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Abstract

Are rent strikes more like labor strikes or consumer boycotts? This paper
uses Marxian political economy to analyze and compare these three types of
collective action. Marx’s theory of surplus value makes clear the power of
labor strikes over capitalists: their profits are simply workers’ surplus value,
so withholding labor blocks profit at its original source. In contrast,
commercial profits, according to Marx, originate not from consumers but
from industrial capitalists and their workers, because consumers merely
realize value that has already been produced. But Marx did not analyze the
profits that residential landlords take in, that is, from rent. Only at the end
of Capital, Volume 3 does he even introduce the third major class of the
capitalist mode of production, landlords, and only those who rent out to
agricultural capitalists. This paper extends Marx’s theory of rent to the
context of residential tenants and deepens his analysis of a specific type of
rent, monopoly rent. Using the resulting framework, I show that tenants’
rent payments are the original source of landlords’ profits, in the same sense
that the value produced by workers is the source of capitalists’ profits, while
consumers are not the original source of commercial profits. Tracing the
flows of value that lead to profits for capitalists, landlords, and merchants
thus reveals a disanalogy between rent strikes and consumer boycotts and
strengthens an analogy between rent strikes and labor strikes.
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As capitalists turn to land, rent, and real estate speculation to address their profit crisis,

the tenant movement in the United States is undergoing a rebirth. Tenant organizations have

sprung up across the country, from an ecosystem of tenant associations and nonprofits in
New York City to the LA Tenants Union, from the Connecticut Tenants Union to the
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Kansas City Tenants Union in Missouri. And with the reemergence of the movement has
come new commentary and theorization about what tenants are, how tenants should fight,
and what tenants should demand.'

There have, in particular, been thinkpieces from legal scholars about what policies
tenants and their advocates should demand. On one hand, some have modeled policy
recommendations on labor law, even explicitly calling for a "Wagner Act for Tenant Unions’
(Kennedy et al.,, 2023) to institutionalize tenant organizations and collective bargaining
between tenants and landlords. On the other hand, some argue that tenants should seek
regulations akin to consumer protections, like price controls and product standards (Baltz &
Rahman, 2023). In this context, an underlying question is whether tenants are more
analogous to workers or more analogous to consumers.

Notably, organized tenants engaged in concrete struggle against their landlords have in
the past few years looked to the labor movement for ideas, strategies, and methods of
organizing. The Madrid Tenant Union, for example, adapted Secrezs of a Successful Organizer by
the rank-and-file worker network Labor Notes into their own tenant-organizing handbook
(2023). Meanwhile in the United States, the new nationwide Tenant Union Federation has
borrowed methods from labor organizing, like card-signing drives, supermajority unionism,
and collective bargaining based on the power of (rent) strikes. However, if tenants are
structurally more like consumers than workers, these experiments may fall flat.

Answering the question of whether tenants are more like workers or consumers requires
analyzing the power dynamic between workers and capitalists, between consumers and
merchants,” and between residential tenants and landlords. Specifically, what power does the
former have over the latter, in each case? The foundation of workers’, consumers’, and
tenants’ power is the ability to withhold labor, purchases, or rent, respectively—in other
words, the power of labor strikes, mass consumer boycotts, and rent strikes. Our initial
question (are tenants more like workers or consumers?) can be reduced to whether rent
strikes are more like labor strikes or consumer boycotts. Answering the latter question
requires a political-economic analysis of labor, consumption, and rent. What are these things,
and where do they come from? How are wages, prices, and rents determined? Or on the flip
side, how do capitalists, merchants, and landlords make profit?

According to the ‘common sense’ forced on us by neoclassical economics, profit is
earned by selling something for more than its purchase price, and all prices—including wages
and rent—are determined solely by supply and demand. But as Marx argues, when supply
and demand are at equilibrium, they ‘cease to explain anything’ (1990, p. 678). The
equilibrium price of, say, a T-shirt at ten dollars cannot be explained except as where supply
and demand meet. Why this particular price is the point around which supply and demand

! Throughout this article, I will usually use the word ‘tenant’ to mean specifically residential tenants. When the
tenant is instead a capitalist business, I will say so explicitly.

2 For lack of a better word, I follow Marx’s language of ‘merchants’ in this article to refer to people who
make profit solely by engaging in commercial activity, i.e., buying something and then selling it without
modification. Retailers and wholesalers fall under this category, but any work spent on transportation,
storage, customer service, sales assistance, and logistics is not, strictly speaking, the commercial activity being
discussed here (Marx, 1991, p. 395).
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oscillate is not interesting or important to the neoclassical economist, who takes the view
that the price cannot be explained any further. Marx, however, provides a richer theory to
explain these prices and, also, where profit comes from. For this reason, I endeavor to answer
our questions within his framework for political economy.

