 223),
while in France or Italy, socialist parties faced competition from communist alterna-
tives on the left (Manow 2015) and had a difficult time positioning themselves between
communist calls for Soviet-like nationalization of all housing and the clear ownership
focus of the strong governing Christian democrats. Thus, socialists and unions in Italy
supported the creation of laws favoring (condominium) ownership, such as the case
popolariin 1903 (Piccinato 1988) or the INA Casa of the conservative Fanfani Plan in
the 1960 (Ginsborg 2003). In France, all major housing laws supporting homeowner-
ship, from the pre-1914 laws to the Loucheur law in 1928, were passed in parliament
thanks to the socialist vote (Raymond 1966, 202; Sowa 1991, 23). In Belgium, the idea of
owner-occupied small houses in garden cities was also defended by the socialist party, if
not unanimously (Goossens 1982: chap. 2.2), while in Portugal, center-left parties were
responsible for the new housing ministry after the revolution in the 1970s, making easy
credit access the new democratic policy (Ferreira 2011).

17  All translations are mine.
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Thus, while overall, conservative parties agreed on the benefits of homeownership, the
center-left parties differed most across countries, with those cross-country differences
reflecting the existing varieties of social democracy. With the necessary abstraction, so-
cial democracy in German-speaking countries, building on an urbanized tenant working
class, a public rental alternative, and strong tenancy laws, remained most hesitant about
broad homeownership promotion. By contrast, in former Anglo-Saxon settler colonies,
which started from much higher homeownership rates in the first place, the liberal and
Labour parties, driven by competition for the median voter in two-party systems, made
homeownership support their default housing policy right from the start. But also in the
late-urbanizing, family farm-based Scandinavian countries, social democracy favored
both cooperative and single-family house ownership, often in coalition with the equally
ownership-affirmative farmer parties. In Latin social democracies, the competition from
the radical left and the already high homeownership rates produced under conservative
dictatorships shifted parties towards the homeownership ideal.'®

As in virtually all party systems, center-left parties play an important role in the forma-
tion of political opinions and even government, and their stance on homeownership
reflects how strongly this idea is generally politically accepted and achievable. The per-
centage of center-left party' manifestos that are pro-homeownership can thus be used
as a proxy for how broadly the homeownership ideal has also conquered the political
left which, prior to the 2008 housing bubble burst, had often been in competition with
their political opponents to target an increasing number of potential homeowners with
subsidies, particularly in two-party systems (Schelkle 2012). Unsurprisingly, therefore,
the mean percentage of pro-homeownership manifestos since 1945 produces a positive
correlation with countries’ mean homeownership rates since 1945. The precise causal
order of this link is difficult to establish, and the merely promissory status of party
manifestos does not even make them the most appropriate source. Elsewhere, the im-
pact of center-left party positions on homeownership levels and growth is shown to be
significant in distributed lag models, controlling for typical homeownership explaining
factors (Kohl 2018).

The manifestos do not systematically cover the precise political instruments through
which parties aim to achieve homeownership. Again, more qualitative readings allow
for more nuance here. Homeownership policies can thus be divided into state-orches-
trated or “socialized” models of homeownership (Norris 2016), where state institutions
act as direct mortgage lenders or even as builders, most notably in Norway, Iceland,
or Ireland. A second policy instrument for homeownership prevails in weak welfare

18 In the political economy of conservative dictatorships, construction policies favoring middle-
class homeownership are a recurrent phenomenon because they boost the domestic economy,
do not need foreign direct investment (FDI), stabilize pro-incumbent constituencies, and re-
flect the ideological family orientation of dictators. This is observed in the Southern European,
German-Austrian, but also Latin American dictatorships (Bodenschatz, Sassi, and Guerra 2015).

19 I use the CMP family of “social democratic parties,” which refers to the dominant Labour par-
ties or the main liberal party.
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states, where parties are in favor of homeownership in principle, but lack the means
to do more than permit the family-based informal promotion of this form of tenure.
In Portugal, for instance, housing policies — and homeownership, in particular — are
among the least mentioned, even though parties in this high-homeownership country
have been reported to be strong supporters of homeownership (Ferreira 2011). The
third and most widespread model is state support for private mortgage institutions, by
offering saving bonuses to building societies, but more frequently, by providing incen-
tives to take on mortgage debt: through the creation of secondary mortgage markets,
interest rate deregulation, the extension of loan-to-value ratios, and tax exemptions on
mortgage payments.

