Routledge

5]
-1 Taylor &Francis Group

City
Analysis of Urban Change, Theory, Action

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/ccit20

Take back the city: occupation, housing activism,
and digital/material contention in post-crash
Dublin

Maedhbh Nic Lochlainn

To cite this article: Maedhbh Nic Lochlainn (2023): Take back the city: occupation,
housing activism, and digital/material contention in post-crash Dublin, City, DOI:
10.1080/13604813.2023.2197550

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/13604813.2023.2197550

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

@ Published online: 24 Apr 2023.

\J
G/ Submit your article to this journal &

||I| Article views: 503

A
& View related articles &'

@ View Crossmark data (&'

CrossMark

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=ccit20


https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ccit20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/ccit20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/13604813.2023.2197550
https://doi.org/10.1080/13604813.2023.2197550
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ccit20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ccit20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13604813.2023.2197550
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13604813.2023.2197550
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13604813.2023.2197550&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-04-24
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13604813.2023.2197550&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-04-24

Keywords

URL

Special Feature: Critical geographies of occupation, trespass and squatting

Routledge

Taylor &Francis Group

39031LN0Y

Take back the city: occupation,
housing activism, and digital/
material contention in post-crash
Dublin

Maedhbh Nic Lochlainn

This paper adopts an empirical focus on the everyday practices of Take
Back the City, a housing activist campaign in Summer 2018 in Dublin,

as an illustration of occupations as digital/material contention. It
outlines how the temporary political occupations of vacant buildings
were organised and unfolded across a digital/material nexus. I argue that
reading occupations as digital/material (a) extends understandings of
how urban struggles actually take place in contemporary cities, and (b)
highlights the central role of the digital in contentious space-times before,
during, and in the wake of temporary political occupations. I use the Take
Back the City campaign to explore the relationship between urban spaces,
digital technologies, and contemporary housing movements. Echoing
recent work on radical urban space-times, I emphasise the digital/
material practices and temporalities of the Take Back the City campaign
as a useful example for research on the makeshift, improvised, and often
uncertain ways in which digital technologies and urban space are now
enrolled in struggles over housing futures.
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City

Introduction: temporary political occupation and the
space-times of digital/material contention

n October 2020, a group of activists ‘occupied’ the lobby of Airbnb's European
headquarters in Dublin's docklands (see Figure 1). Airbnbs presence in
Dublin is controversial. The company’s choice of headquarter location
symbolises the city’s position within globalised and financialised networks

Figure 1: Take Back the City occupy Airbnb headquarters—image collected through digital
2 ethnography of Take Back the City Facebook page, posted publicly on 13th October 2018. Note
faces are blurred here by the author.
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of tax avoidance. Its presence also highlights the profound contradictions
of on-going housing and homelessness crises in a city branded as a tourist
destination of international significance.

The occupation lasted less than two hours but briefly trended on Irish Twitter
and was covered by national media. I wasn't there, although I'd been conducting
participant observation and digital ethnography researching Take Back the City—
Dublin (hereafter TBTC), the housing activist coalition involved. Mostly my
absence was because I'd spent the preceding weeks at what had felt like an endless
succession of housing activist meetings, demonstrations, and protests. I was
invited via Facebook to a ‘flash action’ assembling at a specific bridge on Saturday
morning the week before but I was tired, I was in the final weeks of writing
a particularly long and onerous funding application, and I succumbed to what
had become a sort of fascinated but slightly guilty habit during my research—I
watched some of the event through a Facebook livestream while working on
my funding application. I left a Firefox tab open on the livestream for maybe
10 minutes, and occasionally switched from Microsoft Word to view the slightly
choppy unfoldings of the action, which mainly consisted of about a dozen housing
activists standing in the lobby of the Airbnb building with a banner decrying the
company’s involvement in ongoing housing/homelessness crises, some chanting,
short speeches, and the bemusement of onlookers, who had presumably been in
to view the building as part of a wider ‘open doors’ architecture event taking place
in the city that weekend. I watched others ‘comment’ on the livestream, praising
the organisers and often noting how the commenter wished that they could be
‘there’. Eventually, I closed the tab because it felt disappointing and a bit surreal to
be watching the short-lived occupation via livestream.