Marxian economics will enable us to compare capitalists’ profits, merchants’ profits,
and landlords’ profits with finer detail than neoclassical economics can. This equips us to
understand what exactly is withheld in labor strikes, consumer boycotts, and rent strikes.
First, I will quickly recap Marx’s explanation in Volume 1 of Capital of how capitalists’ profits
are the surplus value produced by workers, and then I will review his explanation in Volume
3 of where merchants and landlords get their profits. Volume 3, however, discusses only
those landlords who rent out land to capitalists like agricultural businesses, rather than
residential tenants. Despite attempts by later Marxist scholars to analyze the residential case
(Andreuicci et al., 2017; Fine, 2019; Harvey, 1974; Manning, 2020; Smith, 1979), I believe
residential rent remains under-theorized. I will attempt to extend Marx’s theory to residential
rent to explain where it comes from and what exactly a rent strike is, thereby providing an
economic foundation to theorize the power dynamic between residential tenants and
landlords.

The key conclusion of analyzing these three power dynamics (between worker and
capitalist, between consumer and merchant, between tenant and landlord) is that workers
and tenants are the original source of profits for capitalists and landlords, respectively, but
consumers are 7ot the original source of merchants’ profits. The way that capitalists and
landlords depend on workers and tenants is qualitatively different from how merchants
depend on consumers, and indeed, this difference is what makes labor strikes and rent strikes
more powerful and more analogous. The analogy between workers and tenants, based on a
Marxian theory of residential rent, can shed light on how the tenant movement should
organize and fight, as well as what we should fight for.

Review of capitalists’ profit and merchants’ profit

For readers who are unfamiliar with Marx’s economics, I will briefly summarize the
parts of his theory that are relevant to our analysis (at the risk of skipping important details
for expediency). First, the price of any commodity is based on its value, which is the amount
of labor time on average required to produce the commodity (Marx, 1990, p. 129). A T-shirt
may require 15 minutes to cut and sew, and the fabric itself may require 45 minutes to grow
and spin and weave the cotton, so the value of the T-shirt is one hour of labor. The same
goes for wages: the value of a day’s labor is the amount of labor time needed to ‘reproduce’
the worker that day, i.e., the cost of living. Notably, the cost of living is culturally dependent
(Marx, 1990, pp. 274f). For example, the minimum-wage worker in the US today needs to
pay for bread and rent and maybe a car, but also a smartphone and more. The total value of
these necessities determines the value of their labor and, consequently, their wages.

Marx’s insight is that the value of a day’s labor is less than the value produced by the
worker that day—and profit is exactly that difference. For example, a fast food worker may
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produce $50 of food and drinks per hour.’ If they only need $100 per day to pay for their
bare necessities, that requires two hours of labor—this is called their necessary labor time.
However, they work another six hours, producing $400 in total over their eight-hour day.
The company chooses to pay them the bare minimum, $100, and pockets the other $300.
The six hours spent producing those $300 is what Marx calls surplus labor time, and the $300
is called surplus value (Marx, 1990, pp. 320£f).

The capitalist’s profit 7 this surplus value (Marx, 1990, pp. 300f). In other words,
workers are the original source of profit. They exert the labor but are not paid for everything
they produce. Therefore, when workers go on strike, they withhold the very labor that
produces surplus value, cutting capitalists’ profit off az its source.

To be clear, by capitalists, I specifically mean those who use their money to buy the
means of production, employ workers to produce goods or services, and extract their surplus
value—sometimes called ‘industrial capitalists’ like manufacturers, but also including
restaurants and nursing homes (Marx, 1991, pp. 385, 397). This excludes landlords (at least,
those landlords who make money purely through renting out their land) and merchants
(engaged purely in the business of buying commodities to resell them).

How, then, do merchants make profit? To distill the profit awarded to purely
commercial activity, Marx must consider it ‘stripped of all the heterogeneous functions that
may be linked to it, such as storage, dispatch, transport, distribution and retailing’ (1991, p.
395). This excludes, for example, the labor undertaken by Amazon’s warehouse and delivery
workers, and the labor of stocking shelves and helping customers in a clothing store. Once

stripped of these extra functions, commerce does not produce value, because value is
produced only by labor (Marx, 1991, pp. 392ff).

