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REPORT 2
THE COMMON
The commons, alternative politics and the elision of the political

Introduction
This report peruses the various strands of contemporary research and thought on the
commons, or the political principle of the ‘common.’ Its aim is to elucidate how late
modern theories and practices of the common(s) can inspire and energize new modes
of thinking and practicing democratic politics, economy and culture, which further
collective empowerment and respond to the political, socio-economic, civilizational
and ecological crises of our times. The commons, that is, collective goods and aspects
of social life which are produced, governed and shared in common, are critically
considered in terms of their effective contribution to reimagining and refiguring
democratic politics today. The object of the present report is, thus, to probe and to lay
out how the commons in their diversity (environmental, cultural, technological etc.)
stage an actually existing alternative to the ruling regimes of politics, economy and
culture but, also, how they can provide a motor of historical transformation, which
could usher in a society of ampler freedom, equality, solidarity, reciprocity, openness,
diversity and care for earth.
From this particular angle, the commons enact a potentially antagonistic and visionary
pragmatism. They work out solutions to practical challenges and they constitute actual
practices of survival, self-organization and new creation. At the same time, they
harbour the vision of another world. If they expand to the core of socio-economic and
political life, they could overhaul the systemic dominance of capitalist markets and
sovereign centralized states, with their top-down hierarchies, inequalities and
exclusions. The present report broaches, thus, the commons as an alter-political or
heteropolitical actuality and potentiality, which embodies an alternative to
mainstream politics of both the state and much oppositional action in the 20th century.
Alter-political commons pursue another way of acting politically for social change.
This other politics blends opposition with proposition. It gives primacy to practice
and relationships over ideology, it unfolds at the grassroots through collective selforganization and it contests hierarchies and closures. Other politics knits together
social innovation, counterinstitutions and engagement with state mechanisms,
embracing diversity, complexity, openness, experimentation and reflexivity. This
account should be read, thus, in conjunction with the Report on the Political, which
has been put together in the context of the Heteropolitics research project (Report 1.
The Political. D3.1) and reflects on a wider ‘alter-political’ movement in our times.
The transformative potentials of the commons are not a theoretical construct but an
actual and manifest alter-reality. The system-changing energies of the commons
ferment and agitate more visibly in two spheres of our historical present. First, in a
plurality of social struggles, movements and civic initiatives, which stand up for
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common goods against old or new enclosures, they actively craft new common goods,
practices and spaces, and they often coalesce and mobilize explicitly under the
umbrella term of the ‘commons.’ The 2011 Italian referendum against the
privatization of water supplies, the recent ‘municipalist’ movement in Spain and civic
activism around the ‘commons licenses,’ which uphold the free distribution of
intellectual creations against enclosure and patenting, are just three cases in point (see
the case studies and analysis in Report 4. Case Studies in Italy, Report 6. Case Studies
in Spain, Report 5. Case Studies in Greece, the present report, sections 2.3., 2.5.11.2.5.15, Report 1. The Political, sections 1.2.7.). The other major field of changeinducing commons is to be found in the new digital technologies and the Internet.
These have not only enabled the production of new digital commons, such as free
software (Linux etc.) and Wikipedia. They spawn, arguably, an emergent new mode
of production, which may be capable of triggering a comprehensive historical
transition towards a commons-based society (see Report 3. Digital Commons and
sections 2.3. in the present report).
No doubt, the ‘common(s)’ is a slippery, vague and contested signifier. It can be
vested with a variety of meanings, which do not all converge towards the same
heteropolitical direction. The distinctive angle of this report configures a unifying grid
of critical understanding, which grasps the commons as collective goods or
dimensions of social life that are made, shared and governed in common on terms of
equality, openness, diversity, justice, sustainability and care for Earth. In resonance
with much present-day thought on the commons, the collective praxis of
‘commoning,’ that is, of instituting, governing, sharing and fabricating the commons,
and the ‘systematicity’ of the commons as a living whole of interacting,
interdependent parts are two focal points of our take on the commons. Our conceptual
framework is distilled from the confluence of two streams: democratic values, and the
actual construction of the commons in diverse theorizations and practices. Radical
democratic principles of equality, co-decision, inclusion, collaboration, openness and
pluralization inform the survey of the different patterns of the commons in the present
report. The alter-political perspective on the commons introduces thus, in the ensuing
discussion, a measure of cohesion, directionality and critical sharpness amidst the
wild diversity of actual commons-talk and activity, which is riddled with messiness,
complexity and contradiction.
Μoreover, this report forswears from the outset any set typology of the commons,
which would identify them with a particular kind of ‘good’ alongside private and
public goods or it would posit rigid divides between ‘natural’ (e.g. water, fisheries and
forests) versus ‘cultural’ commons, or ‘material’ versus ‘immaterial’ commons (e.g.
open software, music and language), although this is the most salient and
conventional dichotomy (see e.g. Ostrom 1990, Ostrom & Hess 2011: ix-xi, Bollier &
Helfrich 2015: 7, Reid & Taylor 2010: 12, Walljasper 2010: xix, Dellenbaugh et al.
2015: 9). Nature, culture and labor, materiality, ‘immateriality’ and other relevant
features or qualities are held, rather, to underlie and compose all the diverse commons
in different degrees, within a continuum that allows for variation along several axes.
The following review proceeds by singling out and engaging three main strands of
commons theory -the Ostrom school, digital commons and anticapitalist-Marxist
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commons. We move on, then, to delve into other ‘general’ theorizations of the
commons, the literature on urban commons and explicitly political philosophies of the
commons. Hence, the discussion is framed around different tacks to the commons
rather than around different ‘types’ of commons.
Several reasons underwrite this choice. To begin with, beyond the deceptively simple
binary material/immaterial commons, contemporary classifications register also a
plurality of other types, such as ‘labor’ commons (Dyer-Witheford 2012), ‘urban’
commons (Dellenbaugh et al. 2015) and ‘civic commons’ (Reid & Taylor 2010). In
the anthology of case studies compiled by Bollier and Helfrich (2015: 8), the
multiplication of classes has been raised to new dizzying heights: ‘long-lasting
commons, neighbourhood commons, biocultural commons, arts and culture commons,
collaborative technology commons, code and knowledge commons, exchange and
credit commons, tools and infrastructure for commoning, spaces for co-learning and
omni-commons.’ However, these multiple divisions conceal a considerable degree of
overlap. ‘Urban’ commons encompass both natural spaces or resources and
technological infrastructure (e.g. public transport), and they are constituted by several
intertwined processes at multiple, interconnected scales (Dellenbaugh et al. 2015: 16,
43). Likewise, Bollier and Helfrich (2015: 7) stress how
every commons requires both a material and an immaterial basis, and every
commons, no matter its core focus, is always based on producing and sharing
knowledge. Material resources and knowledge are the bases of all commons, and
so the familiar habit of dividing them up based on these criteria strikes us as
specious.
Furthermore, our alter-political viewpoint turns our gaze towards the different
practices and political logics of the commons, not towards supposedly inherent
objective properties that would mark off different goods and would predetermine the
politics of the commons. It is now a widely held thesis of critical thought on the
commons that the commons are not primarily resources or goods, but practices of
commoning, that is, of actively weaving and sustaining communities of collaboration
and action around different dimensions of social life and the environment. In sociopolitical terms, the commons consist fundamentally in a diversity of social structures
and processes through which commoners manufacture and use resources and goods by
collectively framing the rules of such production and use, improvising and revisiting
these rules on an ongoing basis in ways responsive to particular socio-ecological
situations. As a result, there is ‘an incredible range of commoning across time,
geography, resource domains and cultural tradition’ (Bollier & Helfrich 2015: 7),
which defy any simple formulas and fixed taxonomies. The commons are essentially
shaped by the drive of commoners to self-devise ways to meet their needs (partly)
independently of the state and the market, generating diverse, complex, dynamic and
evolving systems and flows (see Linebaugh 2008, Dardot & Laval 2014, Bollier &
Helfrich 2015: 2-5).
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So, an institutional and social-constructionist perspective on the commons apprehends
them politically, as socio-political practices that actively fashion and organize
different resources and aspects of social life. This analytic lens stands opposed to a
naturalistic and reifying outlook, which would assume that different types of private
or public goods are produced ‘naturally’ by one or the other actor -the state or the
market or the commons- according to their determining inherent properties, for
instance, their being depletable and non-excludable goods such as forests (see Dardot
& Laval 2014: 155-158).
The subsequent inquiry fathoms primarily the transformative potentials of
contemporary commons. But, at a second stage, it also sheds light on the ‘elision of
the political’ in commons theories and practices, i.e. on their failure to cogently
grapple with power relations, antagonisms, questions of strategy and the constitution
of collective subjects of change. While the present study traces out and brings to the
fore such bleak points in the politics of the commons, the Report on the Political
thinks through them and launches into an endeavor to fill in these gaps, regarding
particularly strategic reflection on collective agency for historical transformations.
This theoretical report on the common(s) is embedded in a broader research project Heteropolitics- which has also undertaken a more empirically grounded research into
new social movements and civic practices that contrive alternative ways of doing
politics and of self-governing communities in crisis-ridden Southern Europe (Greece,
Italy and Spain). These citizens’ initiatives play out in diverse fields, which include
networked communities, municipal politics, the social economy and new
cooperatives, alternative forms of education etc. Hence, the Heteropolitics project
feeds off a close interaction between contemporary political theory and empirical
research ‘on the ground,’ where new modalities of collective self-organization surge
forth in governance, co-operative work, collaborative creativity and ecologically
sustainable economies. Accordingly, the theoretical exploration of the commons here
below is also enlivened by the insights and the understanding accrued through the
specific cases studies which have been conducted in ways that spoke to the conceptual
framework and the political problematic of Heteropolitics (see Report 4. Cases
Studies in Italy, Report 5. Case Studies in Greece, Report 6. Case Studies in Spain).
In this research venture, our style of political theory is animated by the idea that an
interplay of political thought with anthropology and ethnographic fieldwork can help
us to rethink and reimagine politics for the cause of equal freedom and the commons.
Firstly, to avoid abstract, dogmatic, rigid and formulaic definitions of the political and
the common, political theory should steep itself into everyday political notions and
enactments by political actors themselves, in political institutions and society at large.
Ethnographic methods, which employ ‘thick description,’ participant observation,
‘immersion’ in the field and in-depth interviews, are particularly relevant to this
undertaking to make sense of politics in the polis itself, in the workings of the
political system and the activities of citizens, rather than through an exclusively
academic investigation or through philosophical speculation and prescription.
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Ethnographic methods attend to the specific ‘lived realities’ of the people they study.
They are designed to penetrate the subjective meanings of social practices ‘from
within.’ They uncover the tacit logics which govern specific social practices by
interacting closely with the social actors themselves, by observing them directly and
by conversing systematically with them in order to lay bare their beliefs, their
objectives, their methods and their doubts (Haiven & Khasnabish 2014: 50-55,
Escobar 2008, Graeber 2009, Juris & Khasnabish 2013).
An ethnographic intercourse with everyday political activity and thought is vital, thus,
for fleshing out more grounded, applicable, specific, variable and concrete
conceptions of the political. It is also commendable from the standpoint of a
democratic political theory whose practice would be inspirited itself by the values of
freedom and equality in the polity. A democratic political theorist does not see her
work as the production of conceptual analyses and normative assessments from a
position of authority, of ‘the subject who knows’ the truth and conveys this truth or
prescribes it to the laypeople. S/he regards, rather, her profession as thought, analysis
and discussion which partakes in an ongoing political conversation with other
citizens, on a footing of equality, whereby the theorist contributes as an equal citizen
to collective debates and deliberations. Hence, the theorist needs to engage with the
ideas and practices of her fellow citizens, interlocutors and political rivals.
Second, political thought has always been also, and crucially, a critical and
imaginative enterprise. As Plato’s Republic illustrates, its aim has not been only to get
hold of current notions and practices of politics, but equally to evaluate them and to
envision them differently by projecting utopian ideals. To shun a critical consideration
of the political is, almost inevitably, to remain captive to hegemonic horizons of
thought about what is possible and plausible in things political.
The political theorist can trouble dominant political assumptions by scrutinizing their
coherence, by falling back on some widely accepted concepts and values to criticize
others or by tapping into alternative political ideas –utopian, philosophical etc. But if
we debunk the myth of the Godlike philosopher or the wise prophet, individual
powers for critique and imagination could not match the collective activities of critical
reflection, alternative thought and practice. Hence, from the viewpoint of critical and
generative political theory, the turn to alternative social practices and movements is
motivated both by the search for vital resources and by the drive to forge coalitions, to
contribute to change by bolstering incipient or emergent practices, to empirically test
out new ideas and counter-hegemonic forms rather than build castles in the air or
immerse oneself in thought experiments alone.
The close intercourse between political thought and collective action has been
thematized and advocated by certain currents of contemporary political theory,
particularly those influenced by Michel Foucault (see Tully 2008, Butler 2002, Owen
2002; see also Coles 2016). This Foucauldian orientation of political thinking
entertains an ongoing mutual relation with concrete movements, struggles,
negotiations and implementations of citizens who query and challenge various
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relations of injustice. Critical theory sheds light on the field of practices in which
civic movements take place, by carrying out historical studies and critical diagnoses
of actual power relations. Reciprocally, theory learns from citizens, their successes
and failures, in order to advance its historical and critical studies and to begin anew
(Tully 2008: 3, 17).
In this respect, anthropology can perform a unique critical function, which has
originated in its early colonialist inquiries and stimulates imagination. Early
‘primitivist’ anthropology strove to capture what lay outside Western modernity not
just in terms of technology and science, but also in respect of cosmology, ethics and
other people’s sense of reality (Hage 2012: 288). According to Ghassan Hage (2012:
289-290), the crucial difference of anthropological critical studies from other genres
of critical knowledge is that they take us outside ourselves culturally rather than
historically, socially or psychologically.
Crucially, in recent years critical anthropology has increasingly plunged itself in the
‘radical imaginary’ of our times, which seeks to move beyond the state and capitalist
markets in the contemporary world by performing an ‘alter-politics.’ This politics has
been practiced by a variety of contemporary social movements, from the Zapatistas to
the Indignados and Occupy, which set out to conduct and prefigure new modes of
self-governance grounded in the common participation of all people, horizontality
(anti-hierarchy), pluralism, openness and pragmatism (Hage 2012: 290-292, Lorey
2014, Kioupkiolis & Katsambekis 2014, Graeber 2012)
Since the turn of the century, then, an important quarter of the anthropological
literature on social movements has plunged itself into such civic activism (Garces
2011, Graeber 2009; 2012, Caruso 2013, Conway 2013, Daro 2013, Yildirim &
Navaro-Yashin 2013, Voulvouli 2009; 2017). Bent on difference and social
specificity, ethnography is in a strong position to make sense of collective action
which is inclined towards non-state politics and takes on unconventional forms of
political action and organization (see e.g. Haiven & Khasnabish 2014, Juris &
Khasnabish 2013, Graeber 2009; 2012, Maeckelbergh 2009, Papapavlou 2015). Such
‘queer’ figures of the political tend to elude political science categories which
gravitate around formal organizations and policy-change effected by exerting pressure
on dominant institutions. Ethnographic research has helped, thus, to comprehend how
social movements reshape their circumstances, their relationships, their subjectivities
and their imagination not only by influencing dominant political, social and economic
institutions but also by transforming the production of everyday life itself (see e.g.
Haiven & Khasnabish 2014: 54-55, 63, 119).
Thirdly, and importantly, certain currents of this contemporary anthropologic work on
social movements contribute, more specifically, to a process of ‘commoning’ political
theory, that is, of making it a common enterprise of theorists, researcher and actors on
a basis of equality. Commoning theory implies a co-production of political thought.
And this commoning of theory can push forward a commoning of the political itself
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by nurturing in practice an alter-politics of the commons, of horizontalist democracy,
diversity, openness, sharing and solidarity.
In several cases, contemporary anthropological research in alter-politics undertakes a
militant, activist or engaged ethnography (Scheper-Hughes 1995, Juris & Khasnabish
2013, Casas-Cortés, Osterweil & Powell 2013, Routledge 2013). Political engagement
means taking sides and acknowledging that the most seemingly objective accounts
bear an implicit politics. It also means working with the subjects of the research, in
alliance with people who struggle to improve their lives. Such an intercourse can
assume various specific forms. It may involve an active participation of the
ethnographer in social struggles. It may extend to the collective design and
implementation of research in collaboration with the community under study, in
participatory action research. On the other hand, engaged ethnography can be
confined to the role of the ‘supportive interlocutor’ who revisits the production of
knowledge, queries theoretical paradigms and breeds a critical awareness of social
struggles, without taking part in them. In politically relevant research, the
ethnographer can act, thus, as a ‘translator’ or a ‘weaver’ of situated knowledges of
social movements, facilitating communication among diverse activist networks,
spaces and practices (Juris & Khasnabish 2013: 23-26, 368, 370, 372).
Engaged ethnography is, thus, a process of co-learning and of genuinely participating
in collective action. Furthermore, it seeks to be of political service by collectively
increasing awareness of the struggle, by composing concepts and formulations which
emanate from the processes of resistance themselves. Finally, a core objective of
militant investigation is to disclose new possibilities that lie submerged in present
circumstances, activities, and dislocations, and to capture new ideas that spring from
popular creativity. Hence, engaged ethnographic research is not simply about
observing and recording phenomena of creative resistance ‘on the ground.’ It also
about empowering democratic change in various ways, e.g. by catalyzing critical
dialogues among activists, local communities and researchers, by setting up new
spaces of debate, imagination and creativity. Its objective is to foment new solidarities
and ideas by creating spaces and times of dialogue over broader questions which can
result in a clearer articulation of strategies and their guiding imaginaries (Haiven &
Khasnabish 2014: 222-224, 237-239).
In sum, this is how contemporary anthropology which interacts with alternative
grassroots politics plays a part in commoning political theory and the political itself. It
cultivates various effective ways of co-producing political thought, of thinking
politically in, through and with civic activities of protest, resistance and egalitarian
democratic construction. But it also helps to common the political itself in two senses.
To begin with, engaged ethnography helps to glean and shore up the political beyond
the formal political system, beyond experts and professionals, in the common realm of
everyday life, mobilizations, renegotiations and institutions of lay people. The
political comes to encompass more broadly a deliberate social activity on social
relations and structures, which contests them, refashions them or upholds them.
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Through such an ethnographic prism, ‘the political’ turns out to be integral to
ordinary, face-to-face interactions and attempts at ‘coping’ with everyday problems.
‘The political’ can occur on any (small, middle or large) scale of social life, in more
or less institutionalized and visible spaces, in any field of social life. And the
‘political’ harbours both strife and action in concert, both plurality and confluence,
both antagonism and consensus-seeking, both disruptions of normality and the
constitution of ‘alternative normalities.’ Furthermore, contemporary engaged
ethnography actively boosts an alter-politics of the common. It disseminates
knowledge about the politics of horizontalist democracy, diversity, openness,
collective self-management, sharing and solidarity. It stimulates reflection and
strategic thought within existing activities of the commons. It precipitates synergies,
alliances and network-building.
Political thought in the present Report on The Common and the companion Report 1.
The Political draws sustenance from the insights, the knowledge and the vision
derived from such ethnographic engagements, both those already published and those
conducted in the fieldwork of the Heteropolitics project. In effect, the report at hand is
essentially a protracted critical reflection on a multiplicity of contemporary theories of
the commons, which are themselves grounded in case studies realized through
fieldwork and empirical research, from which they extrapolate. Equally important, the
style of political theory practiced here embraces both the notion of the political
adumbrated in critical ethnography of social movements and the commons, and the
political aspiration to common political theory, to propel the thought and practice of
alternative commons and democratic politics through and with the people who
perform them on the ground.
It is through these creative exchanges with present-day movements and citizens’
initiatives that the Heteropolitics project ventured out to reconfigure contemporary
political theory in ways appropriate to the specific marks of contemporary commons
and alternative democratic politics, drawing out concepts which capture various
processes of ‘commoning’ politics, such as ‘agonistic commons’ (in the present
report) and ‘common leadership,’ ‘common representation,’ ‘open pluralism’ (in the
Report 1. The Political). Through these conceptual elaborations, its critical
discussions and strategic considerations, the project has aimed at articulating notional
frames, critical perspectives and visions that will be of use for empirical and
theoretical inquiries into contemporary patterns of democratic self-organization and
civic action, but could be also meaningful for transformative collective practice itself.
The Report 2. The Common starts off with Chapters 2.1. and 2.2. The introductory
chapter spells out the notion of the commons that underlies the entire following
discussion by taking its cues from the state-of-the-art in the commons literature. The
first chapter points out how the commons act out other forms of politics, an alterpolitics or heteropolitics that fosters inclusion, participation, sustainability, sharing,
commonality and egalitarian self-government. It elaborates also on the particular
methodology guiding the present treatment of the commons, which is organized

12

around three main schools of thought and their divergent political visions of the
commons, rather than around different types of commons.
The second chapter (2.2.) dwells on the first such current of theorizing, Elinor
Ostrom’s ‘Bloomington School.’ This pivots around natural ‘common pool resources’
(forests, grazing grounds, water etc.) at a small scale, and unsettles the dyopoly of the
state and the market by demonstrating the efficacy of a communal self-government of
environmental resources. Reaching beyond this quite well-known ground in Ostrom’s
research, the chapter explores also in some depth her forays into knowledge commons,
her take on polycentric governance and her institutional analysis. All three themes
tackle questions of larger scale (beyond small communities) and the institutional
constitution of the commons, which have invited the most critical fire against her
work.
Ostrom’s scholarship lends credit and value to an alter-politics of egalitarian and
sustainable self-government enacted by communities of citizens. It also commends a
politics of reasonable scepticism, modesty, respect of diversity, dialogue, reflection
and adaptability through trial and error, which is much in tune with radical democratic
movements in our times (see Report 1. The Political, sections 1.7-1.8). What is found
politically wanting in her paradigm of the commons is the spectre of a closed
community which is bound up with the management of ‘common pool resources’ in
her picture; her ‘naturalist’ logic, which would rule out a generalization of the politics
of collective autonomy insofar as it imputes specific attributes to the resources and the
communities that are effectively susceptible of a commons government; and the ways
in which she passes over the hegemonic imbalance of forces in contemporary
societies and the antagonistic conflicts pervading the relations between the commons,
the state and the market.
This diagnosis encapsulates the political argument of the present report, which is
fleshed out and complicated over the course of our analysis. The commons host
alternative political realities of democratic self-government, sharing, openness and
civic creativity, attesting thereby to the practical possibility of a ‘common’
democracy-to-come and offering empirical hunches about its enactment. On the other
hand, their etiolated sense of the political in its antagonistic and hegemonic facets
calls for a political ‘supplement’ to the theories and the practices of commoning
which would address the strategic conundrums of how to leverage a collective force
for social transitions towards the commons, how to carry out a successful counterhegemonic contestation and how to initiate a new institutionality of the commons.
The third chapter (2.3.) dives into the second major stream of action, research and
advocacy around the commons, which veers away from the first by dint of its focus on
the ‘commons of culture,’ information, digital technologies on the Internet and ‘peerto-peer’ production. Significantly for the cause of emancipatory social change, ‘digital
commoners’ envision a historical paradigm shift towards the commons. They make
the case that the networked information commons revolutionize the commons and
extend them far beyond their traditional, small-scale natural bounds. A novel,
13

emergent mode of commons-based, peer-to-peer production gains gradually
ascendancy over the industrial mode of production and it is likely to catapult
decentralized nonmarket co-operation at the core of contemporary economy, society
and politics. Digital commons refigure a wide array of social fields, from music to
business, law, education and science, which are reconstructed in accord with the logic
of open, plural, creative and participatory commoning. Moreover, they weave
networks of association and co-operation which are open, inclusionary and potentially
global. They combine, thus, individual autonomy with free collaboration, while they
burst beyond the bounds of local, homogeneous and circumscribed communities
(Benkler 2011, Benkler & Nissenbaum 2006, Bollier 2008: 14-18, Bauwens, Kostakis
& Pazaitis 2019).
Despite its innovative edges and ‘revolutionary’ ambition, which set it apart from
Ostrom’s school, the digital commons strand is found likewise lacking in political
terms. From the outset, this has been mostly a technocratic vision, in which broadranging system renovation is engineered through the spread of a new mode of digital,
peer-to-peer production, legal reforms and social ‘entrepreneurship.’ To a large
extent, the construction of new collective subjects, movement-building, political and
social antagonisms in relation to the state, economic elites and capitalist markets, the
orchestration of counter-hegemonic contest remain barely scratched below the surface
or they are demoted to a lower rank of priority and attention. Even in recent years,
when the barriers raised by neoliberal rule, the importance of political interventions
and the need for a new massive agent vying for hegemony have dawned upon
researchers and activists of the digital commons, the making of new commons is still
strategically prioritized over politics, which is seen as a more or less ‘spontaneous’
outgrowth of the advancement of commons-based peer production. Although the
original enthusiasm about the unfolding digital revolution has waned, this paradigm
remains largely attached to structural changes that stir in the political economy and
falls short of configuring an integrated strategy for systemic transitions towards the
commons.
To hatch such a strategy for the commons, Antonio Gramsci’s theory of hegemony is
particularly pertinent. His is a truly ‘multi-modal’ strategy, in which political action is
firmly rooted in civil society, it inserts itself in economic practices and technologies,
but it also takes on the state, and it is steered by a proper political agency. This
counter-hegemonic actor brings together diverse social forces into a common front,
assigning a conscious direction to socio-economic and political activity. At its best,
the strategy of hegemony works through the old or emergent elements of common
sense and practice, and it inclines them towards a new political objective, the vision of
a new society. In that vein, the political infusion of digital commons with a distinct
political sense and post-capitalist aspirations should build upon existing trends in the
discourses, the values and the operations of digital commons. The chapter looks up to
actual, promising examples of ‘open cooperatives’ and ‘distributed cooperative
organizations,’ which indicate how an organically grown politicization of digital
commons could go about.
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Both Ostrom’s theory of ‘common pool resources’ and the digital commons strand are
differentiated from a third major current with Marxist leanings, which is taken up in
the fourth chapter (2.4.). This trend of commons thought and practice has been
pioneered by George Caffentzis (2010; 2013), the founder of the ‘Midnight Notes
Collective’ (see Caffentzis 2013), Silvia Federici (2004; 2010; 2012), the feminist
theorist and activist, Massimo De Angelis (2007; 2010; 2012; 2017a), Peter
Linebaugh (2008; 2014), the historian of the Commons from the times of the Magna
Carta Manifesto, and Nick Dyer-Witherford (1999; 2012; 2015), who has sketched
out an ‘autonomist Marxist’ politics for the digital age. This cohort of theorists and
activists does not envision commons only as an alternative to market and state forces,
which can coexist or even collaborate with each other. They pit the commons against
capitalism, the ‘free market,’ corporate power and the capitalist state. They reclaim a
‘communist’ or, rather, a ‘commonist’ alternative that would give rise to a world of
egalitarian commons in production and reproduction, breaking with state and
capitalist market structures.
From their slant, the commons have clashed with capitalism since its dawn at the end
of the middle ages. The perennial capitalist drive for accumulation dispossesses and
appropriates the commons. ‘Primitive accumulation’ started in the middle Ages, but it
has been going on ever since. In recent decades, it has stepped up through the ‘new
enclosures’ of the commons, privatizations, the neoliberal ‘structural readjustments’
οf the last four decades, and the new debt economies.
Hence, the anticapitalist commoners part ways with both Ostrom and the CBPP
school by starkly opposing the commons to capitalism and the state, but also by
calling attention to the broader class system in which contemporary commons are
located. This is a deeply counter-hegemonic path to the commons, which highlights
division and antagonism, the cornerstone of hegemonic politics. It poses sharply the
quintessential political question for counter-hegemonic contest: how to overcome
fragmentation and attachment to the hegemonic capitalist order, how to weld together
diffuse resistances, conflicts and demands into a broad-based antagonistic subject,
which will topple the dominant system and will originate another world of global
justice (Caffentzis 2004: 23, Dyer-Witherford 2012; 2015, De Angelis 2010; 2012;
2017a).
Three further politicizing gestures are noticeable. As distinct from any naturalistic
image of the commons, the anticapitalist bloc broaches commoning as a matter of
political decision, action and struggle, which can repurpose any social or natural good
and relation into a commons. Starting from the work of the historian Peter Linebaugh
(2008), commons is primarily a verb, the practice of ‘commoning,’ rather than
resources or static relations. Furthermore, the feminist slant of Federici has placed
‘reproduction commoning’ at the forefront of a politics that alters subjects, forges
mutual bonds and enunciates collective interests, laying a substantial foundation for
anticapitalist, autonomous commons. Finally, commons themselves are seen a
battleground between capitalism and its egalitarian opponents, as contemporary
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capitalism has sought to ideologically and politically appropriate the commons for its
purposes, in order to save itself from its anti-social abuses.
The anticapitalist Marxist strand has politicized commoning in profound and intense
ways. It foregrounds antagonism and division, it endorses one type of commoning as
politically significant -commoning which resists capitalist enclosure and cooptation-,
and it raises the question of ‘communalizing’ any resource as an open possibility to be
settled by politics and struggle. The anticapitalist current underscores, also, the power
politics of capitalist forces. It reckons with the fragmentation of resistances and new
social creations and it problematizes their embeddedness in capitalist systems. It
accentuates the need for re-edifying subjectivities and for organizing politically a
massive new subjectivity that will conduct anticapitalist contestation and will carry
forward a project of new social institution.
Despite all such political intensity and insight, this anticapitalist commoning is beset
with gaps and deficiencies akin to those which vitiate the digital commons world,
despite their differences. The common thread that runs through both schools of
thought drives a wedge between political and socio-economic processes and struggles.
In both roads to commoning, the growth of alternative commoning in society and
‘social revolution’ provide the true motor of historical transformation, which precedes
and conditions political ‘revolutions’ (De Angelis 2017a: 265-269). However, without
a proper politicization of social commons and labor, an expanding ‘circulation of the
commons’ may not effect by itself a rupture with capitalist society. Political activity,
which coordinates dispersed initiatives and struggles, works to reform subjectivities,
strives to break through divided identities in order to attain collective convergence,
should intervene in material practices, relations and projects in order to incline them
towards a post-capitalist horizon. Moreover, for all its political calls and proposals for
building a collective subject out of disempowered and contradictory subject positions,
the anticapitalist commons theory and practice has not figured out an adequate
scheme of counter-hegemonic agency suited to our times and alternative commons.
Hence the need to tarry with the political, to effectively pursue counter-hegemonic
subject construction, and to couple counter-hegemonic politics with the social, with
societal renewal or ‘prefiguration’ from the grassroots, absorbing the political insights
of the anticapitalist stream of thought.
The extensive chapter 5, which brings to a close the present report on the ‘common,’
covers much of the remaining ground in contemporary theories and practices of the
commons. It reviews, first, comprehensive accounts of the commons which have been
put together in the last ten years and straddle the divides of the three paradigms.
Second, it looks into feminist theorizations of commoning. The subsequent sections
treat critically existing political theories and strategies of the commons, lingering
mainly with the work of M. Hardt, A. Negri, P. Dardot and C. Laval. The final
sections go into recent discussions of ‘urban commons,’ and survey in greater detail
the contemporary Italian landscape with its singular synergies of lawyers, movements
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and municipalities, which come to grips with concrete strategic issues of commoning
in our times.
Overall, the nub of the argument about all these different contributions is that they
widen the ambit of contemporary commoning by taking on board ontology,
epistemology and politics, by outlining an ethos of agonistic commons, by feminizing
commons, by drawing out the political logic of the commons and by elaborating
tactics and strategies for ampler commoning. However, they are still lacking in
crucial political respects, which bear on their idea of the political and the pursuit of
hegemonic politics along lines attuned to the spirit of alternative commons. It is these
gaps which the sister study Report 1. The Political seeks to start filling in parts.
The first sections of chapter 5 set out how recent ‘field guides,’ -Lewis Hyde’s
Common As Air (2010), Jay Walljasper’s All That We Share (2010), David Bollier’s
and Silke Helfrich’s Patterns of Commoning (2015), and Free, Fair and Alive. The
Insurgent Power of the Commons (2019)– stretch and deepen our sense of
commoning. Much more than a different regime of property, economy or governance,
the commons embody another modus vivendi and a different form of subjectivity -of
thinking, feeling and acting- in which persons assume and celebrate their relational
being, their bonds with others and society, manifesting their solidarity with others.
The commons carry another worldview with its own epistemology, ethics and
ontology. They are complex, adaptive, living systems, which thrive on plurality,
creativity, participation, relationality and manifold interdependencies. The ‘other
ways of living’ practiced in the commons are also playful, creative, affirmative and
‘comedic.’
The diffusion of another language, imagination and vision are placed at the kernel of
an epochal ‘ontoshift,’ a societal and cultural swing towards a commons universe.
Discourse and a different imagination will also play a key part in aggregating
differences into a new collective subject and political agenda by generating collective
inspiration, common understanding, and shared objectives: participatory action in
concert, peer governance, freedom, fairness, care for sustainability, experiment, a
commons-based society which protects the planet, reduces inequalities and veers
away from market and state domination.
Bollier and Helfrich map out also a series of patterns, that is, of design tools and
cardinal ideas which extract the kernel of successful practices of commoning, such as
‘Bring Diversity into Shared Purpose’ and ‘Create Semi-Permeable Membranes.’
These ‘prototypes’ or ‘protocols’ can also prop up counter-hegemonic politics by
imparting a sense of deliberate direction to disparate fights and endeavors, by
allowing ample room for discretion, by cobbling together differences and by helping
commons to scale up or scale out.
In political terms, these broad-ranging narratives gesture also towards agonistic
commons. Exclusions and rules -banning exploitative behaviors, sexism and
domination- are indispensable for thriving commons, which cannot constitute thus
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completely unbounded and fully inclusionary communities. But rules and exclusions
should remain up for grabs, amenable to collective debate, deliberation and contest an ongoing ‘agon’- so that freedoms thrive and proliferate, even if absolute freedom is
beyond reach.
However, all this theoretico-practical work says preciously little about the strategies
of assembling massive politics fronts for struggle and change, and the specific ways
of dealing with institutions of power that would propagate the foregoing patterns and
would catalyze the ‘ontoshift.’ They also remain ambivalent about politics, which
Bollier and Helfrich (2019) tend to elide with law, state and conventional power
politics. Hence, they divorce again the political from the social, which they mark out
as the primary field of action and innovation, rehearsing the ‘textbook’ knowledge of
the digital and anticapitalist commons. They seem, thus, to underestimate the
concerted efforts that should be put by dedicated actors into counter-hegemonic
politics proper. Hence their ambivalence towards the political, its persisting separation
from the social, and their scant concern with the counter-hegemonic politics of broadbased alliances and committed agency for social reconstruction.
The following sections linger with feminist reflections on commoning, which inscribe
again the commons in a relational, holistic ontology and favor actual alternatives and
bottom-up emergences, beginning here and now. But feminist perspectives attend also
closely to reproduction, gender, care, communities and interdependencies with
humans and nonhuman beings. In some quarters, they also sharpen our sense of the
political in feminized commons. Herbert Reid and Betsy Taylor (2010), in Recovering
the Commons. Democracy, Place and Global Justice, propound an eco-feminist
vision of the commons, inspired by an ontology of interconnections between
production and reproduction, nature and culture, in a nondualistic, creative and
dynamic world. Gibson-Graham (2006) and their partners (Gibson-Graham,
Cameron, Healy 2013) share the leitmotivs of place-based globalism, emergent social
transformation that gets started here and now, relationality, ethics and vision. But they
also trace out a subtle notion of the political and post-capitalist politics taking their
cues from second-wave feminism. They track the political in the social and they
visualize a politics of everyday change. Their strategizing consists primarily in setting
forth guidelines for ‘taking back the economy’ by shaping ‘intentional community
economies.’ On the other hand, they play down the hegemonic forces which hold
sway in our world, and they show little interest in the politics of hegemony in the
pursuit of global change.
A third strand of political feminist commons, unrolled in the works of Raquel
Gutiérrez Aguilar (2017) and Verόnica Gago (2018) among others, takes its lead from
the thought of Federici (and Caffentzis) along with anticolonial, indigenous struggles
in Latin America. They anchor an alter-politics of the commons in a communitarianpopular horizon of struggles, which recuperate material resources for the reproduction
of all and practice collective self-government. They envisage possible linkages
between the common and the public in matters of care and social infrastructure. While
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they spotlight the politics of mutual care in collective fight, they also construe the
commons as a battlefield riddled with conflicts, inequalities and violence, which must
be challenged and minimized. This angle heightens the politics of alternative
commons, but it should be amplified through further efforts to displace common sense
and to tie together counter-hegemonic alliances that can also gain purchase on public
institutions.
The next topic is the political theory of the commons put forth by the authorial
couples of Hardt and Negri, and Dardot and Laval. Do they make good the ‘lack of
the political’ in contemporary commons? This critical engagement is centered on
Hardt and Negri’s Declaration (2012) and Commonwealth (2009), and Dardot and
Laval’s Commun (2014), which comes after Hardt and Negri’s introduction of the
‘common’ in the singular as a new political principle.
Hardt and Negri, and Dardot and Laval help, indeed, to distill the political principles
of an alternative, ‘common’ constitution of society and they map out appropriate
schemes of political organization. The multitude instantiates a mode of collective
agency which coordinates itself and produces the common through the autonomous
interaction of singularities, which are not subordinated to an overarching identity and
authority. The ‘constituent processes’ of the common, which have been launched by
late movements across the world, from the Zapatistas to the 2011 cycle of contention,
would federate assemblies of collective, egalitarian self-government in a horizontal
network, free of leaders and centralized, top-down structures. They would supplant
the rule of private and public property with the collective self-management of all key
social resources, which would be held in common by the community of all citizens.
The ‘common,’ revolving around the ‘assembly form,’ should become ‘the central
concept of the organization of society’ (Hardt & Negri 2012: 71) that would
reconstruct social goods and would expand collective self-management across
different social fields, seeking to include all in decision-making. These constituent
practices of commons movements should be equipped with democratic counterpowers
to counter the powers of the state and capital so as to gain open access to the common,
and they should ally themselves conditionally with ‘progressive governments’ in
favor of the common.
Following up on Hardt and Negri, Dardot and Laval ponder the common as an
alternative political principle of collective instituting praxis, co-activity, co-decision
and co-obligation, a political principle which should reconstitute all social relations
(Dardot & Laval 2014: 20, 48-49, 155, 234). The common is a collective activity that
institutes common goods and a new collective subject which issues forth in and
through this activity.
In a nutshell, the argument in the present sections is that this political philosophy
deepens our comprehension of the alter-politics of the commons, their distinctive
principles and potential institutions. But what is missing in it is due attention to the
gap that separates principles and proposed institutional schemes from the reality of
our present. It is this distance that a rigorous and forceful politics of counter19

hegemony strives to bridge. But the foregoing thinkers either overlook or explicitly
renounce this political strategy. The strategic hole has not been covered by ‘think
tanks’ such as the Commons Strategies Group, which have put together in recent
years detailed political proposals, policies, tactics and strategies, but they are
misguided by a blunt sense of the political that passes over power relations and the
constitution of collective actors.
The final sections come to grips with these political challenges by delving into urban
commons, the commons placed in urban contexts, which have attracted increased
attention and intense activity in the last decade, offering an increasingly fecund
breeding ground for political reflection and strategic action around the commons.
Citizens and social movements take over public spaces and infrastructures, from
empty buildings to energy grids, to collectively manage them for the common good.
They experiment with alternative practices of citizens’ participation and selfgovernment which take place outside the conventional boxes of the state and the
market.
In addition to nourishing strategic thought, the study of contemporary urban
commoning brings to the fore the political contest which enlivens the commons from
within, the democratic virtues of debating, negotiating and revisiting the rules and the
bounds of commons as an endless process. Hence, these concluding sections flesh out
the concept of ‘agonistic commons,’ the community bound together through its
activity of struggle, contestation and revision of its required exclusions and limits.
Urban commons hover uneasily at a middle position between the seemingly
unbounded, global commons of the digital world and the bounded, closed
communities of natural ‘common pool resources.’ In their more democratic variants,
the boundaries of urban commons remain amenable to continuous questioning and
reform with a view to heightening inclusion, openness, plurality and horizontality.
The agonistic constitution of commons in the city can be enriched and amplified by
taking our cues from practical and conceptual innovations stirring within the field
itself of urban commoning, such as the notion of ‘threshold’ spatiality.
Furthermore, the closing parts of this ultimate chapter return to the keynote question
of the Heteropolitics project -what could be a powerful and fertile political strategy
for a systemic swerve towards a society configured around the commons?- to confront
it it anew in contemporary urban settings and, more specifically, in the socio-political
landscape of Italian cities over the last decade.
All in all, planting commons seeds in civil society and securing supportive
institutional mechanisms are necessary ventures but they do not suffice for system
change. Citizens’ initiatives must be imbued with a specific consciousness and
direction towards this end. The dispersed collective undertakings must be coordinated
and brought together by a committed agency, while state and market forces must be
tackled through collective power struggles. This is the counter-hegemonic argument
of the present report.
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The sections 1.17-1.27 of the Report 1. The Political speak to the strategic
predicament by scrutinizing the organizational and institutional contributions of new
municipalism in Spain, while the ethnographic Report 6. Case Studies in Spain dives
deeper into the micropolitics of this municipalist movement, and the Report 4. Case
Studies in Spain presents an extensive ethnography and critical study of alternative
commons and politics in Italian cities. The concluding sections of the present Report
on The Common will sift Italian urban commons, city politics, movements and law.
Law is enlisted here as a means of counter-hegemonic politics that could give to
commoners purchase on established institutions without absorbing them directly in
city administration in the manner of the new Spanish municipalism.
The Italian counter-hegemonic strategy for expansive urban commoning is explored
from the two sides of institutions/law and grassroots initiative. Three legal paths and
regulatory frameworks can be discerned: a perspective which pivots around
constituent power and private law (U. Mattei and partners), a public law method
which designs facilitating municipal regulations and institutional mechanisms (the
‘Bologna regulation,’ the Labsus and Labgov lawyers), and a more autonomous,
bottom-up process of ‘civic use’ initiated by social movements and collectives in the
city of Naples (Ex Asilo Filangieri, G. Micciarelli et al.).
What marks out the the Italian ‘laboratory’ of urban commons in recent years is the
involvement of pro-commons lawyers and professors of law and their coalescence
with activists, movements and grassroots collectives. Deploying a variety of legal
tools for the cause of the commons and against neoliberal privatizations, Italian
lawyers have helped collectives and movements in Italian cities to gain legal
recognition and to claim protection for diverse commoning practices, including
initially illegal occupations.
The first legal path, blazed by Mattei and his collaborators, tracks an ecological,
politicized and activist employment of law as an instrument for institutional change,
which is kickstarted from the grassroots and is mediated by lawyers and jurists. This
tactic allows for an autonomous constitution of commons by civil society while it also
wrangles with dominant institutions and strives to inflect them in commons-friendly
directions. But it does not suffice to trigger the tectonic shift it envisions unless it
answers to the essentials of counter-hegemonic politics, beginning with the beginning:
the formation of a broad-based, allied force of commoners which is out for hegemony.