Policy instruments increasing mortgage indebtedness were also among the prime rec-
ommendations proposed by center-left parties, which even competed with conserva-
tive parties in making mortgage credit more accessible to lower-income households. As
early as 1964, for instance — long before Thatcher’s right-to-buy policy — the British La-
bour Party demanded that the government “help the owner-occupiers by providing 100
per cent mortgages,” and US Democrats proposed in 1984 that “we must maintain and
expand the flow of mortgage capital. The American dream of home ownership will fall
beyond the reach of this generation and future ones if government fails to help attract
new sources of capital for housing.” Making mortgage credit affordable to working men
and women and lower-income groups is a common theme throughout the center-left
manifestos in countries with or aspiring to high or higher homeownership rates. Even
communist parties, such as in Norway in 1957 or in Spain in 1982, joined the call to
extend low-interest, long-term credit lines to workers. Mortgage market deregulation,
which started in the 1980s, was thus not exclusively a conservative project, but also
found support among center-left parties, although this was moderated by country con-
texts. There is thus an association between countries with stronger support for home-
ownership among center-left parties and a more lenient mortgage regulation policy:
again associating the across-time average of pro-homeownership positions of center-
left parties with Fuller’s index of mortgage credit regulation (measuring the degree of
mortgage-debt-encouraging regulation by the 2000s) results in a significant correlation
of 0.52 (Fuller 2015). Alternatively, the average of the center-left party homeownership
position has a significantly positive effect when regressed on the mortgage debt per
GDP variable from the Macrohistory Database (Jorda, Schularick, and Taylor 2017),
controlling for country and year dummies.

The country-specific diffusion of the homeownership ideal among the political left also
sheds light on the latest housing market burst, approximated by the house price index
difference between 2011 and 2007. The “infatuation with homeownership” has some-
times been cited as a main driver not only behind the rise in homeownership rates, but
also the 2007 burst of the housing bubble (Norberg 2009). Figure 3 thus shows that the
more the social democratic parties historically defended homeownership, the steeper a
country’s house price fall after the housing market crashed — with Ireland being even
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Figure 3 House price burst post-2007 and social democrats’ pro-homeownership stances
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worse off than its high level of center-left homeownership support would have led us to
expect and with Norway and Australia being even better off. The correlation of —0.62 is
significant at the 0.001 level and still holds at the 0.1 level when controlling for coun-
tries’ mean homeownership rate since 1945, based on the 19 cases to which this single-
event analysis is restricted.

5 Conclusion

The “unacknowledged policy regime” of extending household debt for homeowner-
ship that is said to have led to the financial crisis has also been described as privatized
Keynesianism (Crouch 2009). Following the demise of traditional publicly financed
demand management, conservative political currents are said to have brought about
the market-based creation of demand through private household indebtedness (Streeck
2013). Housing and housing policies, with the predominance of private mortgages in
all household debt, is probably the most important policy field for this regime change
diagnosis. In this standard account, it was predominantly neoliberal currents, a pro-
market ideology, and conservative parties that featured as the most important actors in
the making of privatized Keynesianism.
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This paper enriches this standard account by starting from the policy domain that per-
haps characterizes the new regime most: housing and the neglected history of the home-
ownership ideal, whose political project arguably represented the origins of the “great
mortgaging” and was far from being an issue cherished by conservative parties or neo-
liberal ideologues alone. In fact, a glance into its history through party manifestos reveals
that whereas conservative parties and particularly Christian democrats were consistent
defenders of the homeownership ideal, a relatively large number of parties on the left
of the political spectrum had also favored homeownership since the beginning or have
moved to this position over time (depending on the country context). Following exist-
ing accounts of the varieties of social democracy, one can broadly distinguish between
three types of social democracy: the more homeownership-restrictive Germanic model,
the homeownership-supportive Latin and Anglo-Saxon models, and — with the proviso
of internal heterogeneity and the cooperative tradition — the Scandinavian models. The
more important homeownership became for the partisan ideology of center-left parties,
the more countries’ housing regimes tended to rely on homeownership as the dominant
form of tenure, with more mortgage-debt-encouraging regulation and stronger house-
price decline in the Great Recession. But from a certain point onwards, party ideology of
whatever denomination becomes dispensable. In countries with homeowner majorities,
larger parties cannot afford to ignore this important constituency. Once more parties
take up the homeownership issue, party competition, in turn, pushes even more parties
to also defend homeownership as the preferred form of tenure. In addition, the impor-
tance of house prices for pension politics and macroeconomic stability makes it diffi-
cult for any party to withdraw mortgage support for existing and aspiring homeowners.
Thus, even if the homeownership ideal started out as a project of ideologically commit-
ted parties, the political economy of homeownership tended to generate more allies in
support of this ideal — a lock-in which only the recent house price crash could resolve.