In Marx’s account, merchants instead make profit by serving a function to capitalists.
Once a commodity is produced, the value (labor) is objectified in it, including the surplus
value. However, before converting all that value to cash (in order to buy more raw materials
and labor to produce more commodities and make more profit) the capitalist must sell the
commodity. This can take time and hold up the production process, i.e., hold up profit-
making (Marx, 1991, p. 387). So instead the capitalist sells the commodity at a discount to
the merchant to expedite their own production process, and the merchant makes profit by
reselling the commodity at its full value (Marx, 1991, pp. 395£f). Some of the capitalist’s profit
(surplus value) is passed to the merchant. The upshot is that:

Commercial capital’s relationship to surplus-value is different from that of industrial
capital. The latter produces surplus-value by directly appropriating the unpaid labour of
others. The former appropriates a portion of this surplus-value by getting it transferred
from industrial capital to itself. (Marx, 1991, p. 407)

This flow of surplus value—from workers’ labor into capitalists’ profits into merchants’

profits—has consequences for the power dynamic between merchants and consumers. A

3To be precise, they produce $50 of value added per hour, on top of the pre-existing value of the raw
materials (Marx, 1990, pp. 315f).
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consumer boycott only stops the conversion of commodities into cash. But the value of the
commodities still resides in the commodities themselves, in the merchant’s possession (Marx,
1991, p. 380). This gives the merchant some leverage against the boycott, since they can wait
it out or sell their commodities to another merchant. For example, a boycott against an
independent car dealership does not annihilate the surplus value already embodied in the cars
waiting to be sold; that value remains. In contrast, a labor strike at the auto factory blocks
the creation of surplus value at its source. The original source of a merchant’s profits is the
workers who produced the commodities that the merchant is selling. A consumer boycott
does not cut off merchants’ profit at the original source, but only at the endpoint, namely,
the point of sale.

The classical case of rent: non-residential

Capitalists’ profit comes from workers’ surplus value, and merchants’ profit comes from
skimming some of that. Landlords’ profit is rent—so where does rent come from? Marx’s
analysis of rent is primarily expounded in Volume 3 of Capital, which was unfinished when
he died. Though Engels compiled Marx’s notes into a publishable volume, we’re left to
wonder what more Marx might have analyzed. In particular, Marx’s theory of rent was
restricted to the case where landlords rent out land to capitalists, rather than residential
tenants. We can nonetheless attempt to expand his theory to residential tenants,
incorporating the work of later scholars of geography and urban studies. We will first review
this classical case of his theory before building upon it.

For Marx, landlords are a third class, standing apart from capitalists (here broadly
speaking, i.e., including industrial capitalists, merchants, and finance) and workers (Marx,
1991, p. 756; Manning, 2022). Landlords are characterized by the fact that they each have a
monopoly over a portion of the globe that they can use how they want and from which they
can exclude who they want, protected by a legal title (Marx, 1991, pp. 752, 772). It is this
monopoly power over their plot of land that allows the landlord to charge rent, because if
no one will rent the land at the price the landlord desires, then the landlord is free to withdraw
it from the market (Marx, 1991, p. 891).

The puzzle is that in Marxian economics, land does not have value because labor did
not produce it (Marx, 1991, p. 760). Something oz the land may be the product of labor and
therefore have value (like a factory or apartment building, or even artificial fertilization of
the soil), which can add to the rent. But in practice, even when a building is present, the
majority of rent is determined by the land alone (Manning, 2020, pp. 69f). Indeed, even bare
land can yield rent. If the rent must be backed up by value, where does the value come from?
What is the value that gets transformed into rent?

As an aside, note that rent is not derived from the sale price of the land. The opposite
is true: the sale price of the land is based on the rent it can yield. The sale price is tuned so
that, say, a plot of land worth one million dollars yields as much in rent as a one-million
dollar financial investment yields in interest (Marx, 1991, pp. 760f). The surface-level
economics of pricing land makes it appear as if rent is a form of interest or a return for risk,
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but Marx (1991, pp. 7591, 911) is unequivocal that this is not the case. The price of land
derives from rent, so we are brought back to the question of where rent comes from.

To answer this, Marx theorizes three types of rent—differential rent, monopoly rent,
and absolute rent—to show how value and surplus value get transformed into rent. Since
absolute rent is less applicable to the context of residential tenants, it need not concern us
here,* so we will review differential and monopoly rent. These types are not, of course,
explicit and separate line items in a rent invoice, so their combination into a single charge
obscures their distinctions, not only for the tenant but also for the landlord.

A landlord can charge differential rent when the land has unique features that enable
the capitalist tenant to outcompete others in the same industry (Marx, 1991 p. 785). For
example, if the plot of land contains a waterfall that generates free energy, a manufacturer
renting that land can save on fuel costs. Suppose they save $1000 each month on fuel but
sell their commodities at the full market price, which is determined by the average capitalist
who lacks access to free energy. Then the former makes $1000 extra profit, i.e., extra surplus
value. The landlord, however, pockets this $1000 (or some of it) as extra rent, because if the
capitalist refuses to hand it over, then the landlord could withdraw the land from production
ofr rent it out to another capitalist tenant who would pay extra for the waterfall (Marx, 1991,
pp. 784f). The power to withdraw their land, by virtue of their legally protected monopoly
over the land, enables the landlord to transform the capitalist’s surplus value into extra rent
for themself, which Marx calls differential rent (1991, p. 780).