The second, public law framework, which draws up city regulations for the commons,
provides citizens with access to urban spaces and authorizes the use of city’s
resources by groups of citizens. It also contrives supportive institutional mechanisms
which supply financial, technical and administrative aid. Citizens are summoned to
collaborate with institutions and private associations in the city, in a consensual
pursuit of the common good. The Bologna or ‘co-city’ route is institutionally solid,
enabling and legally secure. But it borders on paternalism and it directs commoning
from the top, colliding thus with the fundamental disposition of collective selforganization and self-government which drives the commons. It also fails to tackle
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issues which stand at the top of a counter-hegemonic agenda, such as the building of a
collective agency for far-reaching commons. Furthermore, it tends to gloss over the
steep inequalities of power and wealth that should be contested and reduced on the
way to a commons-centered society. On the other hand, the case of the ‘rebellious’
Làbas social center, which has benefited from the Bologna regulation, indicates that
institutional grids and policies for the commons can yield a battleground in which
even more critical and aspiring commons can claim their space.
Finally, the third, ‘Neapolitan way’ has been the singular offshoot of a confluence
between independent social actors and the persona of the independent Naples mayor,
Luigi de Magistris. In this convergence, movements and citizens’ groups have
retained a higher degree of autonomy, leading the process of the formal recognition
by the city government and framing their own regulations for the civic use of urban
assets. The open and fluid community of artists, lawyers and other people who inhabit
the Ex-Asilo Filangieri, a former convent in the center of the city, has been at the
forefront of this experimentation with public-commons partnerships. The counterhegemonic politics of ‘l’Asilo,’ which is horizontalist, anti-racist and anti-sexist,
open, plural, creative and collaborative, breeds new subjectivities, relations and
assembly-based self-rule. It aspires to lead by example and to ‘prototype’ municipal
regulations authored by commoners themselves. It also liaises with convergent
collective initiatives in the city of Naples and across urban and national borders.
This is a scheme of bottom-up, rebel and reconstructive commoning, which harbours
an aspiring counter-hegemonic intervention. Their strategy seeks to gain leverage on
institutions while upholding grassroots autonomy, it opens up to society at large, it
diffuses a new common discourse, it ventures into strategic reflection, it seeks to
weave differences into a broad massive front, it draws antagonistic frontiers and it
envisions radical social transformation elicited from the bottom-up, in open, nondogmatic ways. We can trace out here the rudiments of what could become a
productive strategy if it is sustained, disseminated, further worked out and augmented.
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2. The commons
Great revolutions which strike the eye at a glance must have been
preceded by a still and secret revolution in the spirit of the age, a
revolution not visible to every eye . . .
(Hegel 1948:152)

2. 1. Introduction: from E. Ostrom to Y. Benkler and S. Federici
The burgeoning body of thought and empirical research into the ‘commons’ and the
‘common’ shines light on concrete political logics of self-organizing and acting in
common as it inquires into actual or historical modes of collective self-organization
around shared goods. The terms ‘commons’ or ‘common-pool resources’ (Ostrom
1990: 30, 90) or ‘commons-based peer production’ (Benkler & Nissenbaum 2006:
395) designate goods and resources that are collectively used and/or collectively
produced. Access to them is provided on equal terms (which may range from totally
open access to universal exclusion from consumption, with many possibilities inbetween). The common good is collectively administered in egalitarian and
participatory ways by the communities which generate or use it. Sharing is a
fundamental process which marks the commons. ‘These things we share are called
commons, which simply means they belong to all of us’ (Walljasper 2010: xix).
There are many different kinds of common goods, from natural common-pool
resources (fishing grounds, irrigation canals etc.; Ostrom 1990: 30) to common
productive assets, such as workers’ co-operatives, and digital goods, such as open
source software (Benkler & Nissenbaum 2006, Dyer-Witheford 2012). ‘Commons
can be gifts of nature –such as fresh water, wilderness, and the airwaves –or the
products of social ingenuity, like the Internet, parks, artistic traditions, or the public
health service’ (Walljasper 2010: xix). Crucially, the ‘commons’ encapsulate shared
resources that are managed, produced and distributed through collective participation
on terms which eschew the logic of both private-corporate and state-public property
(Ostrom 1990: 1-30, 90, Benkler & Nissenbaum 2006: 394-396, Dyer-Witheford
2012, Hardt & Negri 2012: 6, 69-80, 95). Equally crucial, existing ‘commons’ are
increasingly threatened by the predatory, privatizing enterprises of corporate forces
and the top-down, monopolistic authority of state powers (Walljasper 2010: xix, De
Angelis 2007; 2010; 2012, Caffentzis 2013, Bollier 2008).
Finally, it is now a common topos in the relevant literature that the commons feature a
tripartite structure. ‘Most definitions present commons as a construct constituted of
three main parts: (a) common resources, (b) institutions (i.e. commoning practices)
and (c) the communities (called commoners) who are involved in the production and
reproduction of commons’ (Dellenbaugh et al. 2015: 13, emphasis in the original; see
also Bollier & Helfrich 2015: 3).
Diverse studies of the heterogeneous commons (natural, social, digital etc.) offer
grounded accounts of effective practices of common self-organization, which
cultivate virtues of reciprocity and fairness while offering practical solutions to
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critical problems in the management of collective resources (Benkler & Nissenbaum
2006, Ostrom 1990, Poteete, Janssen & Ostrom 2010, Mansbridge 2010, De Angelis
2007). This literature fathoms and lays out empirically tested patterns of conflictresolution, collective governance and institution-building, which are practiced by
autonomous communities and body forth other forms of politics that cherish
inclusion, participation, sustainability and a symmetrical distribution of power. To
illustrate, Ostrom (1990: 90-91) has put forth a set of ‘design principles,’ which
account for success and failure in common-pool resources governed by local
communities: well-defined boundaries of the resource system and the relevant
community; equitable distribution; collective participation in framing the rules;
mechanisms for monitoring rule adherence and imposing graduated sanctions; local
arenas for the immediate resolution of conflicts; multiple, nested layers of governance
when common-pool resources are embedded in a larger system. The implications of
such research for political science and theory have not yet been drawn out in full (see
Mansbridge 2010, Berkes 2008, Stern 2011).
The ensuing mapping and critical discussion of theories of the commons since 1990
will dive into three main currents or traditions of analysis and scholarship which have
taken shape since then. The primary objective is to set out the concrete ways in which
various schemes of the ‘commons’ reconstruct communal ties, meet social needs,
further democratic participation and self-governance in the economy and other fields,
and experiment with new ideas of social, collaborative production and selfmanagement. We will take up, first, E. Ostrom’s pioneering work on the commons.
This foray will start out from Ostrom’s magnum opus Governing the Commons,
which revolves around ‘common-pool’ natural resources, moving on to her latest
treatment of the ‘commons of knowledge’ and polycentric governance.
The second major school of thought comprises scholars and activists, such as Y.
Benkler (2006), M. Bauwens (2005a) and D. Bollier (2008), whose window into
contemporary commoning and alternatives was opened originally through their
engagement with the latest digital technologies, networks and cultural production.
Although this second strain of thought on the ‘new commons’ is held apart from the
first by virtue of its focus on digital ‘peer-to-peer’ technologies and communities,
their theoretical elaborations and socio-political proposals are by no means confined
to them. Likewise, Ostrom’s ‘Bloomington School’ investigates themes of the
‘commons of knowledge’ and broader patterns of ‘polycentric governance,’ which
implicate multiple political actors and infrastructures at various scales, beyond the
locally based governance of ‘natural’ common pool resources.
Both streams of commons theorizing and research are distinguished from a third
major current, which has Marxist bearings and stands out by dint of its vehement
opposition to capitalism, the ‘free market,’ corporate power and the state which
colludes with market forces. As distinct from Ostrom and the ‘new commons’ school,
the third paradigm, which encompasses Italian ‘autonomism’ (A. Negri, M. De
Angelis, N. Dyer-Witherford), Marxist and feminist anticapitalist thinkers (S.
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Federici, G. Caffentzis) and the historian of the commons, P. Linebaugh (2008), does
not portray commons and commoning only as an alternative to market and state
forces, which can coexist or even collaborate with each other. They envisage the
commons as a system which is radically antagonistic to the state and the market,
either in reality or as a strategic choice. They enjoin us to fight for these antagonistic
commons to bring forth another world where egalitarian commons, in production and
reproduction, will have overhauled state and capitalist market structures.
In perusing these three distinct strands of thought on the commons, the aim will be to
elucidate their divergent constructions of the commons, the different visions of
alternative politics which arise out of them and the ‘lack of the political’ gaping in
their midst. Existing theories of the commons have not yet adequately grappled with
political issues of inclusion/exclusion, complexity, scale, clashes of interest and
ideology among larger groups. As a result, they have not faced up to the challenges
confronting a broader sector of alternative formations of community, self-governance
and economy: how to bring together and to coordinate dispersed, small-scale civic
initiatives, how to relate to established social systems and power relations in the
market and the state, etc. Research in common-pool resources has dwelled on local,
bounded and relative homogeneous communities. Yet, from the standpoint of a plural,
open and egalitarian idea of democratic community, communities should be
constituted in ways that minimize exclusions to the extent possible. There are also
pressing questions of common resource management on a global scale, such as those
bearing on climate change (see Ostrom 1990, Poteete, Janssen & Ostrom 2010,
Harvey 2011, Berkes 2008, Stern 2011). Moving upwards from the local to the
national and the international level, institutions of governance tend to be hierarchical
and centralized. Hierarchies and centralization chip away at the collaborative
practices of community self-governance, raising the question if and how such
practices can be transferred to higher scales (see Carlsson & Sandström 2008, Harvey
2011).
On the other hand, proponents of commons-based peer production have envisioned a
broader spiral of socio-economic transformations whereby digital, natural and labor
commons would coalesce and boost each other (see Dyer-Witheford 2012, Bauwens
& Kostakis 2014, Bollier & Helfrich 2015). But these political proposals largely fail
to answer to the daunting political challenges involved in forging broad-based and
enduring social structures which would advance common ends in the actual
circumstances of social fragmentation, individualism, heterogeneity and prevailing
state and market structures.
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2. 2. Elinor Ostrom on Common Pool Resources: Carving out space for the
alterity of the commons
2.2.1. The Commons and Ostrom’s alter-political logic, strategy and ontology
Elinor Ostrom’s milestone, Governing the Commons. The Evolution of Institutions for
Collective Action (1990), has been a watershed in contemporary research in the
commons. The specific ‘heteropolitical’ object of Ostrom’s studies has been from the
outset to illuminate the diversity of possible institutions and modalities of governance.
She ventured out to demonstrate that there is a ‘world of nuances between the State
and the Market’ (Van Laerhoven & Ostrom 2007: 19), and thereby to open up
conceptual and practical-political space for other ways of governing and utilizing
natural resources, beyond the dominant state or market dualism (see Ostrom 1990: 221; 2010b). She took aim at ‘the conventional theory’ in the early 1980s, which
warranted ‘policies of privatization and nationalization that were so widely adopted’
(Poteete, Janssen & Ostrom 2010: 39; emphasis in the original). Her entire work turns
on case studies and the scrutiny of CPR institutions which bear witness to the thesis
that
collective action on the commons is possible and not merely a vestigial form
(Poteete, Janssen & Ostrom 2010: 46; emphasis in the original)… A large
number of cases had already demonstrated…the neither individual private
property rights nor centralized state control was required for sustainable
management of common-pool resources (Poteete, Janssen & Ostrom 2010: 95)
Hence, in the face of the rising neoliberal hegemony from the late ‘70s onwards,
which idolized the market and assailed social democratic or ‘communist’ statism in
managing the economy, Ostrom brought to the fore a historical and actually existing
alternative to the hierarchical, profit-oriented or bureaucratic logics of government,
which drive the market and the state management of environmental resources. This
heteropolitical ‘real possibility’ lies in the collective self-government and sharing of
forests, land and water by local communities on sustainable and equitable terms. From
this perspective, she was indeed ‘an advocate of deeper democracy, ecological
concern and social equality’ (Wall 2017: 15).
Her proclaimed objective was specifically to allow in theory and practice for an
efficient, fair and democratic self-management of environmental resources by
particular communities. But this egalitarian collective self-rule of shared resources is
not, for her, a principle that should reconstitute all social fields and modes of
government. It should be just considered and practiced as a potentially fruitful ‘other
way’ of collective governance alongside the state and the market. In her political
reasoning, the commons of common pool resources contest the monopoly -or
dyopoly- of the state and the market. But the commons are not intended to overthrow
them and to put in place another exclusive hegemony -of the commons as the single
best formula and possibility. Towards the end of her life, she sums up the conclusions
of her life-long scholarship:
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There is a huge diversity out there, and the range of governance systems that
work reflects that diversity. We have found that government, private and
community-based mechanisms all work in some settings. People want to make
me argue that community systems of governance are always the best: I will not
walk into that trap (Ostrom 2012: 70; 2008; see also Andersson & Ostrom: 2008).
In short, Ostrom ‘is not radically critical of either the state or the market but she does
see a whole kaleidoscope of alternatives beyond them’ (Wall 2017: 54, emphasis
added). However, she cherished cooperation, local participation and a host of social
values that all kinds of institutions should nurse:
Hopefully, in the future, more national officials will learn to work with local and
regional officials, nongovernmental organizations, and local groups of
citizens…a core goal of public policy should be to facilitate the development of
institutions that bring out the best in humans. We need to ask how diverse
polycentric institutions help or hinder the innovativeness, learning, adapting,
trustworthiness, levels of cooperation of participants, and the achievement of
more effective, equitable, and sustainable outcomes at multiple scales (Ostrom
2010b: 664-665).
The commons themselves, that is, the local self-management and sharing of goods,
are traced back to early ages of human history (see Linebaugh 2008, Ostrom 1990:
58). Scholarly interest and inquiries had predated the publication of Ostrom’s
breakthrough (see Van Laerhoven & Ostrom 2007). It was Ostrom’s intervention,
however, with its clear argumentative focus, its synthetic acumen, its rigor and
novelty, which did not only break into mainstream government studies and economics
but also helped to unsettle their prevalent assumptions and to disseminate the notion
of the commons across research and policy-making communities.
In 2009, Ostrom was awarded the ‘Nobel prize’ in economics for her work on the
commons and institutional economics, while in 2012, right before her death, she
delivered the annual ‘Hayek Lecture’ at the Institute of Economic Affairs in
Westminster, London. The first prize lecture was tellingly entitled ‘Beyond Markets
and States: Polycentric Governance of Complex Economic Systems’ (Ostrom 2010b),
while the second bore the title ‘The Future of the Commons: Beyond Market Failure
and Government Regulation (Ostrom 2012). Both lectures in these strongholds of
neoliberal economics indicate the subtle critical labor of ‘erosion’ that she effectively
pursued with regard to ruling ideologies and the status-quo.
This counter-hegemonic craft of ‘eroding’ the systems in force does not launch a
head-on assault or a total contestation (on the strategic logic of ‘eroding’ as construed
by E. O. Wright, see the Report on The Political, section 1.13). But such ideological
‘erosion’ should be properly appreciated for its strategic virtues in different contexts,
and it is certainly distinctive of Ostrom’s alter-political inclinations. It becomes
evident in her ongoing enterprise of ‘gently’ subverting ‘many of the foundations of
mainstream economics’ from within (Wall 2017: 58), by setting ouf from their
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premises, importantly from the presumption that individuals are rational ‘utility
maximizers,’ which she then partly qualifies in order to reach different conclusions.
The principal question which Ostrom tarries with in her 1990 opus is ‘how best to
govern natural resources used by many individuals in common’ (Ostrom 1990:1). The
two dominant academic and political positions counsel state control or privatization in
order to prevent the destruction of natural resources. What this exclusive alternative
misses and occludes is that ‘communities of individuals have relied on institutions
resembling neither the state nor the market to govern some resource systems with
reasonable degrees of success over long periods of time’ (Ostrom 1990:1). Her
research finds fault with the conceptual underpinnings of mainstream policy analysis
on the management of natural resources. She adduces empirical examples of
alternative ways of governing natural resources through in-depth case studies, and she
starts fabricating conceptual tools and models that would seize the capacities of selfgoverning institutions (Ostrom 1990: 2).
The matrices of political economic thought which authorize only state regulation or
market privatization and competition postulate that individuals are rational ‘utility
maximizers’ who look after separately their personal interests. Given these
assumptions, individuals will encounter a ‘collective action’ problem in the
management of natural resources, and in other circumstances where it is in their best
interest to collaborate in order to serve their joint welfare, but self-interested
reasoning and activity hinder them in doing so. The presumed ‘failure of collective
action,’ whereby ‘rational’ and independent individuals fail to co-operate and
produce, thereby, sub-optimal outcomes for all parties involved, including
themselves, is the outcome of a certain logic of (individual) rational choice applied to
problems of collective action. This mode of reasoning has been theorized under the
rubric of ‘the prisoner’s dilemma’ and in M. Olson’s (1965) monograph The Logic of
Collective Action, which underlines the difficulties that rational ‘free-riders’ pose for
social movements and organization (see Ostrom 1990: 5-6). Ostrom concentrates on
the version of this argument which regards specifically the use of natural resources by
‘rational’ individuals and was put forward by G. Hardin in his famous article ‘The
Tragedy of the Commons,’ published in Science in 1968.
Hardin elaborates on the example of a pasture open to all. Each ‘rational’ herder
receives a direct benefit from his animals, and he suffers delayed and partial costs
when his herd and others overgraze the pasture. As a result, he is driven to add more
and more animals, and the same holds true of all ‘rational herders.’ The ‘tragedy of
the commons’ lies in the fact that each user of the commons –the pasture, in this caseis rationally motivated to increase his herd and to exploit the commons without limit,
although the resource itself is finite. As a result, rational individuals bring about the
overuse of the resource and its destruction by simply catering to their own best
interests (Ostrom 1990: 2).
‘The deterministic formulation of Hardin’s claim that sustainable resource use
required either state or private property lent itself to rebuttal through case studies’
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(Poteete, Janssen & Ostrom 2010: 46). Ostrom (1990) refuted this reasoning and the
logic of (the failure of) collective action that it entails by arguing, primarily, that the
commons are not actually a free-for-all, an unregulated open-access resource. Instead,
they are collective goods which are jointly managed for mutual benefit. To make her
case against Hardin and like-minded ‘rationalists’ and to establish that there are
successful instances of collectively ruled natural resources, she calls on diverse
empirical instances of such commons. And she mines several empirical case studies in
order to pin down specific conditions for sustainable collective self-management.
Interestingly and controversially (see Dardot & Laval 2014: 155, Caffentzis 2010),
her critique of ‘rational choice’ arguments proclaiming the ‘tragedy of the commons’
is conducted, to a certain extent, from within. She starts out from not so different
premises -boundedly rational and informed individuals who are utility maximizers
confronted with a collective action problem (Ostrom 1990: 25, 37)- in order to arrive
at the opposite conclusion. Under certain circumstances, such people are, indeed,
capable of resolving collective action dilemmas for the benefit of all. While it has
invited the reasonable objection that individuals need not be the self-interested
calculators of (neoliberal) markets, her theoretical choice is arguably realistic and,
hence, politically pertinent under the neoliberal hegemony which has bred such forms
of subjectivity. Furtherhmore, her line of reasoning has the merit that it can speak
directly and persuasively to mainstream rationales in favor of the market or the state
so as to internally explode them. This is much harder when one dismisses from the
outset the governing axioms of mainstream liberal theories in economics and policy
studies. Conventional theories can likewise discount counterarguments out of hand by
dismissing their premises as unrealistic.
Later on, however, she further refined and complicated her position, placing herself at
a greater remove from the ‘simple model’ of human bevahior in the standard rational
choice theory, which undergirds Hardin’s argument. This model presupposes that
individuals possess complete information about the structure of their situation, and
they opt for the strategy which leads to the best expected outcome for the self,
maximizing short-term returns (Poteete, Janssen & Ostrom 2010: 217-218). Ostrom
grants that this model works well for competitive markets. However, in order to make
sense of individual behavior in other settings of collective action, we need a ‘more
general behavioral theory of human action’ (Poteete, Janssen & Ostrom 2010: 220).
This amended theory of action presumes that agents are incompletely informed about
the structure of their situation. They carry preferences and ways of reasoning which
tend towards a self-interested maximization of benefits in some (competitive)
situations, but these inclinations are alloyed with other-regarding preferences, social
norms and cooperative practices in the same or other situations. Communication can
boost cooperation as it facilitates social learning, it helps to plot joint strategies for
addressing cognitive and other challenges which are posed by resource management,
and it can nourish trust and reciprocity, which buttress such collective strategies.
Communication and trust are, thus, key to initiating and sustaining collective action.
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Human agents are also adaptive to variable situations. They learn norms, and they can
refashion the structures of their situations by devising new institutions and tools.
Moreover, the institutions in which they grow up and live mold the intrinsic and
extrinsic motivations of individuals (Poteete, Janssen & Ostrom 2010: 211, 215, 219223, 229; see also Ostrom 2005: 131-132).
Hence, Ostrom’s revised theory of human behavior transcends the rational choice idea
of a rational, untility-maximizing individual who is hardly capable of other-regarding
conduct and self-organized collaboration. The ‘more general theory’ figures another
ontology of the human, which registers the finite knowledge and reasoning of human
beings, their complexity, their variability, the institutional shaping of subjectivity,
relationality and the capacity of individual agents for cooperation, reciprocity and
institution-building. This other ontology renders possible a democratic alter-politics of
horizontal self-rule, equality, reciprocity, diversity and sustainability.
2.2.2. The ‘other governance’ of the commons in ‘common pool’ natural resources
Ostrom dissects a particular kind of commons, which she dubs ‘common pool
resources’ (CPRs), and she extracts a set of ‘design principles’ which underpin their
collective self-government for the common benefit, independently of state
government and market administrative mechanisms. This is the linchpin of the alterpolitics’ of the commons in Ostrom’s scholarship. CPRs designate, more specifically,
a ‘natural or man-made resource system that is sufficiently large to make it costly (but
not impossible) to exclude potential beneficiaries from obtaining benefits from its
use’ (Ostrom 1990: 30). CPRs stand out as a distinct type of ‘good’ in a four-fold
classification, which lists public goods, private goods and ‘toll’ or club goods. CPRs
are like public goods in that it is difficult to exclude people from their use. But they
are akin also to private goods, as they are subtractable. One person’s use subtracts
from the good available to others (Ostrom & Hess 2011: 8-9, Ostrom 2005: 22-26).
In her original study she looks, more specifically, into CPRs which are small-scale
and located in a single country, involving 50 to 15000 persons who are heavily
dependent on them. These CPRs contain renewable but scarce, depletable resources,
and pertain to circumstances in which users can substantially harm one another but
they cannot inflict major external harm, e.g. by forming a cartel (Ostrom 1990: 26).
The resource systems in question fall under the ‘big five:’ communal forests, animal
husbandry in grazing areas, water management (of groundwater basins), irrigation
channels and inshore fisheries (Ostrom 1990: 26, Van Laerhoven & Ostrom 2007: 8).
The paramount question that she takes on in her study is how a ‘community of
citizens’ can self-organize to ward off the adverse consequences of independent
action in the appropriation of a CPR, by resolving issues of institutional supply,
commitment and monitoring without relying on the state or the market (Ostrom 1990:
29). Her in-depth studies scrutinize multiple CPR institutions in several countries,
from Japan and Switzerland to Spain and the U.S.A. Their history exceeds in some
cases 1000 years, and they have proven to be robust in the sense that they have
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survived severe natural phenomena and political and economic changes (Ostrom
1990: 58-88).
To illustrate, her case studies describe Törbel, a Swiss Alpine village in the Valais
canton. Legal documents dating back to 1224 provide evidence for five types of
communally held property: Alpine grazing meadows, forests, waste lands, irrigation
systems, and paths and roads which connect private and common properties. Villagers
set up a formal association to better regulate the use of communal property. They
defined in precise terms the share of the commons which can be appropriated by each
citizen -e.g. how many cows they could send to graze the Alps during the summerand they monitored and enforced adherence to these rules. Relevant village statutes
were voted on by all citizens of the village, who authorized the Alp association to
manage communal property (Ostrom 1990: 61-65).
A main object of Ostrom’s investigations is to unearth the reasons for the success of
enduring CPR institutions and to elucidate, thus, under which conditions communal
self-organization for the management of environmental resources is possible and
likely. All robust CPR systems that she surveys in Governing the Commons are
located in uncertain and complex environments (e.g. erratic rainfall in irrigation
systems), but the populations in their specific settings have remained more or less
stable over time. They share a past; they expect to share a future and they can trust
each other. They have worked out common norms of proper conduct which secure
their long-term interests. The homogeneity, the close ties, the unity, the trust and
boundedness of the relevant communities, their members’ attachment to the land and
to one another, are features underlying the effective self-organization of the commons
in these cases (Ostrom 1990: 88-89, 166, 185; 2008). ‘None of these situations
involves participants who vary greatly in regard to ownership of assets, skills,
knowledge, ethnicity, race, or other variables that could strongly divide a group of
individuals’ (Ostrom 1990: 89).
In Ostrom’s further empirical research, which has taken on board experiments in
addition to field studies, her findings have disclosed more broadly the catalytic role of
communication, mutual trust and reciprocity among participants, their shared
normative considerations and a common understanding of how complex resource
systems operate. These factors enable individuals to overcome the challenges of
collective action, and they help people to initiate and maintain the communal selfmanagement of CPRs. The presence of local leadership, high levels of local
knowledge about a resource and high dependence on it are also crucial enabling terms
for an enduring CPR. The size of an environmental system is another key variable.
Very large resources are less susceptible of self-organized collective regulation
because they make it harder to obtain adequate ecological knowledge about them and
to set and monitor the boundaries of a CPR structure (Poteete, Janssen & Ostrom
2010: 194, 239-240, Ostrom 2008, Ostrom & Basurto 2009: 50-51).
The specific operational rules of the different CPR institutions which use and
administer communal forests, irrigational channels, fisheries etc. diverge widely
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across varying environmental circumstances, cultural contexts, economic and political
structures. Amidst this institutional diversity and the complexity of socio-ecological
systems, Ostrom got hold of a set of essential conditions (‘design principles’) which
underlie the emergence of self-governance institutions and their robustness over time.
The following list has been adapted from Ostrom (1990: 90-102) and Poteete, Janssen
& Ostrom (2010: 100-101). Ostrom has held onto it until the very end of her research
trajectory, claiming that is has been repeatedly tested and confirmed by a variety of
studies (Poteete, Janssen & Ostrom 2010: 101, Ostrom 2012: 78).
1. Clearly defined boundaries. Individuals or households who have rights to
withdraw units from the CPR must be clearly defined, as must the boundaries
of the CPR itself. The clarity of social boundary rules influences incentives for
cooperation and the capacity for monitoring. The presence of boundaries is
what defines common-property institutions in contrast to open-access.
2. Congruence between appropriation and provision rules and local conditions.
Appropriation rules restricting time, place, technology, and/or quantity of
resource units are related to local conditions and to provision rules requiring
labor, material, and/or money. More specifically (see Poteete, Janssen &
Ostrom 2010: 100), rules-in-use should allocate benefits in proportion to
contributions of required inputs. Rules that respect proportionality are more
widely accepted as equitable.
3. Collective-choice arrangements. Most individuals affected by the operational
rules can participate in modifying the operational rules. Through such
arrangements, CPR institutions can adapt their rules to changing local
circumstances and learning over time. These self-designed rules through
collective participation are considered fair by participants.
4. Monitoring. Monitors, who actively audit CPR conditions and appropriator
behavior, are accountable to the users or are the users. Reliable monitoring
raises confidence among users that they can cooperate without the fear that
others are taking advantage of them.
5. Graduated sanctions. Appropriators who violate operational rules are likely to
be assessed graduated sanctions (depending on the seriousness of the offense)
by other appropriators, by officials accountable to these appropriators, or by
both. Graduated sanctions signal that infractions are noticed while allowing for
misunderstandings, mistakes, and exceptional circumstances that lead to rule
breaking. They encourage individuals who have broken a rule to resume
compliance in order to enjoy ongoing trust.
6. Conflict-resolution mechanisms. Appropriators and their officials have rapid
access to low-cost local arenas to resolve conflicts among appropriators or
between appropriators and officials.
7. Minimal recognition of rights to organize. The rights of appropriators to
devise their own institutions are not challenged by external governmental
authorities.
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For CPRs that are part of larger systems:
8. Nested enterprises. In large and complex CPRs, appropriation, provision,
monitoring, enforcement, conflict resolution, and governance activities are
organized in multiple layers of nested enterprises, from the local/small-scale
upwards to regional and national levels. Small-scale units can match rules to
local conditions, but larger-scale institutions are also needed to govern
interdependencies among smaller unities. These nested enterprises may form
thus polycentric systems in which governmental agencies, private business and
voluntary citizens’ associations interact and negotiate arrangements (Ostrom
1990: 136).
In a nutshell, this is her response to the ‘problem of collective action,’ with which she
has wrestled all along -the question whether and how individuals tending to their
interests will jointly self-organize to co-manage a certain natural resource. Such
individuals are willing to bind themselves to common rules which they have
participated in determining if they hold that these rules will be effective in yielding
higher joint benefits and that monitoring will protect them against ‘being suckered’
(Ostrom 1990: 90). A rich and wide-ranging array of in-depth case studies attest to the
capacity of people to self-organize collectively on terms of relative equality, freedom
and reciprocity, independently of the structures of the market and the state.
This is the crux of her political argument, which bears directly on the potentials for
grassroots democracy and autonomous citizens’ collaboration. Extensive empirical
evidence shows that self-directed collective action to deal with collective problems is
likely to occur when individuals are well informed about the problem, and when they
can craft settings that nourish trust and reciprocity over time. Under such conditions,
‘costly and positive actions are frequently taken without waiting for an external
authority to impose rules, monitor compliance, and assess penalties’ (Ostrom 2010a:
555). Abundant empirical research bears witness to the human artisanship in weaving
and reweaving the very contexts in which agents make decisions, act and carry the
consequences of their deeds on an everyday basis. It discloses the ability of
communities of citizens to conduct long-term reflection on collective strategies
around common goals (Ostrom 1990: 185, 216). Building trust to one another and
defining institutional rules which are well matched to the ecological systems people
use and govern are paramount conditions which enable individual actors to solve
collective action problems and collaborate (Ostrom 2010b: 664).
2.2.3. Ostrom’s commons beyond the small scale and the ‘natural:’ a) information
commons
From the standpoint of democratic alter-politics, the burden of Ostrom’s field studies
of the commons lies precisely in the empirical grounding and the insights that they
afford for the real possibility of other ways of doing politics and of managing social
life and economic sustenance, beyond both centralized, top-down state administration
and profit-driven market competition. The collective co-management of
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environmental systems for mutual benefit is not only feasible, but it can be also more
efficient and fairer. Tapping into their local ecological knowledge and their ongoing
interaction with their particular environment, participants in CPRs are better equipped
to tailor rules of resource use to local conditions, preserving thereby both the
surrounding ecosystems and their livelihoods. By collectively self-devising the rules
of use on a basis of relative equality, they are also more likely to meet shared
standards of fairness (Ostrom 2005: 263).
What may seem to fatally detract from the political bearing of this body of research is
that it is apparently confined to the small scale and the parochial circumstances of
non-urban natural environments. Hence, Ostrom’s findings about the alternative
politics of the commons can be deemed irrelevant for the most part of ordinary
politics on medium and large scales and urban contexts, i.e. for the most part of
ordinary politics tout court. Her later inroads into the ‘commons of knowledge,’ a
broad-range institutional analysis and her concept of ‘polycentric governance’ could
allay some, at least, of these misgivings. Crucially, they outline certain ‘rules for
radicals’ (Wall 2017) which chime with the radical democratic alter-politics of our
times (see the Report 1. The Political, sections 1.7-1.8). The rules acknowledge and
prop up the capacity of individuals to collectively self-organize, to self-govern and to
fashion new institutions for self-government (Ostrom 2005: 33-34, 62-65). Laypeople
-not only experts, corporate managers and professional politicians- can work out
solutions to collective problems. In face of the complexity and the non-linearity of
social action systems, we should give up on dogmatism, the belief in singular
formulas, fixed essences and ‘optimal solutions.’ Instead, we should attend to
contingency and imperfection. We should value diversity, pluralism, continuing
experiment in order to improve existing situations through trial and error, and we
should be pragmatic. It is advisable, thus, to give priority to action, intervention and
problem-solving over slogans, rigid principles and ideology (see Ostrom 2005: 220223, 236, 239, Wall 2017: 13-14, 48, 86, 112, 115).
To begin with her late excursus on ‘knowledge as a commons’ (Ostrom & Hess
2011), Ostrom expands the scope of her analysis of the commons to factor in other
types of common goods beyond small-scale common pool natural resources. This
extension does not halt at knowledge, digital information and culture. Significantly
for a broader vision of democratic alter-politics as commons, it reaches even into
shared spaces which enable free speech and democratic processes, recalling the
tradition of New England town commons and public libraries, the ‘quintessential
strongholds of democracy’ (Ostrom & Hess 2011: 13).
Commons is a general term that refers to a resource shared by a group of people. In
a commons, the resource can be small and serve a tiny group (the family
refrigerator), it can be community-level (sidewalks, playgrounds, libraries, and so
on), or it can extend to international and global levels (deep seas, the atmosphere,
the Internet, and scientific knowledge). The commons can be well bounded (a
community park or library); transboundary (the Danube River, migrating wildlife,
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the Internet); or without clear boundaries (knowledge, the ozone layer) (Ostrom &
Hess 2011: 4-5).
Knowledge commons subsume diverse forms of goods and regimes, from public
libraries, academic research results and indigenous traditional knowledge to digital
information, free software and cultural, creative works (Ostrom & Hess 2011: 4-15).
A specific feature marks them off sharply from most environmental CPRs, such as
fisheries and forests. Whereas the latter are ‘subtractive’ goods, in which one’s
person’s use reduces the amount of good(s) available to others, knowledge commons
are typically nonsubtractive or nonrivalrous. In effect, they are quite the opposite. The
more people utilize them, the greater the common good becomes through the growth
of knowledge. Hence, open access can be a universal public good, while in
environmental resources, such as grazing lands, it leads to overconsumption and
depletion. Moreover, communities crystallizing around knowledge commons, such as
Wikipedia, can be global, virtual and heterogeneous, unlike the closed, homogeneous
and face-to-face communities knitted around ecosystems such as pastures and
irrigation channels (Ostrom & Hess 2011: 5-7, 48-49).
The common denominator which they do share, however, with depletable, scarce
resources is that they are jointly used. They are cooperatively managed by selforganized groups, requiring thus structures of self-governance, the continual design
and evolution of appropriate rules, trust and norms of reciprocity. And they are
subject to social dilemmas. ‘Outcomes of the interactions of people and resources can
be positive or negative’ (Ostrom & Hess 2011: 13; see also 3, 43). Problems in the
governance and sustainability of a commons can stem from behaviors of freeriding,
overharvesting and competition for use. The knowledge commons, in particular, are
threatened by commodification, enclosures, nonsustainability, degradation and
pollution. Accordingly, both the ‘traditional’ environmental commons and the ‘new’
knowledge and digital commons present us with the same essential challenges of
equity (equal use of and contribution), efficiency (optimal production, use and
management) and sustainability for future generations, which in this case should
enable also the advance of scientific knowledge (Ostrom & Hess 2011: 5-6, 62).
The ‘social dilemmas’ which beset knowledge commons arise, more specifically,
from the ‘second enclosure movement,’ the more recent wave of privatization,
commodification and withdrawal of knowledge that were, or could be, publicly
available. Public availability has been curtailed by means of pantenting, licensing
(copyright) and new technologies, which are capable of ‘capturing’ previously
unowned resources, including the outer space and the electromagnetic spectrum.
When journals, for instance, are digitized and licensed, control of their use can be
centralized and become subject to the will of the publishers in ways that printed issues
in a library are not. Hence, to secure open accessibility and the robustness of digital
resources, we need robust collective-action initiatives, such as the free software
movement and Creative Commons licenses. As with all other kinds of commons,
knowledge commons thrive on effectively designed institutions. And good design
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turns on successful collective action, self-government, trust, reciprocity, an active
community and appropriate rules, which evolve, they are readjusted over time, they
are well understood and enforced (Ostrom & Hess 2011: 12, 52).
2.2.4. Ostrom’s commons beyond the small scale and the ‘natural:’ b) polycentricity
Scale is a second major issue for any attempt at drawing broader political lessons for
the prospects of collective self-governance by perusing Ostrom’s work on CPRs,
which has been primarily centered on small-scale systems administered by 50 to
15000 persons (Ostrom 1990: 26). David Harvey (2011: 102; see also Harvey 2012:
69-70) has made this point quite tersely:
Most of her [Ostrom’s] examples, however, involve as few as a hundred or so
appropriators. Anything much larger (her largest case involved fifteen thousand
users) required a ‘nested hierarchical’ structure of decision making, rather than
direct negotiations between individuals. There is, clearly, an unanalyzed ‘scale
problem’ at work here... As we ‘jump scales’...the whole nature of the commonproperty problem and the prospects of finding a solution change dramatically.
What looks like a good way to resolve problems at one scale does not hold at
another scale. Even worse, good solutions at one scale (say, the local) do not
necessarily aggregate up, or cascade down, to make for good solutions at another
scale (say, the global).
A host of relevant studies (Dowsley 2008, Carlsson & Sandström 2008, Ostrom &
Andersson 2008) make the case that the non-hierarchical, direct communal selfadministration of vital ecosystems does not operate effectively on higher and multiple
scales. Accordingly, it has been objected that the valuable insights gained from the
collective self-organization of small-scale economies cannot translate into solutions
for large-scale problems without resorting to hierarchical organization (Harvey 2012:
70)
Ostrom has come to grips with the question of scale and complex eco-social systems
by elaborating on the idea of ‘polycentric governance’ (Ostrom 2010a; 2010b, Ostrom
& Andersson 2008, Ostrom & McGinnis 2012). ‘Polycentricity’ encapsulates the
quasi-systemic interaction of multiple centers of decision-making in a diverse
complex of public and private agencies, which engage together in the production of
public services –such as the management of water basins and water supply- in
metropolitan areas. Insofar as they take each other into account, they collaborate and
they have recourse to central mechanisms for conflict resolution, they may fit together
into a ‘system’ with internal cohesion and with consistent, predictable patterns of
interaction (Ostrom 2010b: 643).
The notion of polycentric governance was set forth in Vincent Ostrom’s early
inquiries into resource management in the Western U.S., in the 1960s (Ostrom &
McGinnis 2012: 15). V. Ostrom defined polycentricity as follows:
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‘Polycentric’ connotes many centers of decision-making which are formally
independent of each other .... To the extent that they take each other into account
in competitive relationships, enter into various contractual and cooperative
undertakings or have recourse to central mechanisms to resolve conflicts, the
various political jurisdictions...may function in a coherent manner with consistent
and predictable patterns of interacting behavior (Ostrom et al. 1961: 831).
The essential defining characteristics of a polycentric political system is one
where many officials and decision structures are assigned relatively autonomous
prerogatives to determine, enforce and alter legal relationships. No office or
decision structure has an ultimate monopoly over the legitimate use of force in a
polycentric political system (Ostrom 1972: 4).
The term had been coined by Michael Polanyi to name a system of many decision
centers, which command limited but autonomous powers and operate under an
overarching framework of rules (Aligica & Tarko 2012: 257). Polycentric governance
consists in a complex combination of various levels and diverse types of organization
drawn from the public, the private and the voluntary sector with overlapping
responsibilities and capacities. It brings together multiple governing authorities on
different scales, which are not directed by a central dominant unit (Ostrom 2008:
552).
In their earlier scholarship, polycentric governance was situated in metropolitan areas
and it concerned primarily the provision of public services. Citizens were regarded as
customers who ‘vote with their feet.’ Incorporated local communities could contract
larger producers for this provision. Hence, private corporations, voluntary
associations, municipal or other state authorities and community organizations can
play critical roles in a polycentric regime, even if they have not been officially
assigned their tasks (Ostrom 2010b: 643-644, Ostrom & McGinnis 2012: 15, Ostrom,
Tiebout & Warren 1961).
Polycentricity is not reducible to a federal system, which can consist of a sequence of
neatly nested and circumscribed jurisdictions on the local, regional, national etc.
levels. By contrast, polycentric networks typically involve crosscutting jurisdictions
across the different levels or regions, for instance, an agency managing a river basin
that runs across different states. The concept of polycentricity presaged thus later
notions of networked governance, in which public authorities contract with private
firms to produce public goods, but it remains at a remove from conventional
understandings of network governance. In a polycentric arrangement, adaptations do
not emanate automatically from complex dynamics, and central authorities are not a
dominant coordinating actor. ‘Polycentricity requires a delicate balancing act between
strategic entrepreneurship and emergent dynamics and weaves an ever-changing web
of cooperation and competition among its many components’ (Ostrom & McGinnis
2012: 15-16). These components comprise ‘multiple public and private
organizations,’ which jointly affect collective costs and benefits (Ostrom 2012b: 355).
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The polycentric analytic lens discerns how direct interactions between individuals
who handle an ecosystem in a local setting are embedded in larger contexts of social,
economic, political settings and ecological systems. An adequate comprehension of
‘action situations’ on the micro-level calls thus for a rigorous mapping of their links
with broader contextual variables. We should consider how local actors are ‘nested’ in
larger political systems and we should investigate how different actors at different
scales –local, regional, national, global- interact and influence each other’s decisionmaking (Ostrom 2010b: 662-663, Ostrom & Andersson 2008: 74). In larger resources
with many members, ‘nested enterprises’ that range from small to large enable agents
to resolve problems which crop up at different scales. Small, face-to-face
communities can resolve several everyday issues, while larger organizational settings
can remedy ‘externalities’ from one group to another. The larger organizations can
buttress the local self-rule of natural settings by providing accurate information, by
setting up arenas for the discovery of problems and conflict-resolution, by coping
with large-scale resources, and by supporting local monitoring mechanisms (Ostrom
& Basurto 2008: 26, Ostrom 2012: 82). Α polycentric order authorizes smaller units
to adapt to local circumstances general rules which have been laid down at a large
system level (Ostrom 1996: 1082).
Constructive cross-scale linkages and mutual aid between community management
and larger, external authorities are often a prerequisite for local self-rule. If local
institutions are not sanctioned by larger regimes, the establishment of enforceable
local rules becomes risky and tenuous. Higher levels of government may also assist
grassroots communities on lower levels to wither exogenous shocks. On the other
hand, local actors are likely to violate rules for the use of local resources which have
been imposed by external authorities without consultation with the communities
concerned (Ostrom & Basurto 2008: 27-28).
In a polycentric template with complex, interconnected webs of multiple interactions
at different scales, both the active involvement of local users in the administration of
resources and governments play a key function in handling CPR problems.
Polycentric governance implies that ‘national officials’ work with local and regional
officials, NGOs and local communities to attain the best outcome. Each unit within a
polycentric arrangement exercises considerable discretion in setting rules and norms
within a certain field -a family, a firm, a local family, a region, a state or an
international system. All participants can benefit from the local knowledge, the
experiments and the learning experiences of other actors who operate in the
polycentric network. Larger units can help tackle problems which stem from free
riders, local ‘tyrants,’ inappropriate discrimination, major investment and
infrastructures for new scientific information and innovation. Action at multiple
scales, mutual monitoring, learning and adaptation make for better strategies over
time. This is the strategic political merit of self-organized polycentric regimes
(Ostrom 2010a: 552, 556). In a polycentric assemblage, different authorities and
communities whose knowledge and government are geared to various scales can
intercourse with and complement each other, providing back-up mechanisms which
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can offset imperfections and failures at any levels. Hence, the complexity, the
adaptability and the innovative capacity of polycentric governance can match the
complexity of social and ecological systems (Ostrom & Andersson 2008: 71-75).
