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Abstract 

The right to adequate housing is an unaccomplished human right, and unequal power relations 

between men and women are also perpetuated when trying to access decent housing even in the 

most prosperous global cities such as Barcelona. The aim of this research study has been to show 

how housing is represented and produced by the Barcelona City Council and which are the 

gendering effects and implications thereof. Through the analysis of the three most relevant 

political instruments in the field of housing, the “What’s the Problem Represented to be?” method 

proposed by Carol Bacchi (1999) has allowed to ascertain different problem representations of 

the same phenomena within the Council, such as “lack of adequate housing” and “vulnerable 

women”, with important consequences, along with other policy gaps. In our opinion, while 

feminism is often produced as the engine for change, these inconsistencies prevent women 

liberating completely from their socially imposed roles and achieving real and effective gender 

equality. 

Keywords 

Housing, women, public policies, problem representation, gender mainstreaming   
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1 Introduction 

The right to adequate housing in Spain is not a reality but rather it is increasingly distant from 

being accomplished. According to the Catalan Institute of Human Rights, this right is “violated 

by the conception of housing as an asset of investment and not of primary necessity, which 

promotes over-indebtedness of people as the main means of access” (IDHC 2015). In the 

framework of a massive reduction of social rights following the global crisis, this has led to the 

“eviction of thousands of people for non-payment of rent or mortgages” (IDHC 2015). According 

to the CEDAW Concluding observations of 2015, the “austerity measures taken […] to address 

[the crisis] have had negative effects on women in all spheres of life” (CEDAW/C/ESP/CO/7-8, 

p. 3), housing included, and evictions have had particularly negative effects for “women and 

children” according to the UN Special Rapporteur on adequate housing Miloon Kothari 

(A/HRC/7/16/Add.2, p. 8). 

Indeed, the human rights to housing and to gender equality are thus strongly interrelated. Gender 

inequalities are reflected in housing policies as a proof that the personal is political. Linked to the 

fewer chances to access a decent home due to lower income rates and more unstable economic 

situations, other forms of male dominance arise such as: sexual violence usually takes place at 

home, which makes women choose between difficult domestic relationships in good housing or 

better relationships in poorer housing if they leave; dependence on social services and subsidies 

does not offer the necessary stability, let alone the capacity to progress, and is subject to 

stigmatization by a large part of the population, and living in slums, which is often the only choice 

women have, does not allow for their social inclusion. In other parts of the world, the situation 

gets even worsened as land and property tenure schemes leave women helpless during marriage 

and after divorce, amongst others. In the public sphere, organizational schemes with low female 

participation within public authorities, the lack of trainings for both political and technical staff 

and the limited role of gender equality departments, if any, clearly hamper the achievement of 

gender equality goals.  

For decades, the city of Barcelona has been regarded as a progressive, inclusive city, open to 

diversity in terms of migration, sexual liberty, innovative solutions, cultural embrace and 

adaptability to the needs of all citizens, amongst many others. Since the 2015 election (pending 

the outcome of the local election on 26 May 2019) the left-wing party Barcelona en Comú, led 

by former housing rights activist Ada Colau, is at the forefront of what is probably the most 

progressive government the city has ever had. Consequently, the Council’s way to tackle housing 

challenges might arise as a strong opportunity to achieve real and effective gender equality in the 

city. 

1.1 Aim, method and research questions 

The aim of this research study is to show how housing is represented and produced by the 

Barcelona City Council and which are the gendering effects and implications of such 

representation and production, that is, how the situation of women vis-à-vis men in the city of 

Barcelona is reflected, problematized, reinforced or alleviated by the Council’s policies tackling 

housing challenges. 

In order to achieve the abovementioned aim, a theoretical approach to gender and housing is 

provided that contextualizes and represents the basis for the empirical research. In this sense, the 

theoretical approach aims to help understand why gender inequality still exists in the context of 

housing policies, both by ascertaining what gender mainstreaming is and what it entails for 
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governments (Section 2) and by analyzing the broad human right to housing from the point of 

view of gender equality (Section 3). Subsequently, the empirical research consists of a case-study 

analysis that focuses on the efforts carried out in the last four years by the Barcelona City Council 

in terms of bringing together gender equality and housing (Sections 4 and 5).  

The analysis will follow the “What’s the Problem Represented to be?” or WPR method proposed 

by Carol Bacchi, as presented in Section 2.2. According to the constructionist and post-

structuralist (i.e. Foucauldian) perspective introduced by Bacchi through her WPR approach, 

governments, rather than reacting to “problems”, are active in creating or producing them. For 

the purposes of this research study, the goals set, means deployed, the citizens targeted and the 

elements that are taken for granted and consequently left unproblematized, amongst others, in 

different housing-related public policies (and different parts within them) will let us ascertain how 

the Barcelona City Council produces and reproduces specific “problems” related to housing and 

gender, and thus has gendering effects upon men’s and women’s lives and relations. Throughout 

the analysis, the several conceptual and practical considerations (as in Section 2.12.1) are 

introduced for a better understanding of the positioning of the Council regarding both housing 

and gender. 

Based on the above, the main research questions of this research study will be: How is housing 

represented and produced by the Barcelona City Council? How is gender equality reflected, 

problematized, reinforced or alleviated by the Council’s policies tackling housing challenges?  

1.2 Empirical material 

The analysis of the case study focuses on the city of Barcelona. In the region of Catalonia, of 

which Barcelona is the capital, municipalities are in charge, amongst others, of “planning, 

programming and managing public housing and participation in the planning of public housing 

in municipal land” and of “regulation and provision of healthcare services and public primary 

care social services […]” in accordance with Articles 84.2.b and 84.2.m of the Catalan Statute of 

Autonomy (Estatut d’Autonomia de Catalunya, the highest-raking legislation at regional level 

which determines the competences of the municipalities within the competent territory). Social 

cohesion, equality, justice, solidarity and gender equality, amongst others, are the guiding 

principles for all public administrations’ activities in Catalonia in accordance with Article 4.3 of 

the Statute. 

In this sense, the policies of the ruling party in Barcelona, the left-wing party Barcelona en Comú, 

led by former housing rights activist Ada Colau, are presented worldwide as progressive and 

guardians of social rights, also in the field of housing. Amongst others, the Council has promoted 

the European Cities for Adequate Housing declaration, which asks further measures to the 

European Union towards “granting more resources and competences to cities for them to provide 

adequate housing for their citizens” (Vidal 2019, p. 2). For all these reasons, different political 

instruments giving shape to the housing policy and touching upon the guiding principles (two 

from the same Area but different Subareas, and another one from a different Area) may offer us 

an approach as to how housing and gender are brought together, construed and represented in a 

forward-looking city.  

The first instrument to analyze is the Barcelona City Council’s Plan for the Right to Housing 

2016-2025 (Pla pel dret a l’habitatge 2016-2025), coordinated by the Subarea of Housing and 

Building Renovation (within the Social Rights Area), as the main public policy tackling housing 

challenges in the city. Secondly, the Strategy against feminization of poverty and precariousness 

in Barcelona 2016-2024 (Estratègia contra la feminització de la pobresa i de la precarietat a 
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Barcelona 2016-2024), drafted by the Council’s Department for Gender Mainstreaming, is 

analyzed given the focus it places on housing as one of the main areas of concern to fight female 

poverty and achieve gender equality. The third instrument is the Barcelona Plan against 

Homelessness 2016-2020 (Pla de lluita contra el sensellarisme de Barcelona 2016-2020), drafted 

by the Social Rights Area, which offers a thorough insight into the lack of proper housing 

acknowledging two different situations: men account for the majority of homeless citizens in 

Barcelona and women face the effects of homelessness in a more intense manner. The Council’s 

Gender Justice Plan for 2016-2020 (Pla per la Justícia de Gènere 2016-2020) is cited when 

deemed necessary although it does not constitute the focus of this research study as it acts as the 

umbrella strategy for the other instruments and is therefore more thoroughly developed by them, 

and the same can be applied to the cross-sectoral Methodology on participative mainstreaming 

(Metodologia per a la transversalitat participativa). The publication “Housing issues: Flexibility 

and gender equality in housing” (Qüestions d’habitatge: flexibilitat i igualtat de gènere en 

l’habitatge) has not been selected for analysis given the non-programmatic nature of the 

instrument. 

2 Gender strategies and gender mainstreaming for public 

authorities 

In the 1970s, feminists coming from different fields started to advocate for the participation of 

women in development planning as they had been absent until that time and public policies, at 

the stages of drafting, implementation and evaluation, suffered broadly from male bias 

(Lombardo, Meier and Verloo 2017, pp. 2-3). And they did this both through engaging with the 

theories of the state (as opposed to the theories of politics) and through state feminism (that is, 

participation and then representation in the arena of politics), without losing what Shirin M. Rai 

called “in and against the state” action (Rai 2003, pp. 18-21). Dolores Hayden (1980, p. 171) 

exemplified this need for action by stating that “dwellings, neighborhoods, and cities designed 

for homebound women constrain women physically, socially, and economically”. And this was 

only a tiny portion of the bias suffered from women through androcentric policies throughout the 

years. 