Monopoly rent’ occurs when land is scarce—say, land is scarce in general in a particular
market, or land with certain desired qualities, like its location or geological properties, is
scarce. As geographer David Harvey puts it,

landowners may refuse to release the unused land under their control unless paid such
a high rent that the market prices of commodities produced on that land are forced
above value. In this instance, which depends upon the scarcity of land and upon the

#To quickly summarize absolute rent: Extra surplus value arises in industries that are more labor-intensive
than average (Marx, 1991, pp. 892f, see also p. 245). Marx conjectures that agriculture was one example. If
the capitalist tenant belongs to such a labor-intensive industry, then the landlord can use their monopolistic
power to withdraw land from production unless the capitalist passes on their extra surplus value as rent
(Marx, 1991, pp. 895f). This rent is what Marx calls absolute rent. So it can only be relevant to the context of
residential tenants if the product produced on the land, i.c., the home, is more labor-intensive than the
average industry. This would require some empirical research into landlords’ expenses on superintendent
labor compared to raw materials, utilities, capital investments in the property, etc., which is beyond the scope
of this article. Furthermore, there is some debate in the literature about whether absolute rent arises due to an
industry’s low ‘organic composition of capital’ (i.e., it is more labor-intensive) (Marx, 1991, pp. 245, 892ff) or
due to landlords’ power to withdraw land from production. Richard Walker (1975, p. 44) and George
Economakis (2003, p. 345) argue the latter, but I believe Marx (1991, pp. 894, 9006) is explicit that he means
the former. No doubt this is complicated by the unfinished nature of Volume 3 and the ‘transformation
problem’ investigated by later scholars. Nonetheless, to neatly divide the two notions of absolute rent for the
purposes of this article, I will follow Marx in categorizing the former under absolute rent and the latter under
monopoly rent.

> Marx and Engels choose not to grant monopoly rent its own chapter, as they do for differential rent
(indeed, two types of differential rent) and absolute rent. But I agree with later scholars like David Harvey
(2000, pp. 349f) who excavate monopoly rent as a third type.

RADICALHOUSINGJOURNAL




Long 103

collective class power and position of the landed interest, the rent charged creates the
monopoly price. (2006, p. 350)

This rent does not come from extra productivity due to free gifts of nature, as in differential
rent. Instead, monopoly rent arises because landlords arbitrarily demand higher rents and
achieve that demand due to three conditions: the power to withdraw their land, the leverage
gained by scarcity, and an advantageous position in the class struggle, here against capitalists
(Harvey, 2000, pp. 3491).

The salient point for us is that, in order to pay these higher rents, the capitalists raise
the prices of the commodities they are producing on the land, i.e., they pass the costs onto
the consumers (Marx, 1991, p. 889). What if these commodities are essential to the average
worker? For example, suppose the price of bread increases because the landlords who own
wheat fields choose to demand higher, monopoly rent from the capitalist farmers. Then the
cost of living increases, or in other words, the necessary labor time increases. Before, a fast
food worket’s necessary labor time was two hours, i.e., they spent two hours producing
enough food and drinks to cover their wages (and spent the remaining six hours producing
pure profit for the company). Now that they need higher wages to afford groceries, they may
need to spend three hours on making enough sales to cover their wages (leaving five hours
of profit for the company). More of the value that workers produce on the job goes toward
covering their bare necessities, leaving less value (less surplus value) for their employer to
pocket.

To recap, landlords demand monopoly rent, so capitalist tenants pass the cost onto the
consumers, and those consumers (workers) require extra necessary labor time to pay their
higher expenses. Working backwards allows us to trace the flow of value: workers generate
value on the job during a longer period of necessary labor time to make higher wages, which
get paid to the capitalist tenant who increased prices, so that the capitalist tenant can pay
monopoly rent to the landlord. Therefore, monopoly rent is ultimately paid out of an increase

in necessary labor time.

This marks a distinction with differential rent (and absolute rent), which is paid out of
the capitalist tenant’s extra surplus value. In contrast, monopoly rent comes from necessary
labor time, which is malleable, extensible, specific to a culture and place and time.’ Put
another way, with monopoly rent, landlords cause the price hikes (Marx, 1991, p. 889), but
with differential rent, landlords merely capture profits that would have accrued to the
capitalist tenant.”

¢ Of course, the increase in necessaty labor time that arises from monopoly rent does cause a reduction in
surplus value, but this is not the same as monopoly rent coming from surplus value. Recall that with differential
rent, value flows from the capitalist tenant’s extra surplus value to the landlord. With monopoly rent, value
flows from the worket’s increased necessary labor time to the capitalist tenant to the landlord, as traced out
above. It is merely a consequence that the worker’s employer, a secondary capitalist, pockets less surplus
value than before. Indeed, this secondary capitalist has no relationship with the landlord, unlike the capitalist
tenant that sells bread to the worker, or the capitalist tenant in the case of differential rent.