If we create a polycentric system, then it retains many of the benefits of locallevel systems because there are people at a local level making decisions about
many of the rules. But it also adds overlapping units to help monitor
performance, obtain reliable information and cope with large-scale resources.
Indeed, I argue very strongly for the need for polycentric institutions to cope
with climate change (Ostrom 2012: 82).
In her latest work, Ostrom took issue with any simple-minded advocacy for fully
decentralizing the governance of resource ecosystems. She voiced her scepticism over
the ‘decentralization euphoria’ in the 1990s, whereby resource governance was
devolved to the municipal level in nearly sixty, mainly non-industrialized, countries.
Such decentralizing policies have produced a very mixed record. In certain cases,
reforms tended to reinforce local elites to the detriment of collective interests. In
effect, local self-organization can be dominated by local elites who manipulate rules
as instruments of self-interest. Local communities may fail to self-organize due to
internal conflicts and lack of trust or leadership, or they may fail to manage efficiently
the complexity of the design task (Ostrom & Andersson 2008: 73-75, Ostrom 2005:
220). From this state of affairs Ostrom draws a political morale against simple and
full decentralization and in favor of polycentric governance regimes. These systems
are commendable because they are equipped with back-up institutions at both higher
and lower tiers, which can offset imperfections that are likely to arise at all levels.
A governance regime allocating capacities and duties in ways which counterbalance
perverse incentives and information deficiencies at one level with positive incentives
and adequate information at another is considered able to yield better outputs than
either fully decentralized or highly centralized structures (Ostrom & Andersson 2008:
74). Polycentric regimes are grounded in self-organized local communities, availing
themselves of the vernacular knowledge, the commitment and the energies of
grassroots communities. But polycentric networks afford also external, higher-level
mechanisms for the resolution of conflicts among local users. Furthermore, they
introduce flows of scientific knowledge which enable interactive complex learning in
dealing with complex systems.
Ostrom has argued that polycentric governance can cogently meet the challenges of
higher and multiple scales, beyond the local level and small communities, facing up
even to global collective action problems, such as the reduction of greenhouse gases
around the world (Ostrom 2008). It is in this context that her polycentric politics
redresses the balance in favor of communal self-organization by insisting that even in
coping with global issues, such as climate change, global-level institutions are
necessary but not sufficient.
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Local self-management is an essential ingredient of a global solution that would be
devised within a truly polycentric arrangement, which bands together city
governments and community organizations. This is so because local actions
contribute considerably to greenhouse emissions. Hence, in order to limit greenhouse
emissions, governments need to rely on the willing cooperation and commitment of
citizens if they want to avoid high enforcement costs. A commitment to reducing
individual emissions is pivotal to a global effort to cope with climate change. Forging
such a commitment can be more effectively pursued at small to medium scales which
are linked together with several information networks (Ostrom 2008: 551-553; 2010a:
556). In her own words:
The familiar slogan ‘Think Globally but Act Locally’ hits right at the dilemma
facing all inhabitants of the world. To solve climate change in the long run, the
day-to-day activities of individuals, families, firms, communities, and
governments at multiple levels must change substantially.... The problem of
collective action does not disappear once a policy to deal with an externality is
made by a government. Even government policies need to rely to a great extent
on willing cooperation by citizens (Ostrom 2010a: 551).
2.2.5. Ostrom’s commons beyond the small scale and the ‘natural:’ c) institutional
analysis
To gain a fuller grasp of Ostrom’s conception of the commons as complex and diverse
systems and to seize the importance of the institutional framing of the commons –or
the commons as instituted systems- it is necessary, finally, to attend to her
Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD; Ostrom 2005).
Discarding any simple-minded individualism and naturalism, the cornerstone of the
IAD theoretical framework lies in the thesis that institutions affect the incentives and
expectations of individuals and their resultant behavior in various action situations
(Ostrom 2005: 9, 132-133). Institutions are thus a fundamental variable in explaining
human conduct and the commons. By ‘institutions’ Ostrom intends mainly the rules
which guide behavior and interaction in various structured situations, from the family
to markets and governments at all scales. These rules configure the context of choices
open to individuals, the constraints and opportunities they face. They are authored by
individuals themselves at a deeper or higher level of interaction (Ostrom 2005: 3).
The IAD framework aspires to account for individual conduct and interactions by
distilling the universal components of all action situations.
The center of gravity in the IAD institutional analysis is the ‘action arena,’ in which
participants interact, they are influenced by exogenous variables and they produce
outcomes which feed back onto the actors and the action situation. The ‘action arena’
contains participants and an ‘action situation,’ which is made up of actors, positions,
outcomes, the control that actors exercise, types of information, costs and benefits
attached to different actions and outcomes, and action-outcomes connections. The
action situation constitutes the social space in which actors with diverse preferences
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act in relation to one another, they exchange goods and services, they dominate or
they fight one another (Ostrom 2005: 14-15). From a political slant, one should note
that Ostrom (2005: 32-33) identifies control and power over others as a building block
of any action situation. Equally significant in political terms is her insistence that
power and opportunities can be unequally distributed among individuals in different
settings (Ostrom 2005: 33, 50)
The basic structure of an action arena is shaped by three clusters of variables, all of
which impact the action situation: 1) the rules-in-use which order the relationships of
actors, 2) the attributes of the biophysical world, such as excludability, subtractability,
the size of a resource, the mobility of its units, and 3) the attributes of the broader
community in which a certain action arena is placed, including the history of prior
interactions, the homogeneity or heterogeneity of main attributes, the values, the
knowledge and social capital of members (Ostrom 2005: 15, 23, 26; 2010b: 646-647).
‘Rules, the biophysical and material world, and the nature of the community all
jointly affect the types of actions that individuals can take, the benefits and the costs
of these actions and potential outcomes’ (Ostrom 2005: 16). The ensuing interactions,
relations and outcomes are evaluated by participants, and they feed back on external
variables and the action situation. Hence the complexity and variability of the system
(Ostrom 2010b: 647). The microcontexts of specific action situations are embedded in
larger socio-ecological systems (Ostrom 2010b: 661).
Furthermore, the rules which regulate an action arena operate on multiple levels.
Operational rules govern the provision and production of goods, impacting directly on
the everyday decisions made by actors in any setting. Collective-choice rules
determine who is eligible to be a participant and the rules to be followed in contriving
and revising operational rules. Constitutional-choice rules state who is eligible to be a
participant and the rules to be employed in setting the collective-choice rules. All
these categories of rules are instituted by actors and can be altered by them, but
change proceeds at different paces on each level (Ostrom 2005: 58-59).
A paramount political insight of her complex classification of institutional rules is that
social actors are capable of modifying the structure of the situations in which they
find themselves by revising the very rules which constitute the structure, through
reflection, conflict and reorganization. Actors do not only make choices within given
situations and in accord with their fixed opportunities and constraints. They also make
choices about situations and the different sets of rules that may order them (Ostrom
2005: 33-34, 62-65, 132-133). This capacity for conscious and reflective selflegislation underpins the capacity of individuals to collectively self-organize and
govern themselves. ‘Learning to craft rules that attract and encourage individuals who
share norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness, or who learn them over time, is a
fundamental skill needed in all democratic societies’ (Ostrom 2005: 133).
Ostrom’s institutional theory (2005: 220-223, 236, 239) holds in store further alterpolitical lessons for democratic practice, which commend pluralism and ongoing
experimentation in order to improve structures and policies through trial and error. A
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major empirical finding of her institutional research is the diversity of existing
institutional arrangements which structure common pool management. Moreover,
many action situations crystallizing around collective resources are nonlinear,
complex systems (Ostrom 2005: 239, 255-256). Systemic nonlinear complexity results
from a multiplicity of factors, which intermesh and interact to co-produce a certain
social, ecological or eco-social network, in ways which are not fully fixed in advance
and can bring forth new, ‘emergent’ phenomena and situations. A ‘large number of
components…combine in a nonadditive fashion’ and ‘innovations in strategies
adopted by participants or changes in the environment…will produce unexpected
results’ (Ostrom 2005: 255).
Complexity may be attached to the ecological system itself (such as the oceans), to
linked social systems which function at different scales of aggregation, or to the
interaction between ecological and social systems. Complex systems set limits to any
attempt to gain full knowledge of their functioning and development. Uncertainty
stems from the unpredictability of outcomes engendered by non-linear causal relations
in ecological systems, from the indeterminacy of institutional arrangements which
leave open wide space for choice and make each individual’s outcome conditional
upon the action taken by others, and from the complex interplays between social and
ecological systems (Ostrom 2005: 48-49, Van Laerhoven & Ostrom 2007: 11-12).
Such complex wholes escape any effort to completely control and sovereignly
manage them (Byrne & Callaghan 2014).
By broaching the commons as complex, non-linear and diverse systems, Ostrom
effectively pioneered the contemporary ‘systemic turn’ in commons theory (see
Bollier & Helfrich 2019, De Angelis 2017a). Thereby, she laid the groundwork for a
richer and refined paradigm of the commons and commons governance, which is in
tune with the democratic alter-political Zeitgeist of our times and its embedding of
politics, self-rule and human-nature relations in interacting, multi-scalar wholes (see
the Report 1. The Political, section 1.11).
The political takeaways from Ostrom’s IAD construction of the commons are that we
should ‘dedicate more time and effort to the understanding of complexity, uncertainty
and institutions’ (Van Laerhoven & Ostrom 2007: 11); that our knowledge about
institutions and politics is bound to remain inconclusive; and there are no unique
‘optimal solutions’ to political questions and collective action problems. ‘Challenge
one…is the panacea problem. We need to get away from thinking about very broad
terms that do not give us specific detail’ (Ostrom 2012: 70).
Any political decisions and institutional artifices should be always viewed as partial,
limited and provisional experiments, which need to be evaluated and amended over
time. This is a lecture against dogmatism, perfectionism, the politics of ‘universal’
truths and global blueprints. The IAD frame of political thought counsels democratic
openness, flexibility, variability and pragmatism. It hones our awareness of permanent
imperfection and uncertainty, but also alerts us to the ‘immense creativity of
individuals coming from all stations of life living in all parts of the world’ and the
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‘incredible diversity of rules that individuals have adopted’ (Ostrom 2005: 223). It
troubles the assumption that ‘organization itself requires central direction’ (Ostrom
2005: 240; emphasis in the original). Self-imposed rules that reflect the needs, the
interests and the knowledge of local people and are modified by them over time are
more likely to be observed (Ostrom 2005: 264).
The IAD theory kindles, thus, reasonable scepticism and modesty, tolerance, respect
of diversity and dialogue. It pleads for political processes that make room for the
reactivation of collective creativity, recurrent political struggle, reflection and revision
through trial and error in collective decision-making. The aim is to ‘increase the
opportunities for adaptation and learning in a changing and uncertain world’ (Ostrom
2005: 257). ‘Institutions must be designed to allow for adaptation because some
current understanding is likely to be wrong, the required scale of organization can
shift, the biophysical and social systems change’ (Ostrom & Hess 2011: 68; see also
Ostrom 2005: 132, 220-223, 236, 239, 254-255).
2.2.6. Querying the political in Ostrom’s take on the commons: a) communal closure
Drawing a fuller and nuanced balance of Ostrom’s vision of the commons helps to
rebut any facile charges of political naiveté or narrowness. Nevertheless, several such
criticisms carry much force. An exclusionary, homogeneous idea of the community
and a feeble sense of hegemonic power relations, political antagonisms and the virtues
of conflict in democratic politics vitiate Ostrom’s alter-politics of the commons.
These limitations, together with the narrow ambit of participatory government in her
politics of the commons and her accommodating dispositions towards the state and
the market, take away from the value of her vision of the commons for transformative
democratic politics, without, however, annulling this value.
To begin with, the communities of the commons in her paradigm, that is, the
communities which self-manage CPRs, are homogeneous, closely knit, internally
unified and demarcated by clearly fixed boundaries. Set boundaries are a ‘design
principle’ of successful, enduring, ecological commons. The members of the relevant
communities cling to their land and to one another (Ostrom 1990: 88-89, 166, 185;
2008).
There is no denying that small, unified and bounded communities can efficiently selfgovern their collective assets. However, in the contemporary world of culturally
diverse societies, highly heterogeneous urban populations, increasing migration flows
and refugee crises, this model of community is not only inapt for any political
initiative which longs for egalitarian democracy. It is dangerous, as it projects an
imaginary ‘ideal’ of a closely knit, homogeneous community which fans the flames of
xenophobia and drives national and other communities to erect or consolidate walls
around them, as they become anxious to uphold their identity by keeping out foreign
‘others’ or by expelling ‘deviants’ who depart from the orthodox, uniform norms of
the community.
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Ostrom’s picture of the community of the commons, empirically valid as it may be, is
out of synch with a globalized, interconnected, highly diverse and mobile world. In
such a world, communities which adhere to equal freedom should remain open to
others, plural and variable. They should share their resources and display solidarity
beyond differences, allowing for creativity and singularity while respecting equality
and agitating for justice. They should resist drives towards homogenization, totality
and atomization. This figure of an open community of plural singularities has been
laid out by the existentialist philosophies of Jean-Lyc Nancy, Giorgio Agamben and
Roberto Esposito, and it stands diametrically opposed to Ostrom’s bounded and
unified communities.
Nancy, Agamben and Esposito have argued, indeed, that the fusion of atoms in a
unified and closed collective spells the ruin of community as relations of singularities.
The aspiration to a community which embodies a unified totality animates the logic of
totalitarianism, which devastates community as a primary aperture and relation
(Esposito 2013: 15, 17, 29-30, Nancy 1991: 12, 35). These post-Heideggerian
philosophers have conceptualized ways of tying social knots which overcome both
fragmentation and the exclusions of closed communities. They envision collective
convergences which bring together a plurality of singularities without enclosing them
in organic totalities, predefined models and fixed boundaries –ethnic, cultural,
ideological or any other (Nancy 1991; 2000, Agamben 1993, Esposito, 2013). Such
relations feature ‘inessential commonalities,’ in which differences can act in concert
without fusing together (Agamben 1993: 86-87).
Nancy has thought through community in terms of a basic ontology of existence,
which is primarily a ‘being-in-common’ with others, an originary plurality of beings
in the world (Nancy 2000: 12). Nancy takes his bearings from Heidegger’s
philosophy and its claim that being-with –Mitsein- is essential to existence itself –
Dasein (Nancy 2000: xv, 25-26, 93, 41). Such a community is divested of definite
and permanent essence(s). It is, rather, a coming together of plural singularities. It is a
mode of contiguity and contact between multiple singularities (Nancy 2000: 5-7;
1991: xxxvii-xxxviii). Singularities are ‘infraindividual. It is never the case that I have
met Pierre or Marie per se, but I have met him or her in such and such a ‘‘form’’, in
such and such a ‘‘state,’’ in such and such a ‘‘mood,’’ and so on’ (Nancy 2000: 8).
A plural community without essence is devoid of a proper substance of common
Being –of the people, the nation or generic humanity. It cannot be reduced to a unified
totality, an Idea, a Subject or a Concept (Nancy 2000: 47, 54-55, 59-60, 146; 1991:
xxxviii-xl). Community is just a relation among a plurality of singularities (Nancy
1991: 4, 6). Community happens, it is an act of association which stages a space of
co-appearance and relations. It is a mélange, a dialogue of plural voices, encounters,
reciprocal action open to diversity and change, a praxis of sharing, a network of
singularities which touch each other without melting together. Hence, what we share
in community is essentially a lack of identity (‘finitude’), and the variable limits that
render us singular while carving out a space between us.
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Nancy’s imagery of the community reaches beyond mainstream ideas of both organic
community and modern society. An intimate, organic community (the first Christian
communities, the Athenian polis etc.) would be held together by tight and harmonious
ties after the model of family and love, while society is typically identified with ‘a
simple association and division of forces and needs’ (Nancy 1991: 9, 76). Nancy’s
‘being-singular-plural’ breaks thus both with the nostalgia for a lost community (in
Rousseau, Hegel and other modern philosophers) and with a structure of modern
‘society’ whose advent supposedly dissolved communitarian intimacy into an
aggregation of separate atoms (Nancy 1991: 9-10; 2000). Hence, Nancy’s thinking of
the ‘common’ could help to envision a politics of solidarity and coalescence amidst
plurality and openness.
The community of plural singularities is not only an ontology, it is also ‘an ethos and
a praxis’ (Nancy 2000: 65; emphasis in the original). Being-with is inclined thus
towards a politics that opens community to the ongoing sharing of multiplicity, the
interweaving of singularities that resist completion and fixity (Nancy 1991: 80-81).
Such a community is poised against atomization and totality, homogenization, fusion,
sovereignty, the sacrifice to a Cause, the realization of a fixed identity of soil, blood,
community or self (Nancy 1997: 9-91, 103-107, 122).
In a similar vein, taking his cues from Martin Heidegger and George Bataille,
Esposito (2013) has contemplated community as an originary opening to the others
and an escape from the self (Esposito 2013: 25, 44). Community is a transcendental
condition of our existence, which calls on us to uphold it by opposing the collapse of
community into its opposite: closure to otherness, identity and fusion (Esposito 2013:
14, 29, 36). As in Nancy, community is a pure relation that joins multiple subjects
without forming a subject or an entity and without tying bonds of belonging around
language, soil and ethnicity (Esposito 2013: 29, 38, 48, 53; 2010: 15-16, 135-138).
Community exposes everyone to an irreducible alterity. The common does not pertain
thus to an authentic and proper self, but to the improper, to what is general,
anonymous, undetermined by any essence, race or sex (Esposito 2013: 29-30, 45-46).
Esposito associates community with an original ‘munus’ and with processes of
immunization (Esposito 2013: 48-49; 2011: 5-6, 9). The Latin etymology of
community derives the common from munus, which signifies obligation and gift
(communitas: cum+munus). What binds us together is a reciprocal gift and a duty
which obligate us to the others, enjoining us to care for them in a non-invasive way
(Esposito 2013:14, 18, 25-26, 48-49). Community destabilizes thus the boundaries of
the person, exposing them to contagion by others. This exposure engenders risks and
fears, stimulating counter-processes of immunization. ‘Whereas communitas opens,
exposes, and turns individuals inside out, freeing them to their exteriority, immunitas
returns individuals to themselves, encloses them once again in their own skin’
(Esposito 2013: 49). Through immunity, individual or collective entities close in upon
themselves and seek to relieve themselves of their obligations towards others,
conserving their ‘essence’ as owners of their selves (Esposito 2013: 38-43, 48-49;
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2011: 2-5, 44, 154-155). Immunization in its diverse manifestations defines the
historical moment we live (Esposito 2013: 58).
The logic of immunity incites political fundamentalism, nationalism, racism and
fascism. Hence, according to Esposito (2013: 55-6), the challenge for the politics of
community today is to counter this logic. Against the dynamics of immunization, we
should embrace, then, a singular and plural logic in which differences are affirmed as
the bond that holds the world together, living and enacting a global system of
differences (Esposito 2013: 65, 71-74). Esposito’s ‘affirmative biopolitics’ would
connect a diversity of impersonal singularities rather than individuals caught up in
exclusionary identities. Singularities are internally multiple, impure, and they liaise
with external multiplicities. Impersonal singularity breaks through static barriers and
identities, constituting a unique being which is both singular and plural (Esposito
2012: 145, 150-151).
Finally, Giorgio Agamben has pondered, too, the themes of the singular and the
common in order to outline a politics of improper singularity in another communityto-come. Singularities appear and act in common without holding on to any
determinate identity or belonging (Agamben 1993: 86-7, 105). Pure singularities that
communicate with each other but are divested of any common property are ‘the
exemplars of the coming community’ (Agamben 1993: 11). Such singularities are
‘whatever.’ They appear and they act in particular manners. But these manners are
indeterminate and variable, open to new possibilities (Agamben 1993: 2, 19, 29, 44,
57).
If ‘humans were to succeed in belonging to impropriety as such… a singularity
without identity...only the thus, their singular exteriority and their face, then they
would for the first time enter into a community without presuppositions and without
subjects’ (Agamben 1993: 65; emphasis in the original). According to Agamben, this
is the political task of our times: to pick out the features that will enable contemporary
human beings to survive as singularities which are only the faces and the modes of
being that they expose each time, and which communicate only this variable
exteriority, rather than any internal essence or abiding predicate (Agamben 1993: 65,
93-94).
A community of singularities figures an ‘inessential commonality, a solidarity that in
no way concerns an essence’ (Agamben 1993: 18; emphasis in the original). This
community is what takes place among the singularities, their communication, which
does not unite them in an identity but scatters them in existence (Agamben 1993: 19).
The common place of singularities is a space of ‘ease,’ an empty place in which they
can move freely and approximate each other at an opportune time (Agamben 1993:
25). The politics of whatever singularity is thus devoid of determinate content. It is a
common appearance, action and pure co-belonging that refuse to vindicate any
identity which can be represented in the State. Hence, the ‘novelty of the coming
politics is that it will no longer be a struggle for the conquest or control of the State,
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but….an insurmountable disjunction between whatever singularity and the State
organization’ (Agamben 1993: 85).
Political communities can converge around institutions, values, shared practices and
interactions rather than around common ethnicity, race, cultural homogeneity etc.
Their limits can remain contestable, mutable and porous, subject to an enduring
contestation of any exclusions they entail along the lines of class, age, race, culture,
nation, gender, or any other category, when the overarching value is egalitarian
freedom for all. But, beyond Nancy’s, Esposito’s and Agamben’s existential analytic,
political collectives which are located in particular spatiotemporal contexts cannot or
should not be completely unbounded. This holds true of self-governing communities
which feed off a particular ecosystem, and of political communities more broadly.
Ecosystems, such as the forests and fisheries which drew Ostrom’s attention, are
finite. Τheir unlimited harvesting by a boundless crowd devastates them. Political
communities that make binding decisions for themselves need to ensure that their
members abide by mutual commitments, they assume reciprocal duties and they
exercise responsibly their political power under the constraints of mutual long-term
interests. All these terms of effective self-government set limits to who can be
admitted as a citizen endowed with equal political rights and duties. Accordingly, a
vision of open and plural commons should not catapult us directly in a boundless
community in all cases. But it should definitely push up against the walls of Ostrom’s
closed communities. Free and egalitarian civic commons should conduct rather a
‘constant boundary negotiation,’ redrawing, shifting and expanding borders in order
to respond to continuing mobility and the ampler social differentiation of cultural
identities, needs, abilities and political persuasions in late modern societies
(Dellenbaugh et al. 2015: 19).
It is only at a late stage and at the margins of her analysis that Ostrom evinced a dim
awareness of the vexing questions of closure and exclusion from self-organized
commons. Hence, among the risks and limitations of highly decentralized systems,
she also listed ‘inappropriate discrimination,’ which is based on the use of ‘identity
tags’ attached to ascribed characteristics that are not related to the trustworthiness of
persons. Such discrimination bans some individuals from access to the sources of
productive endeavors. It can be countered by larger governmental units within a
polycentric configuration (Ostrom 2005: 282-283). Of course, these scant remarks fall
short of reimagining community beyond totalizing homogeneity and rigid
exclusionary bounds.
2.2.7. Querying the political in Ostrom’s template of the commons: b) the limits of
naturalism
A further objection as to the relevance of Ostrom’s commons for a contemporary
project of democratic change is that she refuses to make the commons into ‘a general
principle for the reorganization of society’ (Dardot & Laval 2014: 155). Her narrow
objectives are explicitly restricted to recognizing institutional diversity and to
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restoring the commons within this diversity, alongside market and state institutions.
‘The construction of the commons imposes itself in certain particular situations, for
certain specific goods, and this does not put at all into question the rationality of the
markets or the state’ (Dardot & Laval 2014: 155; my translation).
Ostrom is neither anticapitalist nor anti-statist. This is indeed the case (see section
2.2.1. here above). But it is a political choice which Ostrom sets out to vindicate by
eloquently disputing the validity of panaceas and uniform blueprints in matters
political (see section 2.2.5. here above). Moreover, her own unwillingness to
generalize need not prevent others from doing so by trying to visualize and realize the
logic of the communal self-government of CPRs at multiple layers and in diverse
social fields. Such a scaling-out and scaling-up need not run counter to Ostrom’s
cautions against uniform blueprints. Collective, participatory self-government can and
should be enacted through a wide variety of institutional arrangements which are
tailored to different eco-social contexts.
What would seem to stand in the way of such an amplification from within Ostrom’s
line of reasoning is her alleged ‘naturalism’ or ‘resource-centered’ outlook on the
commons (see Dardot & Laval 2014: 155-165, Dellenbaugh et al. 2015, De Angelis
2017a: 42). Her studies firmly locate self-governing commons in particular types of
resources and communities: small-size groups and CPRs. CPRs yield benefits from
which it is difficult to exclude potential beneficiaries. At the same time, the use of a
CPR system by a certain beneficiary reduces the resource units available to other
users (Ostrom & Hess 2011: 8-9, Ostrom 2005: 22-26).
For different kind of goods (private and public) as well as for larger societies, market
competition and multi-level state administration seem more fitting in her view (see
e.g. Poteete, Janssen & Ostrom 2010: 221-221, Ostrom & Andersson 2008, Ostrom
2012: 70). Her explicit thesis is that the natural attributes of different goods and
resources, along with the size of the population, dictate particular modalities of social
and political organization. This precludes in principle a dispersion of the commons
principle of collective autonomy, confining direct collective self-government
exclusively to CPRs and small, homogeneous communities (see Ostrom 2005: 22-26;
2008). To be a common good is a property of a thing which is subtractable and
exhibits a low degree of excludability, like a forest. In consequence, it is not up to
communities to assign social meanings and properties to things and to make thus
common a good, such as a health system, which is both subtractable and excludable,
but could be self-managed by communities in inclusionary ways (De Angelis 2017a:
42-45). This mindset evidently blocks the diffusion of the commons across social
fields, activities and goods.
A resource system sets conditions for an action situation (Ostrom 2012: 71).
In very small groups, those affected are usually able to discuss their preferences
and constraints on a face-to-face basis and to reach a rough consensus. In larger
groups, decisions about infrastructure are apt to be made through mechanisms
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such as voting or the delegation of authority to public officials (Ostrom 2005:
25).
This picture gets complicated, however, if we recall that Ostrom herself extended
eventually her institutional construction of the commons to the ‘knowledge commons’
(Ostrom & Hess 2011), whose ‘natural’ attributes diverge widely from the ecological
commons. Knowledge commons are nonrivalrous and nondepletable goods, and they
flourish in heterogeneous communities of potentially global dimensions. The hallmark
that they share with the commons of nature is that they are jointly used, and they are
self-governed according to rules instituted by self-organized groups which intend to
resolve ‘social dilemmas’ of enclosure and exploitation. It would seem, thus, that in
this field Ostrom broke with the apparent naturalism and her narrow circumscription
of the commons, allowing in theory for their wider spread. She came to acknowledge
that what singles out the commons is not a particular type of resource and community
but the very institution of self-government and self-regulation (Dardot & Laval 2014:
160-165).
Forsaking any naturalistic limitation to set types of goods and communities is, indeed,
an ideological and practical condition for any political project that is out to further the
commons across multiple social relations as an alternative to market and state logics
of organization. It is required in order to think the commons politically as a mode of
self-organization and a social practice of ‘commoning,’ which configures the specific
ways of using, creating and allocating collective resources. Hence, the commons can
expand beyond self-organization for the collective allocation of goods which are then
individually appropriated, as in the case of Ostrom’s CPRs, in which grazing lands
etc. are collectively allocated to different users for individual use on collectively
agreed terms (Ostrom 1990: 26-29, 58-88).
Beyond this type of distribution, communities may decide to enjoy in common a
certain good, by sharing, for instance, food in a common pot, whereas other common
goods, such as a city square, may not be individually appropriated. Such communities
do not only self-organize in common. They also self-organize for the common by
openly sharing collective goods, from food to urban spaces. These patterns of
commoning burst beyond the bounds foisted on thought and action by market
competition, individual property and commodity production, which still beset the
CPR’s logic of individual appropriation and competition. They help also to transcend
communal closure and exclusions as they blur the divisions between authorized users
and non-users of a resource (Fournier 2013: 440-450).
However, a politicization of the commons beyond any narrow naturalism need not go
to the other –voluntarist and idealist- extreme by vesting political institutions with
omnipotence, while reducing ecological, economic and technological variables to
irrelevance. One can acknowledge, along with Ostrom, that material terms condition
social self-organization and self-governance, and that groups and societies need to
rigorously reckon with them. But, against what Ostrom seems to imply in some of her
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arguments, these conditions do not fully preempt the repertoire of possible
institutional arrangements, prescribing e.g. state administration or market competition
as the most suitable forms for specific types of goods and scales of social being. On
the contrary, the inventory of potential institutional configurations is open and
essentially unknown beforehand. So, there is plenty of room for trial and experiment
with the diverse commons in any social field.
The grounds of this socio-material amenability to political struggle and transformation
are uncovered in a key political insight of Ostrom, which occupies center stage in
alter-political theory and activity. Social agents exercise the ‘artisanship of crafting
rules’ in innovative ways and with unforeseen results (Ostrom 2005: 63-65, 133).
Creative agency bears also the capacity for inventing new technologies that can
play a huge role in the robustness or vulnerability or a commons. New
technologies can enable the capture of what were once free and open public
goods. This has been the case with the development of most ‘global commons,’
such as the deep seas, the atmosphere…(Ostrom & Hess 2011: 10).
Accordingly, novel institutions and technologies can empower social actors to
overcome any pre-existing social or material bounds and to figure out new,
facilitating (or constraining) conditions for an egalitarian common self-governance. It
is this capacity of political agents to bring into being new things and institutions
which underlies the capacity for alter-politics, that is, for other, different and new
ways of doing politics and arranging social relations.
Furthermore, Ostrom’s ‘resource-centric’ view is bound to a value-horizon and
cosmology of Western modernity that separate objects from subjects, turning earth,
animals and the rest of nature into ‘resources’ to be exploited for profit or for other
human purposes (De Angelis 2017a: 132-134). This resource-based worldview has
come in for intense criticism from the standpoint of political ecology and broader
social values. Commoning begets social value which exceeds the terms of greater
efficiency and payoffs in the use of certain natural resources. In collective activities
around nature and social infrastructure, participation, sharing, reciprocity, living
together and social cheerfulness stand out as partly autonomous additional values on
top of the mere use and preservation of resources. Furthermore, for the Zapatistas and
indigenous cultures across the world, ‘mother earth’ is the source of life, which is
worthy of respect, protection, care, and calls for a deep rupture with the modern
ideology of man the master of the planet. Animals, water and forests are seen as living
beings and as a type of subjectivity, with which human societies should relate in
proportionate and equitable ways. Sustainability, mutual nourishment and care
between humanity and earth are, indeed, the keystone of another, ecological politics
(Aguirre Rojas 2009: 80-87).
As the Report 1. The Political has pointed out (see the section 1.11.3), the prism of
complex social systems, which Ostrom has also adopted, commends an attitude of
caution, self-restraint and humility towards the systems of nature, which are
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inextricably intertwined with social systems in our era of global warming. The
biosphere is an actor of its own, which can react to human intervention in
unpredictable ways. Nature itself is contingent, fragile, irregular, creative and
unpredictable. Hence, the earth can ‘go wild’ in response to hubristic attempts at
‘geoengineering,’ which would purportedly resolve the crises brought about by
climate change. Socio-natural loops call for radical shifts in prevailing attitudes. We
should undo linear, one-way relationships of human ‘domination,’ extraction and
maximum exploitation of other living organisms and materials, which run a brutal
roughshod over human-nature interdependencies, systemic fragility and human
finitude. Attitudes of human ‘mastery’ over nature reduce ‘things to bland substances
that can be manipulated at will without regard to unintended consequences’ (Mοrton
2016: 52). The ‘intrusive transcendence’ of Earth has rendered today ridiculous all
epic, masterful narratives of human history. We should knit, instead, synergistic,
reciprocal and metabolic bonds with natural systems, other species and landscapes,
which replenish them by recycling energy, by minimizing extraction, and by
regenerating resources and life on the planet (Morton 2016: 6-7, 37, 58-59, 159-162,
Purdy 2015: 236-237, 282, Danowski & Viveiros de Castro 2017: 117).
An alter-politics for our age of intricate intertwinements, contingency and looming
catastrophe should be future-oriented and comprehensive. It must hold together
questions of natural conservation or regeneration with questions of justice. Ecological
disasters, from coastal flooding to crises of food and water shortage, are likely to
intensify in the near future, and they are bound to be unequally distributed, ruining
firstly the poor (Purdy 2015: 6). The overarching objective for democratic other
politics would be, then, to turn eco-social crises into occasions of common
responsibility, which merge self-run, egalitarian commons and global justice with the
politics of solicitude for life on earth. ‘Nature’ itself is not a stable entity and
reference. A return to a fictional, benign earlier condition is either impossible or a
politically reactionary desire. Hence, the aim is to labor for an ‘egalitarian and
democratic production of socio-ecological commons’ (Swyngedouw 2018: 164).
Curtailing the scope of human appetites would be the object of a planet-wide politics
of self-restraint, which advances ‘a collective project of re-civilization….a technology
of slowing down, a diseconomy no longer mesmerized by the hallucination of
continuous growth, a cultural insurrection…against the zombiefication of the citizenconsumer’ (Danowski & Viveiros de Castro 2017: 97-98; emphasis in the original).
This would be an ontological politics, which reconstructs our (Western) being human
and gives birth to a new people, who have outgrown the resource-centered logic and
compose with Earth. The overcoming of the objectivist and commodifying logic
would fully chime with Ostrom’s sense of the commons as complex systems in which
nature interacts with society, and social actors possess imperfect knowledge and
mastery. Hence, Ostrom, too, counsels an awareness of permanent imperfection in
collective action, a concern with the sustainability of the natural environment,
reasonable scepticism, pragmatism, reflection and revision through trial and error in
collective decision-making.
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2.2.8 Querying the political in Ostrom’s template of the commons: c) obscuring
power and antagonisms
Core constituents of the political, such as conflict, antagonism and hegemonic power
relations, are not adequately captured and activated in Ostrom’s political thought,
which stands, thus, in need of further elaboration and deeper politicization. Her blunt
feel for the political comes into sight in her compromising attitude towards the
capitalist markets and the state, but it bears on political conflictuality and agonism
more broadly.
Both ‘traditional’ commons, which are woven around ecosystems, and the ‘new’
information and digital commons are pervaded by power relations and they have
demanded struggles for their establishment or their defense (Dellenbaugh et al. 2015:
35, Linebaugh 2008, Dardot & Laval 2014: 156). Since, at least, the 13th century in
England, the history of the commons is a legacy of relentless resistances against
socio-economic and state elites, external invasions and enclosures of the commons,
particularly during the enforcement of a new capitalist economy by the state, old
feudal lords and the rising bourgeois class. Since the 1970s, the gradual globalization
of neoliberal policies and dominance has instigated a new wave of enclosures, i.e. the
private appropriation of public and common goods, through the aggressive
privatization of land, water, energy resources, public infrastructure and services
across the world. It has also severely eroded the constitutional elements of democratic
self-government that have been operative in liberal democracies. Global neoliberalism
has co-opted governments, putting them in the service of private corporate interests,
and it has imposed financial regimes and competition which have substantially
undercut their political autonomy (Sassen 2014, Harvey 2007; 2012, Dardot & Laval
2013, Crouch 2004).
The ‘water war’ in Cochabamba, Bolivia (December 1999-April 2000), a massive
uprising against the privatization of the water supply infrastructure, which was sold
off to a multinational corporation, stands out as a landmark in the new aggressive
plunder of the eco-commons and the social battles in their defense. The Indignados
and the Occupy Wall Street movements in 2011-2012 voiced, for their part, the
mounting public outrage at the depletion of the ‘political commons’ of contemporary
democracies. Governments tend now to bow to financial interests and international
institutions rather than to the will of popular majorities. The turmoil of these older and
actual violent conflicts around the commons is mostly eclipsed in Ostrom’s largely
pacified narrative. In it, states, markets and commons can co-exist in plural systems as
different practical solutions to different problems and situations, or they even interact
and collaborate to deliver public goods in polycentric regimes, while class relations
and forces are hidden from view (see e.g. Ostrom 2010b: 643-644, Ostrom &
McGinnis 2012: 15; see also De Angelis 2017a: 156, 167-171).
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What is more, Ostrom herself took note of how the notion of a polycentric order
fleshed out by Vincent Ostrom and embraced by her fed into the increasing
‘appreciation of the critical importance of networks’ of public authorities and private
firms. In effect, this theory anticipated and synthesized the building blocks of New
Public Management: ‘entrepreneurial leadership; contracts for service delivery;
deregulation; devolution of authority to market actors’ (Ostrom & McGinnis 2012:
15). In other words, the construct of ‘polycentric governance’ does not simply cloud
over the conflictual tensions stirring between commons and markets and the related
social classes. It has acted as the Trojan horse of market expansionism and the
privatization of everything, including the commons, under neoliberal rule. V.
Ostrom’s take on polycentric regimes allowed for other considerations beyond
economic ‘utility’ and ‘efficiency’ alone, and it was not intended as a strict market
model for the supply of public goods (Ostrom 1972: 2). However, it championed
public-private partnerships in the delivery of public services, praising the virtues of
contracting and outsourcing (Ostrom & McGinnis 2012: 19-20).
for [Vincent] Ostrom, the practice of contracting out the production of public
services, whenever doing so would enable the realization of efficiencies of
scale, was an essential part of democratic administration. For many critics of
outsourcing, however, .... [it] is widely seen as somehow antidemocratic in
nature... Among the positive benefits of polycentricity touted by [Vincent]
Ostrom were such matters as increased liberty....and easier access to quasimarket arrangements that more closely approximated the efficiency of
competitive markets (Ostrom & McGinnis 2012: 21-22).
Thereby, ‘polycentricity’ paves the ideological way for neoliberal hegemony and the
neoliberal restructuring of society and the state. This set out to remodel the public
sector and, hence, the democratic state, after the market, assailing thereby public
property and the remaining islands of common property (see the Report 1. The
Political, section 1.10, Brown 2015: 35-39, 115-150).
Since the 1980’s, ‘new public management’ and neoliberal ‘governance,’ the
offshoots or replicas of Ostrom’s polycentricity, dictated the distribution of public
power among different tiers of regulation, the privatized provision of services,
increased private-public partnerships, and networks of ‘stakeholders’ for designing
and delivering public policy. ‘Governance’ supplants centralized, top-down control
with negotiation, devolution and orchestration. It reduces public politics to technical
or managerial practices of ‘problem solving’ and program implementation, displacing
thus from the realm of politics the conflict among divergent ideological perspectives
and collective deliberation about social conditions and justice (Brown 2015: 125131).
The lexicon of ‘stakeholders,’ instead of interest groups or social classes, ‘multiparty
cooperation,’ ‘guidelines,’ ‘facilitation’ rather than regulation, ‘standards’ and
‘benchmarks’ in the place of overt policing and coercion, conceal power from the
fields directed by ‘governance.’ Citizens become individual consumers of services
53

who do not undertake collective action and appear to be free from class differences
and structural inequalities. However, ‘consumer choice’ among service providers is
highly inegalitarian, since people possess different assets through which they can
exercise this choice. Τhe diffusion of ‘best practices’ of management and the priority
accorded to efficiency and financial return over justice, political values and civic
virtues blur the differences between state and capital. Neoliberal governance
economizes politics, suppressing the distinct political practice of collective
contestation, conflictual deliberation about common ends, concern with justice and
equality. The state morphs into an enterprise in the service of enterprises.
Management governed by the law of competition substitutes for administration ruled
by the principles of public law and by the particular purposes of each public
institution (Brown 2015: 125-131, 150, Dardot & Laval 2014: 228-229, 241-243, 248253).
As it promulgates a market emphasis on ‘what works,’ it eliminates from
discussion politically, ethically or otherwise normatively inflected dimensions of
policy, aiming to supersede politics with practical, technical approaches to
problems….the very idea of governance in politics emerges from a
postideological claim -‘the end of history’- to be pragmatic and solutions
oriented; it features dialogue, inclusion, and consensus, rather than power,
conflict, or opposition. Governance aims to supersede the antagonisms and
partisanship of realpolitik and democracy alike; … governance buries contestable
norms and structural situations (such as class), as well as the norms and
exclusions circulated by its procedures and decisions (Brown 2015: 131).
The collisions between capitalist markets and the commons make only rare and toneddown appearances in Elinor Ostrom’s later work. To illustrate, when she surveys the
common-pool resource literature in order to ponder the ‘challenges’ of these
commons ‘in the New Millennium,’ Ostrom draws a mixed conclusion, which
delivers a counsel to consider how the marketization of the commons could work to
their advantage. ‘[A]ccess to a market and commercialization of the commons does
not have a uniform effect’ (Dolšak & Ostrom 2003: 18). Commercialization may
unravel the social fabric of communities by instilling the principles of competition, by
exacerbating internal economic differentiations and by causing the deterioration of
environmental resources. On the other hand, access to larger markets may work to the
benefit of the commons by generating more income for local users and for
investments in the resources. Likewise, economic globalization may contribute to the
preservation of local resources by globally spreading environmental concerns (Dolšak
& Ostrom 2003: 18).
Hence, ‘we cannot discuss one single way in which commercialization affects
resource use; rather, we need to study a number of factors affecting this outcome and,
potentially, to suggest how commercialization can be used to the advantage of
maintenance of common-pool resources’ (Dolšak & Ostrom 2003: 19, emphasis
added).
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Another momentary exception occurs in her excursus in the contemporary commons
of knowledge (Ostrom & Hess 2011: 10-12). There she catches a glimpse of the
‘second enclosure,’ the privatizing forces and the new technologies which capture
‘global commons’ that were previously unowned, such as knowledge, information,
the electromagnetic spectrum and outer space.
Ostrom does not only tend to paper over the antagonisms between the commons and
‘commoners,’ on the one hand, the state and corporate market forces, on the other. On
a more general level, she fails to reckon with the contending logics which steer them.
Her ‘polycentric’ politics envisages complementary relations and collaboration not
only between the commons and the markets, but also between self-managed
communities on local scales and governments on the municipal, regional, national etc.
scale (Ostrom 2008; 2010a: 552, 556, Ostrom & Andersson 2008: 71-75). This image
blatantly disregards the clash between real grassroots self-rule and state authorities,
whose power tends to stifle or to marginalize effective self-government by citizens in
localities, workplaces etc. The modern state, and most contemporary states except for
failed ones, asserts sovereign power within their territory -a centralized monopoly on
political decision-making and the legitimate use of force (Hay & Lister 2006: 1-20).
The centralizing trends and the top-down administration of the state are at
loggerheads with the decentralizing endeavor of grassroots communities to exercise
self-government on lower levels and to direct political power from the bottom-up. The
aspiration of any community to autonomous decision-making within the territory of
the state conflicts inherently with the state’s monopolistic claims to rule as the
ultimate center of decision-making and the sovereign power over its entire territory
(for the conflict between ‘horizontality’ and centralized ‘vertical’ power see also the
Report 1. The Political, sections 1.17, 1.20).