In terms of the initial hypotheses, housing thus follows other welfare domains in that
parties of the political left are more likely to mention it, whereas it is the opposite for
homeownership, albeit with considerable country differences. Apart from partisan ide-
ology, however, the “politics” hypothesis is also valid, as larger parties subject to more
political competition are more likely to support homeownership. Finally, the politi-
cal economy structures also influence the overall degree of homeownership support in
manifestos, albeit to a lesser extent than expected.

The cross-country analysis of housing politics — and homeownership politics in par-
ticular — is a virtually unexplored field, despite its importance as a domain of welfare
and Keynesian construction politics. As a weak pillar of the welfare state, it shares some
interesting features with the politics of education: it is virtually impossible for parties to
be against more education and more homeownership; both policy fields have received
growing attention from parties; center-left parties are divided over whether to consider
education or homeownership as a means of advancing the workers and making them
participate in the capitalist game of human and housing capital, respectively, or whether
to consider the two as perpetuators of the status quo, with both subsidy structures re-
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distributing in a regressive way. Moreover, both policy fields have turned from public
to more private sources of funding, particularly in countries with homeownership and
private school traditions, and have thus contributed to a growth of household indebt-
edness with ensuing inflationary problems. Finally, the differences between countries in
both policy fields do not perfectly coincide with the existing welfare typologies built on
the income-maintenance core of welfare states.
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Appendix

Table 4 Logistic regression on the dependent variable “missing manifesto”

Missing manifesto

Manifesto length 0.00003* (0.00001)
Vote share —0.005*** (0.001)
Number of parties 0.0004 (0.004)
Period 1920-55 (ref. 1990-2006) 0.231*** (0.028)
Period 1956-75 0.068**  (0.023)
Period 1976-90 0.023 (0.021)
Period 2007-15 -0.111*** (0.025)
Australia (ref. Germany) 0.101* (0.051)
Austria 0.053 (0.055)
Belgium -0.037 (0.048)
Canada -0.009 (0.052)
Denmark 0.202*** (0.046)
Finland 0.219*** (0.048)
France 0.289*** (0.050)
Great Britain 0.070 (0.055)
Ireland 0.258*** (0.050)
Italy 0.274*** (0.048)
Netherlands 0.081 (0.047)
New Zealand 0.035 (0.052)
Norway -0.016 (0.050)
Portugal 0.412*** (0.051)
Spain 0.188*** (0.054)
Sweden 0.060 (0.048)
Switzerland 0.286*** (0.048)
United States 0.107 (0.062)
Socialist parties -0.083**  (0.029)
Ecological parties -0.022 (0.039)
Liberal parties -0.004 (0.026)
Christian democratic parties 0.030 (0.026)
Conservative parties 0.052* (0.025)
Nationalist parties 0.088* (0.042)
Agrarian parties -0.064 (0.037)
Ethnic and regional parties 0.344*** (0.038)
Special issue parties 0.018 (0.040)
Constant 0.028 (0.055)
Observations 2,175

Log likelihood -662.772
Akaike inf. crit. 1,395.543

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.
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Table 5 Logistic regression on the dependent variable “housing on manifesto agenda”

29

Housing on manifesto agenda

(1 (2) ©)