7 Perhaps Marx and Engels did not grant monopoly rent its own chapter because tracing the flow of money
that pays monopoly rent requires accepting that commodities are sometimes not bought and sold at their
value. Marx was interested in examining the capitalist economy in its ideal setting to best distill its internal
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Residential rent

Unfortunately Marx and Engels wrote faitly little about residential rent and residential
tenants—perhaps because residential real estate was not as important to capital accumulation
in the 19th century as it is today.® The two notable exceptions are Engels’s polemics that
have been compiled into The Housing Question and a couple mentions in Marx’s Theories of
Surplus VValne.

Although the primary focus of Engels’s articles is to critique contemporary utopian
solutions to the housing crisis, they shed light on his understanding of Marx’s theory of rent.
He makes two points that are relevant for us. First, he dismisses residential tenants as simply
buyers in a commodity sale, with no analogy between the landlord—tenant relationship and
the capitalist—worker relationship, since workers produce surplus value but tenants do not
(Engels, 1970, p. 19). While it is true that tenants g#a tenants do not produce surplus value,
I will argue that Engels was mistaken to dismiss the possibility of any analogy between
tenants and workers.

Second, Engels disaggregates what a tenant’s rent check actually pays for: not only for
rent in the sense above, but also for maintenance costs, initial construction costs (amortized
over the entire lifespan of the building, with depreciation), interest on those initial costs
(because the landlord is not paid back for all the construction costs upfront, the amortized
payments are expected to come with interest), losses for unpaid rent and vacancies, etc.
(Engels, 1970, pp. 20, 78f). Put another way, a tenant’s rent check pays for all these
accoutrements of the land, and then there is still some left to pay for rent itself, that is, rent
for the land. Indeed, Engels (1970, p. 79) is clear that most of the tenant’s payment is for rent
itself.

Geographer FTC Manning takes this a step further. The disaggregation of a tenant’s
rent check into rent for the land and, separately, payment for what is on the land supports
an analogy to the non-residential case above. In place of the agricultural capitalist renting
from the landlord, Manning suggests that the property management company is the capitalist
positioned between landlord and tenant. Whereas the agricultural capitalist produces
foodstuff that they sell to consumers, the property manager produces the commodity ‘home’
that they sell to the resident on a monthly basis. Indeed, for Manning, the property manager
is the true ‘tenant’ renting from the landlord. They take on the responsibility of making

mechanics, so he assumed that commodities were bought and sold at their value. However, in our example,
wheat has the same value (i.e., the same amount of labor is spent producing it) before and after the
imposition of monopoly rent. Monopoly rent forces the price of wheat above its value. This is the conclusion
of following the money where Marx did not, or at least, did not have time to before he died. I argue that this
full explication of monopoly rent is worth the suspension of ideal conditions, because ultimately political
economy is about class struggle, and here we see struggle between all three classes: the landlord and capitalist
tenant struggle over the amount of rent, the capitalist and consumer struggle over increased prices, and the
consumer-worker struggles with their boss over higher wages to afford higher expenses.

8 FTC Manning (2020, p. 119) suggests a major shift in capital from industry to real estate occurred when
capitalists and finance, in the face of the profitability crisis of the 1970s, turned toward mortgages as an
important vehicle for making profit, especially mortgage payments backed by the US government. As
Manning (2020, p. 82) argues, mortgages effectively transfer the rent from tenants straight to the banks,
turning small landlords into mere conduits.
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repairs, hiring staff, taking out the trash, handling residents, etc., to produce the commodity
‘home.” The resident’s rent check pays for the monthly value of this commodity, i.e., the
administrative work, repairs, and materials. But the rent check also contains rent for the land
itself. After cashing the check, the property manager keeps the value of the commodity
‘home’ and passes the rest to the landlord (Manning, 2020, pp. 106f).

The landlord therefore gets money for doing nothing. The labor of fixing homes is done
by a super or handyman, and the administrative labor of finding tenants, handling
complaints, collecting rent, etc. is done by the property manager’s staff. The tenant pays for
this labor like any consumer pays a capitalist for commodities, but they pay an additional
sum to stay on the land, namely, the rent that the landlord pockets. Of course, not all
landlords contract with property management companies. When they do not, the landlord
takes on the administrative and repair responsibilities, thereby wearing both hats: capitalist
and landlord.

Whether the property manager is indeed analogous to the agricultural capitalist depends
on what property managers actually do and their concrete relationships to landlords. In the
United States today, property managers do not pay for the maintenance and repairs that
reproduce the commodity ‘home.” Instead, the landlord pays: for replacement parts, new
appliances, repair materials, contractors, etc. The property manager merely takes complaints
from residents, finds contractors, and negotiates prices (if they bother to make the repair at
all). They facilitate the reproduction of the commodity ‘home’ but they do not bear the cost

of this reproduction.