Gender mainstreaming thus developed as a globally accepted strategy for promoting gender 

equality. Based on the reality that women’s roles, needs, interests and resources are different from 

those of men, the most widespread conceptualization of gender mainstreaming, proposed by the 

United Nations during the 1997 Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing (UN 

General Assembly 1997), defines it as:  

“the process of assessing the implications for women and men of any planned action, including 

legislation, policies or programmes, in all areas and at all levels. It is a strategy for making 

women’s as well as men’s concerns and experiences an integral dimension of the design, 

implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes in all political, economic 

and societal spheres so that women and men benefit equally and inequality is not perpetuated.” 

In order to better understand the theory and practice of gender mainstreaming, between which 

“productive tensions” arise according to Walby (2005, p. 321), several considerations are needed. 

For the purpose of this research study, these considerations are divided into two groups: the first 

one, called ‘Previous considerations regarding gender mainstreaming’, aims to contextualize 

gender mainstreaming through the major approaches, methods and tools that have been proposed 

since the 70s and 80s; the second one focuses on Carol Bacchi’s “What’s the Problem Represented 

to be?” approach, which will be the main method for the analysis of the case studies below. 
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2.1 Previous considerations regarding gender mainstreaming 

In order to challenge the “false gender neutrality of policymaking” (Lombardo, Meier and Verloo 

2017, p. 6) and mainstream gender into public policies and organizations, several approaches, 

methods and tools have been deployed throughout the years. This Section summarizes the main 

discussions around them. 

Gender and public policies as mutually affecting and reinforcing 

phenomena; state democratization as the channel 

The first consideration for gender mainstreaming is that gender and public policies are two 

phenomena affecting and reinforcing each other. This is nothing but a confirmation that the 

relationship between society and public policies is twofold, and that power and influence flow in 

two directions: gender and the way it is conceived affect the drafting and implementation of public 

policies, but these public policies also affect gender in a way that they produce a gendering effect. 

In this context, democratization, with its five dimensions as put forward by Shirin M. Rai (2003, 

pp. 34-39) –decentralization, role of political parties, monitoring and auditing, leadership 

commitment to gender mainstreaming, and presence of women within political institutions–, 

becomes key for the improvement of participation of the citizenship in public affairs and the 

acknowledgment of their needs, priorities and proposals. 

Gendering as a process of evolving nature living in a specific context 

Strictly related to the above, gendering is a process of evolving nature and, consequently, gender 

mainstreaming needs to be so as well. Just like theories, which according to Kleba and Lolatto 

(2013, p. 418) need to be understood as formulations aiming to guide our reflections and thus as 

fluid and alterable in line with the dialectical moves of reality, also gender mainstreaming should 

be seen as a process where no current situations are unalterable as it is sometimes assumed 

(women as sole child rearers, men as those who “bring the bacon home” etc.). Rather, following 

social constructionism, we have socially acquired our views, understandings, knowledge after all. 

And just like we have acquired these up until today, going through an evolution, we can continue 

giving shape and meaning to them in parallel to new forms of contestation, power and knowledge 

(Bacchi and Eveline 2010, p. 134). Indeed, as a consequence of historical evolution of the 

gendering process, new forms of inequalities are produced and reproduced throughout the years. 

Any “gender contract” of a specific time, place and individual subject, including those who think 

that gender equality has already been achieved and the not-about-me-attitudes (Forsberg and 

Stenbacka 2018, p. 280), becomes obsolete and inapplicable over time.  

In the light of the above and from a post-structuralist perspective, it can be affirmed that the way 

we understand gender and the gendering process is very contextualized historically, socially, 

economically and politically. Ferree (2009, p. 89) defines context-related “discursive 

opportunities structures” as “open, dynamic and imbued with power, not just something that exists 

passively as text ‘on paper’”. From a Foucauldian point of view, all processes are influenced by 

a “power-knowledge nexus in which power is involved in producing forms of knowledge, such 

as the authority accorded to ‘expert’ ‘knowledges’, and in which knowledges exercise power or 

influence in shaping people’s lives” (Bacchi and Eveline 2010, p. 118). Such a post-structuralist 

approach allows us to avoid individualized “life politics”, often too narrowly linked to the “limited 

time space of the immediate present”, as argued by Harrison and Davis (2001, p. 38). 
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The dichotomy between public and private, and subsequent need for an 

intersectional approach  

With the appearance of state feminism and the theories of the state, it became increasingly evident 

that “the personal is political” as put forward by Carol Hanisch (1970, pp. 76-78), that is, that the 

personal experiences of women are inextricably related to larger social and political structures. 

Thus, the private patriarchal order has become a public patriarchal order. Public and private 

spheres are “reflected in one another” as private life is not absolutely private when social policies 

determine it, and at the same time the public sphere “reflects the division of labour in the home 

especially in terms of time” in the words of Pascall (1997, p. 22). 

Gender inequalities, just like inequalities in general (social class, race, ethnicity, (dis)ability, age, 

citizenship status, economic status, body and sexuality, educational level etc.), are structural, 

interrelated and interacting, particularly in increasingly diverse societies. Intersectionality as 

proposed by Crenshaw (1991, pp. 1241-1299) offers an interesting approach to tackle different 

forms of complexity, diversity and inequalities at the same time, thus pooling resources and 

knowledge as well as fostering a sort of deliberative democracy aiming to “transcend old barriers” 

(in the words of Squires as cited by Walby 2005, p. 331).  

Difference, sameness and transformational approaches: integrationist or 

agenda setting? 

Different approaches can be taken when mainstreaming gender into public policies according to 

the treatment given to both men and women, or to each of them separately, following Rees (1998, 

p. 20): sameness, difference and transformation. The sameness approach conceives men and 

women as equal and thus offers them equal treatment and opportunities in a liberal or neoliberal 

way. Secondly, the difference approach proposes differentiated gendering practices or special 

programs based on the most immediate needs of women in order to “lift them up” in those matters 

where they are different from men. These two approaches are integrationist inasmuch as men are 

taken as a model. Whether by imposing neither barriers nor specific treatment to women, 

consequently erasing differences from the policy analysis, or by recognizing such differences, 

these two approaches stick to the status quo whereby men are the reference. In this respect, 

through the incorporation of the gender perspective without challenging the existing policy 

paradigm women, categorized as “needy” (Eveline and Bacchi 2005, p. 504), are visibly or 

invisibly “helped” to achieve men’s status. Conversely, a transformational approach (Walby 

2005, p. 325) focuses on reshaping gender relations through a more holistic and integrated 

approach, on challenging the masculine norms by neither assimilating women into men’s ways 

nor maintaining a dualism between men and women. This approach has also been called “agenda 

setting” by several authors such as Rounaq Jahan (1995, p. 829), as it requires reorienting existing 

policy paradigms, changing decision-making processes, prioritizing gender equality goals and 

rethinking policy ends. 

Tools for gender mainstreaming 

Governments count on a set of opportunities, strategies and tools that are part of the “national 

machineries” in the words used by Shirin M. Rai (2003, p. 25, also applicable to any level of 

government and institution) and may contribute to the advancement of women. Gender 

mainstreaming can be done through legislation and policies, whether specific or sectorial, that 

introduce stronger commitments and visualization of women’s needs. From an organizational 

point of view, specific gender-related departments with specific account of location within the 

decision-making hierarchy, as well as competences (planning, monitoring, project 

implementation) and resources play a major role, just like gender focal points across the different 

departments, coordination mechanisms to enhance coherence and cooperation or quota systems. 
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Processes and means include a wide range of actions: generation of gender-segregated data and 

indicators, gender budgeting, creation of other mechanisms for the generation and sharing of 

knowledge, inclusive communication, or trainings for both political and technical staff. Finally, 

gender-focused stakeholder participation involves joint work with women’s organizations (both 

activists and experts) in the planning, implementing and monitoring stages of public policies, 

taking account of two challenges: that not all women’s organizations have the same purposes in 

terms of gender equality, and that those most in need are also those most difficult to reach. 

The extent of the institutions’ advancement in gender equality will vary according to the way they 

apply the previous approaches, conceptualizations and theories. At the same time, they act as the 

means by which the “What’s the Problem Represented to be?” approach can be successfully 

applied, as will be ascertained in Sections 4 and 5. Self-evidently, all of this will occur 

understanding that national machineries as well are “embedded not only in historical and cultural 

contexts, but also in more immediate intra- and interstate politics” (Rai 2003, p. 29). 