Document length 1.024%** 0.915%** 0.971%**
(0.157) (0.157) (0.154)
Left-right (RILE) -0.188* -0.121 -0.157
(0.085) (0.082) (0.086)
Vote share 0.198* 0.216* 0.189
(0.100) (0.101) (0.103)
Homeownership 0.265
(0.238)
House prices 0.298
(0.165)
GDP p.c. -0.608*
(0.270)
Party competition 0.627
(0.514)
Lag incumbency 0.040
(0.078)
GDP p.c. growth rate -0.0005
(0.103)
Homeownership growth 0.184*
(0.075)
House price growth 0.044
(0.077)
Period 1920-55 -0.324 0.667* 0.244
(ref. period 1991-2006) (0.622) (0.283) (0.319)
Period 1956-75 0.530 0.905*** 0.921***
(0.419) (0.196) (0.219)
Period 1976-90 0.410 0.595** 0.533**
(0.254) (0.187) (0.197)
Period 2007-15 -0.081 -0.123 -0.072
(0.268) (0.233) (0.226)
Socialist parties 0.423 0.476 0.401
(0.295) (0.291) (0.299)
Ecological parties —1.099*** -1.018** -1.051**
(0.332) (0.337) (0.333)
Liberal parties -0.394 -0.437 -0.412
(0.245) (0.251) (0.248)
Christian democratic parties -0.134 -0.337 -0.267
(0.273) (0.273) (0.276)
Conservative parties -0.104 —-0.361 -0.081
(0.267) (0.275) (0.271)
Nationalist parties -0.703 -0.875* -0.829*
(0.411) (0.378) (0.416)
Agrarian parties -0.489 -0.549 -0.510
(0.314) (0.316) (0.318)
Ethnic and regional parties —1.194** —1.437*** —-1.248**
(0.391) (0.425) (0.394)
Special issue parties 0.003 0.260 -0.083
(0.397) (0.415) (0.401)
Constant 2.147%%* 1.419%** 1.397%%*
(0.520) (0.316) (0.404)
Observations 1,636 1,615 1,589
Fixed effects Countries Countries Countries
Log likelihood -715.412 -709.841 -696.156
Akaike inf. crit. 1,506.823 1,489.682 1,468.312

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.
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Table 6 Logistic regression on the dependent variable “pro-homeownership position”

Pro-homeownership manifestos

(1 @) ©) 4)

Document length 0.376%** 0.350** 0.301* 0.340**
(0.112) (0.122) (0.124) (0.125)
Left-right (RILE) 0.146 0.143 0.134 0.185
(0.103) (0.114) (0.114) (0.115)
Period 1920-55 -0.782** -0.958** -0.970 -0.996*
(ref. period 1991-2006) (0.297) (0.339) (0.764) (0.398)
Period 1956-75 -0.172 -0.362 -0.319 -0.230
(0.240) (0.255) (0.528) (0.274)
Period 1976-90 0.427 0.378 0.349 0.427
(0.240) (0.252) (0.338) (0.261)
Period 2007-15 -0.802** -0.968** -0.696* -0.749*
(0.272) (0.306) (0.327) (0.293)
Lag incumbency 0.059
(0.098)
Vote share 0.232 0.302* 0.330*
(0.127) (0.124) (0.128)
Party competition -6.160 -0.150 0.545
(3.782) (0.599) (0.459)
Homeownership 0.640*
(0.304)
House prices 0.138
(0.192)
GDP p.c. -0.457
(0.312)
Homeownership growth —-0.046
(0.086)
House price growth -0.084
0.091)
GDP growth 0.072
(0.128)
Socialist parties —0.971*** -0.616* —0.850** —0.795**
(ref. social dem. parties) (0.250) (0.293) (0.296) (0.301)
Ecological parties —3.173%%* —-3.042%** —-3.256%** -3.270%**
(0.525) (0.598) (0.628) (0.638)
Liberal parties 0.839** 1.147%** 0.999*** 0.924**
(0.268) (0.301) (0.296) (0.299)
Christian democratic parties 2.104%** 2,231 %% 2.058%*** 1.815%**
(0.352) (0.376) (0.376) (0.375)
Conservative parties 1.522%** 1.924*** 1.481%** 1.338***
(0.354) (0.426) (0.371) (0.374)
Nationalist parties 0.969 1.353* 1.465* 1.296
(0.506) (0.542) (0.673) (0.665)
Agrarian parties 1.203** 1.432%* 1.251** 1.058*
(0.431) (0.452) (0.455) (0.454)
Ethnic and regional parties 0.431 0.765 0.727 0.663
(0.457) (0.521) (0.492) (0.489)
Special issue parties 0.500 0.924* 0.581 0.452
(0.395) (0.465) (0.442) (0.448)
Constant 0.494 -3.482 1.352%* 0.653
(0.360) (2.289) (0.504) (0.380)
Observations 1,371 1,240 1,244 1,207
Fixed effects Countries Countries Countries Countries
Log likelihood -547.893 -480.740 -487.977 -475.947
Akaike inf. crit. 1,163.786 1,031.479 1,051.954 1,027.895

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.
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