Instead, their primary responsibility is bringing the home to market: finding and
screening tenants, suggesting rent prices to the landlord, handling lease signings and renewals
and security deposits, collecting rent, and suing residents who do not pay. If anything, their
role is more like a merchant than a capitalist. The property manager is the middleman who
facilitates the monthly exchange of rent money for the commodity ‘home.’

The structure of how they get paid is also more like that of a merchant. Namely, the
property manager usually gets a cut of the rent, like ten percent or a flat monthly fee.
Furthermore, unlike an agricultural capitalist who is on the hook for paying rent regardless
of whether they produce and sell crops, the property manager is not on the hook for paying
rent to the landlord if, say, the resident goes on rent strike or if the apartment is vacant. This
suggests that the property manager is not in fact the true tenant in this relationship.

Regardless of whether property management companies are more analogous to
agricultural capitalists (as FT'C Manning suggests) or merchants, the main insight is correct.
Namely, we should distinguish between payment for the commodity ‘home’ and rent for the
land itself. Grouping the myriad payments for repairs, administrative labor, services, etc.
under the value of a single commodity, the home, is a theoretical improvement on Engels’s
laundry list in The Housing Question. Whether the property manager reproduces the commodity
‘home’ on a monthly basis for the tenant, or whether the landlord is necessarily the one who
takes on this responsibility by wearing the hat of a capitalist, the theoretical insight remains:
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only some of a tenant’s rent check is profit for this capitalist undertaking, and the rest is rent
for the land.

A question remains: what type of rent (in Marx’s categorization of rent into three types)
does residential rent consist of? Marx’s few comments on the topic point to monopoly rent
as the most relevant type. He suggests that residential rent may be ‘only explicable by
monopoly conditions’ because land ‘by its very situation in populated areas carries a
monopoly’ (Marx, 1968, pp. 30, 38; see also Harvey, 2006, p. 350). Analyzing the power
dynamic between landlords and tenants will show that monopoly rent is indeed the most

suitable type.

Landlords’ power over tenants and their concomitant ability to extract rent are founded
primarily on the fact that humans need homes for their reproduction and on the
psychological, social, and material barriers to uprooting and moving out. Homes are a human
need, like healthcare, and unless one is rich enough to buy a home, they must rent. Tenants
cannot simply choose to drop the commodity home’ from their monthly expenditures, like
they can drop a Netflix subscription, because the shelter, warmth, plumbing, electricity, and
space are necessary to live and reproduce oneself for the next day.

In addition to these material necessities, homes also provide what some housing
scholars call ‘ontological security’: the sense of privacy, stability, safety, emotional security,
and identity that one only feels in their own home (Saunders, 1990; Hulse & Milligan, 2014,
p. 638; Byrne, 2019, p. 14), as well as their community connections in their neighborhood
(Byrne, 2019, p. 14). These psychological and social aspects of the home not only make it
necessary to subjugate oneself to the exploitation of rent. They also become barriers to
moving out when faced with high rent increases, because moving entails severing the
emotional connections to one’s home and community (not to mention moving costs). As
sociologist Michael Byrne puts it, ‘the landlord's control of the dwelling thus constitutes a
significant form of social power over the tenant's life and #his power is the political basis of the
economic extraction of rent from the tenan? (Byrne 2019, p. 16; italics in original).

This political-economic reality gives rise to an inherent scarcity in the rental market. On
one hand, people must have homes for their physical and psychological well-being. Working-
class people cannot afford to buy their own homes, and due to centuries of class struggle
over the land, all land is now monopolized, preventing people from building their own
homes on unclaimed or common land. Even sleeping outside can now be made illegal,
following the United States Supreme Court’s decision in City of Grants Pass v. Jobhnson.
Therefore, tenancy is inevitable for the working class. On the other hand, masses of tenants
with inelastic demand face a finite supply held by landlords who are legally empowered to
withdraw their homes from the market—evicting the tenant or barring them from living
there in the first place. This inherent scarcity enables landlords to charge arbitrarily high
rents, hence monopoly rent. It even enables them to increase the rent year after year for a
home that otherwise stays the same (or deteriorates). How high landlords can charge,
however, depends on the exact degree of scarcity in a particular housing market and the
balance of power between landlords and tenants in the class struggle.
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Indeed, FTC Manning posits that perpetuating this inherently scarce market, where
tenants must pay rent or face homelessness, is exactly the role that landlords play in the
capitalist system. If land were free and available to use in common, people would be able to
live off the land and remove themselves from the daily grind of capitalist production, i.e., the
production of surplus value for someone else. Then capitalists would not be able to make
profit. But private property over land forces tenants to pay rent and, therefore, go to work
(Manning, 2020, p. 14f). Compelling tenants to work is exactly what landlords contribute to
the capitalist mode of production (Manning, 2020, p. 19). Marx writes quite explicitly, ‘the
monopoly of landed property is a historical precondition for the capitalist mode of
production and remains its permanent foundation’ (1991, p. 754).