2.2 The “What’s the Problem Represented to be?” approach 

As noted earlier in this Section, gender mainstreaming is based on several approaches, the two 

most fundamental ones being social constructionism and post-structuralism. According to the 

former, our understandings of the world, knowledge included, are the products of social forces 

and exist only within the statements and signs that constitute them (Bacchi and Eveline 2010, p. 

117). This leads to the need to constantly analyze and contest those discourses or knowledges that 

are taken for granted. As regards post-structuralism, concepts and categories are only a part of 

discourses at a specific point in time, in a specific place and under specific circumstances and 

where power plays a particularly important role in the generation of knowledge (Bacchi and 

Eveline 2010, p. 118). 

On the basis of these two grounding theories, Carol Bacchi (1999) proposed an approach that 

allows for a critical analysis of the reality and a reassessment of the expected orientations of public 

policies in the future. The “What’s the Problem Represented to be?” or WPR approach analyzes 

the implicit representations of the “problems” that are tackled by public authorities through public 

policies, i.e. elements that are left unproblematized, reflecting taken-for-granted beliefs and 

hegemonic assumptions. Based on the post-structural premise that identities are discursive and 

contingent, WPR:  

“recommends a critical interrogation of assumed 'problems'. [This] position does not deny 

that there are troubling conditions that require redress. However, the emphasis is not on 

the nature of those conditions but rather on the shape of the implied 'problems' in specific 

proposals.” (Bacchi 2014, p. 31) 

The analysis of these problems is precisely essential for ascertaining the way governing takes 

place. For the purpose of this research study, it involves assessing the contested meanings given 

to key terms including “gender”, “gender mainstreaming” and “gender equality” (Bacchi and 

Eveline 2010, p. 118), as well as shifting from considering the way policies impact on women 

and men into revealing the way they constitute them (Lombardo, Meier and Verloo 2017, p. 11) 

and give place to political “subject positions” such as “gendered”, “sexed”, “(dis)abled”, 

“racialized” etc. In view thereof, this methodology builds on Foucault’s conceptualization of 

“problematizations” as, firstly, a critical strategy to approach questions differently (“thinking 

problematically”) and, secondly, a historical process of producing objects for thought, including 

the archaeological and genealogical dimensions that show how and why certain things have 

become a problem (Bacchi 2018, pp. 3-14). 
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The WPR approach to policy analysis is based on six interrelated questions and some directives 

to apply these questions to the person’s or institution’s problem representations: 

1. What's the “problem” (e.g. of “problem gamblers”, “drug use/abuse”, domestic violence, global 

warming, health inequalities, terrorism, etc.) represented to be in a specific policy? 

2. What presuppositions or assumptions underlie this representation of the “problem”? 

3. How has this representation of the “problem” come about? 

4. What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? Where are the silences? Can the “problem” 

be thought about differently? 

5. What effects are produced by this representation of the “problem”? 

6. How/where has this representation of the “problem” been produced, disseminated and defended? How 

could it be questioned, disrupted and replaced? 

By answering these questions, one can understand the way that, rather than reacting to 

“problems”, governments are active in creating or producing such “problems”. As Carol Bacchi 

(2014, p. 1) warns, this should not be seen as a manipulation or misrepresentation but, on the 

contrary, as a “necessary part of making policy”. For this reason, WPR’s step 7 consists in 

applying the list of questions to one’s own problem representations in a self-critique ethic and 

continuing provocation of one’s own work. The second part of this research study (Sections 4 and 

5) is based on the analysis of local policies tackling housing adopted by the Barcelona City 

Council through the WPR approach and taking account of the previous considerations as 

presented in Section 2.1. 

3 The right to housing: what gender-related issues are at 

stake? 

The right to decent housing is a human right acknowledged by the United Nations since the 

adoption in 1948 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (or UDHR, UN General 

Assembly 1948, Article 25.1), and reinforced by the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 

of Discrimination Against Women (or CEDAW, UN General Assembly 1979) as far as women’s 

rights are concerned (Article 14.2.h). While the UDHR recognizes the importance of housing as 

a component of the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being along with 

food, clothing and medical care, the CEDAW sees it as a basic service together with water supply, 

sanitation, transport or electricity, amongst others. According to UN-Habitat (2012, p. 4), 

“housing strategies, at national and city levels, are inseparable from land-use planning and 

infrastructure strategies, including mobility and local economic development strategies”. 

Consequently, and regardless of the specific approaches that can be taken by the different policies 

and instruments such as these ones, there is broad consensus around the relevance of housing, 

understood not only as a shelter under which to live, and its strong interrelation with other basic 

and human rights, which makes cross-sectoral approaches a requirement for any academic and 

non-academic analysis. 

Following the above, housing policies need to be considered as one of the multiple realities that 

oppress women as many gender-related issues are at stake in them. Starting from the statement 

that housing is a right strongly related to human dignity and not a commodity (A/HRC/34/51, pp. 

9-10), UN Special Rapporteur on adequate housing Raquel Rolnik (A/HRC/19/53, p. 5) reveals 

the impact on women’s lives of “patriarchy and gender discrimination; poverty; and the impact 
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of globalization, neo-liberal economic policies and privatization”. In addition, UN-Habitat 

underlines the fact that “housing is largely a women’s issue, as women are primarily responsible 

for sustaining and maintaining the home and the family” (UN-Habitat 2012, p. 9), thus 

acknowledging the status quo, while also fostering transformation by encouraging “women [to 

engage] in their own right and not only as wives or partners of men” (UN-Habitat 2012, p. 30), 

which might involve creating new structures and modifying existing policies and processes. 

Harrison and Davis (2001, pp. 171-172) underline these challenges, including the insecurity 

arising from the need to leave the house that may lead women to “choose between continuing 

difficult domestic relationships in good housing, or better relationships in poorer housing” (p. 

172). This is even a more pressing situation in case of “sexual and physical abuse from guardians 

or partners” (p. 171) for young women or domestic violence in general, as it conditions women’s 

housing strategies as the willingness to leave the house is part of a “conflict over allocation of 

domestic labour, monetary or sexual resources” (p. 172). 

Even when there is no direct sexual or physical abuse, generalized lower wages for women or 

wages generated through part-time, intermittent or insecure jobs will pose major problems for 

them. A higher proportion of their wage will be allocated to housing needs than in the case of 

men, they might not even be able to pay for a rent and will depend on subsidies and social housing 

(Harrison and Davis 2001, p. 171), or they will face higher difficulties in accessing to credit and 

finance (UN-Habitat 2012, p. 10), also influenced by the high taxation schemes related to basic 

services in many countries (González 2016, p. 18). The relevance of the care economy, mainly 

involving women, is largely underestimated (UN-Habitat 2012, p. 9). Keeping the children after 

separation or divorce also involves facing situations such as reluctance of landlords to accept 

them, which also happens with queer people, people with migrant origins etc. (Harrison and Davis 

2001, p. 171). 

Indeed, and still according to Harrison and Davis (2001, pp. 170-171), if we add to that other lines 

of division in the field of housing (poverty, age, sexual orientation, ethnicity etc.), we will 

ascertain that disabled women will have less chances to choose their own house, lone mothers 

with disabled children will be more dependent on social housing, women of minority race or 

ethnicity will experience relevant disadvantages when looking for a home to rent or homeless 

women will be in more insecure conditions than their male peers, amongst others. 

These two authors wisely point out that reality shows how market primacy turns support to 

vulnerable people into a gift rather than a right (Harrison and Davis 2001, pp. 108-109). 

Neoliberal standards and principles whereby everyone has the same opportunities in life lead to 

the stigmatization, individualization, blaming and harassment of those people benefitting from 

these several kinds of support schemes, which in turn might provoke negative psychological 

consequences for the victims such as exhaustion, self-inflicted guilt or even suicide (González 

2016, p. 25). Labels such as “lazy”, “living off the state”, “poor”, “criminals”, “sexually 

uncontrolled”, just to mention a few, are fairly widespread amongst the population according to 

Shana Griffin (2012), at the same time that non-owning or non-earning households are broadly 

perceived as inferior (Harrison and Davis 2001, p. 108). As put forward in the Section below, 

gender as well as stigmatization of gender-related problems affect the conception of public 

policies as they are while, at the same time, these public policies contribute to shaping such 

stigmas, thus generating gendering effects. For example, stigmatization by part of the population 

of such “conducts” (in their neoliberal understanding that stigmatized people get what they 

deserve because they “can” and “want to”) “legitimates low environmental standards for council 

estates” (Harrison and Davis 2001, p. 109), which includes “not simply […] the dwelling in which 

one lives, but […] how one is situated in a school district, a public transportation system, a job 

market, a social network, and a community of opportunity” (Griffin 2012). Subsequently, these 

low environmental standards fuel such stigmas which create a growing social division whereby 
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affected vulnerable groups are reaffirmed as “less than full housing citizens” (Harrison and Davis 

2001, p. 109). In the case of women, the continuous struggle to access housing, understood as 

finding somewhere to live but also sustaining such access in decent conditions and avoid losing 

it, does nothing but “reflect and reinforce wider gender inequality in society” (Griffin 2012). 