I begin with this short account of a TBTC action which I livestreamed
because it captures a sense of how the campaign, like many others, plays with
the time-spaces of occupation and digital/material dynamics of presence
and experience during and after occupations. Contemporary urban activism
often unfolds as digital/material in real time (i.e. as it is happening), but this
digital/material character diffuses the spatio-temporal reach of struggle to
those who are not ‘there’ in space and/or time. I argue that a digital/material
reading extends understandings of how urban struggles actually take place in
contemporary cities, which is of practical and academic interest. A digital/
material reading also highlights the central role of the digital in contentious
space-times before, during, and in the wake of temporary political occupations,
which scholar-activism can benefit from highlighting as a question that impacts
the emotional and practical labour of collective struggles. Work on power,
space, and temporality captures the nomadic or ‘pop up' nature of resistance
within the more rigid fixity of the status quo (de Certeau 1984; Watt 2016).
Critical urban geographers have called for more nuanced understandings of
the temporalities of urban interventions, building from work on temporary
urbanism (e.g. Ferreri 2015, 2021) to attune to ‘interim’ or ‘makeshift’ (Tonkiss
2013) urban activisms ‘beyond the chimera of permanence’ (Till and McArdle
2015). The paper seeks to add to this emergent literature, inspired by Rachel
McArdle's work on ‘liquid urbanisms’ (2019), which use post-crash Dublin as
a case study to highlight how 'short-term, provisional, radical uses of urban
space challenge the idea of permanency in the city that we associate with 3
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urban planning periods or the movement of capitalist investment’ (2022, 633).
Here, my focus on temporary political occupations furthers this sense of the
impermanent space-times of urban resistance. I use the TBTC case study to
draw work on the spatio-temporalities of urban activisms into dialogue with
work on the intertwining of the digital/material in contemporary resistance,
and the paper extends existing work by attending to the often unexamined
function of digital technologies in struggles for an alternative city. In doing so,
I connect work on the temporality of ‘pop-up’ and temporary urban activism
(Watt 2016; McArdle 2022) to a reading of temporary political occupations as
code/spaces (Kitchin and Dodge 2011). In this reading, contentious spatialities
and uses of software are mutually constituted, and digital technologies (and
particularly social media) are seen to play a key role in how occupations are
publicised, co-ordinated, and mediated.

Methodologically, the paper draws from digital ethnographic data collection
focused on the social media accounts of housing activist community groups in
post-crash Dublin, one of which was TBTC. This was part of a wider project which
ran from 2018 to 2022 and collected social media and interview data about three
temporary political occupation campaigns in post-crash Dublin—these were
the Bolt Hostel in 2015, Apollo House/Home Sweet Home in 2016, and TBTC
in 2018. The project combined digital ethnography, participant observation/
observant participation, and interviews to understand how activists have used
digital technologies to contest housing. The paper draws from the first and second
of these data collection methods, through which I experienced my research,
echoing methodological literature, as both ‘a messy fieldwork environment that
crosses online and offline worlds' (Mare 2017, 647) and a ‘blended cohabitation’
in housing activists' digital/material urban landscapes (Bluteau 2021). My most
active period of participant observation coincided with TBTC, over the course of
which I attended 11 events (mostly rallies, workshops, and marches) organised
around the occupations as an observant participant/participating observer,
and closely monitored how the campaign unfolded over social media and in
news coverage (drawing from digital ethnography). In doing so, I ‘lived’ TBTC
as an intense and inspiring period, but began to see how the temporalities and
geographies of the campaign’s occupations were undergirded by digital/material
practices and labour. To explain this dynamic, the paper proceeds as follows. In the
next section, I situate the TBTC case study within literature on post-crash urban
activism and digital geographies. In the following section, I outline the digital/
material practices and temporalities of TBTC's temporary political occupation
campaign, and highlight the central role that digital technologies in general and
social media in particular played in publicising, organising, and mediating the
campaign. I conclude by reflecting on temporary political occupations and the
digital/material possible in post-crash cities.

Post-crisis contestation: digitally/materially asserting a right to
the city

In the wake of the 2007/2008 financial crisis, interpretations of contention and
resistance have grappled with their urban dimensions (Mayer, Thorn, and Thorn
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2016) and the role of so-called rebel cities (Harvey 2012). Struggling to keep pace
with developments ‘on the ground, an outpouring of scholarship in the decade
since the 2007/2008 crisis has sought to make sense of the distinctly and
simultaneously urban and digital dimensions of struggles in which temporary
political occupation placed a central role (e.g. Harvey 2012; Halvorsen 2015),
and how these have evolved following the end of occupation, for example,
in #Occupy and the European 'squares’ movements (e.g. Martinez-Lopez and
Bernardos 2015). For critical urban geographers and activists (see, e.g. Merrifield
2011; Marcuse 2009), Lefebvre's work on ‘the right to the city’ has been a useful
way of understanding urban struggles as ‘a cry and a demand ... [through which
the right to the city] can only be formulated as a transformed and renewed right
to urban life’ (Lefebvre 1996, 158). Influentially, Margit Mayer (2009, 367) frames
the right to the city as ‘less a juridical right' than ‘an oppositional demand, which
challenges the claims of the rich and powerful...It is a right that exists only
as people appropriate it (and the city). This highlights the emergent, collective,
and practical character of struggles asserting a/the right to the city. With this
practical character in mind, this paper echoes calls to extend, or go ‘beyond’ (e.g.
Merrifield 2011), a right to the city framing. To this end, I use TBTC to highlight
the digital/material character of how oppositional demands are enacted through
collective and contentious practices in contemporary urban struggles.