Monopoly rent is a handsome commission for propping up the capitalist mode of
production and exploiting humans’ material and social needs. But even more monopoly rent
can be extracted in certain market conditions. A shortage of housing supply, for example,
could exacerbate the inherent scarcity of the rental market, allowing landlords to extract more
monopoly rent by demanding higher prices from desperate tenants.

Demand-side conditions can also enable higher monopoly rents: for example, if
incomes grow in a given locality, landlords can try to capture those raises. Urban planning
scholars Buchholz et al. (2026, p. 25f) show that in the United States throughout the period
between 1980 and 2019, the growth in mean income tracked very closely with the growth in
mean rent and even the growth in rent for cheaper units (specifically, at the 25th percentile).
This empirical evidence suggests that landlords have consistently pocketed a share of
workers’ raises on the job by raising rents arbitrarily, i.e., through the power of monopoly
rent. As a special case, incomes can grow in a given locality due to an influx of high-paid
professionals into a desirable city like San Francisco (Buchholz et al., 2026, p.27, 30). A
landlord’s monopoly power over their plot of land allows them to kick out tenants for higher-
paying transplants and thereby raise the rent. They charge more because they can, i.e., due
to the momentary balance of forces between landlords and tenants and the leverage gained
by scarcity in a desirable market. The seizure of this extra income as rent, simply because
landlords have the power to do so, is monopoly rent.

Landlords can even get extra monopoly rent in areas that are deemed undesirable for
whatever social reasons. When cities are divided into sub-markets, like ethnic enclaves or
‘ghettos’ or rich white suburbs, the social restrictions that push certain races or classes to live
in certain sub-markets construct an artificial scarcity, which landlords can again exploit for
more monopoly rent (Harvey, 1974, p. 253).

Another situation in which landlords can extract even more monopoly rent is when they
act together as a class to manipulate market conditions. If landlords decide their rate of return
must exceed some arbitrary level, they can collectively withdraw homes from the market to
increase scarcity and thereby drive up rents. David Harvey (1974, p. 241) calls this ‘class-
monopoly rent’. Such collusion enables rents over and above the normal amount of
monopoly rent that landlords can charge by acting individually, since renting out their
property for personal profit undermines the power of the whole class to reach their arbitrarily
desired profit rate.
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The fundamental power dynamic between landlords and tenants (based on the tenant’s
material and social needs), as well as particular power dynamics in desirable areas or
undesirable sub-markets or amid organized collusion, shows that Marx’s concept of
monopoly rent best explains residential rent. But differential rent may still be possible in
certain situations.

For example, in comparison with an apartment in a desirable or well-connected
neighborhood, a landlord whose house lacks such features must substitute other features to
make it equally appealing and thereby charge equal rent. They might need to provide a garage
in lieu of public transit or a yard in lieu of public parks. The apartment owner is spared the
costs of owning and maintaining an entire house with a garage and a yard, because the
apartment’s location provides ‘free gifts’. Unlike the example of the waterfall, however, these
free gifts come not from nature but from publicly financed infrastructure and community-
produced culture that defines the neighborhood. Yet it is the landlord who benefits from
this public labor and community labor. What they save on costs is pocketed as differential
rent, over and above the monopoly rent they extract.

Ironically, the extraction of monopoly and differential rent from culturally rich
neighborhoods displaces the very people who produce that culture, like artists and
immigrants. As landlords push them out, they eradicate the very culture that made the
neighborhood desirable. This is analogous to sociologist Jason Moore’s (2010) concept of
the ‘commodity frontier’, in which capitalism, viewed as an ecological project, successively
exhausted localized sources of raw materials (forests, fisheries, mines, etc.) under the
relentless injunction to produce commodities for profit. Where capitalists destroy
ecosystems as they deplete the ‘free gifts of nature,” landlords destroy socza/ ecosystems as
they drain the free gifts of human creativity and community.

Rent strikes

Now equipped with a theory of residential rent as primarily monopoly rent, we can
understand where residential rent comes from. We saw above in the agricultural case that
when a landlord exacts monopoly rent, the value that ends up in their pocket comes from
the consumer’s increased necessary labor time: if bread or some other bare necessity gets
more expensive because the agricultural landlord is charging more monopoly rent, then a
worker’s means of subsistence cost more, so a greater fraction of their workday is spent
producing the value needed to cover their basic costs of living.