This is not to say that central governments cannot delegate authority to lower tiers of
public administration or to other social agencies in their territory. But even when they
resolve to do so, they retain their hold over the ultimate decision-making power in the
state, and they still command an entire apparatus of coercive means to enforce their
will. They can annul thus any decision and practice of autonomous self-management
they dislike. They can always reclaim the powers they have delegated, and they keep
in place a part, at least, of their centralized structures of command. As a result, the
political logic of state rule carries always a potential for repression and conflict with
self-governing commons. Within a state-governed polity, any communal autonomy is
a concession, which remains always at the discretion of the central sovereign.
A similar profound conflictuality perturbs the relation between the ‘practical reason’
of the commons, which are disposed towards mutuality and sustainability, and the
profit-driven logic of the capitalist market. As portrayed by Ostrom, successful
instances of the commons in CPRs practice an equitable sharing of resources. They
manage ecosystems for the mutual benefit of all members of a community. They care
for the sustainability of environmental and social settings over time. By contrast,
private enterprises in competitive capitalist markets aim above all at maximizing
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profit. They are often forced to do so just in order to survive under the pressures of
market competition. Concerns with equity, social welfare, democratic selfgovernment on an equal footing, the common good and the environment are either
absent or relegated to lower priorities. The compulsive drive for maximum profit has
propelled the massive recent wave of private enclosures of formerly unowned goods
(from seeds to cultural creations). In the neoliberal onset of privatizations, private
corporations have sought to appropriate public assets –from land to water supplies,
hospitals and universities- put on sale by states or local communities which are
compelled by financial circumstances or by power relations or by ideology under the
global neoliberal hegemony from the 1970s onwards.
Whenever public goods come into private ownership, they come under private rather
than communal control, and they are managed for private profit rather than for mutual
benefit. Hence, the commons are destroyed or enclosed. The crux is that private,
profit-driven actors in capitalist markets are strongly motivated to appropriate public
or common goods in order to turn them into new sources of profit when they can be
put to such use. Market actors are driven thus to attack the commons on several
occasions. They increasingly do so in the present circumstances, in which neoliberal
ideas and policies reign supreme, expanding market freedoms and stepping up
pressures on public and common property (Sassen 2014, Harvey 2007; 2012, Dardot
& Laval 2013, Crouch 2004).
Critics who have pointed out that Ostrom’s analysis irons out the tensions between the
commons and the capitalist markets have also raised a more fundamental objection. It
appears that her overall conception of the commons, which is epitomized in the eight
‘design principles,’ does ‘not show that there is any necessary conflict with
capitalism.’ Hence, Ostrom is ‘the major theorist of the capitalist use of the commons’
(Caffentzis 2010: 30; see also Lamarca 2015: 166). This is, however, an exaggerated
contention, which does injustice to various layers of Ostrom’s theory, most notably
her ‘third design principle’ (see here above, section 2.2.2): Most individuals affected
by the operational rules can participate in modifying the operational rules, and they
settle on the mode of allocation and other rules which they consider fair. Does this
principle apply to the clients of a privatized water supply company in a certain
locality, or to the workers of a private firm? Is collective-self government on equal
terms and mutually agreed rules of production and distribution the canon of capitalist
markets?
Her depiction of the commons considerably dissimulates, then, the political in the
guise antagonism, struggle and power structures. Crucially, she fails to attend to the
hegemonic structure of societies: the unequal hierarchies of command that bind
together the different types and scales of social activity, as well as the forces and
structures dominating the systemic wholes in which diverse communities, social
relations and actors are embedded (Dardot & Laval 2014: 156). An alertness to the
politics of hegemony in the contemporary world of neoliberal ascendency need not
commit one to a fully-fledged anti-capitalism and a vehement rejection of the market
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(see Mouffe 2000; 2005). But it would force us to wake up to the foregoing conflicts
and power inequalities and to face up to tough political challenges for commons
today: how is it possible to reorder the balance of power and to reign in market forces
and central state governments so as to afford enough room for a vibrant economy and
self-governance of the commons in our times?
It would plainly erroneous, however, to assert that Ostrom’s institutional analysis
blithely disregards the political in its conflictual and powerful manifestations.
‘Conflict resolution mechanisms’ figure prominently in her list of the ‘design
principles,’ which regulate robust and enduring institutions of CPRs (Ostrom 1990:
90-102, Poteete, Janssen & Ostrom 2010: 100-101). She is also alive to the
considerable inequalities in the distribution of opportunities and control among
individuals in the various ‘action arenas’ of the commons, as well as to phenomena of
domination over others by persons or local elites (see Ostrom 2005: 32-33, 50).
However, her sense of antagonism and hegemonic power is rather narrow and
shallow. It bears mainly on private conflicts among ‘appropriators’ of the CPRs over
their share in the resource and it does not delve into social divisions of a broader
range, along class, gender, racial, ideological etc. lines, as well as into entrenched
exclusions and power asymmetries in wider social systems. Moreover, it shows little
appreciation for the constructive role of antagonism and conflict in democratic
politics.
By contrast, a certain stream of contemporary democratic thought, which places in the
forefront the ‘agonistic’ politics of strife and contest, brings out the value of conflict
for democratic liberties, equality, openness and plurality in the commons (Connolly
1995; 2005, Mouffe 2000; 2005, Tully 2008). Agonistic politics makes existing
arrangements susceptible of recurrent contest and change, exposing the boundaries
and the censures of any community to question. By the same token, it creates more
space for new identities and new social relations to break forth and to vindicate their
rights. Agonistic pluralism, moreover, nourishes an ethos of mutual agonistic respect
among adversaries. It seeks to incubate reflexive, ethical relations of restrained strife,
modest assertion and negotiation which can host a rich plurality of interdependent
differences and can respond to new demands of justice and emerging social
movements.
Subsequent sections of this report will make the case that the agonistic politics of
strife through commonality can give fuller play to equal liberties in circumstances of
conflictual diversity. The freedom of citizens to take regularly part in political debates
and renegotiations around prevalent norms and policies, along with the right to keep
fighting for one’s cause, foment an identification with the common political
association which safeguards these liberties. They build thus a political community
among and across differences, conflicts and frustrations, configuring a kind of
agonistic political commons around shared political values or goods which are subject
to repeated question, conflict and revision (Tully 2008: 311-312).
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Ostrom observes the tumult of conflicts that broil within the commons. She
underscores the importance of functional institutions for conflict resolution (see here
above, section 2.2.2). Yet, she is reticent about the critical-generative virtues of
political agonism. Nor does she pause to reflect on which institutions and modes of
political subjectivity could help to handle deep social divisions and political
antagonisms. It is only again in the context of her later and singular foray into
knowledge commons where, for a moment, she glimpses the value of agonistic
politics and the need to institutionally sustain it.
Sharp differences in power and in values across interested parties make conflict
inherent in all choices of any importance…Conflicts among perspectives and
views, if they do not escalate to the point of dysfunction, can spark new
understandings and better ways of accomplishing outcomes. The core problem is
designing conflict-resolution mechanisms that enable participants to air differences
and to achieve resolutions that they consider legitimate, fair, and scientifically
sound (Ostrom & Hess 2011: 67).
In conclusion, Ostrom’s breakthrough in the contemporary rediscovery of the
commons, and the rudiments that she sketches of another politics of egalitarian and
sustainable self-government should be broadened to disclose a richer array of
possibilities for the commons today. Her political sense should be sharpened by
injecting in it an agonistic-hegemonic notion of the political and by getting to grips
with the conflictual tensions running through the commons, the market and the state.
2. 3. Digital and peer-to-peer commons. The commons as an emergent historical
paradigm?
2.3.1. Preparing for the dive
Since the turn of the century, with the explosion of new digital technologies and the
Internet, a large body of thought and action has shifted attention from the ‘commons
of nature’ to the commons of culture, information and digital networks (Benkler 2006;
2011, Bollier 2008; 2014, Bauwens 2005b; 2009; 2011). Technological change has
occasioned the formation of new modes of production and collaboration, which have
spawned novel patterns of association and self-governance. These patterns do not only
reinvent and diffuse the commons as a culture of co-creation and social sharing
outside their traditional bounds of fisheries, forests and grazing grounds. They outline,
also, new schemes of community and collective self-governance beyond the closely
knit, stable and homogeneous communities of face-to-face interaction (Benkler 2006:
117-120, Bollier 2008: 2-4, Bauwens 2005b).
Digital networking has afforded new opportunities for producing and exchanging
information, knowledge and culture. Spanning diverse fields, from software
development to online encyclopaedias, investigative journalism and social media
platforms, the new information environment hosts decentralized, self-administered
communities. These couple individual freedom with autonomous social collaboration,
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holding the promise of more democratic participation, openness, freedom, diversity
and co-production without the hierarchies of the state and the market (Benkler 2006:
2, Bollier 2008: 1-20, 117, Bauwens 2005b). The Internet does not only stimulate and
disperse creativity in culture and information. It also makes possible ‘egalitarian
encounters among strangers and voluntary associations of citizens’ (Bollier 2008: 2).
The following foray into the new commons, commons-based peer production and
social transformation is intended to scrutinize from a political viewpoint the rise of a
new frame of thought and action around the commons, which seeks to truly
revolutionize their scope and political ambition, turning the commons into the
cornerstone of a new social constellation which can spread across the globe. The
commons are seen as emerging in a novel guise within the new, internet-based digital
technologies, which gestate an innovative, peer-to-peer mode of production that can
displace capitalism and lay down the foundations of a new society. Whereas Ostrom
aspired to make room for the commons in a polycentric social system, where they
would exist side-by-side with the market and the state, the digital or peer-to-peer
theories of the commons, which followed Ostrom’s intervention, and have been put
forth in the last twenty years, envision a global, historical mutation on the basis of the
novel commons, which would also transfigure the state and the market and would
usher in a post-capitalist society.
Due to the revolutionary thrust, the continuing growth and the contemporary salience
of this new matrix of commoning, the Heteropolitics project has devoted a separate
report on the digital commons and peer-to-peer production (see Report 3. The Digital
Commons). The ensuing discussion is included here for reasons of completeness and
logical coherence of the argument that is set out in the present report on the ‘common’
from a political perspective. Its focus is set firmly on how this novel strand of thought
on the commons imagines social change in a direction of enhanced freedom,
collaboration, sustainability, fairness, pluralism and ampler democracy. Without
detailing the technological and legal infrastructures of the new commons, which are
decisive but lie beyond the political scope of this report, the subsequent account draws
out the distinct contribution of peer-to-peer and digital commoners to thinking and
furthering social change. But it also traces out the deficiencies of political thought and
action in their midst, which parallel Ostrom’s elision of the political. Antagonism,
division, power asymmetries and the necessity of political strategy tend to be covered
over or downplayed due to a trust in the power of technology, legal reforms and
economic developments. This is akin to Marx’s creed that fundamental innovations in
productive forces and relations are the ‘basis’ and the engine of radical changes in the
‘superstructure’ of culture, political institutions and worldviews.
Overall, the peer-to-peer or digital school subscribes to a view of historical
transformation which is ‘socio-centric’ and ‘prefigurative’ (for the notion of
prefiguration as strategy of social change see the Report 1. The Political, section 1.7).
Political ‘revolutions’ in the sense of radical alterations of the system of government
are held to be subsequent to and conditional upon earlier, long-term reconstructions in
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the economy, technology, the mode of production and social relations in these fields
(see, among others, Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019). It is worth noting that a
nearly identical divorce of the social from the political, a reduction of the political to
large institutions of government and an accent on the ‘social’ foundations of new
historical creation pervade also the ‘anti-capitalist’ or ‘autonomous Marxist’ strand of
thought on the commons. This makes up the third major paradigm of the commons,
along with Ostrom’s and the digital or peer-to-peer commoners, according to the
critical diagnosis of the Heteropolitics research project.
The political argument of Heteropolitics holds that the cause of deeper democracy and
egalitarian freedom stands to benefit much from the inquiries into the social microphysics and the actual trends of historical transformation which have been conducted
by all three schools of ‘commoning.’ Prefiguration, technological and economic
novelties, the ferment of new social relations in the womb of existing social
configurations are vital components of a powerful and multi-layered strategy of
counter-hegemony for radical democratic alter-politics. But they do not suffice. They
need to be integrated into a more nuanced and complex scheme of political
strategizing. An enlarged sense of the political as the active constitution of social
relations and interactions in all social fields and on all scales, inside and outside the
formal political system, and a hegemonic praxis of collective subject-formation, allround struggle and political organization are the decisive supplements, which are
introduced and elaborated throughout the Report on The Political that complements
the present one.
The following analysis tracks the evolution of the digital and peer-to-peer stream by
plunging into keynote sources in the literature from the dawn of the new millennium.
A considerable swing has occurred in recent years as digital and peer-to-peer
commoners have become increasingly alert to the significance of political reforms,
agency, interventions and organizations, putting forward political proposals such as
the ‘Assembly of the Commons’ and the ‘Partner State’ or embracing political
movements and innovations, such as the ‘municipalist platforms’ in Spain and the
‘Bologna regulation’ in Italy (see Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019). This telling
turnaround lends credence to the political critique set out here below. In its wake, the
‘political counsel’ addressed to peer-to-peer -or digital commons- activists and
theorists seems to have been already heeded. Hence, the political critique bears
primarily on earlier stages of this current of thought, and it is not meant as a
wholesale dismissal of valuable research and action around techno-economic
innovations.
In the spirit of the commons, Heteropolitics’ research into the commons is seen as
complementary to the inquiries and the projects carried out by peer-to-peer theorists
and practitioners. Work on contemporary political economy and digital technologies,
from open cooperativism and social entrepreneurship to ‘glocal’ production and
communication networks, gets hold of nascent phenomena which can brew alternative
subjectivities and social relations. These other practices and modes of thought-
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feeling-relating can feed into broader social empowerment and democratic
transformation by affording a basis of new livelihood and autonomy from capital, by
educating people in free and equal collaboration, and by promoting collective selfmanagement.
Whereas a single-minded fixation on techno-economic artifices misses the
constitutive role of political agency, organization and collective subject-formation in
the dynamics of historical transitions, attention to economic and technological
developments is crucial when it is integrated into a wide-ranging, multi-level political
strategy of counter-hegemony, which is also actively bent on political organization,
the elaboration of political projects, institutional reforms, the building of massive
social alliances, the transformation of popular ideas, sentiments and consciousness
(see the Report 1. The Political, sections 1.14-1.22). Acknowledging the critical value
of such studies and ‘seed forms,’ the Heteropolitics project established in 2018 a
research partnership with the P2P Lab and has authored a separate report on digital
commons and their transformative potentials (Report 3. The Digital Commons). So,
the following is a critical intervention from an avowedly political standpoint, which
proceeds in the context of a political, and even personal, friendship.
2.3.2. The new networked commons
The new digital commons display considerable affinities with the ‘traditional’
ecological commons given center stage by Ostrom. They form a tripartite system
which joins together a self-governing community of users and producers; a common
good (from free software and music to encyclopaedias and social communication
platforms); and equitable, self-legislated norms of access, use and collective selfmanagement (Benkler 2006, Bollier 2008, Bauwens 2005b, Ostrom & Hess 2011).
They likewise harbour a culture of decentralized collaboration, co-operative
nonmarket production, sharing, creativity, concern with the common good and
common autonomy. They stage thus an alternative to both the profit-driven,
competitive and centralizing practices of the market and the top-down, hierarchical
command of the state. Moreover, they are similarly locked in a battlefield with the
market and the state, threatened as they are by market and state forces which are keen
on appropriating, controlling and ‘enclosing’ them through patents, copyright and
trademark law, trade regulations and privatization (Bollier 2008: 2-15, 140-141,
Benkler 2006: 2; 2011: 11-12, Bauwens 2005b; 2011).
However, they radically depart from the historical commons of nature in politically
salient respects. The goods that they manufacture and reproduce are not depletable
and rivalrous (Bauwens 2005b, Benkler 2006: 117). The ‘new commons’ feature
essentially nonrival cultural goods: their consumption by one person do not make
them less available for consumption by others (Benkler 2006: 36). Second, their
communities are internally heterogeneous, open, inclusionary and potentially global
rather than local, homogeneous and bounded. Their networks of association and
collaboration perform new schemes of sociality, whereby co-operation on equal terms
is combined with enhanced individual autonomy and creativity. The ‘peer-to-peer’
61

systems of the new commons, such as free software communities, are generally open
to all contributions, and collaboration is often ‘permissionless,’ that is, anyone can
contribute without requiring the prior permission of others (Bauwens 2005b,
Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 2-3). Hence, the contemporary webs of
information and communication put flesh on the post-Heideggerian concept of a
community of open, expansive and plural encounters without any fixed center or
identity (Armstrong 2009).
Finally, and foremost from the standpoint of emancipatory social change, ‘digital
commoners’ submit that the networked information commons revolutionize the
commons paradigm beyond its traditional, small-scale natural location in forests, land,
irrigation channels and fishing grounds. They actually incarnate a new, emergent
modality of peer-to-peer production, which is displacing the industrial mode of
production and promises to install decentralized nonmarket co-operation at a pivotal
site of contemporary economy, society and politics. They remake in their image a
wild diversity of social fields, from music to business, law, education and science,
refashioning them after the logic of open, plural, creative and participatory commons
(Benkler 2006: 2-3; 2011: 11-13, 22-28, 153, Benkler & Nissenbaum 2006, Bollier
2008: 14-18, Bauwens 2005b, Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019). Online commons
constitute
a powerful sociotechnological paradigm that is reordering some basic dynamics of
creative practice, culture, politics, and everyday life…A radically different order of
society based on open access, decentralized creativity, collaborative intelligence,
cheap and easy sharing is ascendant (Bollier 2008: 20, 12).
…the commons could be a vehicle for social and political emancipation and
societal transformation (Bollier 2014: 2).
Not since Marx identified the manufacturing plants of Manchester as the blueprint
for the new capitalist society has there been a more profound transformation of the
fundamentals of our social life. As capitalism faces a series of structural crises, a
new social, political and economic dynamic is emerging: peer to peer (Bauwens,
Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 1).
As P2P gives rise to the emergence of a third mode of production, a third mode of
governance, and a third mode of property, it is poised to overhaul our political
economy in unprecedented ways (Bauwens 2005b).
…the ‘new commons’…represent the pooling of productive knowledge that is an
integral part of the capacity of any production, including physical goods.
P2P is arguably moving from the periphery of the socio-economic system to its
core, thereby also transforming other types of relationships, such as market
dynamics, state dynamics, and reciprocity dynamics….P2P relations can
effectively scale up, mainly because of the emergence of Internet-enabled P2P
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technologies: small-group dynamics can now apply at the global level (Bauwens,
Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 3).
For the commons has finally come into its own. Because in today’s knowledge
economy, the most valuable resources -information and knowledge- are themselves
a public good, and the best way to develop and maximize this good is through
millions of networked people pooling that knowledge and working together to
create new products, ideas, and solutions (Benkler 2011: 153).
This rising ‘sociotechnological paradigm’ of commons-based peer production has set
in motion, at the same time, a wider radical renovation of contemporary culture,
disseminating the values and the practices of the commons –sharing, free
collaboration for mutual benefit, egalitarian self-organization, openness (Bauwens
2005b). According to Bollier, we are witnessing a ‘Great Value Shift’ which has
brought about a critical inflection in subjectivity (Bollier 2008: 190) by propagating,
among other ideas and values, a deeply different notion of wealth as commons.
On the Internet, wealth is not just financial wealth, nor is it necessarily privately
held. Wealth generated through open platforms is often socially created value that
is shared, evolving, and nonmonetized. It hovers in the air, so to speak, accessible
to everyone (Bollier 2008: 126).
Likewise, according to Benkler (2011: 3)
all around us we see people cooperating and working in collaboration, doing the
right thing…caring about their group or team…Nowhere has this fact been more
obvious than online, where Wikipedia and open-source software have been so
successful.
Scanning the distinctive features of the ‘new commons’ and pondering their
transformative logics and potentials, we will probe whether the gestation of a novel
‘mode of production’ within social activities and new technologies powers a sufficient
political engine of change towards a commons-based society.
The thrust of the argument that the following sections will unpack is that influential
theories of digital commons, in the writings of Y. Benkler, D. Bollier and M.
Bauwens, figure more open, inclusionary and plural communities of the commons in
comparison to the ‘Bloomington School’ of ecological commons. Moreover, the
advocates of the digital commons and peer production envision a broader system
change or paradigm shift which is presumably triggered today by the rise of the
network society and new technological developments around the Internet, opening up
the horizon of a commons-based society.
Despite such innovations and departures from the Ostrom school of commons studies,
the theories of the digital commons are beset, however, with similar deficiencies and
gaps in their understanding of the political. To a certain extent, this is a technocratic
vision in which the upsurge of a new mode of digital, networked production, legal
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reforms and ‘social entrepreneurship,’ i.e. technological, legal and managerial fixes,
are the fundamental drives that can instigate historical transformation on a large scale.
Typically, political processes of collective dis-identification from hegemonic relations
and new identification, movement-building, political struggles around, with and
within the state, intense conflicts with political and economic elites that profit
immensely from a vastly unequal market economy receive less attention and
consideration. The intent of the ensuing critique is certainly not to debunk the value
and the potential efficacy of new technologies (P2P), legal reforms and artifices (such
as ‘copyfair’), economic practices (such as ‘transvestment’) as instruments that could
assist in the historical transcendence of capitalism and statism. The point is, rather,
that all these instrumentalities should be politicized and inserted into a
comprehensive, multi-level strategy of counter-hegemonic struggle.
2.3.3. Commons-based peer production
Yochai Benkler (2006; 2011, Benkler & Nissenbaum 2006) has been among the first
and most vocal prophets of the new socio-economic system of production, which is
allegedly gestating in digitally networked environments (Bollier 2008: 19). His
mindset and style of reasoning are echoed in the earlier work of D. Bollier (2008) and
M. Bauwens (2005b; 2009), who have likewise championed the peer-to-peer and
digital commons paradigm. In sum, this pioneers an alternative mode of collaboration,
interaction and self-management among ‘strangers’ on a global scale which is without
precedent in human history. Its eruption has been sparked by the latest technologies of
the Internet, the distributed digital networks in which individuals can collaborate
directly without passing through obligatory nodes. The new, digital mode of
production generates information and other cultural goods by mobilizing patterns of
co-ordination that do not rely on market pricing, firm managers and managerial
hierarchies (Benkler & Nissenbaum 2006: 394-396, Bollier 2008: 1-20, Bauwens
2005b). At the same time, digital commons call forth new forms of social relationship,
interaction and virtuous subjectivities (Benkler & Nissenbaum 2006, Bollier 2008: 120, Bauwens 2005b).
P2P captures, more specifically, new, digitally enabled systems, in which any human
agent can participate in the making and the maintenance of a shared resource, while
benefiting from it. Stellar examples include Wikipedia, open source and free software
projects, open design communities and community currencies (Bauwens, Kostakis &
Pazaitis 2019: 1). Significantly, peer production injects an essential component of
nonmarket activity into the kernel of the contemporary economic machine, since
information affects the production of an immense range of information-based goods,
from tools to services and capacities. By so doing, it discloses the limits of neoliberal
markets, and it signals a real change in direction for the global market. Peer
production fosters, thus, the most ‘widespread participation by equipotential
participants.’ Through peer-to-peer practices, ‘people voluntarily and cooperatively
construct a commons according to the communist principle: ‘‘from each according to
his abilities, to each according to his needs’’ ’ (Bauwens 2005b). Peer production lies
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in a general mode of self-organization among loosely affiliated individuals who act
together freely in order to reach a common goal (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019:
2019: 4).
In sum, P2P is a new mode of social relations in networks, in which actors enjoy a
maximum freedom to connect. It hinges on a technological infrastructure that
precipitates the generalization and scaling up of such relations. P2P encompasses also
a new mode of production and property. All in all, P2P empowers a transition to an
economy that is ‘generative towards people and nature’ (Bauwens, Kostakis &
Pazaitis 2019: 1).
Peer-to-peer projects turn out use value, rather than exchange value and profit for the
market. They do so through free cooperation, rather than by coercing the producers.
They constitute, thus, a ‘third mode of production,’ which diverges both from
market/profit-driven and from public/state-managed production. They are selfmanaged by the community of peers itself rather than by state or market hierarchies.
Hence, they also enact a ‘third mode of governance.’ And users on a global scale have
free access to the use value that is being produced, through new regimes of common
property. This is a ‘third form of property,’ distinct from both private and state
property (Bauwens 2005b; 2014: 20).
Insofar as it names a capacity to contribute to the construction and the reproduction of
a shared resource, which is co-governed by the community of makers and/or users
according to norms settled by them, P2P can be equated with commoning, and it can
be located in any domain of life and creation, even outside the digital world.
However, and this is decisive, the ‘new commons’ of computing and pooling
productive knowledge, which is integral to any type of production, enlarge the
commons to an unprecedented scale and extent, positioning them at the epicenter of
contemporary production and applying small-group dynamics on a global level
(Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 3).
Benkler (2006: 3, 30-127) asserted that, since the turn of the century, advanced
economies are witnessing the transition to a new stage in the information economy,
the ‘networked’ information economy, which supersedes the industrial model. In the
networked economy, decentralized and collaborative individual action, coordinated by
widely distributed, nonmarket processes, rises to prominence. The latest technology
of computation and its effects on the technologies of communication and storage have
catalyzed this transformation. Whereas in the 19th and the 20th century,
communications, information and cultural production required large capital
investments, the declining price of personal computers and digital networks has
equipped more than a billion people across the world with material means of
information, communication and cultural production, countering the ‘industrial’
centralization and commercialization of culture (see also Bauwens 2005b).
Nonmarket, nonproprietary motives and organizational schemes, which have always
been more influential in information production, are now gaining greater salience in
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this emerging system of production. Any individual connected to the network can
reach out to millions around the world in order to inform them or to craft cultural
goods. This possibility has spawned collaborative efforts in which the aggregate result
of individual actions, which are not always consciously co-ordinated, gives rise to a
new, very rich information environment and begets new cultural goods, from free
software and encyclopaedias to news, commentary and entertainment (Benkler 2006:
5-6).
The implications of this expanding new sector of the ‘information economy’ cannot
be overestimated. First, information, knowledge, communication and meaning are a
‘dominant output’ in advanced economies. Second, peer-to-peer digital production
has occasioned an ‘upward spiral of innovation,’ from free software to the Web and
social platforms for web-based sharing and collaboration. New digital networks can
virally boost creativity beyond software programs themselves, by allowing the
widespread recombination of ideas in any field of activity. Ideas openly released on
the Internet can reach distant persons and diverse online and offline projects across
the world, which can revise and deploy them for new creations (Bollier 2008: 2-3).
Third, the growing new networked economy demonstrates that nonmarket production
is sustainable and efficient on a large scale, attesting thus to the possibility of
alternative modes of production, beyond the market and state communism (Benkler
2006: 3-7, 32, Bauwens 2005b; 2009, Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019).
A good deal more that human beings value can now be done by individuals, who
interact with each other socially, as human beings and as social beings, rather than
as market actors through the price system. Sometimes...these nonmarket
collaborations can be better at motivating effort and can allow creative people to
work on information projects more efficiently than would traditional market
mechanisms and corporations. The result is a flourishing nonmarket sector of
information, knowledge and cultural production (Benkler 2006: 6-7).
However, for Benkler (2006: 117; 2011: 28), Bollier (2008: 5, 15-16, 18) and
Bauwens (2005b; 2009), the challenge is to equilibrate and to calibrate the ambit of
the market and the state, not to fully unseat them. From this perspective, the digital
commons entertain supplementary or complementary relations with the market and
the state, in the same manner as in Ostrom’s political thought. State policies have
often tended to vested industrial interests. But the state can carry out constructive
functions by funding education and research, or by introducing supportive legislation.
Yet, nonmarket social and individual activity in the rising information economy is
becoming today a core field for the redemption of liberal democratic values and for
diffusing the social virtues of sharing and free collaboration for mutual benefit
(Benkler 2006: 18-24, 463-464; 2011: 22-28, Bauwens 2005b; 2009).
To update this snapshot of commons-based peer production and to bring out its
complex interactions with the market, we should further note that over time it has
given birth to an ‘ecosystem,’ which is home to three institutions: the productive
community (e.g. Mozilla), ‘entepreneurial coalitions’ which contribute to the
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commons (e.g. the Mozilla corporation), and a ‘for-benefit association’ (e.g. the
Mozilla Foundation). The community is composed of all contributors to an open,
shareable resource. The entrepreneurial coalition seeks to accrue added value on the
market by tapping into the shared resources. The ‘for-benefit association’ acts as a
steward who does not command the processes of production but looks after the
welfare and the sustainability of the entire ecosystem. They protect commons through
licenses, they help mediate conflicts, they raise the overall capacity of the system
through education and certification, and so on (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019:
15-19).
2.3.4. Bringing in the political
In terms of its political ramifications, Benkler (2006: 8-9) has mounted the case that
networked peer production, far from being of narrowly economic and technological
interest, profoundly renews our political imagination today. It broadens the horizon of
the feasible by nurturing pivotal liberal-democratic values of individual autonomy,
democratic participation and social justice. Bauwens (2005b) has affirmed that peer
production is not only a ‘third mode of production’ and a ‘third mode of property,’ but
also a ‘third mode of governance,’ which is ‘characterized by flexible hierarchies and
structures based on merit that are used to enable participation.’ Bollier (2008: 5, 9,
20) has likewise affirmed that new digital networks carry a ‘liberating potential’ with
political import. Digital commoners have stood up against the totalizing aspirations of
large corporations and the state, which tend to coerce and to standardize. Digital
commons are inclined towards transparent processes, consent, direct access,
participation, individual freedoms and respect for community norms. We can imagine
these values infusing ‘conventional politics’ with an ‘ethic of open accountability’
and consent. Their political sensibilities can advance ‘freedom without anarchy,
control without government, consensus without power’ (Lessing in Benkler 2008: 9).
To tease out their political effectivity, we should notice, first, how the new digital
commons of information and culture embody and draw forth other forms of
community: more open, free, diverse and egalitarian. Peer production is situated ‘in a
libertarian and abundance-oriented global network with equipotential rights of
participation of everyone in every field of human endeavor’ (Bauwens 2005b). No
one owns the collective project, and no one can exclude others from its use or its coproduction. The thousands of free or open source software projects, such as the
GNU/Linux operating system and the Apache web server, are the ‘flagship’ examples.
Leaders may be present in the communities which build free software, but they
possess no formal power of command. They cannot limit discussion or assign tasks to
others, nor can they prevent subgroups from branching off (by ‘forking’ the project) if
they disagree with the overall direction of the software. The sole function of hierarchy
is to initiate and hold up ‘autonomy-in-co-operation in all spheres of human endeavor’
(Bauwens 2005b).
Accordingly, commons-based peer production is engineered by open communities of
volunteers who fabricate collaboratively a common good of culture and information.
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In principle, this good can be accessed by any user without limitations (other than e.g.
limited technical knowledge, which could be potentially overcome). The rules of the
community and its projects are authored freely by its members. The collective effort
leans on a mix of voluntarism, good will, a sense of common purpose, intrinsic
motivations, technology and some law, such as the GNU General Public License and
the Creative Commons licenses that regulate most free software development
(Benkler & Nissenbaum 2006: 395-396, Bollier 2008: 28-33, Benkler 2011: 11-28,
Bauwens 2005b).
Free software is only a showcase instance of the broader process of commons-based
peer production, which ranges from scientific collaborative projects to the creation of
music, journalistic sites and Wikipedia, and is fuelled by the new digital technologies
of the Internet. Wikipedia is a paradigm case of the new communities of the digital
commons which have sprung up at an advanced stage of Internet development, in the
first decade of the 21st century. This stage was branded ‘Web 2.0’ to underline the
liquid social dynamics that unfold on open web platforms, from wikis and blogs to
social networks and other open collaborative platforms, where people are free to share
and reuse work. ‘Web 2.0 amounts to a worldview that celebrates open participation
as a way to create valuable collective resources’ (Bollier 2008: 133; emphasis added).
Wikipedia itself is published on a shared, open technological platform (the ‘wiki’),
which enables thousands of users to write and to re-edit its articles. The wiki platform
attains transparency by recording all individual interventions and by allowing an open
discourse among participants about their contributions. The building blocks of these
digital commons are a shared sense of common purpose, free interaction,
transparency, collective judgement, mutual peer review, the ability of participants to
identify the actions of others and to counteract them by re-editing the articles of the
encyclopaedia. These socio-political features underpin the efficiency of collaborative
activity and the quality of the common good (Benkler & Nissenbaum 2006: 398-399).
The digital commons bear three structural features, which bolster effective peer
collaboration in combination with individual autonomy. First, the objects
manufactured are modular, that is, divisible into multiple components (‘modules’),
each of which can be fabricated independently of others. Modularity maximizes the
autonomy of individual engagement. Second, the modules must be small enough to
make it possible for the project to pool the contributions of many individuals who
cannot devote much time and effort. Finally, a low-cost mechanism of integration
must be available so as to piece together the modules into a unified end product.
Modularity is, thus, a fundamental architecture of the new digital commons, which
empowers the free collaboration and the common creativity of the many. It puts
together flexible systems of cooperation, which can feed off many small and
asymmetric contributions of diverse people who volunteer, and do not require selfsacrifice or even mandatory work. Hence, modularity enables parallel
experimentation and distributed problem-solving. By making for extensive
cooperation beyond the constraints of time and space, modularity has permitted the
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scaling-up of digital commons such as Wikipedia, putting in place resilient and large
ecosystems of the commons (Benkler & Nissenbaum 2006: 401-402, Benkler 2006:
100; 2011: 172, 245-247, Κostakis 2019). ‘This model of letting people contribute as
much or as little as they wish’ has been ‘the hallmark of successful online
collaborative platforms’ (Benkler 2011: 247).
Farm Hack illustrates the modular logic of contemporary peer production, which can
spread globally and scale out. It is a North American community of farmers who
freely collaborate to design and manufacture tools. Their aim is to create and share
use-value for farmers across the world. Farm Hack has devised a digital platform for
communication and technology development, which relies on free software. It is now
connected with similar initiatives and communities, such as L’Atelier Paysan in
France, knitting synergetic collaborative networks, while its intangible resources
constitute a global digital commons. The Farm Hack platform is itself composed of
several different modules, including open source software, Commons licenses,
designs and manuals. Its tool-design and production models rest on modularity.
Design and manufacturing are distributed across different members and localities,
while the artefacts are themselves often modular in their use: they can be adapted and
readjusted to different needs and resources (Kostakis 2019: 11-12).
To sum up, peer production makes possible ampler personal autonomy and extensive
collaboration. It can stimulate human creativity more efficiently than market or state
mechanisms by bringing together a wider diversity of autonomous individuals who
self-identify with the tasks they want to assume in a collective enterprise, according to
their differing individual capacities and desires (Benkler 2006: 111). As a result, the
communities of new digital commons tend to be open, fluid, voluntary, large and
dispersed, connecting thousands of otherwise unrelated individuals. The bounds of
such digitally enabled communities are permeable, and hierarchies are usually flatter
and reversible. As opposed to the local eco-commons, in the digital context
communication, collaboration and interaction can reach across social and national
boundaries, across geographical space and political divisions. The digital commons
can thus fruitfully pair translocal commoning with diversity, individual autonomy,
singularity and creativity (Benkler 2006: 20, 362-367, Bauwens 2005b).
The ground of this common is not a thick cultural, ethnic or local identity. As in many
alter-political mobilizations and civic initiatives in our times (see the Report 1. The
Political, sections 1.7, 1.19-1.21), collective identity in the digital commons is
practical and pragmatic: a shared sense of purpose, a collective commitment to a
common end, and an ongoing interaction and collaboration. Moreover, the bonds of
affiliation among participants in peer-production are loose and fluid. They do not rely
on long-term relations and strong commitment. Individual autonomy, fluid freedom
and decentralization shore up diversity. They make more leeway for the expression of
divergent individual preferences and perspectives, allowing individuals to enter into a
variety of collaborative relations (Benkler 2006: 9, 100). The modalities of
intercourse and community in such digital environments illustrate the unique
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interactions occurring between singularity and plurality in the post-Heideggerian
vision of community, which is inhabited by a multiplicity of free and equal actors
who uphold their singularity (see here above section 2.2.6).
Besides open, diverse and free communities of practice, the second political force of
the Internet resides in the democratizing effects that it radiates within the wider
public sphere today, despite its several limitations. The Internet provides individuals
with access to global publics. It sets up a freer, decentralized public sphere which
affords multiple outlets for the public expression of individual views, for critical and
diversified information, for investigative journalism, for extensive, continuous debate
among citizens, for the exchange of ideas and political organization. Fundamentally,
the new communication technologies enable many-to-many communication to an
unprecedented extent. They can catalyze, thus, massive self-organization up to a
global scale, a potential that has been acted out in many late mobilizations, including
the Arab Spring and the Spanish 15M movement in 2011 (see also the Report 1. The
Political, sections 1.19, 1.21).
Today…it is also possible to scale projects through new coordination
mechanisms, which can allow small group dynamics to apply at the global level.
It is, thus, possible to combine ‘flatter’ structures and still operate efficiently on a
planetary scale. This has never been the case before (Bauwens, Kostakis &
Pazaitis 2019: 4).
Digital networks anchored in the Internet have democratized, also, creativity on a
global scale. Through them, it is very cheap and easy to share ideas, to exchange
cultural creations and knowledge, to collaborate and to organize (Bollier 2008: 3, 8,
Benkler 2006: 10-13, 16, Bauwens 2005b). The baseline of this democratizing
dynamic can be condensed in these terms: ‘Since everyone has roughly the same
access and distribution capacities, the Internet is perhaps the most populist
communication platform and egalitarian marketplace in human history’ (Bollier 2008:
71).
The third political face of commons-based peer production (CBPP) lies in the core
political values of democracy which CBPP itself practices, such as participatory
government, free collaboration, equal freedom in the co-production of collective
processes and projects, individual autonomy and creativity (Bauwens 2005b).
Authority to act lies with individual actors. There is no fixed authoritative center –of a
state bureaucracy or firm managers- which dictates and co-ordinates action.
Individuals enjoy thus the autonomy to seek out and to produce information,
communication and cultural goods without depending on commercial mass media and
corporations. Peer projects themselves are self-managed by the community of peers
rather than by state or market hierarchies. Hence, they institute a ‘third mode of
governance’ (Benkler 2006: 9, Benkler & Nissenbaum 2006: 401-402). This is
directed by free, open input and a participatory process of coordinating work. But it
may also involve a ‘transparent heterarchy,’ whereby maintainers or ‘editors’ may
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undertake quality control and refuse contributions which imperil the integrity of the
system (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 12).
Furthermore, the integrative mechanism in peer-to-peer projects is designed in a way
that participants can freely gather information about the presence and the contribution
of other participants, along with the aims and the documentation of the entire project.
This capacity for a free comprehensive overview is dubbed ‘holoptism’ to contrast it
with the ‘panoptism’ of hierarchical projects, where total knowledge is reserved for
the elites. Accordingly, in peer-to-peer processes, communication is more
‘horizontal,’ premised on the equal freedom of participants rather than on top-down
rigid hierarchies (Bauwens 2005b).
Furthermore, market contracts, prices and commands give way to social cues, civic
virtues and motivations. The chief motives which propel peer production are values of
good citizenship: positive social relations, mutual recognition, companionship,
voluntary collaboration, the joy of sharing and creativity. Economic market
incentives, such as material need or profit, recede in the background (Benkler &
Nissenbaum 2006: 402-403, Benkler 2006: 91-99, Bauwens 2005b). Peer production
gives the lie to the assumption that market profit drives and competitive behavior are
overriding or the only real ones. Peer production has led solidaristic patterns of social
conduct, which have been suppressed for long in the ‘industrial economy,’ to rise
again to prominence. However, peer production does not substitute the ideal of a fully
social, co-operative human being for the model of the rational egoist. Rather, it
believes in and taps into the actual diversity of individual motivation (Benkler 2006:
106-108, 472; see also Benkler 2011).
Finally, commons-based production can further global justice by offering to poor
countries access to free software capacities and scientific knowledge, and by
pioneering collaboration and open-source innovation in agricultural production,
health-related services and biomedical technologies (Benkler 2006: 13-15, 468).
This appears to be, in a nutshell, the emancipatory, political thrust of commons-based
peer production. It is suffused with radical democratic values and practices, which it
both presupposes and it further nourishes: individual autonomy (self-selection and
self-reliance), collaboration in and through diversity, gift-giving, active participation
and creativity in decentralized settings free of rigid hierarchies (Benkler &
Nissenbaum 2006: 405-411, Benkler 2011: 11-15).
2.3.5. The techno-politics of digital commons
Benkler (2006), Bollier (2008: 12, 20) and Bauwens (2005b; 2009; 2014) have
assigned to technological developments a leading role in veering historical
transformation towards the commons.
I place at the core of the shift the technical and economic characteristics of
computer networks and information (Benkler 2006: 18). The networked
information community…will likely result in significant redistribution of wealth,
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and no less importantly, power, from previously dominant firms and business
models to a mixture of individuals and social groups (Benkler 2006: 468; see also
Bollier 2008: 12, 20, Bauwens 2005b; 2009).
The outbreak of new computer and digital network technologies has been the
mainspring of socio-political and economic renovation. It has destabilized the
conventional structure of markets, technologies and social practices, instigating a
diffuse institutional battle over the physical, the technical and the logical (software
and protocols) components of the digital environment (Benkler 2006: 468-469; see
also Bollier 2008: 1-20, Bauwens 2005b).
Benkler’s centerpoint is that different technologies limit and capacitate human action.
They precipitate certain kinds of human action and interaction, shaping a favourable
and empowering background, or a ‘feasibility space,’ for certain social practices
(Benkler 2006: 31-34). More specifically, the rise of the digital commons since the
turn of the century has been predicated on the widespread access to networks and
personal computers, which make possible decentralized, free collaboration in the
production of information and cultural goods. Furthermore, the Internet and peerproduction processes, in particular, are built upon deliberately designed technical and
organization architectures, which allow them to pool diverse individual efforts. At the
basis of these architectures lies modularity and the capacity to integrate many small
and specific contributions through the technical infrastructure, social and legal norms,
and even meritocratic hierarchies, which enjoy a voluntary respect (Benkler 2006:
100, 104-105; see also Bauwens 2005b).
Moreover, cultural and information goods carry themselves distinct attributes which
set them against privatization (or ‘enclosure’) by the market and the state through
intellectual property laws. They are nonrival, and they ‘stand on the shoulders of
giants’ according to the saying attributed to Isaac Newton: ‘If I have seen farther it is
because I stand on the shoulders on giants.’ Their creation and improvement draw on
past knowledge and culture. For example, scientific research most often requires
access to the accumulated scientific knowledge of the past. Hence, intellectual
property regimes, which entrench exclusive rights, are problematic and inefficient
when they prevail as the dominant institutional arrangements. They restrict the
availability of cultural goods and they hinder, thus, cultural innovation and the growth
of knowledge (Benkler 2006: 37-38, 48).