Here, I draw from digital geographies research and particularly Leszczynski's
(2015) argument that urban space, and spatiality more generally, is ‘always-
already mediated. In this reading, spatiality is a nexus of socio-spatio-technical
relations. These continuously unfold and evolve through the ‘contingent,
necessarily incomplete comings-together of technical presences, persons, and
space/place’ (Leszczynski 2015). Writing from a legal perspective, Julie Cohen
(2007, 252) notes that this ‘emergence of technical sites for the spatial production
of power also constitutes new regulatory and political processes. Geography as
a subject is said to be undergoing a number of digital turns (Ash, Kitchin, and
Leszczynski 2018). Digital geographies approaches to activism have used spatial
media and geo-locatable data to ‘map’ contentious movements (e.g. Shelton 2017),
and highlighted an upsurge in activism on/through digital issues, platforms for
participative democracy, and technological sovereignty (e.g. Shaw and Graham
2017). An emergent literature on feminist digital geographies has brought a
useful recognition of embodiment, affect, and labour (e.g. McLean, Maalsen,
and Prebble 2019). This can be usefully put in dialogue with social movement
and critical communication studies research, which has more directly engaged
with the broader adoption of digital technologies by activists ‘as a quotidian
and ubiquitous aspect of social movement communication processes across a
wide range of issues not directly related to digital media’ (Flesher Fominaya
and Gillan 2017, 393-394). This ubiquitous and often mundane or unremarkable
character of the digital has been recognised in digital ethnographic research,
which Hine (2015) describes as a movement from ‘virtual ethnography’
towards an understanding of the digital as embedded, embodied, and everyday.
Within existing work on post-crisis temporary urban political occupations,
this relationship between the digital/material becomes difficult to avoid
discussing. Critical urban geographers discuss occupation-based movements
with terms like ‘the spatialization of democratic politics’ (Kaika and Karaliotas 5
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2016), ‘urban solidarity spaces’ (Arampatzi 2017), or ‘material and virtual
public spaces’ (Leontidou 2012). However, this literature tends to reinforce a
sense of the digital and the material in dichotomy—either space, place, and ‘the
streets’ are where the online ‘moves to' and then either ‘represents’ or occurs
as non-mediated’ (Harvey 2012; Tufekci 2017), or ‘the material and virtual’
(Leontidou 2012) occur as a hybrid ‘cyberspace-space’. As noted by Leszczynski
(2015), this is ‘incommensurate with the established intellectual lineage that
has conceptualised spaces as either relational, or, as has been more recently
suggested, ontogenetic' (745), and an emphasis on the spatial as an always
incomplete becoming rather than a completed or fully-formed ‘being’ hybrid.
Consequently, in this paper, I highlight the broader point, applicable across
many contexts and cases, that contemporary housing activists are influenced by
and influence a more sweeping enrolment of digital technologies in everyday
life (Kichin and Fraser 2020). This can occur as an inadvertent or unremarked
upon feature of how contemporary activism is done, rather than because
organisers necessarily set out to be technologically adept or conceive of their
usage of digital technologies as inherently or exclusively ‘activist’ This extends
understandings of contemporary housing activism beyond a brief note that
‘activists use social media, and adds a detailed account of the mundanity of
activists' digital/material tactics. The mundane character of digital/material
tactics should be understood as intertwined with what an emerging literature
has discussed as the sophisticated enrolment of digital tools and technologies by
housing activists, with a particular focus on anti-gentrification and displacement
struggles (e.g. Akers et al. 2019; McElroy and Vergerio 2022). Accordingly, the
paper’s core argument is that contemporary housing activism often involves both
spectacular and mundane enrolments of digital /material tactics, but this tends to
be unremarked-upon or taken-for-granted when technology is not the specific
focus of scholarly investigation. More specifically, the paper demonstrates
how temporary political occupations unfold through simultaneously digital/
material tactics. I suggest that this digital/material character can spatially and
temporally extend occupations’ impacts to those who are not ‘there’, either at the
time or in-person, and attuning to the digital/material extends scholarship on
temporary political occupations, urban struggles, and their temporality.

The digital/material practices and temporalities of taking back
the city

Understanding and thinking with temporality requires both a context and a set
of tools to make sense of it. The case I use here is TBTC, a housing activist
campaign unfolding in the context of post-crash Dublin. I use detailed digital
ethnographic study and field work to describe how TBTC functioned as a code/
space. Code/space is Kitchin and Dodge's (2011) term for when software and
space are essential to the functioning of a space (and its social relations). I use
the term post-crash to situate TBTC within the wider reading of how Ireland,
and particularly its capital city Dublin, has been shaped by the global financial
crisis of 2007/2008 and its aftermath. Ireland was profoundly impacted by
the global financial crisis—in its wake, Irish austerity policies have amplified



Nic Lochlainn: Take back the city

existing inequalities and been justified through what O’'Callaghan et al.
(2015) describe as a ‘twin pillar’ narrative of property and debt. This narrative,
constructed through collective blame and shame, has been used to legitimise
austerity, and the reignition of property markets has symbolised economic
recovery while deepening urban and housing financialisation (O'Callaghan and
McGuirk 2020). The Irish experience of the financial crash was shaped by a
pre-2007 property price bubble, and post-crash property market recovery has
been nationally uneven. In Dublin in particular a combination of state policies
towards tax, investment, and the disposal of ‘distressed asset’ property ‘portfolios’
have facilitated the influx of speculative international financial capital seeking
favourable returns on post-crash investments (Byrne 2015). In turn, this has
contributed to new and on-going housing and homelessness crises in the city,
stemming from unchallenged structural and systemic problems within Ireland’s
neoliberal housing system (Hearne 2020).