The same goes for residential rent. When rent is higher, the tenant’s cost of living is
higher, so the fraction of the tenant’s workday that covers their cost of living (i.e., the
necessary labor time) increases to cover the higher rent. It is precisely value that the tenant
produces at work that flows to the landlord as monopoly rent. The tenant’s labor is therefore
the original source of residential rent.

What, then, does a rent strike consist of? When a tenant withholds rent, they are

refusing to hand over value that they produced at work to the landlord, which is exactly the
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value that the landlord depends on for their own reproduction and profit. This is true
whether the landlord wears two hats (one as landlord, another as the capitalist producer of
the commodity ‘home’) or whether the property manager is the intermediary capitalist
between tenant and landlord (pocketing the costs of production and passing on the rest,

namely, the rent). Rent strikes impede the transformation of value into monopoly rent.

The salient point is that rent strikes cut off profit at the original source, since tenants
are the source of that value, which is analogous to labor strikes, where workers withhold the
original source (their labor) of capitalists’ profits (surplus value). In contrast, recall that
consumer boycotts only impede merchants’ profits at the end point, namely, the sale that
converts commodities into cash. The commodities in a merchant’s store already contain
value, produced originally by the workers who manufactured them. Boycotts simply prevent
the realization of that value.

Tenants are therefore more analogous to workers than consumers. Not only are tenants
and workers the original sources of landlords’ and capitalists’ profits, respectively, while
consumers are not the source of merchants’ profits. But also, the primary weapons in
workers’ and tenants’ respective class struggles, labor strikes and rent strikes, both cut off
profits specifically at the source, unlike consumer boycotts. This comparison, based on a
deep dive into Marxian political economy, rent theory, and its expansion to the residential
context, shows that Engels was oversimplistic in reducing tenants to mere consumers in The
Housing Question.

Three consequences follow from the analogy between tenants and workers and the
disanalogy with consumers. First, rent strikes are powerful and, indeed, more powerful than
consumer boycotts because landlords depend on tenants alone as the source of their
profits—they have no recourse in the face of a rent strike.” But since consumer boycotts do
not stop merchants’ profits at the source, merchants have options for circumventing them.
The unsold commodities held by a merchant still contain value, so they could sell the
commodities to another merchant or wait out the boycott, since most commodities do not
lose value in short spans of time. The power to block merchants’ profits only at the final
stage of the process severely undercuts the power of consumer boycotts, which is a
shortcoming not faced by tenants on rent strike.

Second, the comparison between tenants, workers, and consumers gives the tenant
movement a better lens to conceive and evaluate policy goals. Tenants are not consumers,
so modeling policy proposals on consumer protection law does not fit the political economy
of the tenant—landlord relationship. In particular, mistaking tenants for consumers overlooks
the power of rent strikes. Bolstering that power and enshrining the agency of organized
tenants is, consequently, not the aim of legal scholars who view tenants as consumers.
Instead, consumer profection law sees lawyers as shields in front of passive consumers, whose

% Today, landlords are afforded certain financial fallbacks, like paying their mortgage late, refinancing their
mortgage, or selling the building to the speculative market. But all these options still depend on rent because
they depend on the expectation of future rent payments, which are less likely in the face of a rent strike. For
example, an organized and well-publicized rent strike scares away potential buyers, making it harder for the
landlord to sell the building.
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boycott weapon is impaired by the political economy of the consumer—merchant
relationship. In legal parlance, consumer protection law generally does not imagine a robust
‘private ordering’ between consumers and merchants like that of union collective bargaining.

Labor law serves as the better model for the tenant movement’s policy proposals (and
a warning of what can go wrong). Though the worker—capitalist dynamic and tenant—
landlord dynamic are not, of course, carbon copies, organized workers and organized tenants
have structurally similar weapons. Enshrining the right to organize and collectively bargain,
based on the material power of the rent strike, should be a legislative north star for the tenant
movement. Legal scholar Greg Baltz’s extensive survey (2024) of how tenant unions have
been organizing and even bargaining in a variety of legal frameworks, with and without
collective bargaining statutes, can be a useful starting point.

The third and perhaps most important consequence is the implications for tenant
organizing. There is broad consensus within the left that labor strikes are workers’ most
powerful weapon, the foundation of good union contracts, and even a vehicle for broader
social change. Why, then, is there not the same consensus for rent strikes? The tenant
movement should champion the rent strike as the foundation of its power, not only as
leverage to get repairs or as a means to obtain victories in housing court. Rent strikes plug
the wellspring of landlords’ profits and, therefore, landlords’ power. Mass rent strikes can
bring landlords to the table to collectively bargain with tenants and make concessions—or
else face bankruptcy or foreclosure. More broadly, as real estate becomes an increasingly
powerful faction of the ruling class, the rent strike can become a tool for social change. It is
time for the tenant movement to start honing and practicing its most powerful weapon.
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