Likewise, for Bauwens (2005b), peer-to-peer processes are premised on five
conditions, which are mainly technological and legal, along with a general ‘cultural’
one. The first foundation is a technological infrastructure, which distributes access to
‘fixed capital’ (computers and networks). This is mainly the Internet, a point-to-point
network in which computer users can participate directly without passing through
obligatory central hubs. The second requirement for peer-to-peer processes is a
system of communications, such as the Web 2.0, which supports the ‘universal
autonomous production, dissemination and ‘‘consumption’’ of written material.’ The
third one is again technical: a software architecture for free global collaboration that
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utilizes tools, such as wikis and blogs, which help global groups to engender and
distribute use value without the mediation of for-profit enterprises. The fourth term is
a legal condition, the licenses which shield the created use value from private
appropriation and enclosure. The last one is cultural: the cooperative individualism
which flourishes in peer-to-peer collaboration through ‘the diffusion of mass
intellectuality…and associated changes in ways of feeling and being (ontology), ways
of knowing (epistemology) and value constellations (axiology).’ [For Bollier’s
techno-legalism see Bollier 2008: 1-20].
Yet neither Benkler nor Bollier or Bauwens are naïve believers in technological
determinism. Benkler (2006) is aware that technologies are not the single determining
forces. They are channelled and molded by political objectives, social values, the
historical context etc. It is the interaction between technological-economic ‘feasibility
spaces’ with social responses to them, in the guise of institutional regulations and
social practices, which configures the prevailing structures and modes of life in a
certain period. Hence, the digital technologies of networked computers can be put to
different uses. There is no assurance that they will forward innovation, freedom and
justice. This is a matter of the social choices that we will make in the years to come
(Benkler 2006: 17-18, 31-34).
In terms of the politics of commons-based digital production, Benkler conceded from
the outset that technological progress is not enough. ‘Incumbent’ forces of the
information and cultural industry, from Hollywood to the telecommunications giants,
the recording industry and publishing houses, wage battles against the redistribution
of power and money away from them and towards the new cultural commons. The
fight is taking place, more specifically, over the ‘institutional ecology’ of the digital
ecology. It disputes the extent to which the different layers and resources of the digital
world, from the physical devices and the network infrastructure to its cultural sources
and its logical structures (protocols, software) will be in the grip of private proprietary
frameworks or they will be freely available for all to employ as commons (Benkler
2006: 23-26, 380-5, Bollier 2008: 1-20, 23-93).
A profuse literature on law and copyright testifies to a ‘second enclosure’ movement,
whereby private intellectual property regulations, enlisting legal means and state
legislation, curtail the freedom to deliver and to exchange information and cultural
goods (see Bollier 2008: 23-55). The free sharing of knowledge, information and
culture in the digital commons has unleashed an ever-growing stream of openly
accessible content and infrastructure, which ranges from free software and open
wireless networks to books, music and films. But private industries have been striving
to keep them under private control and to enforce pricing mechanisms for private
profit. This has sparked a ‘political counter-movement,’ which bands together
computer engineers, college students, activists, law experts and even some high-tech
firms. Their action in concert tries to fashion a legal environment and information
policies in the interests of the commons. Social and political action will settle the
outcome of this struggle and whether it will be possible to attain a greater scope for
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nonmarket action and a commons infrastructure in the networked information
economy (Benkler 2006: 23-26, 380-385, 393-456).
Likewise, for Bollier (2008), the diffusion of the digital commons has not followed a
spontaneous course but has been a collective achievement. Commoners had to put in
place an infrastructure of ‘software, legal rights, practical expertise, and social ethics’
(Bollier 2008: 7). They had to realize their distinct interests in controlling their
creative works and in organizing their communities. When they woke up to these
interests, they took various initiatives. Among other things, they came up with
licenses, such as Stallman’s GNU General Public License (1989), which contend with
the forces of privatization and enclosure by instating against them a commons of
universally free access, use, reconstruction and public distribution for digital goods.
GPL enshrines the freedom to access, to use, to modify and to distribute to the public
the source code of a software program and its derivatives, fending off attempts to
privatize them by enforcing private copyrights (Bollier 2008: 28-30, 95). Later on,
the invention of Creative Commons licenses (Bollier 2008: 93-121) has consolidated
the freedom of the digital commons in various other fields, including art and science.
CC licenses have also become the symbol of a new commoners’ movement which
espouses an ethic of sharing, openness and free collaboration (Bollier 2008: 168-169).
Finally, for Bauwens (2005b), the advent of peer-to-peer production has been
accompanied by new cultural practices and a nascent, socio-political movement. This
‘echoes the means of organization and aims of the alter-globalization movement,’ and
it ‘is fast becoming the equivalent of the socialist movement in the industrial age. It
stands as a permanent alternative to the status quo, and it manifests the growth of a
new social force: the knowledge workers.’ Bauwens envisaged thus a new model of
society, ‘based on the centrality of the commons, and within a reformed state and
market’ (Bauwens 2005b). Transformative practices that will carry peer production
beyond the ‘immaterial sphere,’ in which it was born, will not surge forth
automatically. They call for the deployment of concrete tactics and strategy (Bauwens
2005b).
Currently, moreover, he explicitly holds on to a ‘mild techno-determinist’ view,
according to which technology is not fully deterministic or univocal in its effects.
Technology responds to the material interests and the imaginaries of those who devise
it. It constitutes a terrain of choice and struggle. Hence, the Internet is neither simply
an instrument of capital nor a force of liberation. Yet, new technologies bear various
potentials and bring forth new capacities that can prop up a transition towards a
commons-centric society. The Internet has widely distributed three paramount
capacities, which used to be nearly monopolized by big companies and governments.
First, a capacity for many-to-many communication, which rests on a universal digital
medium that can integrate all previous media. Second, a capacity for massive selforganization that turns on permissionless communication. Finally, the creation and
distribution of value in new ways, which stem from the enhanced ability to selforganize (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 34).
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The core emancipatory feature of the Internet lies in its capacity to massively
scale up many-to-many communication, and therefore, in its capacity to lower the
cost of self-organization and create and distribute value in radically new ways
(Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 34).
These amplified capabilities are claimed and contested by capital, governments and
civil society, which can employ them for different purposes and can push the
development of the Internet and digital technologies in other directions.
Bauwens has plotted, thus, a deliberate project of social change, which would further
an alternative to ‘neoliberal dominance’ and could guide ‘Common-ist’ movements
today. The objective is to found a commons-based political economy, which would be
organized around peer-to-peer. But this political economy could not be the exclusive
mode of production and governance. Hence, a peer-to-peer economy would co-exist
with (i) a gift economy; (ii) a reformed market, which forsakes the growth imperative
and does not externalize the costs of natural and social reproduction; and (iii) a
reformed state, which operates in terms of ‘multistakeholdership,’ it is no longer
attached to corporate interests and functions as an arbiter between the Commons, the
market and the gift economy (Bauwens 2005b, Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019:
41-42).
2.3.6. Missing out on the political
To glimpse the gap of the political in the earlier digital commons literature, it is worth
plunging into the details of Benkler’s and Bollier’s picture of the political field where
the battle of the commons is fought out.
This ‘political arena’ bears on ‘the making of copyrights, patents and similar
exclusive rights’ (Benkler 2006: 456). It pits mainly rent-seeking private industries,
such as Microsoft and Walt Disney, lobbyists, governments and courts, against
individuals and groups developing or using open-source material. The ‘social
movements’ partaking in this fight are the conscious, public champions of free
software, open archives and file-sharing. More generally, they are groups and
individuals who self-consciously adopt and defend ‘commons-based practices as a
modality of information production and exchange’ (Benkler 2006: 470; see also
Bollier 2008: 3). The chief instruments of this struggle are, on the anti-commons side,
the expansion and enforcement of copyright law and patents, lobbying, litigation, state
regulation and the imposition of specific technical standards and software. On the
commons side, the battle is waged through public advocacy, the introduction of
commons-supporting licenses and copyrights (Creative Commons etc.), the practice
of manufacturing open source material and peer-to-peer networks, the disregard for
exclusive property rights through file sharing etc. (Benkler 2006: 420-470).
Bollier (2008) sums up this idea of the political in the digital commons. His ‘larger
story’ about how the digital commons have democratized creativity and have
unsettled the power of centralized institutions is the story of ‘commoners besieged by
oppressive copyright laws, empowered by digital technologies, and possessed of a
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vision for a more open, democratic society’ (Bollier 2008: 3). The main heroes are
people such as Richard Stallman, a pioneer of free software development, and
Lawrence Lessig, who has conducted legal battles against excessive copyright
protection and has led the institution of Creative Commons licenses (Bollier 2008: 3,
11-13). The battlefields and the means of struggle for the growth of the digital
commons are ‘software, legal rights, practical expertise, and social ethics,’ the
arduous construction of a ‘legal and technical infrastructure of freedom’ (Bollier
2008: 7, 95).
The millennial explosion of the new commons has been triggered, indeed, by ‘a social
movement,’ which consists of the multiple initiatives of ‘visionary leaders’, and
‘countless individuals…a global family of hackers, lawyers, bloggers, artists, and
other supporters of free culture’ (Bollier 2008: 8; see also Bollier 2008: 21-22, 65,
68). This movement is spirited by a loosely shared vision and ethic, but it is shorn of
political ideologies. It is pragmatic and improvisational, taking action to produce
‘cool software, effective legal interventions, and activist innovations’ (Bollier 2008:
201). Digital commoners are concerned with legislation, with conventional and
‘single-issue politics.’ But they are mainly bent on crafting their own peer-to-peer
platforms of free collaboration, creativity and sharing, sculpting thus a parallel social
order within the dominant political economy (Bollier 2008: 9, 201). The ‘movement’
of the new commoners is made up largely of the diverse creative communities of web
designers, musicians, authors etc., which have partly cohered around the Creative
Commons licenses (Bollier 2008: 168-169, 177). It has spread globally by welding
together an international network of legal scholars, artists, public institutions and
Internet users who have joined forces around CC licenses, giving rise to ‘a new sort of
transnational cultural movement: a digital republic of commoners’ (Bollier 2008: 194;
see ibid. 194-200).
Has this movement come together to effectively coordinate its dispersed initiatives in
ways that can elicit a wider social transformation towards the commons? Has it acted
in concert to attain common goals and to resist or to press other social forces in the
state, the market and international power relations? For all his hype about
transnational cultural movements, digital republics and a ‘second superpower’
(Bollier 2008: 8), Bollier avowed in the end that the international commoners
coalition is still a ‘fledgling enterprise’ and a cacophony of separate initiatives rather
than a fully-fledged and real agent of democratic empowerment (Bollier 2008: 201).
In the closing remarks of Benkler’s seminal tract-manifesto on CBPP, we are told that
‘Perhaps these changes will be the foundation of a true transformation toward more
liberal and egalitarian societies’ (Benkler 2006: 473). So, in the end, the main catalyst
of social change is located in new technologies and economic structures. The politics
of the new commons reduces largely to legal, ideational, technological and ‘practical’
conflicts among private business, states and the actual practitioners of the digital
commons. The chief motors of the transition towards a commons-based society are
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technology and the economy, assisted by law and the initiatives of groups in civil
society which advocate institutional change and circulate their alternative practices.
Hence, Bollier, Benkler and Bauwens converge on a techno-legal and economic fix
when they envision a historical shift in the direction of the commons. Bauwens
concluded one of his earliest accounts of a ‘Common-ist’ evolution of P2P (Bauwens
2005b) with the following list of the key conditions that will enable the new commons
to flourish beyond the sphere of ‘immaterial’ non-rival goods in which they
originated: 1) access to distributed technology (viral communicator meshworks etc.);
2) widespread availability of other forms of distributed fixed capital; 3) reliance on
P2P processes for the design and conception of ‘physical production’; 4) broader
distribution of financial capital (through e.g. state funding of open source
development, cooperative purchase of large capital goods etc.); 5) the introduction of
a universal basic income. Despite allusions to ‘Common-ist’ movements, we are left
completely in the dark as to how these will be built, how they will reach a critical
mass, how they will topple the ‘neoliberal dominance’ and how they will reform the
state and the market (Bauwens 2005b; see also Bauwens 2014: 28). Instead, we are
served a list of techno-economic terms.
Elsewhere (Bauwens 2009; 2014: 41), alliances with farmers and workers, the
environmental and the social justice movement, non-capitalist and anti-capitalist
forces are given a brief mention at the end of a similar list, but we get no other insight
into how these alliances will be brought together. The ‘vital condition’ for a historical
transition towards a commons-based society is not political. It is
the existence of commons-based peer production, as proto-practices for a full
mode of production…These proto-practices have to evolve within the older
system, first as emergent practices, then on a parity level, before they can become
dominant themselves (Bauwens 2011; emphasis added).
Any ‘political and social phase transition’ can come about only when a sufficient
number of ‘digital knowledge workers’ will revolt against the limits foisted on the
hyperproductivity of peer production by outmoded capitalist modalities (Bauwens
2011).
This is the epitome of the technocratic coding of the commons which has set the tenor
in the digital commons literature from the beginning of the millennium. Technology,
economic practices, the law and loose, vague references to ‘social movements’ are its
main entries. Its motto has been ‘change things by producing a new model which
makes the existing model obsolete,’ not by fighting existing reality (Bollier 2008:
294). Historical transformation is seen mostly not as political, rebellious and
oppositional, but as incremental, immanent -arising from within actual social relations
and heightened productivity-, and prefigurative -transcending the old social order by
projecting a new world to come (Bollier 2008: 305-310).
History suggests that any new style of politics and polity will arrive through
models developed from within the edifice of existing law, markets, and culture. A
77

revolutionary coup or showdown with existing institutions will not be necessary.
Superior working models—running code and a healthy commons—will trump
polemics and exhortation. Ideological activists and political professionals are likely
to scoff at this scenario (Bollier 2008: 305; emphasis in the original).
[T]he marxist thesis, of an organized working class taking power and then
changing society, has been discredited... In the previous transitions, revolutions
were always the end point of a long process of reconfiguration… these changes,
initially seen as a way out for the old system, turned out to be more productive
overall, and eventually it made no longer sense to keep the old social order, which
precluded this higher productivity to occur on a general scale…we observe a new
hyperproductive system, in which both the capital and managerial class, and the
producing class, see different advantages to move towards…while it originally
appears to strengthen the capitalist totality, it at the same time creates postcapitalist logics…Commons-based peer production, the sharing platforms, and
crowdsourcing are three main forms...It is both immanent and transcendent...
While apparently saving capitalism…it also creates a formidable value crisis
(Bauwens 2009).
Society will not be reordered, then, by taking political power but through a protracted
process of technologically engineered development, which establishes new logics of
production. If one takes away the revolutionary flame, the idea of an immanent
transformation which issues from technological and economic evolution and is
attributed to rising productivity is, actually, a very classic Marxian one. As Marx
asserts, in the famous 1859 ‘Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political
Economy’:
The totality of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of
society, the real foundation, on which arises a legal and political superstructure and
to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness… At a certain stage of
development, the material productive forces of society come into conflict with the
existing relations of production…. The changes in the economic foundation lead
sooner or later to the transformation of the whole immense superstructure… No
social order is ever destroyed before all the productive forces for which it is
sufficient have been developed, and new superior relations of production never
replace older ones before the material conditions for their existence have matured
within the framework of the old society (see Marx 1991).
A techno-economic imaginary of historical refoundation is likely to show little
concern for the predicament of organizing broad-based socio-political movements in
robust blocs and patterns of collective action, which could really counter the power of
vested private interests and state elites, and would strategically carry forward an
alternative project of social reconstruction. Revealingly, Bollier (2008: 8) talks of an
‘emergent second superpower,’ which rises to prominence through the convergence of
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people around the world who affirm common values and form new public identities
through online networks. He is not drawn out, however, on the essential political
question whether the organizational schemes of the ‘movement’ are fitting, and they
can face up successfully to the other ‘superpowers’ of states and large corporations
(see also Bollier 2008: 199-225). Unfortunately, apart from occasional international
demonstrations and cross-national events of local resistance (such as the 2011-2012
Indignados and Occupy civic insurgencies), this ‘second superpower’ is nearly
invisible in our world of growing ‘surplus populations’ and expulsions (Sassen 2014).
No more do we find, in this initial phase of peer-commons thought, an explanation of
how collective influence could be effectively exerted on entrenched power structures,
elites and hierarchies of the state beyond the limited capacities of lobbying, litigation
and legal proposals or public appeals to the good will of public officers. The
impotence of both technology and law in reshuffling the established order of power in
contemporary societies has eventually dawned on digital commoners. ‘The more I’m
in this battle, the less I believe that constitutional law on its own could solve the
problem’ (Lessig cited in Bollier 2008: 87; for the limits of technology, see also
Benkler 2006: 17-18, 31-34).
The tactic of public appeals through open letters, speeches etc., which bets on the
good will of incumbents, has not fared any better. The tight embrace of business
interests and enclosures by state politics has also blatantly refuted, time and again, the
naïve trust in the benevolence of present-day governments, which would be morally
persuaded by rational arguments to assist commoners in framing a ‘digital republic’
with a more open, democratic character (Bollier 2008: 93, Benkler 2006: 382).
2.3.7. In love with the market? Τhe lightning of post-politics amidst the digital
commons
The strained relations of the digital commons cohort with profit-oriented businesses
and markets shed light on the tendency to suppress the political in the guise of radical
opposition and contestation. In this and other respects, Benkler, Bollier and Bauwens
have partaken of the ‘post-political vision’ as laid out by Mouffe (2005; 2013): the
fantasy that democratization can proceed without defining an adversary and that, in
post-traditional societies, collective identities are not constructed in terms of we/they
on account of the growth of individualism, or of ‘cooperative individualism’ in the
lexicon of digital commoners. Conflicts can be pacified through dialogue and by
nurturing relations of mutual tolerance among individuals who come with different
interests and perspectives. Moreover, the post-political view typically passes over
existing power relations and how they structure contemporary societies (Mouffe 2005:
48-51). However, the politics of ‘consensus at the center’ is plainly the result of ‘the
unchallenged hegemony of neoliberalism’ (Mouffe 2013: 19; emphasis added).
Now, despite its castigation of rent-seeking behaviors and enclosures, which
supposedly belong to an industrial paradigm becoming defunct, the peer and digital
commons literature tends to silence or paper over the potentially forceful antagonistic
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tensions which run between the logics of private business and the logics of the
commons. Benkler (2011) is eloquent.
I am optimistic in thinking that we are now ripe to take on the task of using human
cooperation to its fullest potential -to make our businesses more profitable, our
economy more efficient…(Benkler 2011: 25).
Self-interest and cooperation aren’t mutually exclusive; quite the contrary. Valuing
independence, autonomy, capitalism, and individualism do not automatically make
us egocentric…Cooperation and profit can coexist. Embracing this duality,
learning how to remake our society around it and harness it for individual,
corporate, and societal goals, in not only possible, it is imperative. And its time has
come (Benkler 2011: 28).
In effect, Benkler and Bollier have trumpeted the idea that wealthy corporations can
reorient their business models, make profit from open source software and become
political allies or even business partners of the digital commoners. Private businesses
can become more successful in stiffly competitive markets by harnessing the social
and intellectual motivations of their employees, by making cooperation more social,
autonomous and rewarding, as well as by harvesting the collective intelligence and
creativity of millions of people through the Internet (Benkler 2006: 471; 2011: 25-28,
200-212, 218-219, Bollier 2008: 15-16, 20, 229, Bauwens 2011).
Bollier (2008: 237) notes that IBM turned to free software because it could leverage
people’s programming talents for a fraction of the cost it would incur by paying
programmers for the full development of its software or by buying copyrighted
software. No need to worry, because ‘Power is too dispersed for the predators to
survive too long, and besides, the commoners are too empowered’ (Bollier 2008:
242). The same pattern of a momentary recognition of conflict which is thereafter
swept under the carpet recurs when e.g. Bollier (2008: 251) comments that the
commons and the market economy ‘seem’ to represent ‘divergent moral values and
social orders.’ The commons are social, committed to shared values and dismissive of
individual property rights, while the market economy is impersonal, exchanges
monetary values and depends on individual property. ‘Yet...the market and the
commons interpenetrate each other, yin/yang style. Each ‘‘adds value’’ to the other in
synergistic ways’ (see also Bollier 2008: 295-296).
Bollier’s (2008: 8, 20, 306-310) earlier depiction of the new universe of online
commons and the struggles that will enable it to thrive offers, indeed, a glaring
snapshot of the eclipse of ‘the political’ in the digital commons school –when the
political is held to imply antagonisms between capitalist markets, states, commons
and their social actors, deep political divisions, anti- and pro-establishment struggles,
structural asymmetries in the distribution of power, and power-laden exclusions from
the community. ‘The commoners…envision cyberspace more as a peacable, sociable
kingdom…They honor the individual while respecting community norms’ (Bollier
2008: 8). If you want to bring this vision into life
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Build your own world...then imagine its embrace by many others. Imagine it
radiating into conventional politics....You may be an entrepreneur who just wants
to build a profitable business, or a scientist....This big-tent movement is
unabashedly ecumenical (Bollier 2008: 20).
Antagonistic clashes of interest and perspective, along with the ensuing political
divisions and the battles among different social sectors that would be required to alter
the actual balance of social forces so as to realize more democratic relations, are all
imagined out of existence. No exclusions from an ecumenical commons movement
will be in order, because all different views, interests and orientations can harmonize
with each other. Power structures are not a big issue, because they are easily
reversible. They can swerve smoothly from the dominant to the weaker side –the
agents of change- when the latter self-organize through online communities which do
not carry out any recognizable form of resistance. ‘The ‘‘anti’’ element often misses’
(Lovink quoted in Bollier 2008: 306).
All this makes redundant the art of politics which arduously weaves political
communities of action out of fragmented and conflicting identities, and wrestles with
the hegemonic order in order to implement a transformative project. Build your own
world, others will come around to it on their own. This new world will then just slip
into the state, and we will all gradually and happily converge on the way to a universe
of peace, sociability and happiness. Unfortunately, this dreamlike fantasy has been
crushed to pieces time and again in modern history.
According to the political theorists of hegemony, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe,
a randomly dispersed plurality of movements, fights and alternative practices of the
‘commons’ is unlikely to induce broader social change. Such a random scattering is
likely to founder on incoherence, collisions among heterogeneous courses of action,
and the weakness of fragmented, isolated forces which are confronted with vested
interests. To achieve a minimum of convergence among diverse struggles and to
amass enough force to take on the status quo we need to launch into the politics of
‘hegemony.’ This welds together wider political communities through chains of
equivalence, it defines an enemy, it draws frontiers between ‘us’ and ‘them,’ and it
undertakes a committed power struggle against the forces that be (Laclau & Mouffe
1985: 140-141, 178-184, Mouffe 2013: 73-74). Bollier (2008: 206-225) himself has
noticed that the networked commoners hold divergent or competing agendas even
around commons licenses, and that this chaos is hard to synthesize into a coherent
endeavor that will get at the desired ends. There are many ways of making commons,
and diversity can spark debate and contest.
The picture is more complicated in Bauwens’s work, which has attended from early
on to the contrasts between capitalist markets and the digital commons (2005b), but it
has also partly endorsed the actual synergies between for-profit corporations and peer
communities (2011).
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Among others, markets work for profit and exchange value, not for use value and
mutual benefit. Markets do not rely on reciprocity. They do not sponsor full
participation in production and distribution. They meet the needs only of those with
purchasing power. Markets, moreover, do not take into account negative
‘externalities,’ i.e. the costs of their activities for the environment and society at large.
Finally, they make decisions about the allocation of resources through market pricing
and managerial command. In all these respects, and several others, they are at
loggerheads with the digital commons (Bauwens 2005b).
However, in response to the vehemently anti-capitalist agenda of the commons
advanced by Massimo de Angelis, Silvia Federici and George Caffentzis, among
others, Bauwens charts a fuzzy, real-life area of ‘hybrid commons,’ which bear both
non-capitalist and capitalist aspects (Bauwens 2011, Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis
2019: 6-7). The ‘free software commons’ is a case in point. Around the commons of
code, which is co-authored by voluntary contributors and is open to all developers,
private corporations coalesce, extracting profit from market services and from
products related to the code. But they do not ‘enclose’ the free software, and they help
sustain the community of developers by hiring them to work on derivative goods and
services, and by expanding on the open code. In this context, there is a relation of
mutual dependence and benefit between the capitalist markets and the digital
commons.
The commons feed into the reproduction of capitalism, of profit-making private
enterprises in this case. Peer production can give a competitive edge to capitalist
corporations, such as IBM, which can harvest the knowledge commons as well as the
ongoing research and development of software conducted by a vast, open community
of peers. By contrast, firms which use proprietary knowledge and software can draw
only on their own research and development. But the business which flourishes
around the free software commons help also to nurture the latter. IBM’s investment in
free and open-source software projects helps them to thrive and to increase the social
investment required for a P2P-based transition. Hence, this symbiotic relationship
serves both the reproduction of capitalism and the progress of the new commons
(Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 6-7).
So, for Bauwens (2011), the question of the capitalist commons cannot be decided ex
ante, in the ideological and political terms of anticapitalism, ‘blinded by any
perceived absolute ‘‘enemy’’ .’ Again, caution is raised against the politics of
antagonism. What is called for, instead, is a pragmatic mindset, which weighs flexibly
the variable interests of the commoners in different settings and considers the degree
to which they benefit in the short and the mid-term, breeding ‘proto-commons’
practices, which can lay the foundations for the ‘ultimate expansion on a systemic
level.’ Hence, we should condone the intertwinement of ‘netarchical’ capitalist
entities with the commons in hybrid constellations insofar as these liaisons strengthen
concrete commons. It is this progress which holds the key for the ‘transition.’ Any
political and social transformation will come about only on the back of expanding
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digital commons. ‘Most commoners are not necessarily motivated by a political and
social vision…,but their social conditions…lead them to construct and protect
concrete commons. This process is absolutely vital for the transition’ (Bauwens 2011;
see also Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 38).
Amidst conflicts and contradictions in a messy, complex world, the first priority is the
material advancement of digital commons, not the propagation of a political and
social vision. This is a direct implication of the status that is imputed to the
technological infrastructure. In a standard Marxist fashion, the ‘development of the
forces of production’ supplies the driving engine for historical mutations. And the
effect of this status is to play down not only the force of the antagonisms between the
logics of capitalist markets and of the commons, in this case, but also the importance
of articulating and propounding a new socio-political vision, in the light of which the
conflicts would come into relief. One need not be a boisterous or ‘dogmatic’
anticapitalist in order to appreciate how crucial it is to edge a sharp awareness of the
conflicts between the commons paradigm and the status quo in order to orient and to
motivate the ‘transition.’
For-profit markets and corporate powers, replete with their habits of competition and
private utility maximization, are prevalent in the present-day world. On the other
hand, the commons and their collaborative, non-profit ethos are still inchoate,
dispersed, marginal or occluded from view. Hence, the logics of the market are bound
to maintain their grip on the mind and the will of contemporary commoners,
preventing a firm, majoritarian orientation towards a commons-based society from
taking root in their ranks. Hence the decisive role of an alternative political discourse
and an oppositional imagination, which will prompt commoners to disidentify with
the dominant competitive and profit-oriented modes of subjectivity and will incite
them to identify more closely with the collaborative, ecological and social ethos of the
commons.
Indeed, on the face of it, it seems unlikely that individual programmers, for instance,
who have been active in the ‘concrete commons’ of open source software and earn
also a livelihood by working for private corporations, such as IBM, will be
incentivized to act for the emergence of an entire society configured around the
commons. They make a living as professionals who are employed by private business.
Or they may run their own private business. And they freely express their creativity
and fulfil themselves by contributing to an evolving open source in their free time.
Why on earth would they feel motivated to change their situation as ‘hybrid’
commoners, who maintain materially both themselves and the capitalist market while
they are also free and happy to pursue their favourite hobby? Why would they care
about a ‘common-ist’ society and what would propel them to strive for it?
When one aims at a new social order which will gravitate around the commons, one
could care little for framing a socio-political vision to inspire digital commoners on
one condition: if s/he trusts them to ‘revolt against the limitations imposed on this
hyperproductive modality, by outmoded, repressive and life-undermining modalities
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of capital’ (Bauwens 2011). In other words, if s/he presumes (1) that the interest of
digital knowledge workers in further increasing productivity ‘against the limitations’
of ‘outmoded’ capital will itself impel them in the end to rise up against the capitalist
fencing of the commons; (2) that capital imposes only limitations on the rising
‘hyperproductivity’ of digital technologies and does not, or cannot, support and
amplify it. Here we come across again the two ‘vulgar’ Marxist theses summarized in
the 1859 Preface: (a) the development of the technological infrastructure provides the
motor that drives the transformation of social consciousness, action and relations in
specific directions; (b) the further development of the ‘forces of production’ in an
advanced capitalist economy will require the transition to a new mode of production,
rather than an upgraded modality of capitalism such as ‘Capitalism 3.0.’
If both 1) and 2), and their more general theoretical premises a) and b), hold true,
then, in a ‘vulgar’ Marxist style, technological progress should be given priority over
political action and discourse. The ties of non-politicized commoners with for-profit
corporations do not matter as long as they help to evolve the digital infrastructure of
the commons. This forward movement will occasion the historical transition
according to 1) and 2), a) and b). Yet, there are cogent reasons to doubt all these
premises which underpin the conclusion (for an in-depth critique of a) and b) see
Wright, Levine & Sober 2012). Suffice it to point out here how the original Marxist
conjecture that capitalism fetters the further progress of industrial production has been
empirically refuted to-date. The future remains a terra incognita. However, the
mutually beneficial partnerships between the digital commons and private
corporations, which are endorsed by Benkler, Bollier and Bauwens themselves,
indicate likewise that the ‘hyperproductivity’ of digital technologies can be furthered
by capital. So, a switch to a commons-based-production may not be in order at all.
Bauwens is right to note that we live in a complex, ambivalent world of hybrid,
emergent phenomena. We need to pragmatically navigate our course through this
tangle in order to make headway for the commons. This is what the art of politics is
all about: making decisions in an uncertain terrain in order to chase preferred
outcomes without any guarantee and any sure-fire guide of action. Charting a way
towards the desired ends under such conditions will demand provisional compromises
and tortuous routes. Any a priori rigid dogma will not do. But it is precisely in this
context that action needs to be guided by a socio-political compass and agency, which
should be deliberately pieced together and diffused through collective, political
mobilization, which establishes also antagonistic frontiers, it is conscious of conflict
and it is ready to struggle. Otherwise social actors are very likely to lose their way in
the jungle, if they ever embark on the expedition, dispirited and defeated by
complexity, the lack of compass and direction, and the actual predominance of
countervailing forces.
Without confronting aggressive corporate forces of enclosure, privatization, extraction
and plunder, without exerting powerful socio-political pressures on the neoliberal
state and the market, techno-economic inventions are likely to remain too feeble to
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transfigure, let alone transcend capitalism. Bauwens holds, by contrast, that in the
process of a commons transition, capitalist markets themselves have a positive role to
play. A commons-based reciprocity licensing –‘copyfair’- would keep common goods
free for entities which contribute to the commons, but would charge non-contributory
for-profit business with a license fee for the right to commercialize certain materials.
Free sharing is upheld in this way, but reciprocity is also secured between the
commons and the capitalist market, increasing the flow of value from the latter to the
former. This artifice will help to ‘subordinate’ the capitalist market in the sphere of
the economy proper. Through the exigencies of reciprocity, the commons will
discipline the market (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 51, 64). The ‘partner
state,’ which stewards and funds CBPP, is another principal figure in the equation,
along with networks and associations of commons-oriented entities which aggregate
resources and forces (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 57-58, 68).
Setting aside for now the concept of the ‘partner state,’ this representation of a
reciprocal relation between commons-oriented initiatives and capitalist markets in the
economic field is overly pacific, downplaying the predatory behaviors of capitalist
corporations and finance capitalism at its advanced neoliberal stage. Is a ‘reciprocity
license’ potent enough to wither competitive forces in -currently deregulatedcapitalist markets? This seems to be the residue of a post-political mindset, which
tones down antagonisms, power asymmetries and hegemonic configurations, it
envisions mostly peaceful transitions and it places its wager on techno-economic
‘solutions.’ In effect, such a license could be a smart part of the equation, but it is
premised on further political resistances, interventions and transformations. Among
other things, states which are now subservient to global capital and neoliberal
economics should be radically reformed to become disposed to legally back up and
enforce such licenses, which otherwise would rely on the good will of for-profit
corporations.
To catch a final sight of the elision of the political under the economic in
contemporary thought on digital commons, it is worth pausing at the ‘entrepreneurial
coalitions,’ which are introduced today as the third institution of a new CBPP
ecosystem (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 15), and the corollary notion of
‘ethical markets.’ The formation of an entire ecosystem of open co-operatives,
collaborating ‘professionals’ and software, which gathers and redistributes funding for
the commons -such as the successful Enspiral in New Zealand- provides a way of
‘transvestment.’ This transfers capital from capitalist markets to the commons, it
propagates common values and it nourishes the ‘ethical’ market which will prop up a
sustainable society of commons (see Kostakis & Bauwens 2014: 358, Pazaitis,
Kostakis & Bauwens 2017: 17-27).
Commons-oriented coalitions of businesses are out to generate profits or livelihoods
by deploying the shared resources in the market. But they are not primarily animated
by the profit motive. They seek, rather, to make a livelihood and to sustain their
contribution to the commons, which they regard as meaningful in themselves. In
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contrast to ‘extractive’ businessmen who are bent on maximizing their profits, procommons ‘generative’ entepreneurs participate in the construction of the commons,
but they also create added value on top of them in order to reproduce themselves or to
enjoy a ‘good life.’ The surplus is reinvested in their enterprises and the commons,
funding the commons and emancipating commoners from capitalist, profit-seeking
enterprises (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 17-18). Farm Hack is a case in point.
This is a global community of farmers who draw together, share and modify designs
and ideas around agricultural machinery by interacting in an open-access digital
platform. The tools are then manufactured by local communities or by individual
members. Farm Hack allows active contributors to undertake commercial activities to sell e.g. the tools they make- so that they can earn a living and keep on with their
engagement in the commons. Such commercial activities boost local manufacturing
and shore up the economic resilience of the community (Bauwens, Kostakis &
Pazaitis 2019: 25-27).
What gets partly lost in the way of championing ‘ethical’ businesses and
entrepreneurship for the commons is, first, a political sense of power relations in the
market and a sharp consciousness of how pervasive neoliberal ideology is. Commonsfriendly ‘entrepreneurial coalitions’ may foment ‘social’ values. They may twist the
orthodoxies of capitalist markets and they may secure a stream of income for
commons activities. But what about income disparities and hierarchical power
divisions between directors and employees in such enterprises, which annul equal
autonomy and collective self-management in the commons? Pazaitis, Kostakis &
Bauwens (2017: 187) mention ‘various work relations’ and varying payment rates for
the members of the Enspiral enterpeneurial coalition. Evidently, a strenuous effort
should be put into curtailing power hierarchies and significant economic disparities if
the aim is to put in place an effective ‘common’ economy that would be collectively
self-managed on an equal footing.
Moreover, even if -and that’s a big if- the notion of entrepreneurship can be divorced
from individualism and the profit motive so that it can act as a vehicle for mining and
remolding common sense (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 17, 30-31), the
opposite may at least as easily obtain (see Rigi 2014). The lexicon of entrepreneurship
is the quintessential vocabulary of neoliberalism. It convokes individual effort,
creativity, competitiveness, and individual appropriation of the results of such creative
effort, which is rewarded by success in the market (see Dardot & Laval 2014). As
Jones and Murtola (2012: 647, 650) put it succinctly
a founding parable of the entrepreneur as expropriator of the common [is] the blunt
separation and capture that appears in the moment when the entrepreneur stands up
and -ignoring the cooperative efforts antecedent and coincident with productiondeclares ‘it was me, I did this!’ This way of thinking about creation is so deeply
embedded... an incredibly powerful ideological fantasy, seizing also those who
have the most to lose from embracing such an ideology...an apparatus of capture.
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Under a global neoliberal hegemony which is deeply invested in subjectivity, to
campaign for the commons by recruiting the discursive ‘apparatus of capture’ of
neoliberalism is politically risky. Το win the game of re-signification against
neoliberal capitalism, a concerted effort by dedicated actors should be put into
deliberately promulgating an alternative pro-commons vision and discourse. This is
political agency proper. Hence the pertinence of hegemonic-political interventions
within the economic realm itself. Moreover, the ‘revaluation’ of prevalent neoliberal
values would require foregrounding and cultivating the antagonistic values of
cooperation, solidarity, workplace democracy, common property, equality and social
justice. Therefore, to democratize the economy in the spirit of the commons would
call, indeed, for a swerve away from commons-based entrepreneurship towards
‘commons-based democratic cooperatives.’ An ‘enterprise consciousness,’ which
permeates also cooperative ventures, can easily outweigh the commitment to work for
a community-controlled economy (Azzellini 2015: 9). The battle over the minds and
the hearts of the people belongs to the hegemonic terrain proper. This demands
political organization, the active figuration of new social visions, the propagation of
another socio-political discourse (see the Report 1. The Political, sections 1.15, 1.16).
Without an intellectual-political activity that will help edify alternative subjectivities,
it is likely that new entrepreneurial ecosystems around digital commons will remain
separate networks of peer production and private businesses. Their economic
operation will be quite akin to the existing synergies between free software
communities and global capitalist corporations, such as IBM. No doubt, some of the
existing enterprises in the field of digital commons could likewise evolve into
medium-size and large for-profit enterprises, without forgoing their commitment and
their contribution to the new commons. In other words, there is no intrinsic impetus
which would propel actors in such common-centric entrepreneurial coalitions to labor
for large-scale renovations, which would transcend the current hegemony of capitalist
markets and state, ingraining the commons at the hegemonic center of social
formations. Bauwens’s rejoinder (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 31) is that ‘we
also cannot overlook the fact that those initiatives have been nurtured within
capitalism and aspire to overcome it.’ But how can we just take for granted this
system-changing disposition of contemporary commoners-entepreneurs? According to
Bauwens, Kostakis and Pazaitis (2019: 20), the stellar example of a contemporary
network of companies and professions which innovate today with digital commons
and social projects -the New Zealand Enspiral- was primarily prompted by the desire
to enable skillful individuals to commit more time to socially-oriented projects.
For this purpose, an initial group of freelancers begun developing a form of
collaboration that would create enough resources and flexibility, inspired by
free and open-source software.
From this point of departure, a long distance needs to be travelled, indeed, before
reaching the aspiration itself to overcome capitalism. Bauwens, Kostakis and Pazaitis
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(2019: 67) glimpse this need, and discern the gap between being and conscious being,
potential and reality, the in-itself and the for-itself:
commoners do exist. We use digital commons and rely on physical commons.
Commoners should…build their power and influence at all levels. Of course,
just as laborers did, for this we have to develop a consciousness that we are
commoners…. It is a question of how people see the relative weight of the
commons modality in their lives as well as whether commons become part of
their social imaginary of a desired future.
Hence, it is a question of deliberately crafting new social imaginaries; of enunciating
and diffusing new discourses; of reconfiguring subjectivity and fashioning new
collective wills; of actors coming out of their particular spheres to assume more
general tasks of organization and mobilization that speak to global concerns. In sum,
it is a question of counter-hegemonic politics proper, which is pressingly raised within
peer production and the political economy of the commons when the object is to
engender new, commons-centered systemic constellations (see the Report 1. The
Political, sections 1.15, 1.16).
The degree in which power dynamics and clashes with the capitalist market are
played down becomes even more visible in Bauwens’ broader strategic idea of
‘ethical markets,’ of which ‘entepreneurial coalitions’ are only one component. To
turn CBPP into a fully-fledged mode of production that can reproduce itself outside
capitalism, as the argument goes, ‘ethical markets’ and the ‘partner state’ provide the
two main pillars (Bauwens 2005b; 2011, Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 41-42).
The ‘ethical markets’ are composed of commons-centered entities, which operate in
existing markets but turn the flow of value and surplus towards the commons. In
addition to the foregoing, commons-oriented entities comprise now also ‘open
cooperatives,’ which operate in the domain of material production and observe a
reciprocity rule: ‘to each according to their contribution.’ Open cooperatives adhere to
‘multi-stakeholder’ governance models.’ They partake in the making of digital and
physical commons, and they are socio-politically organized around global concerns
(Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 56-57, Pazaitis, Kostakis & Bauwens 2017: 4).
The various participants in the ‘ethical market’ earn income for the expansion of the
commons by creating livelihoods for commoners and by reinvesting in P2P based
production. They fuel, thereby, a ‘cooperative accumulation’ and the expansive
flourishing of CBPP, which is the primary objective (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis
2019: 42, 64).
In this context, Rosa Luxemburg’s critique, and the tendency of cooperatives to selfenclose around their membership are given a brief mention, but they are not laid out
and addressed. Luxemburg pointed out from early on how cooperatives functioning in
a capitalist market are gradually forced by competition to adopt exploitative and
profit-oriented practices (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 57).
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According to the standard Marxian diagnosis, free competition acts as an objective
discipline which compels enterprises to continuously accumulate capital, to strive thus
for the maximization of profit and to follow exploitative practices, in order to survive
competitive pressures by other enterprises, which keep renewing their technologies,
innovating, improving their products, getting larger shares in the market etc. Market
competition on such terms is an external compulsion, which weighs heavily on any
‘ethical’ motives and values of different businesses, confronting cooperatives with the
dilemma: obey the capitalist rule or perish (Sandoval 2019: 8, Azzellini 2015: 6-10).
this critical perspective helps to understand why efforts to scale the co-operative
economy and to ‘outcompete capitalism’ are unlikely to succeed. It also
suggests that the more radical a co-op’s resistance against market logics and
competition, the more challenging it will be for the co-op to generate income,
especially outside of niche markets. For instance, if a co-op has strict ethical
rules about what clients to work for, about not accepting investment capital,
about not using any advertising as a source of income or wanting to use open
commons licenses, economic success will be harder to achieve (Sandoval 2019:
8).
Entepreneurial coalitions and networks of open cooperatives are also subject to such
competitive pressures, which are likely to veer them away from their founding
principles and objectives. The story of the Mondragόn Cooperative Corporation, one
of the most advanced cooperative networks in the world, is a case in point. This vast
network of cooperatives, founded in the Basque country in 1956, has gradually
succumbed to exploitative, profit-oriented and capitalist business logics in order to
stay afloat in highly competitive markets. It has outsourced production in other
countries, in which its production plants are neither worker-owned nor workermanaged. The main Cooperative Corporation is not self-managed by its employees,
while already in 1997 one third of Mondragόn workers were not members of the
cooperative. Moreover, it now tends to treat business failure in the network, even
when it impacts on several hundred workers, in a typical, private-business manner
(Azzellini 2015: 9-10).
Το put it in a nutshell, ‘ethical markets’ are unlikely to morph into a vital new reality
unless they are embedded in a protracted and massive counter-hegemonic contest. To
gain traction, CBPP systems should be folded into a larger, multi-layered strategy of
political counter-hegemony, which intends to renew common sense, to reconstruct
and reorient the consciousness of contemporary commoners, to bind together a new
collective will, to construct effective political organization, to reconstitute the state,
and to enlist state policies, legislation and militant cooperative networks in the
struggle to subdue the corporate power of global capital.
2.3.8. Political awakenings
In recent years, a growingly political inclination traverses the thought of Bauwens, the
P2P Foundation and their fellow-travellers, and Bollier. To illustrate, in their 2014
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essay ‘From the Communism of Capital to Capital for the Commons: Towards an
Open Co-operativism,’ Bauwens and Kostakis come around and see that the free
software and culture movement lack the political philosophy that would set them on
the course of a commons-based social order, and they are often prone to the start-up
business model (Bauwens & Kostakis 2014: 357-8). Accordingly, ‘The question is
whether Commons-based peer production...can generate the institutional capacity and
alliances needed to break the political power of the old order’ (Bauwens & Kostakis
2014: 357). The key predicament for a historical eruption of the commons paradigm is
now couched in straightforward political terms.