Within the house, an analysis of sizes, uses and functions thereof may acknowledge a 

hierarchization of rooms that renders highly feminized tasks such as cooking, cleaning and care 

individualized, marginalized, invisible, excluded from the central roles or even impossible to 

carry out (Ajuntament de Barcelona 2019). 

To summarize, while it is true that more and more public policies are tackling the gender issue, 

both through a strategic (gender equality plans and strategies) and a sectorial approach (policies 

approaching home-working, privacy, transport system, use of domestic space, organization of 

domestic life), roles that are important to women are still “inadequately catered for” (Harrison 

and Davis 2001, p. 172). 

4 An analysis of gender inequalities in Barcelona City 

Council’s policies tackling housing challenges 

In Spain, Article 31 of the Organic Law 3/2007, of 22 March, for the effective equality between 

women and men (Ley Orgánica 3/2007, de 22 de marzo, para la igualdad efectiva de mujeres y 

hombres) requires the introduction of measures for the effectiveness of the principle of equality 

between women and men in the field of access to housing, including women in need or in risk of 

exclusion, victims of gender violence and especially when they are solely responsible for their 

minor children. But women face other challenges as well in a more intense manner than men: 

whether because they have been evicted or have lost their home, because they live in critical 

conditions, or because they have to choose between paying the rent, mortgage, bills or eating, for 

example, their most basic rights are being violated (González 2016, p. 23), adding to that the fact 

that the configuration of the homes and their context does not contribute to the effective 

empowerment and liberation of women and the real equality amongst men and women. 

4.1 The Plan for the Right to Housing 2016-2025 

In the city of Barcelona, the main housing planning instrument is the Council’s Plan for the Right 

to Housing 2016-2025, drafted in 2016 by the Subarea of Housing and Building Renovation, 

which depends on the Social Rights Area. There, housing is seen as a “right and necessity good” 

(that is, as the right to achieve adequate housing for everyone in the city). The “lack of adequate 

housing in Barcelona” thus becomes the problem that aims to be minimized with the 

implementation of the Plan. The main controversy revolves around the concepts “lack” and 

“adequate”: Who determines that there is a lack? Who establishes what is adequate and what is 

inadequate? To what extent should the Council allocate funds to this aim? The answer to this 

question shows the Council’s stance on the matter and the different subject positions assigned.  

In this light, the acknowledgment at the beginning of the Plan and throughout the document that 

the Council’s duty is to “protect the residents” (p. 228) places them in a position of vulnerability, 

of those who “have lost their jobs” (p. 225), “families who have lost their home as a consequence 

of foreclosure or an eviction process” (p. 225) or “those who are subject to property mobbing by 

landlords” (p. 228). The “weakest party that needs to be protected” (p. 24) thus becomes a 

“political subject” created by the instrument, in short. And if they are vulnerable it is because 

there exist several external elements that preclude the citizenship from defending their own rights 
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by themselves and deciding how their city should be. The ongoing economic crisis has had a 

major impact (p. 460), but also selected and privileged forces (“private interests”, p. 249, 

“oligopolistic and opaque market”, p. 56, amongst others) foster “housing emergency and 

residential exclusion” (p. 231) in a city that is not “socially fair and egalitarian” (p. 231): an 

increase in tourist pressure and other non-residential uses such as offices and services, anomalous 

uses such as empty apartments in the hands of hedge funds, abuses and harassment exerted by big 

landlords thanks to their prevailing situation, banks’ behavior in eviction processes etc. To 

summarize, according to the Plan the lack of adequate housing in Barcelona and the citizens’ 

vulnerability are due to the neoliberal trends that have been ruling in Spain for many years. The 

cause is thus placed outside the Council’s role: banks, market forces as the evil, while the Council 

arises as a protector, a guarantor of the vulnerable citizenship’s social rights. Indeed, in the minds 

of those who conceive the State as a basic services provider, interventionist policies are a “deep-

seated cultural value” and a “conceptual logic” that is indisputable and taken for granted, which 

several scholars such as Dean and Rose call “governmental or political rationalities” (as cited by 

Bacchi 2014, p. 6). But, as Bacchi observes, even incontestable theories upon which political 

decisions are made (or, as she calls them, “technologies of rule”) require “critical scrutiny” 

(Bacchi 2016, p. 6). 

Against this backdrop, how are gender and gender equality produced in relation to housing? Here 

it is interesting to focus on the different stages of the adoption process of the Plan. The Annexes 

give an insight into the extensive participative process that was undertaken prior to adoption, both 

in the Council (directors, technical staff) and with the citizenship. In a 78-page Annex 1 (from 

page 1 to page 78 of the whole document) that reflects the views from both public authorities and 

the population, women as a vulnerable group are subsumed into the category of “vulnerable 

citizens”: 

“In recent years, the few social housing units available have been used to relocate citizens who 

have suffered evictions. For this reason, it is important to allocate at least 2,000 public housing 

units to special groups such as single-parent families, women who have been victims of gender 

violence, people with disabilities, families living in overcrowded homes, the elderly, the youth, 

and families at risk of residential exclusion given their economic vulnerability.” (p. 16) 

Despite the female participation rate of 43.33% of an overall participation of over 500 people, 

only seldom are women singled out in such public discussions: in the above case, or to mention 

the “specific needs of elderly women living in poor housing conditions” (p. 69) or of “women 

facing the proliferation of tourist apartments” (p. 16). According to the information provided in 

the Plan, the sessions’ facilitators were not gender experts and did not bring up the matter during 

the different meetings, and neither did the participants aside from the abovementioned cases. This 

leads us to believe that, aside from the introduction of gender matters as a legal requirement (by 

framework legislation at regional and national level, as in the case of granting specific support to 

women victims of gender violence), women’s needs are not perceived as different from men’s. 

As will be put forward later on, the authorship of planning instruments is crucial to ascertain the 

perception and representation of gender as well as for the outputs of the actions proposed therein. 

Now if we focus on the subsequent stage of the drafting process, that is, on the diagnose (a 219-

page document), we can detect a broader visibilization of women’s specific situations. Diagnoses 

are a crucial instrument in the WPR methodology inasmuch as they point out and give shape and 

context to the problem as the authors perceive and represent it. Thus, it is indicative of how the 

issue is problematized, what is included and what is excluded in the problematization. An example 

of exclusion thereof is the controversial situation of men who are victims of gender violence: even 

though they represent a tiny percentage (Remacha and Barandela 2019), why is this reality not 

reflected in the diagnose? Why will it not be reflected in the Plan as a possibility for men to access 



14 
 

the social houses offered by the Council? The Council also silences something which neoliberals 

repeatedly warn about: that some people live off the state, with the impact this has on vulnerable 

people, women but also men, who do need Council aid. Throughout the diagnose, women are 

presented as more vulnerable than men inasmuch as they are a specific vulnerable group (women 

victims of gender violence) or they conform the majority within a vulnerable group (i.e. the 

elderly).  

“Census data show remarkable gendered differences as regards single-person and single-parent 

households. Almost two thirds of single-person households are represented by women, and this 

difference is broadened as regards people over 65, where the weight of women is five times that of 

men. As far as single-parent households are concerned, the figure of women-led households is five 

times that of men-led households.” (p. 43) 

Although women do not appear as essentialized inasmuch as specific situations and women’s 

lived experiences are signaled, some specific situations are invisibilized through gender-neutral 

approaches (i.e. migrant women or disabled women are not singled out from within their specific 

groups, mobbing exerted to women is not differentiated from that exerted to men) and an 

opportunity is missed as regards asserting women’s rights and needs in a more direct and 

transformative manner. Only twice is this specific situation put in context in a qualitative manner 

beyond just numbers and it includes a clear stance by the Council. The first one concerns single-

parent households (emphasis added): 

“Single-parent households are generally more vulnerable given the fact that productive and 

reproductive tasks are to be made by one single person. In addition, women-led households are more 

vulnerable because, still today, their labor conditions are less favorable than men’s as far as salaries 

are concerned. [They also] live in low-quality homes as regards available space, location, facilities or 

preservation state. In addition, difficulties in accessing an adequate home lead them to sharing 

apartments with other people in a similar situation. Finally, this group allocates a larger income 

percentage to housing costs and their capacity to make ends meet is lower.” (p. 64) 

The second one concerns women who have been victims of male violence (or “violence against 

women” or “gender violence”, used indistinctly; emphasis added): 

“Violence against women is a perpetuated public problem year by year, far from shrinking […]. Nine 

women were murdered in 2014 in Barcelona, and 4,706 battery complaints were lodged by women, in 

addition to other complaints for crimes against freedom, breach of restraining orders or complaints 

against moral integrity. […] Access to housing for women who have been victims of male violence, 

after having benefitted from specialized victim assistance and housing services, is a key step in order 

to normalize their situation, recover autonomy and prevent possible cases of socio-residential 

exclusion.” (pp. 66-67) 