Here, the Dublin case study can be usefully put in dialogue with work on
post-crash housing activism in other indebted western European countries,
often referred to as the so-called PIIGS (Portugal, Italy, Ireland, Greece, and
Spain). In particular, similarities and differences between Ireland and Spain
highlight three of the key dynamics of post-crash urban struggles and how they
have unfolded in specific contexts. Firstly, while Martinez-Lopez and Bernardos
(2015) describe a ‘convergence’ of two social movements (the occupation
of squares and squatting of buildings), Dublin's post-crash urban activism
‘scene’ has been more divided. Occupation tactics have mainly been used in
three strands of struggle in the city. An initial ‘Occupy’-inspired movement to
‘Occupy Dame Street’ was followed by a flourishing of ‘independent spaces’/
social centres, some of which were squatted (see Bresnihan and Byrne 2015;
McArdle 2022), and by housing activist occupations offering temporary
emergency accommodation for the homeless (O'Callaghan, Di Feliciantonio,
and Byrne 2018; Di Feliciantonio and O’Callaghan 2020). Although there
were some overlaps of people and significant places between these two later
strands, ‘independent spaces’ tended to be less overly political than housing
activist occupation, and generally focused on cultural uses rather than political
confrontation (though see McArdle 2019 on the politics of cultural uses).

Secondly and relatedly, this ‘convergence’ of movements in Spain was
closely connected to the evolution of the PAH (Platform of People Affected by
Foreclosures, Plataforma de Afectados por la Hipoteca) and its ‘recuperation’ of
foreclosed properties for social centres but also dwellings against the backdrop
of Spain’s ‘housing dispossession crisis' (Yrigoy 2020). In Ireland, by contrast,
while mortgage arrears and default rates increased with the onset of the crash,
repossession rates on mortgages in arrears have been low, particularly for owner-
occupiers. Hearne et al. (2018, 158) contrast the limited extent of repossessions
in Ireland with the extent and volume of foreclosures in Spain between 2008
and 2014. This was a key organising issue for the PAH but less common in
Ireland. Finally, the PAH in particular played a central role in inspiring what
Hearne et al. (2018, 160) describe as ‘a range of new tactics and strategies, with
a 2014 workshop where Dublin housing activist groups hosted guest speakers
from the PAH being an important overlap between the two. Significantly, Dublin
housing activist groups attempted to adapt the PAH’s affected-led organisational 7
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practices with the aim of enacting new collective political subjectivities in
Dublin (see e.g. Di Feliciantonio and O’Callaghan 2020). However, rather than
mobilising around indebtedness and foreclosure (Garcia-Lamarca 2017), post-
crash housing activism in Dublin has evolved from an initial focus on the city’s
growing homeless population towards a more expansive critique of housing
financialisation, and particularly inequalities in the private rental sector (Byrne
2019). Throughout, temporary political occupations of vacant urban spaces have
been a recurring tactic, with high-profile occupations of vacant buildings being
used to stage political confrontation (O'Callaghan, Di Feliciantonio, and Byrne
2018; Di Feliciantonio and O’Callaghan 2020). Typically this is done with the
understanding that occupation will be short-lived and subject to legal challenge
(which I discuss below), rather than a lower-profile practice of dwelling. It is
within this context that TBTC should be understood, unfolding a decade after
the 2007/2008 financial crisis and what Hearne et al. (2018) describe as two
earlier phases of post-crash housing activism in Ireland.

The TBTC campaign organised a series of rolling temporary occupations of
vacant properties in Dublin's inner city throughout August and September 2018
(see Figures 2 and 3). Three subsequent ‘pop-up’ actions and events followed the
campaign’s eviction from the second of the three buildings that they occupied
(on North Frederick Street).

TBTC centred on occupations of three properties over a one-month period,
with a host of accompanying rallies, actions, marches, talks, and events
organised around the occupied buildings (see Figure 3). The first occupation, at
Summerhill Parade, targeted a row of vacant buildings from which a number
of primarily Brazilian migrants in overcrowded conditions had been evicted in
May 2018. This eviction, which came in the wake of a Fire Brigade inspection of
the privately rented buildings, was a point of overlapping interest for migrants’

3-MAY, SUMMERHILL PARADE 7-AUG, TBTC OCCUPY
EVICTION SUMMERHILL PARADE

22-SEP, NATIONAL DAY OF
ACTION

29-NOV, BANNER DROP -
HA'PENNY BRIDGE

8-SEP, BELVEDERE PLACE
23-JUN, HOUSING FORUM OCCUPIED

| 13-0CT, TBTC OCCUPY AIRBNB

28-JUL, NATIONAL FESTIVAL
OF DIRECT ACTION
11-SEP, FREDERICK STREET
EVICTION

| 3-0CT, #HRAISETHEROOF RALLY | 21-NOV, TBTC OCCUPY RTB

17-AUG, NOT THE END - TBTC
OCCUPY NTH FREDERICK
STREET

Figure 2: Timeline of TBTC, from May to December 2018—author’s own, created to reflect
digital ethnography and participant observation.
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0 250 '500m

Occupation temporality 1 - Summerhill Parade 4 - Sit-down protest
O Less than a day 2 - North Frederick Street 5 - Occupy Airbnb

3 - Belvedere Place 6 - Occupy RTB
D) More than a:day 7 - Ha'penny bridge banner drop