To begin with, the heightened politicization of CBPP transpires in the stronger accent
that is being placed on the antagonistic political choices which are posed by digital
commons and the need for a power struggle. Bollier affirms now that the 2008
financial crises have demonstrated how ‘the prevailing dogmas of market
individualism, private property rights and neoliberal economics’ cannot and will not
deliver the wished-for change (Bollier 2014: 7). This crisis bears witness to how the
heedless quest for profit maximization precipitates the ‘tragedy of the market’ (Bollier
2014: 26). The records of history are replete with the antagonisms between commons,
markets and states. Sharing is an affront to the ideology of private property, while the
forces of market enclosure are unscrupulously intent on ruining commons (Bollier
2014: 35).
The pernicious effects of the privatization and commodification of our shared wealth
are omnipresent. Enclosures of nature, of public spaces and infrastructure, of
knowledge and culture attest to a widespread process of plundering and dispossession
which has been occluded by standard economics. Corporations, often with the active
synergy of the state, pluck valuable resources from natural environments, cities, the
public and cultural heritage (Bollier 2014: 37-78). ‘The language of enclosure makes
visible the anti-social, anti-environmental effects of ‘‘free markets’’ and validates
commoning as an appropriate, often effective alternative’ (Bollier 2014: 38).
The very logic of the commons is systematically counterpoised to the logic of the
market: individual competition and profit-seeking vs. cooperation, separation vs.
interrelation, artificial scarcity vs. sharing and abundance in non-rival resources,
market exchange and growth vs. use-value, commonwealth and sustainability,
hierarchical command vs. horizontality, decentralization and bottom-up selforganization, exclusive private property vs. collectively used possession, limited
access defined by owner vs. limited access defined by users or open access (Bollier
2014: 179-180). Finally, to deeply comprehend and cultivate the commons we need to
deal with macro-economic dynamics, power and politics (Bollier 2014: 32).
Still, for Bollier, it is the excesses, the lack of restraint in the markets, private property
and enclosures, which are disastrous and antagonize the commons, not markets
themselves. ‘Let me stress: it is entirely possible for markets and commons to ‘‘play
nicely together’’ ’(Bollier 2014: 77). Markets are differentiated from capitalism. They
should be embedded in and controlled by communities so that markets and the
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commons tend to the common good. Cooperatives, such as the Cecosesola
cooperative ecosystem, in Lara, Venezuela, which are self-organized, nonhierarchical, assembly-based and offer fair prices, illustrate how this mutuality can
play out in practice (Bollier 2014: 137-138). However, in the neoliberal empire,
capitalist markets accumulate enormous disparities of wealth and power, while they
plunder nature. How can we reconstitute the hegemonic order of things?
The trick in melding commons and markets, to my mind, consists in nourishing a
distinct culture of commoning while devising ‘defensible boundaries’ around the
commons so that it can maintain its basic autonomy (Bollier 2014: 138).
Bollier (2014: 139) adduces again the examples of General Public License and the
Creative Commons licenses, supplementing them with the self-devised rules and
ethical norms of commons communities such as Wikipedia and the Main lobster
fishers. In the end, we would also count on a supportive, ‘partner’ State. So, we need
to reimagine and remake the State and the Market as a ‘triarchy’ that shares authority
and governance with the commons (Bollier 2014: 145, 159-163). But we still remain
in the dark over the burning questions of political strategy: how this reconstruction
will come about, how the global neoliberal hegemony will be overturned, how the
ruling power structures in the market and the state will be undone, and who will elicit
the transition, if ‘the prospects for meaningful political change remain fairly dismal’
(Bollier 2014: 171) and ‘Global financial capital and market forces remain extremely
potent, seemingly invincible forces,’ which currently expropriate the commons and
block their growth?
For Bollier, it seems that ‘legal innovations that can give the commons real standing
in law,’ along with federations of the existing commons that will pressurize the state,
are the main vector (Bollier 2014: 146). Furthermore, he praizes the priority that
commoners accord to their particular commons and the practice of commoning itself –
‘real work’- which is decentralized and self-organized, as a ‘hardy’ political strategy.
In order to unseat the free market ideology and to bundle together a new political
constituency
It’s important to form and expand a wider circle of actual functioning commons
that can serve as ‘staging areas’ for building a new vision for the future, a new
cultural ethic, a new political constituency (Bollier 2014: 170).
But how will this upscaled circulation of the commons unfurl in a hostile political and
economic context, rife with forces that damage and contest the old and new
commons? This is the vexing issue raised by Bollier’s own diagnosis of the current
neoliberal rule of capitalist markets and state, to which the answer seems to return us
to the starting point -or to point zero. The ‘strategic’ primacy accorded to the making
of the commons, which is prioritized over politics, recurs in the thought of Bauwens
and the P2P Foundation, and will be further taken up in the following.
In the latest work of Bauwens, Kostakis and their partners, antagonisms between
commons and capitalism itself, and the ensuing necessity of a counter-hegemonic
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struggle to pave the way for a commons-based society, are brought into sharp relief.
Commoners should strain after their autonomization from the capitalist economy in
order to reverse the current balance of power (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 47, 33-42, Bauwens & Kostakis 2014: 357-8). This is the definition of a hegemonic
contention which raises its head in the horizon of current commons thinking.
Peer production is markedly contrasted with capitalist production. As opposed to
capitalism, commons-based peer production (CBPP) is socially embedded and it is
geared towards use-value. It practices free sharing as a virtue. It is not fuelled by the
maximization of profit. In CBPP, value is attributed to contributions to a shared effort
among peers, and it is self-determined by the peer communities according to the
significance they decide to assign to these inputs (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis
2019: 15). Moreover, the environmental ruin inflicted on the planet by capitalism,
which exploits finite resources, is evermore highlighted (P2P Foundation 2017: 45).
Significantly for the ‘politicization’ of the P2P technology, Bauwens and his
collaborators have taken pains to more sharply disentangle capitalist from common-ist
orientations in the contemporary muddled landscape, where peer production is
intertwined with capitalist firms and markets in complex ways, calling for conscious
political choice and struggle. ‘Adopting this or that form of P2P technological
infrastructure [e.g. the models of Bitcoin or Wikipedia] is the locus of social conflict
because the choice between them has consequences for what may or may not be
possible’ (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 6)
‘Extractive’ capitalist formations which utilize P2P technologies and social dynamics
impoverish the natural and community resources they mine. Hence, contemporary
‘cognitive capitalism’ privatizes and commodifies information, data, design and
knowledge for private profit and capital accumulation. It comes in two variants,
‘netarchical’ and ‘distributed.’ Netarchical capitalism exploits networked social
cooperation by owning and controlling participatory platforms. Facebook, for
instance, monetizes the data from the social exchanges of its members by selling
information about the ‘attention’ of its users to advertisers. This new version of
capitalism is rent-seeking and parasitic. Distributed capitalism, by contrast, pretends
to offer autonomy from big business and the state by enabling, in theory, everyone to
become an independent trader or capitalist. Still, private profit remains the driving
motivation. Blockchain is a case in point (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 3637).
On the contrary, the global and local commons are ‘generative,’ that is, they bring
forth added value for communities and the environment, mutualizing resources,
knowledge and products. Wikipedia puts together a global knowledge resource open
to all, while GNU/Linux yields a global alternative to proprietary operating systems
(Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 39).
Yet, CBPP is still only the prototype of an emergent mode of production, which now
rests on capital that harvests the virtues and creations of P2P for its own gain.
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However, the mutual coordination mechanisms of peer production can become the
bearer of new templates of production and allocation, which are no longer under the
rule of capital and state. Hence, they are (also) ‘transcendent’ and can usher in a new
social formation, in which the commons, their communities and institutions prevail
over capital and state, and reshape them. So, we are confronted with two historical
scenarios and alternatives: a commons-centric capitalism or a commons-based new
society (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 4-5).
To tilt the scales of history towards the second possibility, commoners
must use skilful means to render commons-based peer production more
autonomous from the dominant political economy…So we should escape the
situation in which capitalists co-opt the commons, and head towards a situation
in which the commons capture capital, and make it work for its development
(Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 7).
All social systems are held to be ‘multimodal.’ They host diverse modes of
production, exchange and allocation, some of which dominate the others. Historical
turns and mutations are elicited by ‘struggles for dominance among the co-existing
modalities’ (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 50). This view instils a political
perception of social formations as hegemonic, that is, as predicated on unequal power
relations (see the Report on The Political, sections 1.15-1.16).
‘Transvestment’ is the strategy of ‘reverse co-optation’ that Bauwens and Kostakis
commend in order to transfer value and resources from the capitalist market to the
sphere of the commons and to augment its autonomy (see Bauwens, Kostakis &
Pazaitis 2019: 7, Bauwens & Kostakis 2014: 357-360). Another key prong of the
broader strategy that Bauwens currently advocates for a commons transition hinges on
the development of commons in the domain of services and ‘physical’ production,
beyond knowledge, software and design. In services and material products we deal
with rival resources in which free, non-reciprocal sharing is impossible or unfair. In
this field, we should advance open cooperativist schemes of production and
allocation, governed by reciprocity rules. Hence, as a full mode of production,
commons-based peer production allies the free and open ‘new’ commons of digital
technologies, knowledge and culture with cooperativism (Bauwens, Kostakis &
Pazaitis 2019: 7).
A third new component is ‘cosmolocalism,’ which knits together local commons in
translocal networks of collaboration and harnesses the open resources of global digital
webs for more localized manufacturing. Hence, knowledge, software, design are
produced globally, while machinery, equipment etc. are fabricated locally. This is
what the Farm Hack community, among others, currently undertakes by drawing open
designs for small-scale agricultural machines. The objective is to reduce the
consumption of finite natural resources, energy and transport, to enhance ecological
sustainability and to assemble global counterpowers by weaving transnational webs of
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local commons (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 39-41, Kostakis & Ramos
2017).
Transvestment, the proliferation of open cooperatives which will refigure material
production, and cosmolocalism are still predominantly economic, technical and
technological tactics. But they are politicized insofar as they integrated into a
conscious struggle for a new hegemony of the commons. Noticeably, however, the
latest writings of Bauwens, his P2P Foundation and his collaborators (see e.g.
Bauwens & Kostakis 2014, P2P Foundation 2017) evince an accentuated, explicit
appreciation of political mediations in a narrower sense. They affirm that ‘it is an
illusion that such a development of the commons forces can be done with a hostile
state. A successful commons transition strategy requires tackling the issue of political
organization and influencing the form of the state head on’ (Bauwens, Kostakis &
Pazaitis 2019: 42). Such a strategy strives after a radically reformed state that will
become the steward of the commons, and pursues progressive coalitions on the urban,
regional, state and international level. These alliances will push for policies that build
up the capacity of citizens, commoners and aligned forces for autonomous life and
self-government (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 65). The spreading enclosures
of neoliberalism, the authoritarian policies of alt-right governments, precarity and
austerity compress the space which remains available for commoning by productive
communities. Hence, it is imperative to couple ‘prefigurative’ commoning (the
pooling of resources, open cooperatives, open-source design etc.) with institutional
interventions (P2P Foundation 2017: 24, 34).
The ‘partner state’ enshrines the individual and the collective autonomy of citizens. It
facilitates the ‘direct creation of value by civil society’ by putting in place
infrastructures for systems of commons. The refoundation of the state, which will lead
it to assume such tasks, to end its subservience to the capitalist markets and to give up
on its top-down, centralized power, will be forced by social movements and
progressive political coalitions in alliance with the commons and CBPP. These
movements and coalitions will roll out pro-commons policies at the urban, the
regional and the nation-state level, and they will gain a real leverage on the state
through radical democratic practices, grassroots participation, public-commons
partnerships, and so on. But, in order to take on global challenges such as climate
change, this reformed state should be complemented with transnational institutions
and networks (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 2019: 52-53, 65, P2P Foundation
2017: 26-27, 35, 38).
While this political strategy for social renewal is multi-scalar, it singles out the city
context as particularly apt for initiating commons transitions, and it endorses new
municipalist platforms. Citizen-led municipal coalitions in cities like Barcelona enact
the commons politics of the future as they are keen on citizen participation,
transparency, open-source technologies and international networking (Commons
Transition Primer 2017: 27-29). Moreover, as the contemporary examples of
Barcelona and Bologna indicate, city administrations can undergird generative models
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of production, provision and exchange. They can help to mount commons-based
platforms, such as Fairbnb (in Amsterdam). They can sponsor commons repositories
of knowledge, software and design, they can ‘commonify’ urban services, and so on.
In turn, transnational coalitions of cities can put in place translocal and global procommons institutions (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 65; see also the Report 1.
The Political, section 1.27, Report 4. Case Studies in Italy, Report 6. Case Studies in
Spain).
At the local and regional level, ‘Chambers of Commons’ and ‘Assemblies of the
Commons’ could power the switch towards a commons-centric economy, society and
polity. The Chambers would bring together the various commoners. They would give
voice to commons-oriented enterprises and they would provide a forum to exchange
experiences and ideas. The Assembly would push a political agenda for the commons,
it would work for public-commons partnerships, it would accrue civic power around
the commons and it would bolster social and political forces committed to a commons
transition. Assemblies of the Commons could set up the required translocal and
transnational networks by putting together federations at higher scales. Global
entrepreneurial associations for the commons would augment the power of commonoriented businesses. The pro-commons movements and institutions would coalesce
with new political organizations, such as the Barcelona en Comú platform, and new or
older political parties, such as the Pirates and the Greens. The objective would be to
weld majoritarian commons-oriented coalitions of specific forces of the commons and
existing political actors, who would converge over a commons agenda. The coalitions
should ‘meshwork’ at all levels up to the global scale in order to amplify their power
at all scales, to amass counter-hegemonic power and to induce global systemic
change, countering the destructive forces of global capital (Bauwens, Kostakis &
Pazaitis 2019: 67, P2P Foundation 2017: 40).
What is sketched through these political guidelines is, in effect, a strategy of counterhegemony that figures a new collective agency for change. In the classic manner of
Gramsci’s and Laclau’s hegemony (see the Report 1. The Political, sections 1.141.16), we are called upon to propound a new discourse and vision in order to push
forward a ‘commons transition.’ Woven around the nodal point or signifier of the
‘commons,’ this innovative discourse and vision will stitch together three further core
signifiers of progressive political trends today: ‘openness,’ ‘fairness,’ and ecological
‘sustainability.’ The strategy will also compose practices of grassroots participation,
institutional reform and the advancement of the commons (P2P Foundation 2017: 30).
The chief question for a pro-commons hegemonic strategy today is, indeed, the
central challenge facing late modern hegemonic politics in general (see the Report 1.
The Political, sections 1.15-1.16): how to create relations among diverse social forces
against a common rival, in order to cobble together a broad-based social alliance for
historical transformation. In order to advance the cause of the commons today, the
strategic objective would be to forge convergences and synergies between pro-
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commons actors in the economy, political expressions of these actors and cognate
emancipatory movements or political forces (P2P Foundation 2017: 32).
But the constitution of a new massive political actor vying for hegemony, whose need
is now vocally acknowledged by Bauwens and his partners, should be consistently
undertaken as a decisive activity and should not be expected to obtain as a more or
less ‘spontaneous’ outcome of the growth of CBPP. Such a spontaneity is still
intimated in some turns of their argument, in ways which tend to underestimate the
strenuous political effort that still needs to be put into shaping a collective subject for
the commons:
the expansion of the commons…in turn forms a new basis for more powerful
movements… Therefore, social movements, which emerge from the shift towards
CBPP will exert pressure on the state (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 52).
There is ample data to support the kind of prefigurative existence of a growing
number of commoners who could form the basis of a ...subject at the forefront of
this phase transition -a very strong start (P2P Foundation 2017: 47; emphasis
added).
Hence, the rudiments of a counter-hegemonic strategy for assembling collective
power, which are drawn by Bauwens and his P2P partners, should be further worked
out and amplified by following the lead of Gramsci’s and Laclau’s elaborated theories
of hegemony and the formation of hegemonic collective subjects (see the Report 1.
The Political, sections 1.14-1.16). To iterate the diagnosis of E. O. Wright (2018: 56)
In some ways, the most vexing problem for the strategic vision of eroding
capitalism is how to create collective actors with sufficient coherence and capacity
for struggle to sustain over time the project of challenging capitalism. It is not
enough to have a solid diagnosis and critique of the world as it is.... It is not even
enough to map the strategies that would move us in the right directions. For those
alternatives to actually be achievable, there must be political agents of
transformation capable of bringing them about using those strategies. So, where are
these collective actors?
In this process, the current P2P strategy for historical innovation should be further
politicized, bringing counter-hegemonic politics to bear on CBPP, social forces and
prefiguration. Today, Bauwens and his partners (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019:
50-51) subscribe to Kojin Karatani’s theory of epochal transformation, according to
which political and social revolutions occur in the aftermath of structural changes
rather than being prior conditions of such changes. In the same manner as the growth
of capitalist markets within feudalism antedated social and political revolutions and
enabled eventually capitalism to gain ascendancy,
there have to be commoners for the commons to become the core of the next
system….The current form of transition, therefore, entails strengthening the
autonomy of the commons modality and, hence, strengthening the power of
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commoners vis a vis other modalities. This multi-modal strategy is at the heart of
our approach, and makes it differ from the previous approaches that were (and
still are) based on the conquest of state power by classical ‘labor movements’
(Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 50).
This strategic premise translates more specifically into a prioritization of economic
and productive activity around the commons (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 6364, 68). To engineer a commons transition, the ‘first step’ that commoners should take
is to pool and mutualize digital and physical resources, to earn livelihoods through
open cooperatives, to shield themselves against value capture by capital by means of
enforcing reciprocity licenses, and to close ranks in commons-oriented entrepreneurial
coalitions (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 68; P2P Foundation 2017: 32-34, 3738). Accruing counter-power at the municipal, regional and global levels is ‘the
second step,’ which involves rallying commoners around local institutions of the
commons, such as Chambers and Assemblies of the commons, launching global
associations of commons-oriented enterprises and cementing political coalitions
around a Common(s) Discussion Agenda (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 68).1
The ‘prefigurative’ gestation of the commons and commoners, ‘who could form the
basis of a historical subject at the forefront of this transition,’ must precede social and
political revolutions (Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 70, P2P Foundation 2017:
46-47).
This angle on system change is fully aligned with a widespread ‘alter-political’ doxa
professed by Hardt and Negri, and E. O. Wright, among others (see the Report on The
Political, sections 1.7, 1.8, 1.13) who hold that a synthetic view is the most pertinent
for our times. This composite strategy brings together (a) opposition, insurrection and
rupture with (b) state reforms and (c) new social relations and practices here and now,
which project a different future. For all of them, such social innovation should lie at
the epicenter of transformative activity and should provide the pillars of resistance,
ruptures and work on the state in order to reconstruct its institutions and policies.
Uprisings, breaks and ‘taking power’ should be grounded in the egalitarian relations,
ethics and practices of collective self-government, which are performed in the ‘other
society’ fermenting in the womb of the old. Concrete proposals and activities of social
renewal which reach out to social majorities are more than ever required to refute the
prevalent fatalism by demonstrating that another, better world is indeed possible and
by reshaping the dominant molds of subjectivity which are bound to the neoliberal
hegemony. Bauwens and other P2P researchers concur also on the importance of
straddling the reform-or-revolution divide (see the Report 1. The Political, sections
1.12, 1.13). Their strategy is reformist insofar as it operates within actually existing
To add crucial nuance here, this priorization is absent in the earlier ‘Commons Transition Primer’
(P2P 2017: 42), in which we are, by contrast, advised that ‘The following strategies (economic and
political) are not sequential: commoners must build economic power as they aggregate political
power,’ and that we need continuous ‘meshworking’ at all levels in order to amass potent counterpower.
1
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configurations. But they submit that the dominant extractive system must at some
point give way to a new social formation under the hegemony of the commons
(Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 53).
There is no doubt that implanting strong social counterpowers and alternative
institutions and fabricating materially the other economy and technology of the
commons are pivotal for fundamental purposes: material autonomy from capitalist
markets, the reformation of subjectivities, the build-up of social bases of selforganization which could empower political direction from the grassroots and
horizontal self-government, supplanting top-down leadership by parties, individual
leaders or small groups, avanguards etc. However, the thesis which accords
precedence to advances in the technological and socio-economic ‘base’ over political
events and practice, is beset with a residual Marxist economism that vitiates also the
thought of E. O. Wright and Hardt and Negri (see the Report 1. The Political, section
1.13, Wright 2018: 26-28, Hardt & Negri 2017: xix, 94, 115-123, Benkler 2006,
Bauwens 2011, De Angelis 2012). As argued above, the notion of an immanent
transformation which results from technological and economic evolution and is
attributed to a new progress in the mode of production is, indeed, a very classic
Marxian one, epitomized in the famous 1859 ‘Preface to A Contribution to the
Critique of Political Economy.’ Karatani has clung to this assumption in his narrative
of world history, even if he substitutes ‘modes of exchange’ for modes of production
(see Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 47-53).
This is a lop-sided prism which systematically underrates the part of intellectual,
cultural and political ferment in bringing about paradigm shifts (see e.g. Cassirer
1951/2009 for the intellectual revolution which laid the groundwork of capitalist
modernity, and Castoriadis 1987 for a critique of Marxist economism). It also
misleadingly extrapolates from a singular historical incident -the rise of capitalism- to
human history in general and the future. Even if it accurately renders the naissance of
capitalist society out of the womb of feudalism, there can be no certitude about the
historical reiteration of the birth of capitalism.
This mindset fails also to catch sight of politics beyond the formal political
institutions and classic political revolutions or mass movements. In an enlarged sense,
politics implies social action upon existing social relations and interactions, which is
not confined to the narrower sphere of the ‘political system’ of government or the
state and can take place in any social field and on any scale (see the Report 1. The
Political, sections 1.3, 1.6). Importantly, the perspective in question deflects attention
away from the conscious political activity that must unfold within any social space,
including the economy and technology, to reconstitute subjectivities, relations and
practices so as to effectively incline them towards deeper democracy and gamechanging objectives. Without such political agency it is unlikely that subjectivities,
economic practices, relations and technologies, which remain attached to hegemonic
structures and suffused with ruling values and ideas (see e.g. Caffentzis 2013: 66-81,
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Dardot & Laval 2014: 131-135, 226-227, 397), will ‘spontaneously’ act to erode
hegemonic systems.
Bauwens (with Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 67) concedes that in order for commoners
to augment their power and influence at all levels
we have to develop a consciousness that we are commoners…. It is a question of
how people see the relative weight of the commons modality in their lives as well
as whether commons become part of their social imaginary of a desired future.
Sculpting such a consciousness and a social imaginary around the commons is a
precondition for actual commoners to commit themselves to objectives, practices and
modes of organization which would drive the transition towards to a commons-based
society. Otherwise, the current hegemonic grip of neoliberal capital on both the
activity and the minds of commoners, recognized now explicitly by Bauwens (with
Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 4-7, 33-42) is likely to maintain its hold and to prevent
commoners from turning towards new, commons-centered social systems.
Propagating a commons-centric imaginary and re-edifying subjectivity are
quintessential political endeavors, which call for a dedicated collective agency and
political organization to orchestrate them. Bauwens (with Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019:
64) has come to acknowledge, thus, the need for a broader, ‘integrated’ strategy:
Ultimately, this [their] approach is based solely on structural changes that take
place within the political economy. An integrated strategy also needs to take
particular notice of the relevant cultural and subjective changes that vary in every
different context.
2.3.9. Towards an integrated, political-material strategy of counter-hegemony that
furthers the commons
As we note in the sister study, Report 1. The Political (section 1.14), Antonio Gramsci
was among the first to hammer out such a comprehensive, truly ‘multi-modal’
strategy of (counter-) hegemony. His first insight is that concrete and many-sided
political action holds the key to a new social formation. This political action should
also wrestle with the state, but it should be firmly anchored in civil society and begin
from there. In this respect, Gramsci displays close affinities with Bauwens, E. O.
Wright and Hardt and Negri, who place the main accent on socio-economic
transformations, but with a crucial twist. In addition to work on new economic
practices and technologies in civil society, a properly political agency is in order,
which will skew social activity towards a broader direction of radical change, will
bring together and co-ordinate dispersed, heterogeneous forces and initiatives, and
will piece together a broad-based socio-political front by fashioning new, inclusive
collective identities. In all these respects, Gramsci’s strategic reasoning can remedy
the lacunae of strategic thought brought out above.
For Gramsci, the historical formula of revolution must extend to ‘civil hegemony,’
which intervenes in social relations in order to realign the balance of forces in a
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multiplicity of social spaces before taking state power. In these dense and
multilayered social structures, the morality and the worldview of hegemonic groups
have deeply imbued the values and the common sense of subaltern social strata.
According to Gramsci, then, in socio-historical contexts of increased differentiation
under a given hegemonic structure, a bloc of social forces can set in motion a process
of radical social renewal only by becoming first the moral and intellectual leader of
kindred and allied groups, before gaining governmental and coercive power. Social
‘leadership’ is given priority over state power in the politics of hegemony, which puts
in place a new social formation by combining force with generalized consent. ‘Civil’
hegemony consolidates social forces into a political power on a mass basis, giving
them direction and coordination in civil society, and turning thus into a nascent
political hegemony before seizing state power (Thomas 2013: 194). Consequently,
hegemony is a composite strategy for revolution, in which rupture is subsumed under
a long-term process of contention, opposition, ongoing social reformation and the
organization of counterpowers. Hegemony is not centered primarily on a grand
revolutionary event and the conquest of state power.
More specifically, a certain social group can gain the upper hand and start
reinstituting society in line with its worldview only when it transcends the ‘corporate
limits of the purely economic class’ (Gramsci 1971: 181). A group aspiring to
hegemony generalizes its interests so as to recruit other subaltern groups, to aggregate
a massive force and to figure a collective will which tends ‘to become universal and
total’ (Gramsci 1971: 129). This is the starting point of the hegemonic quest and the
‘most purely political phase’ (Gramsci 1971: 181). At this moment, the ideology of
the aspiring hegemon must be propagated throughout society and must concoct a
unity not only of economic and political objectives, but also of morality and ideas.
It is such a ‘self-transcendence’ of contemporary commoners, who will burst through
the narrow horizon of their specific activity and will also take on broader political
tasks, that provides the launchpoint of counter-hegemonic contest and can furnish the
pillar for a counter-hegemony of the commons.
For Gramsci, intellectual and moral reform, the spread of new ideas and values, lays
the foundations for a national-popular, or majoritarian, collective will, which can give
rise to a new modern civilization, a novel social order. Under conditions of
heightened social diversity, multiple entrenched powers and resistances, structural
reconstruction can come about when a certain political agency steps up and becomes a
decisive center which composes dispersed social actors, cobbling together a sizeable
alliance of social movements and individuals against the ruling regime. It achieves
this convergence of different groups by articulating their grievances and aspirations
into a coherent alternative discourse, vision and program, that is, by constituting an
effective collective identity and by coordinating their activity. Intellectual-moral
innovation and configuring the collective will are two main tasks of a hegemonic
contender in Gramsci’s politics. The hegemonic actor forms a ‘cultural-social’ unity,
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through which dispersed wills with heterogeneous aims coalesce around a single aim,
moored in a common sense of the world (Thomas 2013: 432).
Crucially, in the Gramscian integrated strategy, the making of a collective will,
intellectual leadership and moral leadership should be interlaced with interventions in
the political economy. The political counter-hegemonic operations should be
buttressed by a program of economic improvements in the material position of allied
social groups. The economic program is, in effect, the concrete form in which the
moral and intellectual reform casts itself. Gramsci’s hegemony is ethico-political. But
it must also be economic, leaning on the decisive role of the hegemonic contestant in
core economic activities (Gramsci 1971: 161). However, he proclaims overtly that the
‘two basic points –the formation of a national-popular collective will…and
intellectual and moral reform- should structure the entire work’ of the modern Prince
(Gramsci 1971: 133). Hence, hegemony involves at the same time an endeavor to
deeply and consciously politicize economic relations, infrastructures and processes
themselves for the purposes of social emancipation.
Like Hardt and Negri and E. O. Wright, Gramsci holds that politics is born on the
organic ground of economic life and draws sustenance from an economic plan. But in
contrast to all three, Gramsci assigned a leading and irreducible part to hegemonic
politics, which not only exceeds the terrain of the economy, but pervades this terrain,
too, and sets out to reshape it, to energize it politically and to incorporate it in a
broader, politically fashioned hegemonic bloc and project. The proper task of
hegemonic politics is permanent action, political organization and the construction of
collective identities. Politics must bring into play passions and aspirations which
overflow any narrow calculus of profit (Gramsci 1971: 139-140) and carve a
‘national-popular collective will towards the realisation of a superior, total form of
modern civilization’ (Gramsci 1971: 133). The concept of hegemony and its corollary
theory of the political party are put forward in explicit opposition to economism and
in clear recognition of the material force of popular beliefs (Gramsci 1971: 165).
Hence Gramsci’s concern with the politics of ideology, which furnishes a motor and a
glue for counter-hegemonic struggle.
Indeed, from this specific slant, the very research activities and publications of the
P2P Foundation, including the latest Peer to Peer. The Commons Manifesto
(Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019) appear to belong to the hard core of the
ideological politics of hegemony, the dissemination of new ideas and ‘intellectual
leadership’ which aims at recalibrating common sense in a particular, pro-commons
direction and propounds a new vision in ways that can resonate with people’s
passions and aspirations.
Hence, an adequate strategy for a deeper, common and ecological democracy will be
richly composite (see the Report 1. The Political, section 1.25). It will bind together
autonomous grassroots mobilization, the creation of alternative institutions and
relations, the constitution of counterpowers, prefiguration, the discursive and affective
battle to engage common sense, institutional contestation and reform. This synthetic
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approach should plot a renewed strategy of hegemony, which would piece together a
massive collective actor by federating many social forces, would lead political action
and would represent general demands and aspirations. More specifically, the
collective actor and the ground of unity will be a people of sorts -a queer, diverse and
open people. These people can converge through a populist political logic which is
addressed to society at large against ruling elites, seeks majoritarian outreach,
enunciates ‘universal’ demands and allies a plurality of forces across the major classes
of the ‘subaltern.’
A counter-hegemonic agency for the commons will be embodied in a complex
ecology of diverse modalities of action, organizations and structures. These can range
from spontaneous uprisings, grassroots activities and community organizations to
trade unions, civil society associations, political platforms of ‘ordinary’ citizens, cooperatives and political parties. This multifaceted and broad ecosystem of actors will
vary according to context and tactical considerations. From a non-doctrinaire political
standpoint, no set organizational form stands out as the universal and optimal vehicle
of historical transformation. Enhanced cohesion and efficacy can be attained by a
plural and shifting assemblage of actors if they rally around a common vision of
another world and a collective strategic plan which speaks to a comprehensive agenda
of change, while dividing labor and distributing functions –from street protest and
accruing counterpowers to taking on existing institutions- according to their different
capacities and inclinations. The overarching architecture of this diverse bloc of forces
will be a type of decentralized network, which may link together political formations
with divergent internal structures –more or less centralized, participatory etc. (for a
fuller elaboration of a counter-hegemonic strategy for alter-political commons, see the
Report 1. The Political, from the section 1.14 onwards).
Hence, a political critique of the technocratic vision of the commons need not, and
should not, prompt us to discount political economy and ‘seed forms’ of commoning
production. Indeed, the ‘prefigurative’ practice of crafting alternative relations and
institutions which initiate another world within the old is a core component of any
potent alter-political strategy in our times. New social practices can help to foster
alternative values. They can also showcase an appealing example that points to
another future and serves to win over larger swathes of the population. Moreover,
they may help to install a material infrastructure which reduces dependence on
dominant structures and elites, securing the base for an effective counter-hegemonic
bloc. But ‘the political’ needs to be alive and kicking throughout, even within the
techno-economic transformative processes. If, for instance, ‘open communities of
peer producers are largely oriented towards the start-up model and are subsumed to
profit maximization’ (Bauwens & Kostakis 2014: 358), how are they going to
mobilize around the cause of an autonomous and self-sustaining peer production of
the commons without a political articulation of a conscious commons vision and a
deliberate collective organization around it?
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Bauwens’s technocracy is reminiscent of Marxist materialism minus class struggle.
The progress of productive forces is the mainspring of historical transition, while
political and social struggle is derivative and posterior. A political perspective should
not simply turn this scheme upside down by positing a voluntarist primacy of ‘the
political’ as the sole decisive factor of historical innovation. More plausibly, it should
insist on the need to combine the shifts in the mode of production with cultural and
political movements in order to trigger system change (see Rigi 2014: 403).
If it is resituated within a composite, multi-pronged strategy, even a primary concern
with political economy and emergent modalities of production can be valuable and
accredited within a broader socio-political coalition, in which labor is divided. Some
members or collectives take over, thus, the political labor of organizing, campaigning,
circulating new ideas, administering institutions, while others are bent on open
cooperatives, digital and physical commons, transvestment, and so on, but all the
different actors are allied, they interact, they inspire and they bolster each other.
2.3.10. Politicizing the economy and CBPP to build integrated counter-hegemony for
a commons transition: a DisCO example
As opposed to the old, 20th century politics of ideological indoctrination and top-down
instruction by political vanguards or party armies, the politics of hegemony sets out to
win over the consent of social majorities. Therefore, hegemony weaves actual social
demands into ‘chains of equivalence,’ and strives to connect organically with
common sense. The political strategy of hegemony taps into the old or emergent
elements of people’s mind and consciousness which are most akin to its political
project, and, starting out from them, it labors to nudge and reframe existing common
sense in a certain political direction (see Report 1. The Political, section 1.14-1.16).
Accordingly, the political operation of infusing digital commons with a distinct
political orientation and the vision of a post-capitalist turn should proceed organically
by relating to, and building upon, existing trends in the discursive and value-framing
of CBPP. Significantly, a rising political consciousness imbues recent fermentations
in commons-based cooperativism, confirming the relevance of a counter-hegemonic
politics of digital commons. ‘Open cooperatives,’ such as Enspiral and Sensorica,
which mutualize digital platforms and deploy free software, incorporate the seven
principles of traditional cooperativism, 2 but they also upgrade and renew them. They
are more strongly attuned to the common good. They internalize negative externalities
2

The principles, traced back to the cooperative founded in Rochdale, England, in 1844, consist in: 1)
voluntary and open membership that does not discriminate along class, racial, gender, political etc.
lines, 2) democratic self-government by members, 3) economic participation of members in the
cooperative, so that members, not shareholders, benefit from profits, 4) autonomy and independence, 5)
the provision of education, training and information to members so that they can contribute effectively
to the operation of the cooperative, 6) cooperation among cooperatives, 7) concern for local
communities and their sustainable development (https://ncbaclusa.coop/resources/7-cooperativeprinciples/, accessed 17/1/2020).
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affecting communities and the environment. They adopt multi-stakeholder models of
governance. They manufacture immaterial and material commons, and they are
animated by global social and political concerns (Pazaitis, Kostakis & Bauwens 2017:
4).
DisCOs, Distributed Cooperative Organizations, is a novel proposal which is put forth
and realized by the Guerilla Media Collective. This is a commons-centered
cooperative, which consists of three nodes: Guerilla Translation, Guerilla Graphic
Collective and Guerilla Agitprop, which campaigns for pro-commons activist
organizations and projects. A part of the proceeds of the paid work remunerates
reproductive and care labor for the community, and it finances the social mission by
retroactively compensating translators for their voluntary translations (Troncoso,
Utratel & Guerilla Translation team 2019, DisCO Manifesto: 39-44. Henceforth:
DisCO Manifesto 2019). The collectivity prototypes the DisCO form of
cooperativism, which is out to diffuse and ‘turbocharge’ politically the principles of
traditional and open cooperativism so as to instigate a transition to post-capitalist
futures (DisCO Manifesto 2019: 42, 61). DisCOs clearly define their identities and
politics (DisCO Manifesto 2019: 55), gearing peer technologies and cooperatives
towards core political ends:
radical workplace democracy that distributes power;
the fight against economic and social inequalities, which is waged from the bottom up
through paradigm-shifting alternatives;
feminism;
mutual support and care;
aggregating political and cultural counterpower against the corporate capitalist
economy through transnational collaborations;
the scaling-up of cooperative culture to the next level through transnational, digitally
enabled networks and large-scale governance;
the formation of a new political subject, the ‘commoner,’ encompassing all those who
co-manage collective resources according to commonly defined norms. This potential
subject should be activated politically by way of a common vision, which maps out a
different path to change, and by forging alliances with other lay people. Technology
nerds, commoners, ordinary citizens and political actors should converge, through
media and assemblies in physical settings, in order to incubate processes of
transformation in concert. To this end, DisCOs, the commons and peer production
should join forces with post-capitalist movements such as municipalism,
ecofeminism, degrowth, anti-austerity protests, which will take political and
legislative initiatives, including public-common partnerships, will breed the social and
solidarity economy, and will promote bottom-up public provision (DisCO Manifesto
2019: 8, 11, 21, 27, 33, 66-69, 72).
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These political orientations are codified in seven DisCO principles, which
complement and update the traditional seven cooperativist principles. DisCOs are
1. Oriented towards positive outcomes in key areas: they are guided not by profit but
by social and environmental priorities, which are embedded in their statuses and the
processes.
2. Multi-constituent, i.e. they involve in decision-making and ownership all
contributors, beyond workers themselves: neighboring communities, clients, affective
and reproductive labor etc.
3. Active creators of commons. They steward existing commonwealth and fabricate
new shared resources.
4. Transnational. They keep physical production local and based on needs. At the
same time, knowledge and value flows are globally shared with like-minded
enterprises in order to build counterpowers against the prevailing capitalist economy.
5. Focused on care work, which is performed for the collective itself and for
individual persons in the DisCO, through mutual trust and support.
6. Reimagining the origin and the flows of value. They track three types of value productive market value, pro-bono value which generates commons, and care work
value- through specific value metrics. Value tracking influences decision-making,
work priorities and the distribution of income in the DisCO.
7. Aiming at federation. Federations are bound together through shared commitments,
which are laid down in a federation protocol. DisCOs collaborate in distributed
networks in which every node can be a sender and a receiver, wielding thus similar
power or capacity (DisCO Manifesto 2019: 22-25, 33-34).
Open cooperatives bring together open source, the commons and cooperativism.
DisCOs intend to take open cooperativism a political step further by incorporating
feminist economics and open-value accounting. Feminist economics calls attention to
reproduction, the value of care work, interdependencies, emotional labor and
environmental stewardship. It drives DisCOs to factor in a more inclusive
representation of class, race, gender, sexual orientation, ability, immigration status
and people’s role as responsible stewards and restorers of nature. Open-value
accounting is a mode of accounting in which contributions to a shared project are
documented so as to enable the retrospective analysis of individual efforts and labor.
The objective is to distribute incomes more fairly across all kinds of contributions.
Open-value accounting underpins value sovereignty, that is, the self-regulation of
market relations and the autonomous allocation of income by a commons (DisCO
Manifesto 2019: 31-33).
DisCOs radicalize the politics of cooperativism by taking on board eco-feminist
concerns and by committing themselves to democratic empowerment and
transformation. They purport to consciously politicize digital technologies, and, more
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specifically, distributed ledger technologies or ‘blockchain,’ while they vocally
dismiss any techno-determinism or techno-solutionism. Blockchains are shared,
theoretically incorruptible, accounting systems. Their potential was realized through
the development of ‘smart contracts.’ This type of contract turns on code tacked into
ledgers, which allow the creation of decentralized applications. Smart contracts lie at
the basis of ‘decentralized autonomous organizations,’ which can execute payments
and enforce terms and contracts without much human interaction. Hence, smart
contracts can encode rules into self-executing systems, enhancing the reliability and
trustworthiness of interactions (DisCO Manifesto 2019: 16, 35).
While distributed ledger and peer-to-peer technologies are susceptible to co-optation
by profit-seeking, capitalist factions and corporations, DisCOs seek to harness their
potential for prioritizing care and for devising new and radical forms of ownership,
governance and production that combat economic inequality (DisCO Manifesto 2019:
28). By encoding their principles, from the socio-environmental mission to federation,
into secure ledger technologies, they can reinforce their values and they can make
transparent their fulfilment in practice. Information- and value- tracking in a DisCO
can be conducted through a shared information repository or a platform for the
cooperative, which the DisCO Manifesto (2019: 53) calls ‘community algorithmic
trust’ (CAT).
DisCO commoners treat these technologies as some tools, among others. They refuse
to become fully dependent on them, and they forswear the notion that technology will
solve what should be primarily negotiated by people. Each node in a DisCO network
is, thus, akin to small-scale commons grounded in trust and relationships. The
network spreads out with the aid of lightweight system protocols and by replicating
the seven DisCO principles. In any case, the design of the digital platform and the
tools should be undertaken by ideologically aligned coders to ensure that they reflect
the DisCO principles (DisCO Manifesto 2019: 35, 52, 55).
DisCO commoners hold firmly that cooperative practices should never bet everything
on technology, protocols, governance models, legal and institutional forms. These
make up a structure, which should be deeply informed by a specific culture, the
vision, the shared motivations and the principles of DisCOs (DisCO Manifesto 2019:
35). This is the nub of the politicization of digital commons, peer production and procommons entrepreneurialism, which is embedded into the DisCO model of open
cooperativism. The ‘structure’ -technology, law and economy- does not suffice for
transformative cooperativism and commons. It must be informed by a specific,
conscious culture, which configures the proper, internal politics of a cooperative or a
commons. The principles and the objectives governing technology and economic
practices should be conscious and actively pursued. Change does not come about
randomly or mainly by way of developing a new mode of production (DisCO
Manifesto 2019: 61). Restoration of the planet and human relationships turn on
transnationally networked and radically democratic workplaces (DisCO Manifesto
2019: 65). Critical and transformative commoning must be a deliberate project that
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guides cooperativism. Otherwise, cooperativism by itself, as an organizational model
within capitalism, will not bring about the desired economic revolution and will not
overturn inequality (DisCO Manifesto 2019: 68).
Moreover, according to the Manifesto, DisCOs should be keen on disseminating their
culture and structure by being accessible, inclusive, pedagogical, and modular. They
should be ready to collaborate with aligned frameworks, such as open coops and the
social and solidarity economy (DisCO Manifesto 2019: 58-59). Essentially, DisCOs
stand for the combination of cultural, off-chain, and structural, on-chain qualities.
Their core objective is to educate, to empower and to partner with those affected by
socio-economic inequalities in order to marshal a global, networked counterpower
(DisCO Manifesto 2019: 72-73). This is quintessentially a counter-hegemonic
intervention, which seeks to put in motion a new bloc of forces committed to
historical change, it formulates a unifying vision, and it strives to resonate with the
minds and the hearts of broader constituencies. DisCOs illustrate, thus, what
politicized, counter-hegemonic commons could be in the new digital economy. As
such, they are an apt plug-in for any broader counter-hegemonic coalition, in which
social movements and political activists close also ranks with institutional actors in
the political system.