The operative part of the instrument, the Plan itself, is in line with the diagnose. The new Plan 

increases by 5% its expenditure in comparison with the previous Plan, allocates 50% more 

resources to subsidies for families to pay the rent, and includes families without any income as 

eligible, all of them being measures from which women will self-evidently benefit. Nevertheless, 

women’s needs are not given specific attention beyond compliance with requirements established 

by framework legislation to the extent that none of the 59 lines of action acknowledge and single 

out women’s specific needs as the problem to tackle. The commitment to placing the citizens and 

their socioeconomic needs at the center of their policies instead of only focusing on “the stones” 

(that is, offering grants for the renovation of façades, p. 271) does not prevent the Council from 

forgetting about the specific needs of women in all their diversity (migrant women, for example, 

are absolutely absent in the Plan).  
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Through the housing Plan, the Council consequently remains almost completely a mere service 

provider (housing included) but forgets the role as a promoter of change. Gender is mentioned in 

solely a couple of the hundreds of activities that compose the different action lines: as one of the 

fields, along with human rights, housing legislation or detection of vulnerabilities, that will be 

included in the trainings for the Council’s technical staff (p. 340), as one of the several selection 

criteria in social housing awards (p. 340), and as one of the several criteria to be assessed in the 

private housing schemes (p. 412). Only in one action line does the Council seem to tackle the 

unequal power relations affecting women in a structural manner: 

“[For the new residential projects] concerning social requirements, an analysis of new typologies 

will be necessary to respond to the following criteria: […] gender perspective, understood as the 

planning of non-androcentric dwellings that include spaces for community life, playgrounds, safe 

and luminous spaces etc.” (p. 387) 

This is probably the only transformative action in the whole Plan aiming for real and effective 

gender equality. Nevertheless, current androcentric-oriented dwellings without spaces for 

community life or safe and luminous spaces do not seem to be taken as a main problem and 

priority to be tackled by the planning instrument given the short mention without further 

explanation and the invisibility of the problem in the diagnose. In addition, introducing the need 

for more playgrounds for children when seeking women’s liberation from their socially imposed 

roles seems quite a contradictory proposal.  

Likewise, while, as put forward above, the main cause of the lack of housing situation is, put 

simply, neoliberalism, there is an over-prioritization of the problematization of vulnerable people 

as can be seen through most of the solutions proposed (subsidies to pay the rent, subsidies to 

rehabilitate dwellings, increase in the number of dwellings available for vulnerable people etc.). 

If in the programming stage lack of housing had been construed, not in the sense of vulnerable 

people’s struggles, but rather as a consequence of (or only as a complement to) neoliberalism as 

previous rhetoric indicated, a transformative approach would most probably have been the core 

of the Plan. Instead, only three out of 59 actions foreseen approach this interpretation of the 

problem in a more or less direct manner, through sanctions to big property owners who do not 

offer social housing (p. 238), to owners of empty dwellings (p. 247) and to landlords exerting 

harassment (p. 251). In addition, the increase in housing stock through public-private partnerships 

with big construction companies shows us a relevant gap between rhetoric and practice.  

The single specifically women-related transformative action foreseen in the Plan (change in 

androcentric dwellings, shortly mentioned and invisibilized in the diagnose) brings us to only 

glimpse a change in discourse due to a change in the authorship of the idea. To elaborate a bit 

further, the hypothesis could be that the Gender Equality Department, who has been a contributor 

to the Plan (p. 3) and not any of the authors thereof (the Council’s Subarea of Housing and 

Building Renovation, housing agencies, and external consultants), has actually been in charge of 

introducing this idea with a completely different discourse and thus knowledge, as will be seen 

later. This point proves that gender analysis frameworks may offer not only a single message or 

problem representation but several at the same time. While this is a common practice in policy 

planning and implementation and is necessary for the sake of integral and cross-sectoral action 

within a government, it may pose problems regarding coherence, further-reaching impact and 

what March, Smyth and Mukhopadhyay call that the “project trap”, that is, the fact that “analytic 

frameworks […] remain narrowly applicable to programs and projects” (as cited by Bacchi 2016, 

p. 12), subordinated to broader policy objectives. 
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4.2 The Strategy against feminization of poverty and 

precariousness in Barcelona 2016-2024 

The change in discourse, power and knowledge concerning the Council’s stance as regards 

women’s situation is confirmed through a comparison of the housing Plan and the Strategy against 

feminization of poverty and precariousness in Barcelona 2016-2024. The Strategy was drafted by 

the Council’s Department for Gender Mainstreaming some months earlier than the housing Plan 

analyzed above and aims to orientate it. In this sense, the Strategy has a similar motivation than 

the housing Plan: 

“Now that inequalities in the city of Barcelona have considerably increased and the different 

administrative levels continue to adopt economic policies with negative consequences on women’s 

living conditions that will cause a considerable increase in the inequalities between women and 

men in the mid-term, it is imperative to define a large-scale and structural strategy against 

feminization of poverty and precariousness.” (p. 4) 

Housing is thus represented as one of the fields where inequalities are perpetuated and even 

increased, both in general and between men and women, as a consequence of neoliberal practices 

from the different levels of government. And it is at home where “deficits in health, education, 

dependency, assistance to vulnerability and to violence etc. [that] the State will not assume 

anymore [and] are being transferred to women” (p. 19) are experienced. The focus is however 

different than that of the housing Plan as, from the perspective of social rights, people without 

access to adequate housing lack “a life with dignity and security, the free development of one’s 

own personality and even the possibility to participate in the public sphere”, what the Council 

calls “social inclusion” (p. 11). As will be stated, here knowledge is produced differently even 

though both policies are adopted by the same Council. 

According to the interpretation of housing and the specific actions proposed (see below), the focus 

is placed on the support offered to “vulnerable women”. Who are vulnerable women, and who 

has “made them up”? In such a given situation, the binary public-private acquires specific 

relevance: Should the Council offer state housing, or is the market capable of regulating the 

demand? Why are vulnerable women entitled to Council aid, where should the limit be? And, in 

this line, to what extent does state aid and support offered perpetuate (that is, produce and 

reproduce) the existence of vulnerable women or tries to extinguish this category? From a social 

constructionist point of view, this concept is malleable and needs to be contextualized socially, 

historically, territorially and politically. Indeed, there is no unitary definition of vulnerability, 

although some authors regard it as a “breakup of family networks, erosion of social relations or 

fragility of proximity ties”, a “disaffection” that leads, along with poverty (traditionally related to 

unemployment and lack of economic means), to social exclusion as a structural and 

multidimensional phenomenon (Juan Toset 2009, p. 51). This confirms that, as with the “lack of 

adequate housing”, the extent to which a person can be considered and problematized as 

“vulnerable” may vary according to the political color (social interventionist such as the current 

Barcelona Council might be more prone to widening the scope than neoliberals), rights at stake 

(are men who suffer from domestic violence also vulnerable? Are they victims of gender 

violence?) and even budgets available (which prioritize budget allocations to those who are 

considered as “more vulnerable” than others such as, in the framework of the housing Plan, people 

facing eviction processes –women in particular, although it does not seem to be analyzed). Again, 

the consolidation of the category “vulnerable women”, depending on the problematization made, 

might render them passive citizens, too reliant on welfare with dysfunctional effects. 

The Strategy points out the major housing-related problems that preclude vulnerable women from 

enjoying “social inclusion” and “empowerment” (pp. 28-29): the lack of sufficient public and 
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private housing supply, the lack of women’s priority access to housing and, in a broader sense 

that goes beyond having access to a shelter, the suffering from energy poverty and poor 

habitability and housing conditions. As a consequence, the specific actions foreseen (increase in 

social housing offer and in social emergency housing units for women facing male violence, 

guidance program for single-parent families regarding their rights, support to citizens facing 

evictions etc.) can be produced as integrationist measures that aim to offer short-term solutions 

to the problem. As put by one “vulnerable woman” contributing to the Strategy, the subsidies, 

grants and increase in the number of housing units available, for example, included in the Strategy 

only “put a band aid on a gaping wound” (or, literally translated, they “block the sun with one 

finger”). The Strategy’s methodology, though, allows us to think quite differently: 

“For many years, women’s experiences, needs and demands have not been important for shaping 

policy actions. Consequently, their problems were very often invisibilized and lacking a solution. 