Figure 3: TBTC occupations—author’'s own, created to reflect digital ethnography and
participant observation. Base map from Open Street Map, © Open Street Map Contributors.
Note that square symbols are longer temporary occupations (lasting more than a day), while
circles are shorter ‘pop up’ actions (lasting less than a day), and symbols are numbered in the
order that the occupation occurred.

rights and housing activist groups (see Sassi 2021). In what has become a
common strategy for owners of occupied properties in Dublin, an interim
injunction order was sought and granted, ordering the occupiers to vacate
the premises. The Irish legal system treats squatters’ rights solely in terms of
‘adverse possession, which places a heavy legal burden on taking possession.
Would-be squatters must prove exclusive and public use for 12 years or more
before ‘adverse possession, or squatters’ rights, would be applicable. Much of
the case law on adverse possession relates to the long-term use of vacant sites
or fields for agricultural or storage purposes (see Woods 2020) and has been
shaped by strong constitutional emphasis on private property ownership.
Where a property owner can prove that they own a property, a prohibitory
interim injunction can be sought and quickly granted against either named
or unknown trespassers based on the loss of or damage to the property that
trespassers represent. Once a property owner is granted an injunction order,
occupiers are required to vacate a property within a specified time period,
and face both criminal charges for trespass and financial ramifications for the
condition in which the building is left (Kirwan 2020). Established practice in
post-crash Dublin housing activism has been to negotiate withdrawal from
occupied properties based on policy demands aimed at alleviating the impacts
of homelessness. However, TBTC left the Summerhill Parade occupation prior 9
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to enforcement of the injunction order with an internal commitment that doing
so was contingent on being ready to occupy another property.

This second occupation was organised as a ‘Housing Direct Action (not the
end) event, with attendees marching from Summerhill Parade to an initially
undisclosed location. This location was the newly-occupied 34 North Frederick
Street. The Summerhill Parade occupation lasted for 10 days, but the North
Frederick Street occupation lasted for 25 days and was a site of significance
for a number of anti-eviction rallies, co-ordinated door-knocking, and
demonstrations. While maintaining the North Frederick Street occupation,
and following granting of a legal injunction order to vacate the premises, an
expansion was held (‘Where to next? We aren't moving but expanding’) to
occupy a nearby vacant building at Belvedere Place. This event was used to
relaunch the Irish Housing Network, an influential network of housing activist
groups that had been involved in earlier occupation campaigns. The Belvedere
Place occupation is also significant in recent Dublin housing activism as the
first simultaneous political occupation of two buildings by one campaign
(albeit unevenly, as the North Frederick Street occupation was more impactful
in terms of numbers and activity levels). In early September, the violent eviction
of occupiers from Frederick Street by a private security firm being overseen by
An Garda Siochdna (the Irish police) attracted national attention. The loss of an
established base brought a change in TBTC tactics, with a redirection towards
more ‘pop up’ occupations (notably of Airbnb's Headquarters, discussed above,
and of the Residential Tenancies Board, who adjudicate between landlords
and tenants). There was also a subsequent dispersal from TBTC back towards
specific housing activist groups.

The TBTC campaign represented the highest profile, longest sustained, and
most intense period of housing activism in Dublin since earlier occupations
focused on homelessness in 2016 (Hearne et al. 2018). In earlier occupations,
housing activist coalitions contested wider processes of financialisation
and inequality by accommodating the homeless in occupied buildings (see
O'Callaghan, Di Feliciantonio, and Byrne 2018; Lima 2019 for further detail). As
an entity, TBTC consisted of a more intersectional coalition of housing, migrant
rights, student, LGBT +and anti-racist activist groups operating as a collective,
in contrast with earlier post-crash housing activist coalitions in the city (Sassi
2021). This collective emerged, in the words of Di Feliciantonio and O'Callaghan
(2020, 14), ‘following a fallow period’ for housing activism in the city, and sought
to position ‘the housing crisis as the central political issue of the city ... using the
occupied properties as nodes, the activists extended the tactics of occupation to
“pop-up” and disrupt the wider city through actions involving performative and
subversive spectacle. Below, I use TBTC to show how digital/material tactics are
used to publicise, co-ordinate, and mediate temporary political occupations as
‘performative spectacle’

Publicising

Digital technologies in general, and social media in particular, were central to
publicising TBTC's campaign and contention as it occurred (see timeline above
in Figure 2, each point of which was publicised and organised using TBTC's
social media accounts). This point is attested to in media/communication studies
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and sociological discussions (e.g. Tufekci 2017) and often noted by geographers
discussing contemporary contention, who distinguish between or connect the
digital and the material. However, the socio-spatialities of this as an enduring
contemporary digital/material phenomenon are underexplored. Social media
are used to communicate with a wider public audience, publicising struggle in
ways which interweave material space, its digital representation, and broader
contentious meaning and performances. Here, social media are used to gather
an audience and disseminate information, often in the form of one-to-many
public representations of the cause. TBTC used specific campaign social media
pages on Facebook and Twitter to connect to existing housing activist groups
and the wider public. Campaign social media pages were used to share demands
and messages. These were distributed in material paper leaflets at events as well,
but the campaign relied on social media to publicise, document, and share these
events in real-time. This use of social media to publicise the campaign extended
the real-time ‘footprint’ of occupations, with many more people hearing about
or interacting with the campaign online than in-person.