What is more, the DisCO commons pose as a counter-hegemonic economic actor
whose hegemonic agency is alter-political in a specific sense (see the Report 1. Τhe
Political, section 1.8). Alternative political activism today weds ‘another logic’ of
ongoing reflexivity to another affectivity. This is a disposition of joyful militancy,
which nurtures both struggle and care, effort and fun, combativeness and love,
resistance and the cultivation of collective capacities. It debunks the traditional figure
of a ruthless, rigid, dogmatic, self-sacrificing, controlling, fully disciplined and
masculine militant. When you are militant in a joyful manner, you trust people’s
capacities to walk their way forward together and you are willing to openly participate
in the flow. You are in tune with the situation, you allow things to crop up in their
complexity and messiness, and you prioritize relationships (Montgomery & Bergman
2017). The DisCO version of digital commoning shares fully this accent on care,
relationships and fun:
Fun or bust! Humour, joyfulness and well being are routinely disregarded in
politics and changemaking projects. Fun is also painfully absent from many
blockchain projects...The name DisCO is no coincidence.... We think that true
inclusivity needs to be an engaging and fulfilling process (DisCO Manifesto
2019: 61).
Attached to this alter-affectivity is a rich visual aesthetics, which conveys colorfully
the DisCO message (DisCO Manifesto 2019: 63).
2.3.11. The digital and the political: to wrap it up
The initial triumphalism about the revolutionary march of commons-based peer
production has wisely subsided and has given way to a more prudent reckoning with
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messy, incipient and ambivalent gestations under the hegemonic rule of capital and
state. Peer-to-peer technologies, platforms and digital commons have reformatted the
patterns of interaction and co-production in the digital and cultural realm. But they
have not supplanted the dominant capitalist mode of production and allocation nowhere near it. They are subject to cooptation by the contemporary ‘netarchical’
capitalism, from Facebook to Airbnb and Uber etc. They have infiltrated and modified
‘physical’ production -industrial, agricultural etc.- but they are still subsumed under
the ruling system of production and allocation. They feed off the extraction of scarce
environmental resources for their material infrastructure. So far, CBPP is inchoate,
largely dependent on capitalism and embedded in it. The relevant technologies furnish
enabling infrastructures for commoning and cooperativism. But they also benefit
financialized capitalism, which siphons off the collaboration, the exchanges, the
creativity, the intelligence and the free labor of millions.
To set off a swing towards commons-centric formations, digital commons should
actively engage in restructuring material production, more widely, and they should be
driven by conscious political choices, vision and action. They should also reach out
for synergies with social movements, institutions and political actors to hold back
market forces of enclosure and to leverage favourable legislation, infrastructure and
the transfer of resources. At the same time, they hone their political identities, which
will veer them away from the reproduction of neoliberal capitalism.
Insofar as they aspire to commons-based progressive change, peer-to-peer advocates
have become increasingly alert to all the foregoing political terms. But they still tend
to prioritize the making of peer-to-peer commons over politics, driving a wedge
between social innovation, prefiguration and political activation, a wedge which
should be dislodged. In this respect, peer-to-peer commoners converge with the anticapitalist, Marxist commoners, who we will take up in the following sections, and
they are hostage to the same narrow idea of the political. Political principles,
objectives, discourse, vision and identities should permeate prefigurative commonsbuilding itself in order to amplify its scope, to release it from its economic and
ideological dependence on capitalism and to sharpen its sense of direction. Such a
political inflection of commoning can be flexible, open-minded, messy and fun!
All in all, societal metamorphosis cannot run on an automatic pilot, steered mainly by
a new mode of production. But peer-to-peer technologies and digital commons can
further social change, indeed, if they form part of a multi-layered, extensive counterhegemonic strategy. In the Gramscian view, such a counter-hegemonic agency can
refigure civil society, the economy and the state by bundling together massive social
forces around a shared vision of change, by organizing their diverse, multi-level
interventions in the economy, everyday culture, education, state institutions, and by
manufacturing a firm material basis. The material foundation of the commons would
empower people to gain autonomy from dominant capitalist circuits and would
demonstrate the possibility and the virtues of another economy of the commons. So,
in a fully-fledged strategy for a society around the commons, political economy and
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material innovation hold main keys, but if they are positioned in, and disposed by, a
broader political consciousness and alliance, and if the significance of parallel
political activity in civil society, the economy and the state is fully aknowledged.
2.4. The anti-capitalist commons stream
2.4.1. Introduction
A distinct, third strand of contemporary theorizing about the commons has
crystallized in the writings of a group of interacting authors with strong Marxist
leanings, a staunch anti-capitalist animus and a desire to revive a ‘communist’
alternative project that breaks with the history of state socialism. This collective
features George Caffentzis (2010; 2013), the founder of the ‘Midnight Notes
Collective’ (see Caffentzis 2013: vii, for the members of the group), Silvia Federici
(2004; 2010; 2012), a feminist theorist and activist, Caffentzis’ partner in life and the
Collective, Massimo De Angelis (2007; 2010; 2012), the founder of the web journal
‘The Commoner’ (http://www.commoner.org.uk/), Peter Linebaugh (2008; 2014), the
historian of the Commons, which he traces back to the Magna Carta Manifesto, and
Nick Dyer-Witherford (1999; 2012; 2015). The latter has been charting an autonomist
Marxist tack to the politics of the ‘digital age,’ tapping into the work of Caffentzis and
De Angelis, among others (for the interactions of the group, see also De Angelis
2007: xiii).
The famous, best-selling works of Hardt and Negri (2000; 2004; 2009; 2012; 2017)
could be placed among their ranks on account of their political intent and their
Marxism. The tradition of Marxist ‘Italian autonomy’ or ‘operaismo’ from the ‘70s,
from which they derive, has weighed on the thought of most people in the foregoing
cohort. However, Caffentzis, De Angelis, Federici and Dyer-Witherford part ways
with Hardt and Negri in decisive respects. They do not buy Hardt and Negri’s story of
a nearly constituted subject for commons-oriented change -the multitude- and they
take issue with the vanguardism of cognitive labor. They call attention to how
fragmented working and middle classes are, and they raise awareness about the
growing control of capital over the life and the psyche of cognitive labor (see e.g. De
Angelis 2007: 3-4, Federici 2010: 4; 2018, Ruivenkamp & Hilton 2017: 9-10)
What holds the anticapitalist Marxist paradigm apart from Ostrom’s Bloomington
school and the digital commons stream is, first, that the writings of Caffentzis,
Federici, De Angelis, Dyer-Witherford and Linebaugh span the different varieties of
the commons, natural, digital, labor etc. Second and crucial, they are energized by a
heightened perception of the antagonisms between the commons and capital, standing
vociferously for a radically anticapitalist politics of the commons for our times. Τhey
look at class struggle as a force-field that extends all across the dominant system.
They fasten on the micro level at which capitalism operates, where people suffer and
resist (Caffentzis 2019: 12). The commons are presumed to be locked up in a
perennial conflict with capitalism since its rise at the end of the middle ages, due to an
ongoing capitalist drive for the dispossession and the appropriation of the commons.
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‘Primitive accumulation’ is held to be a constant feature of capitalist production (De
Angelis 2007: 14). This continues unabated from medieval England to the
privatizations and the neoliberal ‘structural readjustments’ οf the last four decades.
From early on, under the rubric of ‘new enclosures,’ Caffentzis, Federici, De Angelis
et al. spotlighted the commonalities of IMF privatizations and new debt economies in
Africa, Latin America and globally, which occurred already in the 1970s and the
1980s, imposing austerity and intensifying the mechanisms of exploitation and
domination. They associated the processes of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ across
centuries, and they pitted against these processes the commons as social relations of
cooperation and solidarity, which empower not only the struggles against capital but
also the making of worlds outside and beyond capital and the state (Federici 2019: 6074, Barbagallo, Βeuret & Harvie 2019:6, Marcellus 2019: 295-296).
A corollary difference between Ostrom’s scholarship and the anticapitalist
commoners is that the latter reposition the commons into the larger social context and
class relations which they inhabit. Rather than inquiring into the endogenous
dynamics of particular commons
The anti-capitalist supporters of the commons… look to the larger class context
to determine the dynamics of ‘the drama of the commons.’ For it is only by
determining the class relations and forces within a particular region and stage in
capitalist development that will ultimately determine the existence or annihilation
of a common-property regime….For the particular regime that manages a
common-pool resource will be determined, e.g., by the labor needs of the
dominant capitalist class in the region and by the commoners’ solidarity and
political-military power to resist the inevitable force that the desirous capitalists
deploy (Caffentzis 2004: 22).
This is a profoundly hegemonic grasp of the commons. Hegemony pertains precisely
to the power relations which saturate entire social formations. Likewise, antagonistic
division and contest, the linchpin of hegemonic politics (see the Report 1. The
Political, sections 1.14-1.16), inflect the anticapitalist politics of the commons. This
champions antagonistic commons, such as those in indigenous areas or in collective
intellectual production, which contest neoliberal globalizing capitalism and its new
enclosures. Attention to struggles and resistances raises in the midst of this
anticapitalist approach the paramount political question for counter-hegemonic
contestation: how to link together the dispersed resistances in order to bring into life
another world that will meet the needs of global justice (Caffentzis 2004: 23).
Two further politicizing twists are worth noticing. First, for Caffentzis, De Angelis et
al., commoning is a matter of political decision, praxis and fight, rather than a
function of the ‘natural properties’ of specific goods and resources, such as Ostrom’s
‘common pool resources.’ According to Caffentzis (2004: 20), the history of common
property regimes bears witness to the fact that many of these regimes have governed
resources, such as personal belongings, literary texts, and children, which are not
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common-pool. Hence, on ‘the basis of the history of common property regimes it is
difficult to decide what types of goods are ‘‘conducive’’ to private property and what
kinds of goods are ‘‘conducive’’ to common property’ (Caffentzis 2004: 20). From
this standpoint, the naturalistic perspective on the commons is insistently discarded.
The commons accede to a much wider horizon of activities and possibilities, and
communities reclaim the political power to communalize any resource system as they
see fit (De Angelis 2019: 215-216).
Second, and significantly for a critical-political stand on the commons, anticapitalist
commoners have made the case that the commons, in their diverse guises, have
undergone also an ideological and political appropriation by contemporary capitalism
in a bid of the capitalist system to save itself from its own anti-social excesses
(Caffentzis 2010, Federici 2010). So, if we are committed to alternative commoning,
it becomes urgent to sharpen our political criteria, to exercise political judgement and
choice according to the orientation we want to impart to the commons, and to
challenge co-opting uses.
It transpires that this body of thought is alert to the political in its power-laden and
conflictual dynamics, particularly in the clashes between capital, the commons and
the global poor. As distinct from Hardt and Negri, this cohort of anticapitalist
commoners are also conscious of the need to actively summon into existence what is
absent -a collective subject of historical transformation towards the commons. Rising
up to the daunting challenges of such a task, they have put forth political and social
proposals that would help to rally a creative and rebellious massive collectivity (DyerWitherford 2012; 2015, De Angelis 2010; 2012; 2017a). Moreover, they have
considerably broadened the scope of commons thought and praxis by bringing in,
also, a historical angle (Linebaugh and Federici) and a feminist standpoint (Federici
2004; 2010; 2012), which are lacking in the two other schools of natural and digital
commons. The historical spin locates the practice of ‘commoning,’ of constituting
relations and (re-) producing the common good, firmly at the heart of the commons.
For its part, Federici’s feminism and valorization of the ‘commons of reproduction’
submits that the feminized and belittled sphere of human (and non-human)
reproduction can lay the foundations of radical social transformation (Federici 2019).
Reproduction commoning lies at the frontline of collective interests and mutual
bonds. It is the first front of resistance against subordination, and the ground zero for
gaining autonomy from capitalist values and lines of command (De Angelis 2019:
219).
All in all, the notion of continuous capitalist enclosure, conjugated with its opposite,
the persistence or the resurgence of the commons; the possibility of converting any
good and relations into commons as a result of social practice and decision; the
commoning of reproduction as a central site from which to envision and further
emancipation for all: these are the nodal points of the anticapitalist construction of the
commons, which has been initiated by Caffentzis and Federici (De Angelis 2019:
210). By foregrounding antagonism and division, by embracing one type of commons
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as politically significant, the commons which stand up against capitalist enclosure and
cooptation, by couching the question of ‘communalizing’ any resource as an open
possibility to be settled by politics and the balance of forces, this anticapitalist Marxist
matrix of commoning has carried the politicization of the commons to new heights
and depths (De Angelis 2019: 215).
Despite all such political amplification, this anticapitalist strand of commoning is
beset with deficiencies akin to those we have uncovered in the digital commons
universe. Socio-economic processes and struggles are placed apart from political
ones. The realm of the social is considered to be the heartland of any proper historical
passage towards emancipatory commons, as opposed to political revolutions (De
Angelis 2012: 4, 10). Yet, if we don’t politicize social labor relations themselves, in
the way that ‘council communism’ used to do by affirming workplace democracy and
self-direction, commons and a social economic renovation may not induce a rupture
with capitalist society. There is no certainty (Bonefeld 2019: 278). Furthermore, for
all its political concerns and hunches about the composition of a collective subject out
of fragmented, disempowered and contradictory subject positions, the anticapitalist
commons thought and practice have not worked out a robust scheme of counterhegemony suited to our times and the commons. Hence the need to tarry with the
political, to delve more deeply in counter-hegemonic subject construction, and to link
them up with the social, with societal reconstruction or ‘prefiguration’ from the
grassroots, taking on board the political insights of the anticapitalist current. This is
the nub of the critical argument that the ensuing sections will unravel.
2.4.2. In clash with capital. An overview
A collective essay from 2009, penned by the Midnight Notes Collective (MNC),
offers a succinct point of entry to the critical diagnosis and the counter-vision of the
commons that has been introduced by the anticapitalist stream in the commons theory.
Their starting point is that the class struggles of workers –under which they subsume
not only waged and industrial labor, but a more extended group of unwaged, slave and
rural labor- trigger the crises of capital by heightening its contradictions and
imbalances. Hence their revolutionary power (MNC 2009: 2). Workers’ revolts
against capitalist exploitation and the divisions of labor combat and overturn the
dominant modalities of capitalism in its different historical stages, sparking reactions
on behalf of the elites and instigating systemic transformations. For instance, the cycle
of workers’ struggles in the 1960s and the 1970s in the USA, which circulated from
the factories to schools and bedrooms, sought to overcome the limits of the New Deal.
As a result, they prompted elites to react by retracting the post-war settlement and by
launching the neoliberal assault on workers’ rights, which financialized the economy,
dissipated the welfare state, deterritorialized production and undervalued labor (MNC
2009: 3-4). Worldwide developments put an end to the ‘reconciliation’ between
capital and the working class.
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The economic crises of the last ten years are an upshot of these ‘structural
readjustments.’ They bespeak the inability of capital to prevent the decline of the rate
of profit on a global scale by further curtailing wages and by reducing the value of
constant capital. Wage struggles and resources reclamation movements across the
world have set limits to the downward drift of wages. Since the 1970s, the ‘structural
adjustment’ programs have set out to expropriate people in Africa, Asia and the
Americas from their common lands and natural resources, kickstarting an onset of
new enclosures, which privatize ecosystems and public infrastructure. However, this
drive has also spurred on a global upsurge of local mobilizations against collective
dispossession and the privatization of resources. Communities reclaim their resources
as common property, from the Bolivian ‘water wars’ (2000) to groups in the Niger
Delta, which demand their recognition as communal owners of petroleum (MNC
2009: 5-7; see also Federici 2012: 75-85, 96-104; 2004: 15-17, 214, De Angelis 2007:
1-5).
According to this thread of anticapitalist commons analysis, the multiple economic
and political crises over the last years reveal that the state and the capitalist market
have managed the ‘two great commons’ of labor and the ecosystem in a destructive
manner, which undermines the social reproduction of the majority. Αccordingly, they
commend a ‘constitutional perspective’ on social struggles. This perspective would
institute collective alternatives which would secure social reproduction, in terms of
housing, work and income, over and against the present capitalist forms. When
communities can reproduce themselves collectively, they can afford to radicalize their
struggles. Workers’ struggles should be split, thus, between ‘inside’ fights –inside the
hegemonic system and tending to sustain it- and ‘outside’ or autonomous struggles,
when they tend to unsettle the status quo, contriving effective alternatives to it, which
are independent or oppositional to commodified relations. The two types can be
contradictory or complementary, and it is up to social movements to decide among
them and to clarify their strategy. The distinction is often hard to make, but it is taken
to be central (MNC 2009: 11-13).
‘Inside’ fights can escalate into ‘outside.’ But in order to discern and activate such
potentialities, it is necessary to glean from recent experiences the features which mark
out anticapitalist ‘autonomous’ struggles for alternative commons. These struggles
subvert class hierarchies and galvanize class unity around global issues. They tear
down walls of exclusion, conjoining otherness with commonness. They nourish
decommodified relations and direct participatory self-governance. They entertain
healthier and more holistic attitudes towards the planet. They bring social justice, and
they help to conjure up a world beyond capital (MNC 2009: 14-15). The ‘most
important step in planetary “harm reduction,” while we traverse the trajectory from
crisis to revolution, is to disarm the state and capital as much and as soon as possible’
(MNC 2009: 16).
This is, in the nutshell, the ‘autonomist Marxist-anticapitalist’ framing the commons.
Class struggles are constitutive of social relations and the vicissitudes of capitalism

113

and its crises. Here, ‘class’ is not confined to industrial workers as in Marx’s own
thought. For Federici, Caffentzis et al. the ‘working class’ encompasses also peasants,
housewives, unwaged workers and any other social stratum which suffers under
capitalism. ‘Autonomist Marxism champions the autonomy of workers, their capacity
to resist and find alternatives to capital. To that end, it has always focused on struggle,
and working-class capacity’ (Dyer-Witherford 2015: 188).
The co-evolution of the capitalist system and working-class struggles is what singles
out the theory of ‘Autonomist Marxism’ according to De Angelis (2012: 5-6; 2010:
954-955). He contrasts this stream of thought with Marxist currents which trace the
motor of social change in the independent development of the forces of production.
For autonomist Marxism, the relation between working class struggles and the
formation of capitalism follows the alternating phases of class recomposition and
decomposition, when the working class becomes united in a collective movement, and
then this unity dissolves under the repressive force and the restructuring strategies of
capital. The co-evolution of class struggle and capitalist development could be
endless. There is no predetermined direction in the autonomist perspective (De
Angelis 2012: 6). Moreover, autonomist Marxism dismisses Foucault’s talk of
diversity and dispersion of social resistances. It is class struggle over the mode of
producing values, rather than social conflict in general, which constitutes social
practices. The ‘embroilment’ of social resistances has a clear class frontline (De
Angelis 2010: 955).
Capital and the state under capitalism stand at loggerheads with the commons of labor
and nature, since capital and the state are intent on expropriating, enclosing and
privatizing the commons. This holds true not only in a primordial phase of ‘primitive
accumulation’ which inaugurated capitalism, but throughout the history of the
capitalist mode of production. The capitalist market functions as a ‘force of enclosure
and discipline (of subjectivities and commons/communities)’ (De Angelis 2010: 955).
Since the 1970s, we have witnessed a stepped-up trend of ‘new enclosures’ of natural
commons in the global South, which has expanded its reach across the world under
the globalizing impulse of neoliberalism.
In the twin circumstances of the neoliberal hegemony and the collapse of the actually
existing socialist alternative in the 1990s, the discourse and the practices of the
commons have acquired political salience for anticapitalists. They illustrate that noncapitalist modes of organizing material (re-)production and social relations are ‘alive
and struggling’ throughout the world. Precapitalist commons of nature and
collaboration persist for billions of people, who still rest on commons for their
subsistence, while new ‘post-capitalist’ commons are surging forth in ecological
energy spaces and information technologies. Hence, as the anticapitalist argument
goes, we need not be disheartened by the collapse of state socialism. Nor should we
wait for a mythical new beginning of history that would take place after the
revolutionary overthrow of capitalism. Various forms of the ‘free association of
producers’ are already present. We can strive to strengthen and proliferate these forms
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so as to bring into being an anticapitalist world (Caffentzis 2010: 24). The commons
tackle the crises of both socialism/communism and neoliberal capitalism.
In the conditions of neoliberal dispossession and disempowerment, social
reproduction, freedom, equality and justice for the vast majorities can be achieved by
overcoming capitalism and its state through ‘constituent’ anticapitalist struggles,
which generate independent life-sustaining commons for the many. They enable thus
the reproduction of popular strata here and now, and they underpin their political and
other fights against capital. A large part of capital’s power lies in its ability to
terrorize people with the idea that they are unable to organize the production and
reproduction of their livelihoods outside the circuits of the market. The political
weight of the commons for anticapitalists lies precisely in their ability to demonstrate
in effect that other ways are not only feasible, but actually existing and operative
(Caffentzis 2010: 25). As De Angelis (2010: 955) has put it, we are called upon to
further ‘commoning’ across existing worlds beyond capital
in order to sustain, reproduce and extend the organizational reach of other-than
capital forms of (re)production in common of livelihoods and at the same time
keep at bay and push back the capitalist form of production in common. Here is
the problematic of the ‘frontline:’ a way to reproduce livelihoods in common
versus another way to reproduce livelihoods in commons…
One can already catch sight of the lack of the political in the anticapitalist commons
school: the social reproduction of ‘livelihoods in common’ is given center stage to the
detriment of political processes, discourse and organization. Moreover, the primacy of
class struggle over other forms of sociο-political contest is simply postulated.
Likewise, the pre-eminence of an anticapitalist orientation that would intend to
eradicate, rather than restrain or supplement the market and the state, is taken for
granted. This may be so from within an avowed and committed anticapitalist posture.
But it is hardly a political ‘given’ for vast majorities of people across the world.
Unless one is happy to preach to the few converted, political action on the discursive,
organizational and material front of everyday lives is an indispensable condition in
order to enrol the support of wider swathes of the population around an anticapitalist
vision of the commons, if this should be our objective.
In order to turn struggles ‘inside’ the system into ‘outside’ it is not enough to pin
down the traits of anticapitalist fights for the commons –subversion of class
hierarchies and exclusions, respect for diversity and promotion of class unity around
global issues, the institution of decommodified relations and direct participatory selfgovernance, more holistic attitudes towards the planet, and so on. How can these
values and practices escape the narrow confines of small communities and activist
minorities? Who, and how, is going to do the work of successfully propagating them
via example, persuasion, fight and collective organization? This question rises to
prominence if one owns up to the fragmentation, the individualism, the
disempowerment and the attachment to hegemonic values that are widely diffused
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across both the ‘working class’ and the ‘middle class,’ as De Angelis (2010) and
Dyer-Witheford (2015) themselves have amply explained.
Before coming to grips with these critical aporias, we will round out the discussion of
anticapitalist struggles for the commons in the relevant literature by dwelling on some
further dimensions –the feminist and the historical- and by expounding the autonomist
critique of Ostrom’s commons.
2.4.3. Feminist anticapitalist commons
Silvia Federici’s work (1990; 2004; 2010; 2012, 2019) is firmly anchored in the same
classist anticapitalist camp and it is in constant dialogue with other members of the
camp (see e.g. Federici 2010; 2012: 13). For her, too, the commons are the expression
of global struggles and an alternative world, which is growing in the cracks of the
hegemonic systems of state and capital, affirming social interdependence and
cooperation. The ultimate objective of a project of revitalizing life around commoning
would be to recover the power to collectively decide our fate on earth. This is what
she now calls ‘re-enchanting the world.’ Through this re-enchantment, we would
surpass divisions enforced by capitalism and we would reconnect with earth, with
others and our bodies, regaining ‘a sense of wholeness in our lives’ (Federici 2019: 1,
8, 189). However, what truly marks off her angle on alternative commons, is her
feminist viewpoint. Feminist pertains here to
a standpoint shaped by the struggle against sexual discrimination and over
reproductive work, which to paraphrase Linebaugh’s comment above, is the rock
upon which society is built and by which every model of social organization must
be tested (Federici 2010: 2).
A feminist intervention from such a viewpoint enlarges the politics of the commons
and helps to better define the conditions under which ‘the principle of the common/s
can become the foundation of an anticapitalist program’ (Federici 2010: 2). The
commons make up a historical alternative to both the state and private property. They
fulfil a strategic political function as a unifying or ‘articulatory’ concept which
prefigures a cooperative society. But ambiguities and significant divisions surround
this concept, which need to be resolved in order to translate the principles of the
commons into a coherent political project (Federici 2019: 103). ‘More generally, the
left has not posed the question of how to bring together the many proliferating
commons…so that they form a cohesive whole and provide a foundation for a new
mode of production’ (Federici 2019: 106). Federici draws attention, thus, to
quintessential political tasks: the partial fixation of meaning in a field criss-crossed by
antagonisms, the articulation of dispersed differences, the elaboration of a coherent
political plan.
All these endeavors call for political decision, organization and intervention, and they
are urged upon anticapitalist commoners today on two main grounds. First, because
the discourse and certain practices of the commons have been endorsed in the last two
decades by pro-market forces, such as the World Bank. The ‘commons’ have been put
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thus in the service of a widespread dispossession of communities from their forests to
turn them into a commodity of ecotourism. More broadly, commons may be oriented
towards the production of commodities for markets, or they may help to alleviate the
most destructive effects of neoliberal capital on societies and the planet. Hence,
without setting up rigid models, we need to lay down certain political criteria for
alternative commons which aim beyond the market and the state. Such commons
should be autonomous spaces, which are breeding grounds for new modes of
production. Alternative commons should grant equal access to the necessary means of
(re)production. They should be governed through assemblies and direct democracy.
They should perform relations of reciprocity, cooperation and responsibility for the
reproduction of shared wealth. They should be horizontal, opposing hierarchies in
labor, struggles and political organization (Federici 2019: 89-96, 104-105).
The challenge that we face in this context is not how to multiply commons
initiatives but how to place at the center of our organizing the collective
reappropriation of the wealth we have produced and the abolition of social
hierarchies and inequalities. Only [then] can we…ensure that commons are not
created at the expense of the well-being of other people and do not rest on new
forms of colonization (Federici 2019: 96).
The politics of the commons ‘at its best’ presupposes, thus, the sharing of wealth. It
enjoins a revolution in our relationship with ourselves and others, and collective
decision-making (Federici 2019: 166).
Second, a political inflection of the commons is in order because the left has failed to
squarely confront the question of how to clear paths to a non-capitalist economy by
bringing together the various proliferating commons into a coherent whole. The work
of Hardt and Negri is an exception. However, their theory and political project are
marred by a narrow focus on ‘cognitive workers,’ a minority of digitally skilled and
network individuals. They overlook, also, that online communities and production
lean on economic activities, such as mining and rare-earth production, which are
socially and ecologically disastrous (Federici 2010: 2-4). To convert the commons
into another economic and social system we need to center our attention and our
efforts on reproduction. This is the keynote of Federici’s argument for feminizing the
commons.
this [Hardt and Negri’s] theory skirts the question of the reproduction of everyday
life. This, however, is true of the discourse on the commons as a whole, which is
mostly concerned with the formal preconditions for the existence of commons and
less with the material requirements for the construction of a commons-based
economy enabling us to resist dependence of wage-labor and subordination to
capitalist relations (Federici 2010: 4).
Federici levels the same criticism at Marx’s theory itself, which failed to recognize
the centrality of reproductive work both for the accumulation of capital and for a
future communist society (Federici 2012: 91). She adheres to Marx’s critique of
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capitalist accumulation and his vision of communism as a society beyond exchange
value, private property, and the division of labor. But Federici renounces the
assumption that capitalism is a necessary stage of historical development on the way
to a communist society. She also debunks Marx’s understanding of what constitutes
class struggle and work, shifting the center of gravity towards sexual work,
procreation, the care of children and domestic work, in other words, the labor of
reproduction. This is a field of extraction of unpaid labor, which is necessary for
capitalism, but it is made invisible by capitalism (Federici 2019: 154-156).
Reproduction is, thus, the cornerstone of her Marxist feminist stand. The capitalist
mode of reproduction accounts for the power differentials between men and women,
which are held to result from a system of production that mystifies the reproduction of
the worker as a natural or a personal service, and profits from the unwaged condition
of reproductive laborers. Gender relations are themselves relations of production and
exploitation (Federici 2004: 8, 12; 2019: 156-159). The labor of reproduction in
everyday life becomes, thus, for her ‘the primary terrain of social change’ (Federici
2019: 175). This is where Federici’s feminism comes in to add an original spin on the
politics of the commons.
In sum, wedding the commons to class struggle is the first move, which sets Federici
apart from the school of ‘common pool resources.’ Spotlighting women’s labor in the
material basis of the cyber economy and all economy is the second decisive step,
which holds her apart from the paradigm that foregrounds information, digital
technologies and cognitive capitalism. Federici has gone on to question the value of
‘computerization’ more broadly. She accentuates not only its high ecological
footprint, but also its alienating effects, its role in increased surveillance and
militarization, and its contribution to a ‘general state of misery,’ which belies all
celebrations of new digital technologies as revolutionary or emancipatory (Federici
2019: 107, 166-167, 191-193). Both gestures govern the ways in which she broaches
the political issues from the standpoint of women’s class struggles, reproductive labor
and reproductive commons.
According to Federici, women, as the ‘primary subjects of reproductive work,’ have
relied more heavily on communal natural resources. They have been more adversely
affected by privatization and environmental degradation. Hence, they have been more
intensely attached to the defense of common goods. This is a core thesis of her
magnum opus Caliban and the Witch (2004; see also Federici 2019: 135).
Women stood up against the land enclosures in England during the gestation period of
capitalism, in the 16th and the 17th centuries. The ‘primitive accumulation of capital’
inscribed a new patriarchal sexual division of labor, which subjugated women’s
reproductive labor and their body to the unwaged reproduction of male labor force
and, by extension, to the accumulation of capital. The witch hunt launched at that time
was a strategy of terror and enclosure of bodies and social relations. It aimed at
criminalizing resistance and eliminating the control that women exercised over their
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reproductive functions. The aim was to subordinate women to the patriarchal regime
and the ‘free’ service of wage labor, masking the reproduction of male work force
under the cloak of biological destiny. Eventually, the state sought to appropriate
women’s bodies and their reproductive capacity by persecuting abortion and by
introducing apparatuses of surveillance and punishment, which met with women’s
resistance in the West. Women rose up also against the Western colonizers in the
‘New World,’ fighting hard to protect their land, their autonomy and their communal
forms of life (Federici 2004: 12-15, 219-236; 2019: 17, 107). Capitalism as a system
is arguably committed to sexism and racism in order to denigrate the nature of those it
exploits –women, colonized nations etc. (Federici 2004: 17).
Yet, women’s close ties to the commons are not a thing of the past. Once again, from
the 1970s onwards, women in Africa, Asia and the Americas have been subject to
new persecutions by capital, and they confronted the commercialization and the
degradation of land and forests. They have claimed and cultivated urban public plots
for food, making a ‘common’ use of public space. They have replanted trees in
degraded forests. They have devised credit associations which function as genuine
money commons. Τhey have put together new collective spaces which provide
services for all who contribute, such as popular kitchens, by making decisions in
common about the reproduction of lives (Federici 2019: 2-3, 126, 143; 2012: 68-71,
85-86, 96-104; 2010: 5; 1990; 2004: 9-10, 15-17).
A prime lesson to take away from all these women’s struggles is that commoning the
material means of reproduction is a steppingstone for forging collective interests,
mutual bonds, spaces autonomous from capital and the state, and conditions of
sustenance which loosen the grip of global markets on our lives. It is ‘through the
day-to-day activities by means of which we produce, that we can develop our capacity
to cooperate and...learn to reconstruct the world as a space of nurturing, creativity,
and care’ (Federici 2012: 11; see also Federici 2010: 6). By breaking down the
isolation that marks the sphere of reproduction, this commoning engenders solidarity
bonds and social power. Commons become thus both the conditions and the end of
struggles and new creation (Federici 2019: 184-185).
For Federici, moreover, the ‘reproduction of life’ has a broad remit. It ranges from
housework to subsistence farming, ‘opening the door from the kitchen to the garden to
the land’ (Federici 2012: 15). Collective forms of reproduction both nourish a culture
of mutuality and empower workers vis-à-vis the state and capital, as they enable them
to make a living independently, delinking their reproduction from commodity flows.
This accounts for the political salience of reproductive commons in plotting a strategy
for another, commons-centered society (Federici 2012: 92).
The feminist vision stimulating her thought longs for the reappropriation of our
common wealth and for the disaccumulation of capital through ‘the deprivatization of
land, water, and urban spaces and the creation of forms of reproduction built on selfmanagement, collective labor, and collective decision-making’ (2019: 2). A reorganization of social reproduction in accord with the principle of the commons and a
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profound overhaul of everyday life lie at the pivot of the feminized commons of
Federici, which are bent on collective modes of work for nursing life in families,
childcare, the care for the ill and the elder. The communalization of housework is
central to social change, because care for human beings is a fundamental and
immensely labor-intensive task, which is largely irreducible to mechanization.
Skepticism about the possibility of substantially reducing domestic work and care
through mechanization incites a renewed interest in the communalization of
reproduction and the formation of reproductive commons (Federici 2019: 110-111,
163). Hence, one of the main attractions of the commons from her feminist materialist
standpoint is the possibility of breaking through the separation of the private from the
public and the isolation in which reproductive activities are carried out. This
‘privatization’ has covered over and rationalized women’s exploitation. Cooperative
housing and buildings with collective kitchens can push forward the reorganization of
reproductive activities on a collective basis, which is premised on the reappropriation
of the required material resources (Federici 2019: 4, 77, 109; 2010: 6-9).
The feminist accent on reproduction is not confined, however, to a concern with
material needs, such as food preparation, housing, sex, childrearing, and so on. It falls,
also, on the reproduction of collective memory and culture, which impute meaning to
life and contemporary conflicts. The feminist concern with reproduction foments,
thus, support for the struggles of indigenous peoples who claim back their land
commons and their cultural legacy. It also illuminates and valorizes the often invisible
complex of affects and emotions which feed the soil of commoning relations (Federici
2019: 5, 146-147).
Moreover, a feminist window into the commons will raise awareness of global
interconnection. It will relink what the capitalist division of labor keeps apart: the
spheres of production and work, the everyday reproduction of life through domestic
work and care for other humans, and the global ecosystems. It will strive to remedy,
thus, our blindness to the ‘blood in our food,’ which is produced elsewhere in the
world under abject conditions, and it will attend to the destructive impact of consumer
habits on the environment. Hence, a feminist tack to the commons will gesture
towards a particular figure of community. It will resist gated communities of ethnic,
religious, class etc. exclusions and will hold on to community as a principle of
collaboration and responsibility to the world, both social and natural (Federici 2010:
6-9; 2012: 11).
Finally, in opposition to Marxist and other developmentalists, Federici’s feminism
honours the pluralist spirit of the Zapatistas, ‘One No, and Many Yeses.’ This runs
counter not only to the one world of neoliberalism, but also to the very notion of a
linear historical trajectory towards emancipation. She takes, thus, Marx to task for
failing to see the power emerging from the diverse communal organization of millions
in Africa, Asia, and the Africa. A corollary of this emphasis is the thesis that there are
many roads to the commons, corresponding to different histories, cultural traditions
and environmental conditions (Federici 2019: 7-8, 32).
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All in all, Federici’s feminized commons share with Marx’s communism the
overcoming of divided labor, private property and exchange value, but they also part
ways in significant respects. Her commons place the reformation of reproduction at
the hub of their political project. They are not predicated on the mechanization of
production and the global expansion of capitalism. They revalorize local knowledges
and technologies, and they do not postulate a necessary connection between scientific,
technological development and moral/intellectual progress. They are grounded in the
collective reclaiming of power at the grassroots, resisting its alienation to a
revolutionary proletarian state. They elicit a ‘transvaluation’ of the dominant political
and cultural values, which are extractive, divisive, hierarchical, technocratic,
capitalist. They are led by people in the fields, kitchens and fishing villages, who
struggle to release themselves form the hold of corporate powers, rather than by
factory workers. The feminist movements of the commons embody another
rationality, which is not only opposed to socio-economic injustice, but restores our
bonds with earth and remolds humanity (Federici 2019: 166-168, 195-196).
In this feminist politics of the commons, priority is given today to ‘self-reproducing
movements’ and ‘communities of care’ along with a variety of community-based
structures. It is through practices of direct co-operation which are focused on
supporting the most needy and vulnerable that we can plant the seeds of a new world
of the commons, rather than through on-line collaboration (Federici 2012: 17, 95).
Inhabiting open and diverse schemes of self-governed communities and collectivizing
the everyday reproduction of life
can only be a beginning. It is no substitute for....the reclamation of our common
wealth. But it is an essential part of our education to collective government and our
recognition of history as a collective project (Federici 2010: 7).
What matters most....is the production of ‘commoning’ practices, starting with new
collective forms of reproduction (Federici 2012: 16).
As a result, Federici’s feminism dwells on the ‘house’ and the ‘reproduction of human
beings,’ which underpin the economy and the political system (Federici 2012: 10;
2010: 8). And she calls on women, ‘historically the house workers and the house
prisoners,’ to lead the initiative to reclaim ‘the house as a center of collective life.’
The house should enable the sharing of communal possessions and should provide the
shelter for collective forms of reproduction, which shore up people’s power with
regard to employers and the state, and can also shield us from ecological disaster
(Federici 2010: 8; 2019: 112). The house should not be closed and isolated. It should
be, rather, traversed by a diversity of people and patterns of collectivization. But, in
any case, the cooperative redefinition of everyday reproduction around the house is a
primary task with a view to engendering independent self-reproducing movements
and a future alternative society, in which the political will not be uncoupled from the
personal. In the end,
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Arguing that women should take the lead in the collectivization of reproductive
work and housing is not to naturalize housework as a female vocation. It is
refusing to obliterate the collective experiences, the knowledge and the struggles
that women have accumulated concerning reproductive work... (Federici 2010: 9,
2019: 113).
There is no denying that reorganizing reproduction, family life and the house is a
fundamental condition for undoing gender-based unequal relations in the commons of
every kind and for curtailing exclusive property rights rooted in private households.
You cannot participate in the digital commons or the political commons of a citizens’
assembly if you have e.g. to devote more time to housework on account of your
gender, or if you are banned because your gender identity does not accord with the
norm. So, a feminist and gender angle on the commons deepens crucially the
emancipatory and egalitarian politics of the commons, filling in a gaping void in the
thought and the practice of the commons in Ostrom’s and the digital sphere. Yet,
Federici’s endeavor to twist the anticapitalist commons in the direction of feminist
politics is found wanting on several political grounds.
Let us begin with gender politics and Federici’s failure to politicize and, thereby, to
denaturalize gender relations more acutely. Women have been the primary ‘house
workers and house prisoners’ in many societies. They carry behind them a long
history of struggles around this position. Yet, it is not obvious at all why women
should stick simple-mindedly to this identity and take the lead in the collectivization
of the house and the reproduction of life. Really, such a choice would not amount
effectively to a full embrace of the house and reproduction as women’s own field par
excellence? The common reconfiguration of family and housework could not be
assumed by an ‘alliance’ of genders and should fall equally on all? After all, women
in the contemporary world are not only or primarily house workers and child-carers.
Why should they actively reclaim their traditional identity? Moreover, isn’t the aim of
emancipatory politics to release people from the identities that enclose them in
positions of subordination and oppression, even though the fight of subordinate social
sectors for equal freedom will inevitably start out from such identities before negating
and overcoming them? Is not the historical Marxist end of revolutionary proletarian
politics to emancipate workers from their role of workers under capitalism rather than
to emancipate them in this role?
Αs Edith Gonzalez (2019: 249) has noted,
it is difficult to suggest that Federici succeeds in avoiding…completely…a
political vision that naturalises femininity or domestic labor as a feminine
vocation…insofar as she defines reproduction as the terrain of struggle and
women as its historical subject….In the same way that traditional Marxism
fetishized the identity of the working class as the privileged subject of
revolution, everything seems to indicate that Federici finds in women the
historical subject of the commons…
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Federici, in effect, takes to task those feminists who forswear ‘the special role’ of
women in the reorganization of reproduction. Reproductive work is the ‘ground zero
of revolution,’ and those women who forgo their special part in it ‘cooperate with the
capitalist devaluation of reproduction’ (Federici 2019: 196).
Moreover, Federici’s appeal to a simple and unified category of ‘women’ fails to take
note of long-standing feminist debates over the plural identities of women, which are
occluded and suppressed when they get subsumed under a universal identity. She
equally tends to disregard the variation of genders and sexual identities stretching
beyond the heteronormative couple men/women. From the standpoint of
emancipatory gender politics, a strong case has been made that the suppression of the
contentious diversity of genders and female identities under the cloak of a
homogenized category of oppressed women stands in the way of welding broad-based
alliances among different female positionalities and genders which trouble gender
hierarchies, exclusions, patriarchy and the sexual regime of heteronormativity (see
e.g. Butler 1990; 1993).
Federici’s unease with the political is also apparent in what is absent in her thought:
any articulate political project of the commons. She rightly raises what is perhaps the
political question for devising a different social order around egalitarian, ecological
and democratic commons: how can we tie together the dispersed actual activities and
ideas around the commons in a ‘cohesive whole’ (Federici 2010: 4)? But this cohesive
whole is seen as a ‘new mode of production’ (Federici 2010: 4), not as a new
hegemonic order, which comprises a new mode of production among other social
spheres and is politically configured through power struggles, discourses and
articulations. Moreover, for Federici, who restores the ancient Greek etymological
meaning of the term, the economy is an oiko-nomy: oikos and nomos, house and
law/distribution. Accordingly, her rejoinder to the quintessential political question for
an alternative commons society is economic and, more specifically, house-centered.
The polis and a set of political strategies and proposals for banding together the
dispersed and ambiguous commons are nowhere to be found. Instead, we –or rather
‘women’- are enjoined to lead a process of reshaping the house and social
reproduction.
It could be countered that Federici’s call to ‘collectivize,’ to ‘communalize’ or to
‘socialize’ housework and reproductive activities is a plea to open up these fields to
social processes and to tie up the personal with the political. But without further
elaboration, a collectivized, communalized or socialized reproduction in the house
could be thought and practiced on the model of an enlarged family. And the polis is
not just an extended and more plural family. The political realm entertains relations
among citizens who are not bound together with personal ties and who engage in
political contest. The polis cannot, and perhaps should not, fully fuse with the realm
of housework, the everyday reproduction of life, childcare and care for persons in
need, despite the effective presence of the political within this field, too. Hannah
Arendt’s (1998) warnings against the conflation of oikos and polis hinge on pertinent
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arguments which need to be considered on this score, even if they also invite many
reasonable objections –especially the stark divide that she posits between the two
realms and the occlusion of political power relations, exclusions and battles within the
oikos itself.
Finally, Federici’s injunction to communalize the reproduction of life may not radiate
broader political and social effects and could remain confined to diffuse, isolated
instances of local communal households and extended families. To move beyond
random dispersion, narrow localization and life-style experimentation, the
commoning of house and reproduction should switch political gears through its
insertion in what is missing in Federici’s script: an overarching political strategy, a
political organization, discourse and plan that deliberately strive for another world
around the commons.