This fact gets worsened in the case of poor women and women at risk of social exclusion. In this 

sense, it is deemed fundamental to share our diagnose, the definition of problems, and the planning 

and drafting of responses from the cross-sectoral point of view of more than the 20 participating 

Council departments and agencies, 33 feminist groups and civil society organizations and experts 

in poverty and gender who have contributed to the Strategy, and the 20 women who have 

contributed with experiences and demands.” (p. 13) 

Vulnerability thus seems to be related with the invisibility conferred to women’s problems. This 

can also be construed based on the prioritization of empowerment and sociopolitical participation 

as two guiding principles for the Strategy (p. 6) along with intersectionality. This fight against 

invisibilization is put into practice with the participation of migrant women, transsexuals, disabled 

women and women working in low-skill jobs (p. 12) in the drafting of the Strategy as a way to 

capture the experiences of women in their diversity, as well as of women representing the entire 

life cycle, from young women to solo mothers, their children, unemployed women over 45, 

women employed as caregivers of dependent people, or elderly women with functional diversity, 

amongst others (p. 12). Women, each with their own personal experiences, whether vulnerable or 

not, are represented as active and powerful members of society, capable of coproducing the 

necessary change.  

Through empowerment the Strategy is underlining the need to support women at both individual 

and collective level that goes beyond their activities aimed to meet their private needs (access to 

urgent economic and material resources, food and basic services) and reaches their participation 

in public life. This includes the visualization and valuing of their specific experiences, capacities 

and interests, their participation in the drafting, implementation and monitoring of public policies, 

and the partaking in women’s community networks (p. 8), for example. This empowerment of 

women has precisely been crucial to develop a proper diagnose that has acknowledged the real 

problems of women facing housing challenges, such as the negative perception of the emergency 

support services and the collapse of social housing schemes (p. 18), which at the same time may 

foster stigmatization and psychological instability for women themselves.  

Empowerment and socio-political participation of vulnerable women are channeled in the 

Strategy through several actions: the creation of a training program on female leadership and 

empowerment that involves mentoring by other women having gone through vulnerability 

situations, and the development of awareness-raising actions and promotion of community 

networks (as well as the specific provision of meeting spaces and tools for domestic workers and 

employees in the tourism industry in order to support their self-organization and defense of their 

own rights) (p. 31). According to Bacchi’s approach, all these tools lead us to determine that the 

problem representation is the lack of empowerment and participation of women in the socio-

political sphere, that is, lack of leadership, of awareness of their own rights and roles, of 

community networks (and, in the latter case, lack of meeting spaces and tools for self-
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organization). The Council indeed detects “stress situations, subservience, decrease in the 

capacity to participate in the public sphere and even a disempowerment process” (p. 5) as part of 

the “problem”.  

The Council, however, does not represent vulnerability and poverty as the only reasons why 

women are (self-)disempowered or they do not join forces through sharing their experiences and 

organizing common actions in a naming and shaming exercise, or even that the current situation 

is women’s fault. Another document adopted by the Council’s Department for Gender 

Mainstreaming, the Methodology on participative mainstreaming (Alonso Álvarez 2017, pp. 16, 

18) shows in this spirit that demand difficulties such as these ones are complemented by supply 

factors (lack of time, resources etc.), the masculinization of the public sphere, differentiated 

socialization patterns and other factors related to their presence, leadership, voice, authority and 

agenda. Consequently, these empowerment and participation tools need to be put in context and 

construed as one of the several actions needed,  

“beyond one-off band-aid measures, to remove the obstacles deepening into the feminization of 

poverty and precariousness and move towards real and effective equality between women and 

men.” (p. 4) 

In addition, and just like it happens with the housing Plan, training in gender mainstreaming and 

intersectionality aimed at the Council’s technical staff (p. 28) acknowledges that part of the 

problem “vulnerable women” is indeed the lack of specialized capacities, knowledge or skills 

within the Council.  

4.3 The Barcelona Plan against Homelessness 2016-2020 

The Council’s Plan for the Right to Housing 2016-2025 shows that men clearly outnumber women 

as far as homelessness is concerned (p. 61). Indeed, 89.3% of homeless people in Barcelona are 

men, while 10.7% thereof are women. This may lead us to think that men are more vulnerable 

than women in this regard, but what do these figures hide? 

In the Barcelona Plan against Homelessness 2016-2020, the Barcelona City Council through its 

Social Rights Area committed to increasing human resources (support teams, monitoring staff, 

psychologists, jurists), available infrastructures (new individual and small-size homes, improved 

sanitation and eating facilities) as well as training and awareness-raising activities to different 

stakeholders to give an appropriate answer to the growing presence of homeless population in the 

city, a phenomenon that cannot be decoupled from the “current housing emergency” (p. 10). 

Homelessness, and social exclusion, are discursively produced as the result of a “deprivation of 

the right to adequate housing” (p. 12), moving away from traditional approaches that marginalize 

and put the blame on homeless and socially excluded citizens, who have allegedly developed a 

“social pathology” (p. 14), including “mental illnesses, alcohol abuse, drug dependency, deviant 

lifestyles” (p. 12). 

Based on an overview on the rhetoric and different actions proposed in the Plan, the local 

administration identifies three main foci that contribute to produce homelessness as such. Firstly, 

the Council points at several structural factors that, shared amongst European local governments, 

are causing the housing emergency: 

“Job markets and housing markets exclude systematically and permanently a share of the 

population from the large urban centers. The economy of the global cities is subject to 

financialization processes that exceed the acting capacity of municipalities, supramunicipal 

institutions and national governments. Tourists and high-income professionals arriving in the cities 



19 
 

boost the housing rents. Meanwhile, salaries diminish, jobs in the tourist industry continue their 

race towards precariousness and long-term unemployment continues to grow.  

At the same time, migration flows fostered by habitat destruction and affecting millions of people 

around the world usually end up in big cities like Barcelona. Cross-border movements combined 

with increasingly restrictive migration policies doom an increasing share of these cities’ 

inhabitants to administrative exclusion, which is an important obstacle to accessing housing or to 

having a certain housing stability.” (pp. 15-16) 

While these factors (job and housing markets, financialization, increase in tourism, 

unemployment, bad migration management etc.) are seen as extrinsic to the Council’s activity, 

one should consider as well the large number of foreseen training actions targeting the different 

local public agencies involved in the field of homelessness. Indeed, the several trainings to better 

understand the homeless’ situation designed for security bodies (action 2), libraries, sports centers 

and civic centers (action 11), health and healthcare professionals (action 23) etc. show the 

Council’s assumption that its political and technical staff’s activities so far to combat 

homelessness have been somewhat deficient or wrongly oriented. Awareness-raising activities 

for the citizenship (actions 53, 54, 57) and the media (action 55), even prioritizing the fight against 

hate crimes (action 1) also place the problem (lack of knowledge, stigmatization) outside of the 

homeless citizens themselves (except for a couple of times: low participation amongst this 

vulnerable group in the public elections, action 8, and lack of participation in cultural activities, 

action 12).  

Given the conditioning factors above, homelessness is represented as the “lack of adequate 

housing” (p. 14), understood also as a challenge regarding the achievement of “economic, 

residential and emotional stability” (p. 14) and the capacity to “feel empowered” (p. 14), to 

develop an “independent life project” (p. 8), to “rebuild emotional and social ties” (p. 14) and “to 

escape extreme poverty” (p. 17). The lack of adequate housing in Barcelona is not only about 

having a house, even a shelter (in what has been called “housing first” approaches) but, quite 

beyond that, about being accepted by the whole of society, being able to satisfy the most basic 

human needs and having the tools to realize one’s own life projects just like everybody else 

(“housing-led” approaches, p. 14). That is, for the discursive part of the Plan “all homeless are 

people without access to housing”, thought shared by the housing Plan. But at the same time, “all 

people without access to housing are homeless”, something that cannot be found in the housing 

Plan given the limited problematization of homelessness as only encompassing people living on 

the streets (whether roofless or houseless), but not people living in insecure or inadequate housing 

according to the ETHOS typology (FEANTSA 2005). While the housing Plan does not represent 

as homelessness other situations that preclude citizens from accessing decent housing, the 

homelessness Plan expands this term, this problematization, in order to reinforce the urgency of 

the situation. At the same time, by doing this, the homelessness Plan covers the urgent residential 

exclusion suffered by women, which are the largest share of these groups, while the housing Plan 

invisibilizes them (it does not even mention specificities between men and women). 

Housing is problematized from the perspective of subjective rights, placing the homeless citizens’ 

needs, not the homeless citizens’ fault or the government’s services for them, at the core of the 

Council’s actions. And, as observed in the two previous public instruments, the Council believes 

that homeless citizens are rather victims than wrongdoers and subsequently focuses its planned 

actions on tackling, not homeless citizens’ behaviors, but rather other actors’, i.e. hate crime 

perpetrators. This shows a conceptual logic whereby it is indisputable that public authorities are 

in charge of assisting vulnerable people through a welfare-like governmentality. 