The temporary occupation of Airbnb’s headquarters with which I began the
paper is an interesting example of this publicising role, because it demonstrates
the balance involved in publicising a covert ‘pop up. TBTC created a public
Facebook ‘event’ which was used to invite the public to a ‘flash action, with
attendees to meet a short distance from their undisclosed intended target.
During the occupation, TBTC’s Facebook page was used to ‘livestream’ the
(extremely) temporary political occupation, which ‘popped up’ and held ground
in the Airbnb lobby for roughly two hours. Afterward, campaign social media
shared a public/press statement on the occupation as ‘disrupting the disruptors),
narrating the event as part of a wider critique of the role of Airbnb, and tech and
finance industries, in exacerbating Dublin's housing crisis (see Figure 4).

This example shows how housing activists use digital technologies
(e.g. livestreams, campaign social media) to connect their digital/material
doings or tactics to a broader critical narrative, in which specific actions are
connected together as a more expansive and strategic challenge to the status
quo. The temporality of the ‘flash action, which Watt (2016) captures in his
description of Focus E15 (a London-based anti-gentrification campaign) and
their ability to ‘pop up, occurs and unfolds in immediate real time. The action
simultaneously draws on and contributes to the longer-term underlying
digital /material activist infrastructure publicising it. The flexible, interstitial,
and ultimately precarious logic that Harris (2020) identifies within ‘pop-up’
geographies and urbanism is accordingly weaponised. In this way, TBTC'’s
‘flash actions’ resonate with work on ‘improvisational urbanism ... beyond the
chimera of permanence’ (Till and McArdle 2015) and the temporality of radical
politics (McArdle 2022).

Social media were also used to connect the TBTC campaign to alternative
sources of information and narratives around housing, with the Slumleaks blog
being a particularly important collaboration. The Slumleaks blog published a
series of posts profiling the owners of the buildings that the TBTC campaign
occupied (e.g. Slumleaks 2018), and campaign social media were used to share
these blog posts with a wider public audience. This collaboration, in publicising
information about the buildings being occupied, highlighted the less visible 11
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ocT Take Back The City - Flash Action
1 Public - Hosted by Take Back The City - Dublin

% Interested

Saturday, October 13, 2018 at 10:30 AM — 12:30 PM UTC+01
ear ago
© Samuel Beckett Bridge, Dublin, County Dublin, Ireland Show Map

62 Went - 235 Interested

Share this ever riends

Details

From extortionate private student accommodation complexes to new
hotels, office blocks and a glut of short-term rental or "home-share"
offerings, Dublin is changing rapidly and the prospect of secure,
accessible housing for all in this city is vanishing before our eyes. Places
that could be homes and community spaces are being swept up and
closed off in the interests of a wealthy few and their profits.

Join us on the North side of the Samuel Beckett Bridge for a special flash
action and together we'll #TakeBackTheCity.

Causes Kid Friendly

Hosted by

@ Take Back The City - Dublin

Take Back The City - Dublin

October 13,2018 - @
DISRUPTING THE DISRUPTORS
Take Back the City have occupied the offices of AirBnb on Hanover Quay
in the Docklands.
We did this on the weekend of Open House Dublin, Ireland’s biggest
Architecture festival. The AirBnb HQ was open to the public as part of this
festival; it has now been shut down. We are occupying the central atrium
of this beautifully designed building in protest against AirBnb's impact on
the housing crisis in Ireland - and across the world.

As of August 2018 there were 3,165 entire properties for rent on AirBnb in
Dublin, compared to 1,329 properties available for longterm rent on Daft.ie
This is at a time when there are over 1,350 families homeless in the
greater Dublin region alone

In 2015, Airbnb lobbied the Irish government to ensure profits made
through Airbnb got a substantial tax break

In 2017, there was a 63% increase in Airbnb usage across Ireland. During
the same time period, homelessness in Ireland increased by 2000 people

Our tenant support groups frequently hear from people who have been
evicted on grounds of “significant renovations®, only to find their old homes
subsequently rented out on AirBnb and other short-term letting platforms

AirBnb appears to have rapidly colonised vast amounts of our city, locking
people out of homes.

The budget will accelerate this process, as it incentivises landlords to buy
for let only, and as we all know, AirBnb gives you a much higher yield per
property than just renting to long-term residents.

AirBnb have exacerbated the housing crisis in Dublin and Ireland as a
whole. A platform that markets convenience by “disruption™ has delivered
nothing but chaos to the people of our city.

They have no place in our city - the city should serve the needs of all its
people, not the needs of tech, finance and the tourism industry. Today
was another strong showing of people power and civil disobedience - the
only two tactics that can drive a solution to this crisis.

Take Back the City Demands:

1. All vacant land and property be taken by compulsory purchase order
and put to social use as universal public housing.

2. All vacant land and property across the country be taken into public
ownership and put to public and community use.

3. Tenant Security and Fair Rent: Ban all evictions, reduce and cap rent
at 20% of the occupants income or at €300 per room per month.

In addition to our original demands we are calling for:

A total ban on whole properties being offered on airBnB and similar short-
term letting platforms in the city; regulation has failed in other cities, we
need only to look at Amsterdam or Berlin to realise this.

A total ban is the only way of reversing the effect of short-term letting on
our crisis.

Figure 4: Publicising Take Back the City Dublin’s Airbnb Occupation.

social relations and profit-oriented speculation underlying their vacancy. The
blog's focus on identifying landlords (or ‘slumlords’) operated as a form of digital
publicity that bolstered and shaped a different and contentious narrative around
the material conditions found in the private rental sector and those responsible
for their perpetuation (see also Nic Lochlainn 2021, 13-15). This is particularly
pertinent in an Irish context because of the prevalence of small-scale landlords
(who make up the majority of those registered to rent property), informational/
power asymmetries, and the emotionally-laden nature of the residential rent
relation (Byrne 2019). Publicising is a digital/material means of identifying and
sharing awareness of the individuals involved in perpetuating overcrowding
and speculation, serving to make visible and politicise the profit-oriented
motives contributing to on-going housing and homelessness crises. Here,
activists' struggles involve a politics of knowledge, which both repurposes
existing public information (e.g. company records) and makes public the often
opaque or anonymous dealings of property owners and landlords.
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Co-ordinating

Digital technologies also play an important organisational role in contemporary
housing activism. Social media are used to organise the logistics and bureaucracy
that are a key part of co-ordinating contention. This organisational role uses
digital technologies in ways which are often explicitly socio-spatial, including
the organisational bureaucracy of who should be where, when, what they should
bring, and what they should be expecting to do. The use of Facebook ‘event’ pages
and hashtags to co-ordinate contention has been well-recognised, and in many
respects echoes functions which are often replicated offline and not novel (i.e.
these are and always have been necessary concerns when seeking to co-ordinate
the movement or presence of multiple people). But the existence and acceptance
of the existence of digital/material co-ordination in contemporary contention fits
with wider discussion of the creeping insertion of digital technologies in the banal
organisation of everyday life (Kichin and Fraser 2020). In doing so, digital contention
co-opts platforms provided by social media and digital tools, conforming to but also
subverting or ‘overspilling’ their intended uses (Duguay 2017).

Figure 5 illustrates an example of how TBTC used digital technologies
to co-ordinate and manage the bureaucracy of occupation. The pinned top
comment in response to their own post provides a Google Map location for
the occupied building. The post links viewers through to a Google form for
rostering people to be inside the occupied building and/or to carry-out door
knocking in support of the occupation in that area.

Take Back The City - Dublin

Another tax dodging land hoarder d. Michael Joseph Horgan, we're here for you.

We

jour help in a few different wi

Il be needing people to do shifts inside from sunday midday here and in 34 Frederick St North.

We'll be doing some doorknocking on the road tomorrow, and would love a team of people to do
that.

Sign up to help with any of these things by filling out thi

4 utho
” " Take Back The City - Dublin
Here's a map:

Welcome to 41 Belvedere Place! ’

Take Dak dhe. Gty

Direct Action: Take Back the City

If you want to get involved, fill out this form and we will contact you by telephone
afterwards!

To find out more, see the facebook event page: https://www.facebook.com/events
[640236163041523/

* Required

Name *

Your answer

Email *

Your answer

Phone number *

Your answer

Figure 5: Co-ordinating Take Back the City's temporary political occupations.
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Here, the ubiquity with which Google tools have come to mediate contemporary
life bears out for contention, with these types of technologies now commonly
used to co-ordinate and carry out the ‘admin’ of dissent. This is partly for practical
reasons—maintaining the occupation depends on having a certain number
of people who are willing/able to be physically present in one or other of the
occupied buildings for knowable and scheduled periods of time. Co-ordinating
on-going presence with an equitable rotation of personnel and distribution of
resources is simplified by real-time, shareable, and remotely-accessible digital
tools. Here, activists take tools or platforms and use them in ways which apply
the intended digital productivity functions to contention. In this functional
regard, the occupation’s digital/material existence as labour co-ordinated via
digital tools operates as a code/space (Kitchin and Dodge 2011) which ceases to
function without the use of software to co-ordinate the transition from would-be
volunteer to occupier in a high-profile and intense action. However, the digital/
material mingling of organisational bureaucracy in the form of rostering and
‘optimisation’ begets further administrative work for activists.

Mediating

Thirdly and relatedly, digital technologies impact how occupations are mediated,
both in real time and in what remains or endures after the occupation itself ends.
In contrast to the DIY archives that Burgum (2020) traces in a number of urban
movements, these digital remains are shaped by the platform that hosts them,
but they offer another possible means for researchers seeking to piece together
the radical counter-narratives of the city. TBTC's campaign demonstrates how
the socio-spatial and digital practices involved in contemporary contention
transcend hybridity tropes of offline or online, material or digital. Mediation
influences the ways in which these types of temporary political occupations
play with time and space. In ‘real time) they are interstitial incursions contesting
housing and urban inequalities, popping up and holding ground for a time (Watt
2016), confronting structures and beneficiaries of power. Here, taking seriously
Leszczynski's (2015) point that space is always-already mediated, the occupation
as material event and holding of ground is publicised, co-ordinated, and mediated
using digital technologies. Software is central to the function of occupation as
code/space here because it is a crucial way in which the occupation exists or is
experienced, and seeks to produce an alternative city to come.