The Council’s determination to visibilize and empower vulnerable citizens, in this case the 

homeless, is extended to women as well. Homeless women are indeed the object of a thorough 

diagnose in the Plan that starts by acknowledging, like the housing Plan, that “although poverty 
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has a woman’s face, homelessness is a problem affecting mostly men” (p. 17). In order to 

challenge the widely and long used “restrictive perspective” (p. 17), and as opposed to the housing 

Plan (which completely subsumes homeless women’s specific needs under the androcentric 

perspective of homeless people’s needs), this Plan represents male and female homelessness as 

two “different phenomena” (p. 19): 

“Female homelessness is less visible because it develops far away from the streets. Women 

experience residential exclusion linked to the private sphere, behind closed doors, […] limiting 

women’s capacities to develop an independent life project and possibilities to overcome extreme 

poverty.” (p. 17) 

In contrast to men, more solid family and friendship relations seem to be positive for women to 

avoid the street, shelters and dormitories. On the other hand, exploitation and precariousness 

(over-occupation, subletting a room without a contract, lack of capacity to prove residence, 

seeking shelter at relatives’ or friends’ homes who are themselves vulnerable) are also recognized 

as “a sort of homelessness with an impact on these women’s wellbeing and on their capacities to 

build a decent life project” (p. 18). Fear of the “social services, especially when children are 

involved” (p. 18); “Council shelters conceived for men and occupied by men, fear and lack of 

privacy in these facilities” (p. 21); a “double stigmatization arising from their experiences on the 

streets and the alleged abandonment of their role as caregivers in the domestic sphere” (p. 21) and 

a third one related to the “link between street life and prostitution” (p. 21) or at the very least with 

“high physical and verbal sexual pressure” (p. 22); “fear and insecurity” experienced on the street 

(p. 22), and the consequences of escaping the partner’s physical and psychological aggressions 

(p. 21, including, in the case of migrant women, the pressure suffered in these cases by fear of 

losing residence permits, p. 22) are also represented as the different phenomena by which the 

right to housing is taken away from women.  

When developing the approach to be used in the programming part of the Plan, the Council 

strongly advocates that: 

“Preventive actions based on the identification of and fight against residential exclusion of those 

living in poor housing conditions, in over-occupied dwellings or in sublet rooms makes it possible 

to visibilize homeless women and prevent more and more people from ending up on the streets. 

For those who have lost their homes, designing person-centered measures in lieu of measures based 

on the Council services portfolio allows for high quality gender-sensitive care services that respect 

the persons’ dignity. […] By placing life and people at the center as feminist claims do, we will 

visibilize the different needs between men and women as well as define actions that take account 

of the complex nature of the situation of homeless people, and the multiple needs of each of them, 

not only from a material point of view (housing, food) but also from an emotional and 

psychological one.” (pp. 22-23) 

In an attempt to develop a transformative strategy to tackle homelessness in the city, the Council 

condemns: 

“The invisibility of homeless women on the streets and in the specialized social services premises 

cannot be the motive for not considering the dramas derived from female housing exclusion in 

policymaking.” (p. 21) 

Homeless women thus suffer from a triple vulnerability: being women, being homeless and being 

invisibilized (and sometimes even more: migrants, women in bad health condition etc.). But 

women’s people-centered approaches and the diversity and complexity of their situations are 

recognized as an imperative starting point to re-analyze and re-shape the whole homelessness 

phenomenon to leave no one behind. Accordingly, by virtue of this problem representation not 

only women will benefit from the Plan’s feminist approach and purpose but also men. Feminism 
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is construed as the engine for change, which allows us to expect a corresponding transformative 

set of planned goals and actions. 

Reality, however, shows us otherwise. Most actions foreseen in the Plan tackle the situation of 

people living on the streets or at risk thereof, both from a preventive (goal 4.3 on early detection) 

and from a reactive perspective (goal 4.2 on reduction of setbacks, goal 1.2 on ensuring the 

provision of services to cover basic needs), in general (goal 5.2 on improvement of living 

conditions in Council houses) or for specific vulnerable groups (goal 5.1 on mentally impaired 

and the youth, goal 6.1 on illegal migrants). In the action line that specifically targets women’s 

needs, only those living on the street seem to be considered. From the three actions foreseen, one 

establishes the reservation of an unspecified share of dwellings for women (action 52) and another 

one aims to tackle violence against homeless people living on the streets (action 53, the third 

action is too vague to analyze). Aside from that, differences between men and women disappear 

from the planning instrument. And so does the initial integral approach that tackled all forms of 

homelessness placing people at the core of the actions. Maybe because “situations are difficult to 

detect and quantify” (p. 18), because the “classic approach of homeless care and a restrictive 

perception of homelessness” (p. 18) or for other unspecified reasons, data systematization and 

knowledge generation of the different ETHOS typologies is, still, an unresolved matter in the 

Plan. Following this, the introduction of only one action (action 60) that considers all forms of 

homelessness according to the ETHOS classification, and solely aiming to systematize data and 

knowledge, proves that a transformative approach for women that also helps overcome the 

deficient housing situation for all in Barcelona is still on very early stages. 

5 Discussion: How is housing represented and produced by 

the Barcelona City Council? How is gender equality 

reflected, problematized, reinforced or alleviated by the 

Council’s policies tackling housing challenges? 

Before we start with the discussion, two important considerations need to be made. The first one 

refers to the understanding that this analysis has been done knowing that reflections on context 

are themselves interpretative (as stated in Bacchi 2014, p. 21). The empirical material being 

limited to three planning instruments (although quite extensive ones), it is assumed that further 

research (interviews to political and technical staff, analysis of specific project definitions, 

monitoring of actions taken along the years etc.) should be necessary to increase understanding 

of the dynamics, interrelations, knowledge and power from each Council department. 

The second consideration draws attention to the limited competences (i.e. in housing or the 

economy system) and resources of local governments, usually restrained by competences and 

decisions (and even problem representations) made by superior tiers of government, particularly 

at national level (UCLG, forthcoming in 2019). As for the city of Barcelona, the historical 

framework of Spain’s decentralization process and the ongoing economic crisis, along with the 

political conflict between Catalonia and Spain, have led to new legislation that obliges the Council 

and their local peers to tighten their belts and legally execute less competences, although as a 

matter of fact increasing services and de facto competences are being delivered by them to the 

citizenship with even fewer financial resources. This research study consequently recognizes the 

restricted possibilities for the city of Barcelona to undergo profound, structural changes in 

economic, social and environmental terms, amongst others, with the subsequent gendering effects 

that this entails. At the same time, as put forward by Shirin M. Rai (2003, pp. 35-36), the study 
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acknowledges decentralization, as part of democratization, as an opportunity to institutionalize 

women’s interests and enhance policy quality.  

The perception of gender and gender equality varies in a great manner. Each country, region, 

political party, institution, department or even each person has a different perception of this 

phenomenon and of whether and how to tackle it. Power and knowledge as conceptualized by 

Foucault (1982) are thus perceived and put in practice at an individual basis. All three policies 

analyzed belong to the same Council, a Council that has strongly committed to policy coherence, 

which renders the comparative analysis more complex. However, differences are still perceived 

as to the way different “problems” are represented. 

Approaches from sectorial departments that are not specialized in gender such as the Subarea of 

Housing and Building Renovation (see the housing Plan) show, if any, a representation of housing 

as a phenomenon that might cause a prejudice to women but that cannot serve as a platform to 

boost change, or at least it is not prioritized so. When specificities are indeed put forward, usually 

in the diagnose stage of the planning instruments (see the thorough diagnose of female 

homelessness in the homelessness Plan), they do not find a corresponding solution in the 

programming part. In this case, an appalling contradiction arises inasmuch as the claim that 

female homelessness is a “behind closed doors” phenomenon (thus acknowledging that “the 

personal is political”) becomes not only diluted but even erased from the programming part, where 

the focus is placed on roofless and houseless women who, albeit representing the most visible 

side of the phenomenon, are only a low share thereof. 

The efforts made by the Council to acknowledge unequal power relations between men and 

women when it comes to accessing adequate housing are noteworthy, but only to a certain extent. 

Intersectionality, capable of making policies “more inclusive of people’s different concerns and 

[…] of challenging unequal power relations” (Lombardo and Rolandsen 2016, pp. 365-366), thus 

reducing stigmatization, is only acknowledged as a necessary method by the feminization 

Strategy. In the housing and homelessness Plans, although women are not always essentialized, 

some specific situations are invisibilized when it comes to prioritizing (such as migrant, disabled 

and, as analyzed above, homeless women in the housing Plan). In other words, “context” (here, 

prioritization, probably due to the limited resources) “shapes the type of inequalities addressed in 

policies and the ways in which they are put in relation” (Lombardo and Rolandsen 2016, p. 366). 

In addition, vulnerable people may sometimes be perceived as just another figure, numbers, “to 

fit neoliberal governmental rationality with its emphasis on counting, efficiency and 

effectiveness” (Rönnblom and Keisu 2013, p. 353). The construction of vulnerable women as 

depending on state aid, even if the factors that have placed them in this situation are completely 

alien to their decisions, risks rendering the concept deeply embedded in the social system and 

increasingly difficult to reverse, also when citizen awareness-raising initiatives are put in place to 

break with stigmatization and even stop hate crimes (i.e. homelessness Plan). 