In real time, the use of mobile phones to share images, videos, and ‘livestream’
protest events and activism has been a recurrent theme in contemporary housing
activism in Dublin. This construction of occupation as a mediated event has
become a common part of the labour of contention. Activists and participants
directly engage in producing the mediated occupation and the digital social
media ‘buzz’ about occupation as material practice, which is how most people
experience the event. More enduringly, the materially occupied building as
site of contention is digitally produced and reproduced as a digital/material
reference point in myriad ways e.g. as Google Maps pin in Figure 5. These
contentious mediations endure beyond the end-point of the temporary political
occupation. In doing so, the digital mediation of occupation through digital
technologies augments the material in ways that also signify the importance of
the material and urban sites of contestation, with the building itself, for better
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or worse, now connected to this point of temporary rupture and contestation
attempting to ‘take back’ the city. 34 Frederick Street in particular has become
a site of digital/material mediation and signification, targeted for housing
activist graffiti in the wake of TBTC's eviction, such that the building’s future
is now indelibly marked as part of a longer and wider story about property as
an exclusionary social relation in post-crash Dublin. In this regard, the digital
enables traces of occupation to abide and persist in the production of urban
space after the event of the occupation itself, preserving its legacy and digitally
producing and reproducing the material site of protest. In turn, digital mediation
or augmentation cements the importance of the material to urban imaginaries
of protest. Here, we can interpret the enduring legacies of occupation in the
production of space as a contentious counter-imaginary and the technologically
mediated social relationships that occupations produce, with occupied buildings
serving as ‘a place for activists to connect and possibly create new actions and
form solidarities' (McArdle 2022, 642). While the physical appropriation of
space and emphasis on its use is temporary, the digital/material are used to
signify and preserve the material site and moment of rupture, with recurrent
and inspirational resonance for future contestation.

Conclusions: on occupations, limitations, and the digital/
material possible

The TBTC campaign is an example of how temporary political occupations
use digital/material tactics to unfold in urban space in ‘real time) seeking to
make both immediate/temporary and enduring impacts. Digital technologies
offer tactics and tools for both activists, and researchers doing work with
them, to have and assess impacts within what Till and McArdle (2015) refer
to as movement ‘beyond the chimera of permanence. The digital/material is
particularly important to attune to in the before, after, and during ‘fallow periods’
(Di Feliciantonio and O’Callaghan 2020) and surges of activism, because it helps
us to make sense of the on-going labour and social relations which materialise
in occupations as, borrowing Vasudevan's phrasing, ‘a place of collective world-
making' (2015, 318), but persist and change over time and space.

This raises the question of change over time, impact, and the utility of digital/
material tactics in occupations in particular but also activism more generally.
Echoing Leszczynski's (2015) work on spatial media/tion and space as always-
already mediated, I argue that researchers working with or on activism are, in
most contexts, always-already grappling with digital/material activism in one
form or another. This is unsurprising, given the permeation of digital technologies
in the publicising, co-ordinating, and mediating of everyday contemporary
life. Attuning to and taking seriously the digital/material in occupations and
activism allows for a less pessimistic, hybrid, or binary assessment of the
digital or material. Instead, the digital/material represents a key if ambivalent
site for possibility and lever for change in contemporary activism. This lever,
of course, has not evolved as a neutral or unambiguously positive development,
and three key questions implicitly arise in this case which future research can
speak to. These are firstly, the efficacy of contention that draws on and is at 15
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least partly structured by digital technologies designed to commodify attention
and extract data; secondly, the extent to which temporary or ‘pop-up’ political
occupations feed into a broader precarisation of resistance (Harris 2020); and
finally, the superficiality of real-time digital mediation, such as I expressed in the
introduction with my own ambivalent observation, rather than participation, in
the Airbnb protest. Sketching the dimensions and efficacy of digital/material
contention requires further and deeper scholarly engagement with how activists
use digital technologies, and particularly how these uses cover a spectrum that
ranges from the spectacular to the mundane. However, this contribution uses
TBTC to demonstrate how temporary political occupations operate as a code/
space (Kitchin and Dodge 2011), in which software and space are essential to the
functioning of a space and its social relations. In doing so, temporary political
occupations like TBTC's can be seen as sites of possibility, puncturing the
status quo in ways that can have immediate effects and enduring resonances,
particularly in asserting the right to the city and making claims to the production
of urban spaces. These contentious urban spaces, or ‘counterspaces’ (Lefebvre
and Nicholson-Smith 1991, 349), are often temporary and usually precariously
positioned in a legal system that leans towards the interests of property owners,
but their temporariness does not negate their longer-term impacts on housing
activists’ tactics and social networks. Here, temporary political occupations
fit with McArdle’s (2022, 642-643) discussion of squatted social centres in
post-crash Dublin, which have ‘played an important role in the landscape of
autonomous politics in Dublin at the time and afterwards. Understanding
temporary political occupations as digital/material accordingly highlights how
the digital, the urban, and their intertwining offer potentialities for resistance to
‘take place’ within a wider urban context of housing inequality and foreclosure.
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