In this regard, it is sometimes unclear what the aim of such actions and policies is. To put it 

another way, it might sometimes be perceived that the documents chosen both stigmatize and 

combat this stigmatization at the same time. What does the housing Plan intend to achieve: to 

offer more dwellings, services and grants to vulnerable people, or to foster change so that social 

housing is less and less necessary? Does the homelessness Plan aim to build better homeless 

women-oriented dwellings, or does it pursue the extinction of the category “homeless” by 

granting that everyone has effective access to adequate housing? Where are we pointing at and 

what figures are we trying to reach through the indicator “Evolution of the percentage of women 

benefitting from social housing schemes” (p. 67) of another decisive instrument: the Gender 

Justice Plan for 2016-2020? In the programming part of the plans, integrationist approaches are 

easy to identify: for example, in the housing Plan, the social urgency benefits offered to single-

parent families or to people over 55 regardless of gender (although women are the majority of 
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eligible citizens) in a sameness-oriented approach, and specific benefits to women who are 

victims of male violence, this time in a difference approach (p. 177).  

Following this, how are short-term integrationist measures compatible with long-term 

transformative approaches? According to Booth and Bennett (as cited and supported by Walby 

2005, p. 328), the three models (difference, sameness, transformation) can and should coexist in 

order to achieve gender equality if seen as strategies “rather than the end vision of the type of 

gender equality”. Successful structural and transformative (or agenda-setting) actions are 

acknowledged as necessary (and, consequently, not impossible to achieve) by the Council a 

number of times. The housing and gender-related challenges pointed out are seen as interrelated 

with challenges from other spheres, such as the unequal power relations within the job market, 

the need to reaffirm the citizens’ civil rights such as the statement of their demands at the ballot 

boxes and their participation in the design and implementation of public policies, or in some 

occasions the double (even multiple) constraints of specific groups such as migrant women. 

Consequently, the attribution of most current challenges to neoliberal practices reinforced by the 

consequences of globalization and the need to tackle them through an integral, cross-sectoral 

approach is very notably put forward by the Council in the different instruments. However, the 

programmatic stage of the analyzed instruments seems to justify Lombardo, Meier and Verloo 

(2017, p. 8) when they state that policymakers are much more prone to using “neutral toolkits” 

(including gender impact assessment, statistical data, benchmarks, targets, and indicators) through 

sameness and difference approaches as easier options to mainstream gender. Albeit 

acknowledged, the “challenging of power hierarchies and a radical questioning of policy 

processes and actors” (a process that Lombardo, Meier and Verloo call, in gender-related matters, 

the “technicalization of gender”, 2017, p. 8) do not experience practical implementation beyond 

rhetoric.  

Another example can be found in the fact that the Department for Gender Mainstreaming does 

not only problematize vulnerable women as just people who depend on state aid. It goes further 

and sees them also as breeding ground for change inasmuch as conditions are fostered for their 

empowerment and participation in the public sphere. Likewise, the homelessness Plan produces 

and acknowledges feminism and women’s roles as capable of contributing to transforming the 

housing situation in Barcelona as a whole. However, despite clear agenda-setting ideas and 

proclamations, particularly in these two cases, one could have the insight that the sectorial 

instruments analyzed (housing and homelessness Plans) mostly seem to propose actions that 

assimilate vulnerable people to the neoliberal status quo, which will most probably remain 

unchanged.  

In any case, it is important to remember that policies show themselves as productive in the sense 

that if we are, or we are not, vulnerable women, for example, it is because policies determine it. 

Policies affect the subjectivities of the individuals and groups that they target and, in our case, 

they have important gendering effects, whether by contributing to their stigmatization (i.e. 

introduction of playgrounds in an attempt to liberate women from their socially imposed roles in 

the housing Plan), by perpetuating their situation as dependent individuals (i.e. through grants or 

services), by offering them the tools to reverse this situation (i.e. empowerment trainings and 

participation in public meetings) or even by silencing them (i.e. homeless women in the housing 

Plan, homeless women living in insecure and/or inadequate housing in the homelessness Plan). 

As put forward by Eveline and Bacchi (2005, p. 503) “specific understandings of gender are tied 

to particular political agendas which in turn become part of the embodied experiences of women 

and men”. 

The analyzed policies show “tensions and contradictions”, both internal and in relation to each 

other, as “there is seldom a single voice lying behind them” (Bacchi 2014, p. 20). Changes in 

discourse, power and knowledge can be observed in the problem representation of “homeless 
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people” (in a restrictive manner that only covers roofless and houseless people according to the 

housing Plan, or in a broader understanding that also includes people living in insecure and/or 

inadequate housing pursuant to the homelessness Plan) and thus in the problematization of “lack 

of adequate housing”. But these changes can also be identified if we focus on the gender 

mainstreaming efforts made in the sectorial policies analyzed. In local governments around the 

world, departments for gender mainstreaming are often called to participate in the drafting of 

other departments’ planning instruments. Depending on the degree of participation, there exists 

the risk that their work ends up resembling a simple patch with no connection to the other parts 

instead of bringing along the necessary transformation. Without being able to prove it in this 

particular context, it could be the case since, as acknowledged by the Gender Justice Plan for 

2016-2020, “political discourse on gender equality is still not shared at all levels of municipal 

organization” (p. 32). In the policies analyzed in this research study, an agenda-setting approach 

would thus depend on internal changes in the institution that involve an increase in the 

commitment of the government, the strategic role given to gender matters, the creation of strong 

interdepartmental coordination commissions, or trainings for both political and technical staff, 

amongst others, and in the framework of the limitations mentioned at the beginning of this 

Section. 

As has been demonstrated, gender mainstreaming is still a pending matter even in one of the most 

left-wing and feminist large cities in Europe, and housing is another dimension where unequal 

power relations between men and women become evident. According to the Gender Justice Plan 

for 2016-2020, both among the Council’s technical staff and directors, equality is perceived as 

“not a priority” and “there are other more important issues to deal with”, or equality is already 

“naturally” incorporated into municipal policy (p. 32). It is represented as “an issue that only 

affects women and not as an issue of power relationships between men and women” and, “as a 

structural analysis of the differential situation between men and women in different areas is not 

often carried out, there is no perceived need to carry out specific actions aimed at palliating 

gender-based inequalities” (p. 32). Nevertheless, changes such as economic developments or the 

coming into power of a new government, whether in negative feedback loops or in positive ones 

(Lombardo, Meier and Verloo 2017, p. 4), have great impacts on gender relations and regimes 

(Walby 1997, p. 125). These transformations seem to “encourage a reflexive understanding, 

including a questioning attitude” as observed by Forsberg and Stenbacka (2018, p. 282). 

Consequently, unparalleled gender equality problematizations and subsequent initiatives such as 

some of the ones proposed by the current Council since mid-2015 will most probably succeed 

more easily given the context of processual changes that the city of Barcelona is experiencing. 

6 Conclusions  

Carol Bacchi’s “What’s the Problem Represented to be?” approach has allowed us to ascertain 

how the Barcelona City Council represents selected problems: the lack of adequate housing in the 

city and the role of gender and unequal power relations in relation to the former. This analysis 

has helped us identify some hindrances to achieving effective gender equality at the institutional 

level. The first and most evident one is the construction of different representations around the 

same phenomena or “problems” such as “lack of adequate housing” and “vulnerable women” that 

results in  deficient approaches and solutions regarding women’s concerns. The second one relates 

to the lack of correspondence between powerful, transformative rights-based approaches in 

diagnoses (probably drafted by –or with the strong support of– the Department for Gender 

Mainstreaming) and the mild or even inexistent solutions in the programming part, which risks 

entailing even more diluted results in the implementation stage if gender experts do not monitor 
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it. These differences are also related to an intrinsic deficit of training within the Council’s 

departments and, in the case of the homelessness Plan, amongst the population as well.  

Vulnerable women’s empowerment and socio-political participation are defended by the 

feminization Strategy as necessary for their liberation. In addition, feminism is produced by two 

of the instruments analyzed as the engine for change towards real and effective equality between 

women and men, but also as the most adequate approach to enhance all vulnerable citizens’ 

situations. Given this acknowledgment, and as put forward throughout the research study, there 

exist many tools and approaches that can be implemented for gender mainstreaming in local 

governments’ structures and that can contribute to better re-shape gender-related challenges. The 

introduction of gender experts or focal points in each department who offer trainings for the 

political and technical staff, foster coherence amongst laws and policies, and ensure 

correspondence between diagnoses and programmed goals and actions in coordination with the 

Department for Gender Mainstreaming and local stakeholders, could be a way to remove 

obstacles and advance towards real and effective equality between men and women. 
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