2.4.4. A historical perspective on commoning
Peter Linebaugh ventured into rewriting the history of Magna Carta from the
standpoint of the commons and their ‘planetary reclaim’ (Linebaugh 2008: viii) when
he came across a communiqué of the Subcomandante Marcos of Zapatistas, the
indigenous population of Chiapas, Mexico, who have made a ‘postmodern revolt’
against colonial state repression. Marcos, the ‘postmodern’ leader, evoked the
premodern Magna Carta, which was drawn up in England in 1215. The battle for the
commons is recast thus from a world-historical viewpoint, which spans nearly eight
centuries. The Zapatistas’ insurrection was prompted by the repeal of the
constitutional protection of ejidos, the common lands of their villages. Now and the
then, the history of the commons is thus a history of resistance against human assaults
on ‘woods, forests and mangrove,’ which seek to enclose, to expropriate and to
exploit them for profit (Linebaugh 2008: 2-5, 265). The expropriation of the common
is a process of war, which privatizes natural resources and produces the proletariat
across the world. The taking of the commons has been perpetrated often by
legislators, such as the landlords who dominated the English Parliament. Accordingly,
the story of the commons is a story of class struggle and law.
In our historical circumstances, the collapse of the Soviet Union has made it possible
to think of communism without the totalitarian state. On the other hand, the commons
have become an actual object of armed fight in various parts of the world which face
new enclosures of bio-ecological commons, from Latin America to Africa (Linebaugh
2014: 2-5, 143). These developments, along with the late modern enclosures of
‘knowledge commons’ and the pollution of the planet, have revitalized the discourse
of the commons and the interest in the old English commons (Linebaugh 2014: 144).
Through the recent, neoliberal enclosures, petroleum products have become the base
commodity of human reproduction, while the woods and indigenous commons are
again expropriated and ruined (Linebaugh 2008: 2-11). Marcos vindicated the
communities’ legal, political and ‘ecological’ rights to the woods by calling upon the
Magna Carta. This historic document is known for its restriction of sovereign power
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by enshrining political rights against autocratic authority and by instating juridical
rights of fair trial, prohibition of torture, habeas corpus and the rule of law. In effect,
Magna Carta was accompanied by a Charter of the Forest, which entitled villagers to
subsistence usufructs from the woods while it ‘stinted’ their expropriation.
The central contention of Linebaugh’s historical narrative around the commons is that
political and legal rights can exist only on an economic foundation. On his reading,
this is the message of the two ‘Great Charters of the Liberties of England’ that were
forced on King John.
To be free citizens we must also be equal producers and consumers. What I shall
call the commons -the theory that vests all property in the community and
organizes labor for the common benefit of all- must exist in both juridical forms
and day-to-day material reality (Linebaugh 2008: 6).
A second plunk of the historical argument is that history refutes Hardin by
demonstrating ‘several millennia of experience in the mutuality and negotiation of
commoning’ (Linebaugh 2008: 9-10). Scholarly scrutiny on the ‘level of historical
reality’ unearths the customary rights in common lands and forests and uncovers,
more broadly, ‘the suppressed praxis of the commons in its manifold particularities,
despite a millennium of privatizations, enclosure and utilitarianism’ (Linebaugh 2008:
19; see also Linebaugh 2014: 255-256). The rights to the commons instituted in
Magna Carta were, actually, the relics of much wider customary practices, which
antedated the Norman Conquest of 1066 and were ruined by it (Linebaugh 2014:
151).
Both historical and contemporary commons are suppressed by ideologies which
associate them with primitivism, utopia or totalitarian communism. But the actual
realities of nurturance in commons render the fears of utopianism or totalitarianism
irrelevant. The commons bear primarily on the fulfilment of actual need, not on
abstract justice (Linebaugh 2008: 273; 2014: 187). In Linebaugh’s historical
narration, the commons are primary to human life and they lie at the heart of most
societies. By contrast, commodity, individualism and privatization are relegated to the
margins of past societies. The commons are old and all over the world, although their
history is far from uniform and linear (Linebaugh 2014: 13, 19).
A third historical takeaway is that the commons imply communal property and labor
for the common benefit, which are sanctioned through legal institutions and material
practice. Fourth, on Linebaugh’s interpretation of the Magna Carta, this is a document
and a historical tradition which call for the abolition of the commodity form, the
protection from intrusions by privatizers and militarists, the removal of false idols and
the acceptance of the right to resistance (Linebaugh 2008: 6-7).
All in all, in this historical rendition of the commons, there is an economic side and a
political-constitutional side to them. By retrieving Magna Carta from the memory of
history, Linebaugh prompts contemporary commoners to think constitutionally, as
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they have been doing at the turn of the century in several Latin American countries.
Magna Carta is radical constitutionalism rooted in the economy of the commons
(Linebaugh 2008: 20).
The charters were the outcome of the confrontation and the subsequent reconciliation
between the feudal barons and King John in 1215. Magna Carta safeguards the
interests of the church, the feudal aristocracy, the urban bourgeoisie and the
commoners. Its most famous chapter (39) enacts habeas corpus, the prohibition of
torture, the right to a fair trial by jury and the rule of law. Its companion Charter of the
Forest, which came later to be seen as part of a single document of Magna Carta,
upholds in its first chapter the common of pasture ‘for those accustomed to it.’ A later
chapter 7 stipulates also that ‘she shall have meanwhile her reasonable estovers of
common,’ that is, subsistence goods and customary gatherings from the woods, which
were usually the work of women (Linebaugh 2008: 28, 40). However, already in the
13th century, right after their institution, the commons of forests were threatened by
the growing towns, the expansion of trade and the lords of manors.
The commons abound in polysemy: common rights, common land, common people,
common sense (Linebaugh 2008: 278). But the Magna Carta commons are governed
more specifically by five principles: anti-enclosure, reparations (for the victims of
enclosure and dispossession), subsistence, neighborhood, and (the freedom of) travel
(Linebaugh 2008: 245, 275). Moreover, commons rights, as regulated in the charters,
bear four features. First, they are nested in local ecology, the ‘law of the land’ in this
sense. Commoners are preoccupied with what grows on their land. ‘Second,
commoning is embedded in a labor process; it inheres in a particular praxis of field,
upland, forest, marsh, coast. Common rights are entered into by labor’ (Linebaugh
2008: 45). The use of ‘common’ as a verb casts the commons as a practical activity
rather than a thing or a resource (Linebaugh 2008: 79). Commoning does not
distinguish between the activity and the resource. It is labor itself which engenders
something as a resource (Linebaugh 2014: 13).
Third, the praxis of commoning is collective and, fourth, it is independent of the state
and the temporality of law and the state. Magna Carta ‘grants perpetuities. It goes
deep in human history’ (Linebaugh 2008: 45). The positive rights contained in the
Charters were held to be ‘inherent in the People…rights which no King or
Government can give or take away’ (J. Watson, 1818, quoted in Linebaugh 2008:
139). At the same time, the practice of commoning is always local and peculiar
(Linebaugh 2008: 243).
The history of the forest and village commons was, actually, Europe-wide (Linebaugh
2014: 33, 59). In the U.S. war of independence, the ‘Charters of Liberty’ reached also
the American continent, leaving their imprint on the Declaration of Independence
(Linebaugh 2008: 123). Moreover, revolts for the defense or the expansion of the
commons broke out regularly from the twelfth century until the modern times. The
uprisings of commoners against the various attempts to enclose the commons marked
several major episodes in the history of class struggle before the rise of the industrial
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proletariat (Linebaugh 2008: 55-93; 2014: 62, 137-138). ‘The spectre haunting
Europe was of having all things in common’ (Linebaugh 2008: 55). Commonwealth
and commodity constituted two actually existing social alternatives, which have been
contending with each other since the sixteenth century (Linebaugh 2008: 57-58). And
Linebaugh (2008: 76, 90) adduces historical testimony for Federici’s case that women
held a central role in the struggles of the commons.
The frequent evocation of Magna Carta in this historical contest for the commons
over the centuries made it a revolutionary tract, augmenting its meaning and the
possibilities it disclosed (Linebaugh 2008: 80-81). In effect, the meaning of Magna
Carta and its uses became an ideological battlefield, with some forces enlisting it to
underwrite private property and corporate interests, and others evoking it to serve the
cause of the commons (Linebaugh 2008: 187).
The ‘Charters of Liberties’ have been periodically violated, forgotten and reclaimed
through scholarship, politics and direct action (Linebaugh 2008: 93, 171-172).
Common lands and forests were enclosed in England over a protracted period, which
extended from the 16th century until the 19th. The first phase of enclosures was led by
church and kind, the second one by the Parliament. Vast swathes of agricultural
population were forced to leave the countryside and to become industrial workers in
the cities (Linebaugh 2014: 68). At the dawn of industrial capitalism, in 1832, the
countryside of England was mostly enclosed and privatized. The proletarianization of
its dispossessed people had grown massively, and the commodity form prevailed
(Linebaugh 2008: 94). According to Marx, the separation of people from common
land was the inaugural act of the ‘primitive accumulation of capital’ and the attendant
proletarianization of the people (Linebaugh 2014: 157).
In conclusion, commons are both history and actuality. They lie primarily in a
collective activity, a verb, rather than a resource, a thing or a state -a noun. This
activity is embedded in social relations and relations with nature. It is ambiguous and
contested. ‘Capitalists and the World Bank employ commoning as a means to
socialize property’ (Linebaugh 2008: 279). For us today, the history of the commons,
partly captured and encoded in Magna Carta, does not enjoin a restoration of the
Middle Ages. The Charters of Liberty can help us make good the promise of
commoning at a time when there are more proletarians on earth than ever before,
when there are multiple actual practices of commoning and ‘autonomous
communism,’ from urban gardening to transcontinental oil swaps, and when there is
also a militant movement against imperialism (Linebaugh 2008: 280). ‘The essence of
Marxism is the class struggle. The resolution of that struggle is communism. One is in
our face, and the other is not far away’ (Linebaugh 2014: 74).
To get started on the discussion of Linebaugh’s politics of commoning, it is worth
pointing out that for him, as distinct from George Caffentzis, there are multiple close
ties binding together the history of the commons and the tradition of communism
from 1840 onwards (Linebaugh 2014: 201). Hence, communism is not alien to the
commons. It is rather their generalization beyond the locale and the custom.
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Communism is the assumption of the commons by the urban proletariat, their
internationalization, the transcription of the commons into a universal narrative to end
all narratives and an aspiration to abolish the bourgeois state which criminalized the
commons (Linebaugh 2014: 206). Finally, our times have performed a historical
reversal. While in the 20 th century the commons seemed to be consigned to the
(feudal) past, it is now state communism which has been relegated to the lost past.
The discourse of the commons is now being renewed in an international debate about
the future of the planet and subsistence for all. And it is recovered globally, from the
Internet commons to the indigenous commons (Linebaugh 2014: 212).
From these points one can glean a perception of contemporary commons as a politics
grounded in the actual realities of particular commoning practices, a politics which is
also internationalized, in clash with neoliberal enclosures and in allegiance to the
actual movements of common people which yearn for an alternative future. The
historical lenses offer a background of knowledge and add historical depth and
substance to contemporary debates around the commons. These turn out to be a longstanding and diverse reality, which ranges from the twelfth century to-date, and from
Ostrom’s grazing commons or the digital commons to the forest commons of English
peasants. Historical testimony gives the lie to the charges of utopianism or state
totalitarianism which have been levelled against the commons discourse, and it
enlarges our comprehension of the commons in their immense variability (Linebaugh
2014: 141, 256).
Equally important, Linebaugh further politicizes the commons by rendering them as
‘commoning,’ that is, a collective praxis and institution (custom) which fashions a
relationship between a community and an ecological or other setting. This emphasis
on activity dismisses head-on a reification of the commons which ensues when they
are construed as a resource carrying fixed features that would preempt the possibility
of setting up a commons. By the same token, it also calls into question an exploitative
attitude towards the natural environment, which becomes almost obvious or warranted
when the commons are handled primarily as natural resources –an object to be
consumed for the benefit of a group of individuals.
Finally, Linebaugh puts on the table eminently political questions –perhaps, the
political questions- about the commons in our times. First, the collapse of the Soviet
Union and the rise of Zapatistas call on us to think of communism without the state
and to envision other forms of government beyond the state (Linebaugh 2014: 6-8).
Second, difference poses political dilemmas and it presses the question of unity or coordination.
What values are shared by commoning in a high-tech environment and a low-tech
situation? What holds together the microcosm of the urban garden and the
macrocosm of the polluted stratosphere?... Does the red commons require
revolutionary war while the green commons require unpalatable compromises with
NGOs? (Linebaugh 2014: 247).
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In the light of such urgent concerns, the gap of the political in Linebaugh’s
historicization of the commons is all the more glaring. To all the above questions, we
simply get no answer. An ‘allegiance to the actual movements of common people,’
commendable as it may be, would qualify as an answer only if these movements had
already come up with effective strategies to resolve the foregoing political quandaries.
Otherwise, we are left again with the casual appeals to disparate and inchoate
movements, which populate the discourse of the digital commons.
For all its merits, the turn backwards to the medieval customs and battles of the
commons can be of little value in this regard. First, feudal village commons were also
riddled with exclusions, hierarchies, personal dependencies and communal closures
(in culturally homogeneous and bounded communities), which are eclipsed from
Linebaugh’s story. This is another instance of the occlusion of the political in this
work.
Second, by firmly anchoring the commons in long-standing custom, we tend to
consecrate the custom with all the ‘muck of ages’ it carries along, shielding it from
political contest (see Dardot & Laval 2014: 312-313, 324). Third, the local
boundedness and homogeneity of medieval village commons cannot help us to rethink
the commons under circumstances of enhanced social diversity and tight
entanglements between the local and the global. Linebaugh alludes to the
contemporary digital networks and the urban occupy movements of 2011-12, which
incarnated an anti-hierarchical ethos of ‘horizontality’ and self-organized the
satisfaction of basic needs. But no attempt is made to conjure up a broader political
strategy out of these networks and mobilizations (Linebaugh 2014: 24). Finally, the
thesis that the commons have already posed a living alternative to capital for several
centuries to-date tends to underestimate the strenuous political labor that we would
need to put into procuring what is actually lacking -a constituted and constituent
counter-hegemonic force- by binding together disperse, disparate and weak
commoning activities.
What is more, one can sense an anti-political disposition in Linebaugh’s history of the
commons. There is a perennial antagonism between the commons and capital, but
commons themselves are shorn of political antagonisms. ‘Commons is antithetical to
capital. Commoners are quarrelsome (no doubt), yet the commons is without class
struggle’ (Linebaugh 2014: 14). So, contentious politics seems to be expelled from the
heart of the commons to its outside battle with capital. This lens fails to see the value
of political agonism, of political relations and institutions of strife and contest, for
securing equality and freedom within the commons. The political in the guise of
power relations and government is explicitly eliminated from the commons, in what
comes dangerously close to an anti-political, spontaneist and organic understanding of
the commons.
Politics: The commons is outside government. Commons provides its own
security. Custom, or habit and socialization, rather than police force, regulate
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relations…In English history, politics began as a negotiation between lords and
commoners’ (Linebaugh: 2014:18-19).
2.4.5. ‘Neo-liberalism’s plan B’
The anticapitalist camp in the theory and practice of commoning has not only fastened
on the opposition between capital and the commons that spans several centuries up to
the new, neoliberal enclosures. As noted above, anticapitalist commoners have also
made the case that contemporary capitalism has sought to recruit the commons in the
service of its own reproduction in order to utilize a cheap substitute for the shrinking
welfare state and to manage the ecological and social disasters that neoliberal greed
has inflicted on the contemporary world (Caffentzis 2010, Federici 2010). It is worth
pausing to consider this argument. First, because it identifies political dilemmas and
antagonistic political choices in the practices of the commons today. Second, because
it brings out dogmatic fixations which undercut political thought and action as an art
which goes after the ends it sets for itself by negotiating, risking and inventing its
ways under uncertain, complex and often unfavourable circumstances.
According to Caffentzis (2010: 23) the commons were revived from a capitalist
perspective in the 1980s and the 1990s, through the promotion of associated ideas
such as ‘social capital,’ ‘civil society’ and ‘community.’ The οbject was to save
capitalism ‘from its self-destructive totalitarian tendencies unleashed by
neoliberalism.’ In the 1970s, the World Bank sponsored the privatizing enclosures of
agricultural commons across the former colonial world, in an effort to direct their
agricultural production towards exports. These policies were foisted on African
countries in the 1980s through the Structural Adjustment Programs, which were
requested in return for loans. SAPs operationalized Hardin’s story of the tragedy of
the commons, which can be averted supposedly only through privatization or state
management. Faced with increased collective resistances and economic failure, the
World Bank shifted its position from the 1990s onwards, endorsing to some extent the
collective management of natural resources by village and pastoral associations
(Caffentzis 2010: 26-28). It began to explore, thus, an alternative to full-blown
neoliberal privatization, a ‘ ‘Plan B’… to evade the antagonistic responses to the
privatisation of land when they become too powerful and aggressive’ (Caffentzis
2010: 28-29; see also Federici 2010: 2-3).
This offers a small hint that capitalism can, and needs to, harness the powers of
community organization for its own survival and accumulation. Without a measure of
community, that is, of mutual trust and adherence to collective rules of fair exchange
and lawful business practices, capitalism will founder on fraud and unstoppable
individual greed. Unrestrained tooth-and-claw competition spells the ruin of the
market system (Caffentzis 2010: 31-32). It is the very crisis of neoliberal rule gone
wild which provoked a reaction among pro-capital intellectuals, who reasserted the
importance of the commons underpropping a healthy capitalist market.
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The work of Elinor Ostrom is situated at this historical juncture. Ostrom undertook to
show that individual ‘appropriators’ of natural resources, who are propelled by the
individualist drives of profit-maximization, can settle on a collective regulation of a
certain resource starting out from their individualist rationalist perspective. Ostrom’s
commons do not presuppose the cultivation of anticapitalist, collective sentiments
among commoners, nor do they enter into a necessary conflict with the market
system. By contrast, they may form an integral part of a smoothly functioning market.
This is the case of Main’s lobster fishers, or the real estate developers who
appropriate in common the underground water resources of Southern California.
Indeed, some of the ‘design principles’ which Ostrom laid out as basic rules for the
institution of robust commons apply equally to the formation of corporations, e.g. that
the boundaries of a resource system and individuals appropriating ‘resource units’
must be clearly defined (Caffentzis 2010: 30-31).
Hence, Ostrom turns out to be the ‘major theorist of the capitalist use of the
commons’ (Caffentzis 2010: 30). Hers is the ideological response of pro-capitalist
intellectuals and politicians. These people are alert to the disastrous fanaticism of a
neoliberalism hell-bent on commodifying everything. And they advertize the
possibilities and the virtues of capitalism with a human face (Caffentzis 2010: 39).
The intellectual proponents of a neoliberal ‘Plan B’ seek to harness the ‘social capital’
(trust, reciprocity, rule-following) of the commons to counter the threat of the ‘poors’
and of neoliberal fundamentalists. They are concerned with how to make commons
beneficial for capital accumulation (Caffentzis 2010: 40, Federici 2010: 2-3).
Hence, the commons do not bear intrinsically a specific political meaning and
orientation. They can be constructed in conflicting ways in political discourse and
practice. This confronts commons advocates and sympathizers today with a vexing
political choice:
whether ‘the commons’ will be ceded to those who want to enclose it semantically
and use it to further neoliberal capitalism’s ends or whether we will continue to
infuse in ‘the commons’ our struggle for another form of social life beyond the
coordination of capital? (Caffentzis 2010: 41)
From this anticapitalist Marxist slant, the commons appear vividly as an essentially
political –and, thus, politically contested- terrain. Their meaning is not given in
advance by their history or their putative nature. It needs to be actively fixed through
political discourse, praxis and fight. And their meaning will be settled through this bid
for hegemony, for winning the battle over their definition and their constitution in
practice.
Yet, there is something profoundly anti-political in this vehement antagonisticanticapitalist stance towards the commons. The issue is not simply the superficial
hermeneutic one that Caffentzis and Federici run a brutal roughshod over the nuances
of Ostrom’s positions, which plead for institutional diversity, rather than the
dominance of the market, and propound the principles of collective self-governance,
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equity and sustainability (see here above, sections 2.2.2-2.2.5). It is true that Ostrom,
and the digital commoners after her, are not anti-state or anti-capital. But they do not
affirm the autocracy of the state or the markets, either. Theirs is, indeed, a pluralist,
ambivalent, in-between, complex or even fuzzy attitude. What is troublesome, then,
with this staunch anticapitalist denunciation of Ostrom and her likes is, precisely, the
will to eliminate this ambivalence and to consign the ambiguous pluralists to the camp
of capitalist forces of domination and exploitation, positing a rigid, clear-cut and
unmovable divide between capitalists and anticapitalists.
If the objective of another politics for the commons is to rally broader sectors of
contemporary societies around the cause of egalitarian, self-governing and sustainable
commons, then this attitude is a crude and dogmatic non-starter which promises
failure. It would make sense only in a world where popular majorities were already
committed anticapitalists poised against the state and the market, or bound to become
so by quasi-automatic historical trends. However, ours is a world where majoritarian
social strata display closer ideological affinities with Ostrom and the digital
commoners. Both markets and the state are deeply ingrained in people’s common
sense and habits. Consequently, an ardent anticapitalist rhetoric is not likely to appeal
to the many and to aggregate broad-based popular alliances for the commons.
The politics of counter-hegemony navigates its uncertain and arduous course amid
complexity, hybridity and fluidity, by enunciating a discourse which can speak to
society at large, in manners that can tap into ambiguity and indeterminacy to tweak
habitual ways of thinking and seeing things. When the political identities of popular
majorities are not already set in an anticapitalist direction, a partisan anticapitalism
denouncing all those who do not share its full dogma could not be political. It could
not resonate with the polis beyond the narrow church of its adepts. It would rather be
a personal, existential posture of self-affirmation or self-promotion.
2.4.6. Ill at ease with the political
The anti-political spirit of the ‘autonomist Marxist’ gloss on the commons becomes
more pronounced in the writings of Massimo De Angelis (2007; 2010; 2012). This
author counterposes the ‘social’ to the ‘political’ and, by extension, the ‘commons’ to
the ‘political,’ since he elides the social and the common.
De Angelis’ point of departure for thinking the commons and social transformation
are the multiple –economic, social and ecological– crises which perturb the
contemporary world of capital and urge a solution by way of new social systems
‘articulating our production in common’ (De Angelis 2012: 1). The current context
sets the socio-historical stage for four different developments: a) social struggles and
movements resisting debt and the elimination of rights, b) the commons understood as
‘collective self-help solutions to the problems of social reproduction,’ c) capitalist
strategies co-opting the commons –the ‘commons fix,’ d) capitalist enclosures and
repression (De Angelis 2012: 3).
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The history of the present is an open battlefield among these forces and strategies.
From an anticapitalist standpoint, De Angelis’ cardinal political question is how social
movements and struggles can switch the world against and beyond capital to found
‘an association of free individuals’ (De Angelis 2012: 6; 2010: 956). He begins to
sketch the rudiments of an answer by warning, precisely, against the ‘fallacy of the
political’ (De Angelis 2012: 4, 6; emphasis in the original). Social relations and
systems of social reproduction cannot be transfigured through a political
recomposition that would be effected by social movements. Political recomposition
turns on structures of political representation which set out to fashion new social
relations by taking power, among others. This political direction of social
transformation is impossible for De Angelis, in the face of the systemic forces of
capital that stand in the way and due to the adaptive nature of the capitalist system,
which knows how to co-opt political shifts and initiatives (De Angelis 2012: 4).
It follows that we need to set apart social revolution (the commons) from political
revolution (social movements), and then to re-articulate them by according a firm
‘priority’ to social revolution (De Angelis 2012: 10). The commons are identified
with the social because their ‘first goal’ is ‘that of addressing directly the various
needs of different communities by mobilizing natural and creative resources’ (De
Angelis 2012: 4), which are pooled across a community or they are reclaimed from
capital (e.g. the Argentinian ‘recuperated’ factories). Social movements lean on the
commons for their everyday reproduction. On the other hand, De Angelis debunks a
fully a-political attitude towards the commons, such as the stance entertained
apparently by Ostrom, which disregards the necessity of organizing against external
social forces (of capital). As a result, his own first tentative answer to the metaquestion of historical transition is that
our world can be changed by developing a new mode of production (social
revolution through the commons) while keeping at bay the old one and reclaiming
resources from it (political revolution, through movements) (De Angelis 2012: 4).
Political recomposition is launched by a cycle of struggles which devise new
structures of political representation and wrest ‘victories’ from capital and the forces
of the establishment (De Angelis 2012: 4-9). Political battles and representation can
unleash a momentum for change. They can channel energies in particular directions,
and they can carve out spaces for social experiment and the refashioning of social
relations. Yet, they are incapable of radically restructuring social systems like capital.
They can only ‘perturbate’ them (sic). Capital adjusts to the displacements and the
concessions it has made, co-opting them in order to gain time to develop and to strike
back. The history of the rise and the fall of the welfare state after WWII bears witness,
on the one hand, to the adaptability and the co-opting powers of capital, and, on the
other, to the limits of political revolution (De Angelis 2012: 6-8).
The ‘fallacy of the political’ summons a spectre of social revolution which is, on De
Angelis’ reading, aligned with Marx’s and juxtaposed to Lenin’s. This idea does not
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envisage epochal change as an upshot of the seizure of power by political elites,
through elections or insurrection, but looks on historical transformation as a long-term
process which brings about ‘the actual production of another form of power, which
therefore corresponds to...a change in the ‘economic structure of society’ ’ (De
Angelis 2012: 9; emphasis in the original). The priority assigned to ‘social revolution’
entails, among others, a nearly anarchist rejection of the classical Marxist political
strategies of reform and revolution. Both these strategies disconnect the
organizational means –the party, the gulag etc.- from the aspirational ends, i.e.
communism as free association, subordinating the ‘masses’ to the leadership of a
hierarchical party. They subscribe to a stagist path of historical evolution, and they
transpose the ‘beginning of history’ after the revolution that will bring capitalism
down (De Angelis 2007: 5-6). Despite its anarchist leanings, De Angelis’ notion of
social revolution adopts also ‘socialism’ in the sense of the struggle within, against
and beyond the state (De Angelis 2007: 245).
Interestingly, De Angelis does not deny that there is a political aspect to ‘social
revolution.’ He also rehearses the feminist slogan ‘the private (sic) is political’ (De
Angelis 2012: 9). But it is illuminating to see where he locates this political
dimension in order to discern how De Angelis posits a stark divide between the social
and the political and fails to track the political within the social –the political in its
multiple facets, layers and energies:
Social revolution is political in the sense that it acts as a crucial perturbation of
established political systems that seek to discipline, order, and channel or draw
resources from socioeconomic systems (De Angelis 2012: 9).
So, social revolutions can be political only in the sense that they can upset the
political system, but the political is placed outside the social. In the vein of classic
vulgar materialism –the vein of Marx’s 1859 Preface- the social and the political are
two clearly separate realms, which may interact with each other, but they do so as two
different poles external to one another. The political falls under the ‘superstructure,’
which is erected upon the social foundation that is reduced to the economic. The
economic is the fundamental premise of the political. That’s why, according to De
Angelis (2012: 11), we should heed Marx’s warning that radical innovation beyond
capitalism is infeasible unless the necessary socio-material foundations are in place:
‘if we did not find concealed in society as it is the material conditions of production
and the corresponding relations...then all attempts to explode it would be quixotic’
(Marx 1859 quoted in De Angelis 2012: 11). That’s also why the ‘various movements
in the last few decades… all depended on some form of commons, that is, of social
systems at different scales of action, within which resources are shared’ (De Angelis
2012: 10; emphasis in the original). The political comes after, it is predicated on the
social, and it has a limited capacity for transformative agency in the absence of the
required social ground (De Angelis 2012: 4-8).
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The ‘center of gravity’ in the trajectory towards a commons-based society swings
towards ‘extending the realm of the non-commodified field of reproduction’ (De
Angelis 2012: 19; see also 2007: 248). This extension is followed (second and third
priority, respectively) by a reform of motivation, energies and identities through
commoning, and by the effort to legitimize the promotion of the commons through
critical pedagogy, communication and critical mass. The bottom-line is the
consolidation of a material basis for the reproduction of commoners’ bodies and
social bonds (De Angelis 2012: 19-20; 2010: 959; 2007: 248).
What is eclipsed from view here is the political within the social, that is, the power
relations, antagonisms and contestation which suffuse social relations, as well as the
primary political praxis of constructing/instituting social relations. The political in the
sense of an activity that weaves social bonds and forms is one of its most ancient
manifestations and understandings (see Lefort 1986, Plato 1992). Without the
intervening agency of the political, social connections and formations would be
spontaneous and ‘natural.’ In effect, when the political is positioned at a site fully
external to the social, the binary society/politics replicates the binary nature/politics.
Society tends to be grasped then in the naturalistic terms of spontaneous and
immanent development, which is stripped of the artifice, the activism and the contest
of the political.
De Angelis’ expulsion of the political -qua power struggles and institution- from the
social is brought into relief in his topsy-turvy reading of the feminist motto ‘the
personal is political,’ which is taken to imply that ‘the social revolutions the women
managed to produce.... had a crucial impact on political systems’ (De Angelis 2012:
9). By contrast, in the second wave of American feminism, this slogan intended to
convey the idea that the political takes place also within the social, that there are
‘political dimensions to private life, that power relations shaped life in marriage, in
the kitchen, the bedroom, the nursery, and at work’ (Rosen quoted in Lee 2007: 163).
In the process of depoliticizing the social and conflating the social with commons, this
variant of autonomist Marxism removes twice from commons their political edge.
First, as it obscures the power asymmetries and conflicts which pervade the fields of
the commons, and it fails to reckon with how we should politically organize the
manifold commons in order to incline them towards particular courses of historymaking. Second, as it works with an overly expansive and indefinite definition which
equates the commons with society at large –social systems, socio-material conditions
of production and reproduction, even the family, without qualifications (De Angelis
2012: 10-11; 2007: 243). There are capitalist, patriarchal and reactionary commons,
almost all things social are commons (De Angelis 2012: 11-12). As a result, the
commons get trivialized and diluted in the immense diversity of the social. They are
shorn of any distinctiveness as particular, alternative modalities of social organization
and self-government –as a specific political choice and orientation.
Ιn the thought of De Angelis, τhe anti-political bent of anticapitalist commoners
reaches its apex and then culminates into its dialectical opposite. The very theory of
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the commons which explicitly relegates politics to a subordinate position cries out
also for a strategy of political hegemony. In this autonomist Marxist stream, the
commons are an alternative social constellation which bursts forth and flourishes in
the interstices of the dominant capitalist system. Their forward march sets them
inevitably on a collision course with the powers that be. Yet, there is no independent,
already constituted social force which could carry forward the commons and fuel their
growth.
The awareness of this lack and of the concomitant need to put in place and organize
what is absent –a collective subject and a historical bloc for a counter-hegemony of
the commons– is precisely a crucial difference between Caffentzis, Federici and De
Angelis, on the one hand, and Hardt and Negri, on the other. As against the latter, De
Angelis insists that there is no ready-made, positive ‘multitude’ which is building
communism to the effect that we could just push through Empire to see that we live in
communism. Moreover, he looks mainly at peasants, factory workers in the Third
World, slum dwellers, the Zapatistas and similar commoners, rather than at
‘immaterial’ workers for the ‘vanguard’ of the revolution of the commons (De
Angelis 2007: 3-4). A counter-hegemonic force could arise out of the working and the
middle class. However, both classes are divided, fragmented and caught up in
dominant practices and fantasies. A telling example is the persisting middle-class
illusion that ‘betterment’ can be achieved through individual action and effort. The
middle class is the working class minus a firm, symbolic or material, presence outside
capitalism, and it adheres to capitalist versions of commoning (De Angelis 2012: 1315; 2010: 956-968).
Yet, the capitalist market will not collapse on its own without an intervention from the
outside (De Angelis 2010: 966, 968). Accordingly, it is imperative to fill in what is
lacking: a collective subject of counter-hegemonic commoning that will ‘explode’ the
middle class and will cut across wage hierarchies, national borders and frontline
struggles. The ‘explosion’ of the middle class will be set off by its current
contradictions and its fugitive energies, which can help to bridge actual divisions and
to assemble a new political subject for a counter-hegemonic project around the
commons. This will come about through a ‘process of political recomposition’ and
‘difficult organizational work’ (De Angelis 2010: 971). The success of the alternative
commons in their confrontation with the ruling system will be contingent upon its
ability to mobilize multiple social powers –the ground zero of hegemonic politics!
(De Angelis 2012: 13-15).
This explosion of alternatives till the point of hegemony is not possible if these
latent alternatives do not overcome existing divisions within the social body,
within the working class corresponding to the middle-class hegemonic sense of
what constitute (sic) ‘betterment’, and therefore constituting ‘social order’ along
a wage hierarchy....A world in which these divisions are overcome is part of the
puzzling equation that needs to be solved in order to address our ‘how do we
change the world’ meta-question (De Angelis 2012: 15; emphasis added).
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And yet we are told that a social force or a collective subject possesses no autonomy
at all from a social system that underpins it (De Angelis 2012: 14). It can spring forth
and amass power against its opponents only as a manifestation of the powers of the
social system itself and to the extent that it is necessary for the preservation and the
reproduction of the social system and the people it comprises (De Angelsi 2012: 14;
2007: 238). But if the systems of the commons themselves are ambiguous, limited by
capital and in battle with it; if no teleology can secure the outcome of the struggle; if
the current crisis itself cannot automatically bring it into existence, and if no
independent collective agent can foster it, how can this alternative realm of the
commons thrive and proliferate? And how is it possible to cement the unity of the
divided social force which could labor and fight for the commons, if ideology and
discourse do not yield the ground for hegemonic unity, which must be moored only in
real, concrete commons and immediate material interests? (De Angelis 2012: 15;
2010: 958; 2007: 238-239). We have reached a cul-de-sac, in which the urgency of
hegemonic politics is acutely felt, yet we are enjoined to not think in such terms,
putting all our stakes on a ‘social system’ and its own advancement, which, however,
is neither automatic nor secure.
De Angelis (2012: 15) glimpses the thrust of political initiative, of the selfconstitution and the intervention of a political agent. ‘Where it goes depends of the
organisational resources put on the ground. In many countries of the Global North,
this depends on the ability of radicals, cosmopolitan commoners to mesh with the
‘mainstream’ and sustain productive interactions... .’Yet, he cannot help us to think
through the riddles of composing a political subject today as he postulates the primacy
of the ‘social system’ and the total dependence of the subject on this system for its
rise and growth (De Angelis 2012: 14). On account of these assumptions and
priorities, he fails to work out any theory for the making of counter-hegemonic
subjects and projects. Honestly enough, he owns up to this failure and the political
impotence it entails:
The explosion of the middle class...rearranges social relations...the double crossing
of the web of borders, the national borders...and the borders of the wage hierarchy
policed by the army of prejudice, patriarchy and racism. How this explosion will be
brought about, I do not know (De Angelis 2010: 971, emphasis added; see also De
Angelis 2007: 248).
2.4.7. Performing a dialectical reversal towards counter-hegemonic politics for the
commons
De Angelis’ last major intervention, the volume Omnia Sunt Communia. On the
Commons and the Transformation to Postcapitalism (2017), rehearses much of the
anti-political doctrine of his prior work, particularly the ‘primacy’ of the social over
the political revolution and the ‘fallacy of the political’ (De Angelis 2017a: 265-269).
At the same time, it explodes from within the paradox of this anti-political disposition
by effectively sharpening our grasp of the political terms of a commons-transition,
heightening thereby the politicization of critical thought on commoning. This section
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will dig, thus, into De Angelis’ most recent input into radical commons theory with a
positive-constructive intent. Rather than simply uncovering from within De Angelis’
own template of thought the absurdity of his discount of the political, the discussion
will fathom valuable insights from De Angelis’ current analysis for a political take on
the commons. We submit from the outset that, to a considerable extent, De Angelis’
stance against the political stems from a narrow, conventional idea of what politics
and political agency consist in, and a paradoxical -for an Italian theorist- oblivion of
the most relevant Italian political thinker: Gramsci and his hegemonic conception of
epochal mutations.
Let us begin with the rehearsed denial. De Angelis affirms anew
that social rather than political revolution is a primary condition for overcoming
the capitalist mode of production and its state apparatus…. The fallacy of the
political is the idea that a political recomposition could generate and sustain,
through any sort of political representation, a radical change in social relations
and systems of social reproduction…In the first place, a social revolution is not
the ‘seizure of power’ engineered and led by a political elite (whether through
reformist or political revolutionary means) (Holloway 2002), but the actual
production of another form of power…a change in the ‘economic structure of
society’ (De Angelis 2017a: 267-268).
‘Political recomposition’ obtains when social movements erupt and agitate across a
diversity of social fields. The movements channel energies and throw up opportunities
for the invention of new social relations and systems. But they cannot live up to the
task of reconstructing social systems, such as capital, into something different. They
can only ‘perturb’ systems. Capital responds and adapts by co-opting, repressing,
redividing and absorbing any new forms, values and social demands. Keynesianism
and the post-war welfare state are the typical examples. To instigate systemic
reconstruction, social revolutions are in order, which will constitute new social
relations for the reproduction of life and will ‘destistute’ old ones. These are longterm, epochal fermentations, which are not reducible to momentary events. Social
revolutions gravitate around alternative modes of production, and they lay the
material groundwork for any political revolution. Hence their primacy (De Angelis
2017a: 11). Social revolution can be also political only in the sense that it acts ‘as a
crucial perturbation of established dominant systems and poses the socio-economic
basis for a new polity’ (De Angelis 2017a: 269).
Moreover, social revolutions should be followed and powered by political ones,
which help to shake up capitalism, to shore up autonomous social practices, to create
momentum for change. Yet social revolutions should be assigned a clear priority,
since they yield the social-systemic underpinnings of political revolution. We should
heed Marx’s caution that unless the requisite material conditions and relations of
production are already in place, gestating in the womb of the old society, any attempt
to blow up this society would be quixotic (De Angelis 2017a: 271).
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De Angelis’ demotion of the political is premised on his evident conflation of the
political with ‘the polity,’ i.e. the formal institutions of government, the state, and
large-scale social mobilizations which can amount to insurrections. The will to
displace ‘political revolutions’ from the epicenter of strategies for revolution is
motivated by his rejection of the ‘seizure of power’ by political elites, who would
implement ready-made models of alternative systems. These ‘power grabs’ fail to
deliver emancipatory forms of power and lack the proper material mainsprings from
which political power can flow, livelihoods can be secured during transitions and new
systems can burst forth (De Angelis 2017a: 268-269). The critique of top-down and
state-based strategies for historical transition is well-founded and to the point. But the
overall deflation of the political is not. We have argued at length for a more nuanced
and comprehensive notion of the political. This casts the political in the terms of a
social activity that deliberately intervenes in existing social relations, interactions,
structures and embedded subjectivities in order to intentionally figure them by
challenging them, transforming them, displacing them, managing them or upholding
them against challenges (see the Report 1. The Political, sections 1.2-1.6).
Moreover, De Angelis (2017a: 265-271) replicates an economistic Marxian sequence
of revolutionary change, whereby a protracted ‘social revolution’ in the economic
base precedes and conditions ‘political revolutions,’ which break out in the
‘superstructure’ of political and other social institutions. This perspective overlooks a
pressing need, which is now illuminated by De Angelis himself. Political activity -the
coordination of dispersed initiatives and struggles, the reform of subjectivities, the
overcoming of divided identities to reach collective convergence- should intercede
and inflect material-economic practices, relations and projects to incline them towards
a post-capitalist horizon. Such a mode of real political agency can be squared with an
accent on long-term processes of social reconstruction at the grassroots, which would
be clearly prioritized over any seizure of the state and any insurrectionary events.
This was Gramsci’s feat in drawing up a political strategy for radical, system change.
An extended, constructive praxis of material innovation and a critique of ‘voluntarist’
captures of the state become, for him, part and parcel of an integrated, avowedly
political strategy of (counter-)hegemony, which is also duly intent on politically
organizing, on binding together diverse demands and resistances, on campaigning for
intellectual and moral ‘reform’ (see here above, section 2.3.9, and Report 1. The
Political, sections 1.14-1.16). While the significance of alternative institutions and
material infrastructures is taken to heart, and top-down statist revolutions are
forsworn, new social creation is duly politicized and inscribed in a multi-modal
political strategy, which brings together what De Angelis (and Marx, on his reading)
holds apart: social renewal and political mobilization or state reforms.
In effect, De Angelis’ own astute anatomy of the contemporary commons and the
challenges they are faced with commends a political inflection of transformative
commons and their insertion into a wider political strategy of counter-hegemonic
battle.
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2.4.8. Performing a dialectical reversal: a) the political edge of systems theory
De Angelis sets forth a systems-based conception of the commons, which has become
in recent years a common doxa of most currents of practice and thought on the
commons. The systemic turn has been spearheaded by Ostrom’s Bloomington School
(see here above, section 2.2.5) and pushed further by the contemporary digital
commoners (see here, section 2.3.8), the labors of Massimo de Angelis, and the
collective writings of Bollier and Helfrich (2019). De Angelis (2017a: xiii) offers a
systems view of commons, comprehending them as complex and ‘variegated social
systems’ that operate in an environment which is home not only to ecological
systems, but also to other social conflicting or co-opting systems, crucially, the state
and the market (2017: 14). All systems consist of elements or nodes which intermesh
and interact. Among the components of a system ‘feedback loops’ arise, which form
patterned, recurrent relations of mutual influence, production and reproduction.
Systems have boundaries, which demarcate them from their environment and
influence the interchanges with it. They appear at different scales and they can be
nested into other, higher-scale systems. Finally, systems evince an adaptive and
evolutionary behavior, through which they may overcome impasses and face up to
challenges, but they may also collapse. Significantly, their internal and external
interactions give birth to unpredicted phenomena of ‘emergence’ or new formation
(De Angelis 2017a: 85-90). Social systems, in particular, are compounds of a plurality
of social powers, which bring forth particular types of value-laden practices and
relations. The articulation of social subjects, practices and ecologies is accomplished
by means of value-specific coordinating mechanisms, in which singularities select
what is good and what is bad according to a value system which they themselves
institute and reflectively revise (De Angelis 2017a: 108).
More specifically, commons as systemic entities encompass a plurality of social
subjects -the commoners-, their shared resources or their commonwealth, and the
activity of doing in common, i.e. commοning. This involves two moments: the plural
activity and social labor in concert, and the decision-making process, through which
communities collectively self-define their rules and steer the commons towards the
next step. Commoners are thus relationally defined through their participation in a
composite whole, in which the three components -commoners, commonwealth and
doing in common- are interdependent and interacting (De Angelis 2017a: 18, 122,
229).
De Angelis’ systems account of the commons delivers a series of political insights
and strategic counsels for social invention which tends towards the commons.
1. To begin with, it drives firmly home the idea of systemic, rather than ‘structural,’
transformation. Systemic change does not alter only certain material and immaterial
components of social systems, but it modifies their very modes of operation and
material production, their value practices and their symbolic universe (De Angelis
2017a: 108).
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I want to see social change that is a change not only in terms of the components
of social systems but also in terms of the set of social relations and social
practices constituting social systems as a unity…. one example: a social change
whereby profit and accumulation are no longer the overarching motive of social
practice, but rather it is care, solidarity, conviviality, community and ecology, and
social wealth is no longer in the hands of the few but accessible to the many (De
Angelis 2017a: 85).
The rationale for this plea for systems change is that today we should impugn the
neoliberal ‘Plan A’ of steep inequalities, exclusions and environmental devastation. A
‘Plan B,’ whereby capital and social movements would strike a mutually
advantageous deal -basic income for all, key services and rights in return for flexible
labor and global markets- is also conceivable. But this would hardly fix climate crisis
and environmental destruction. Capital accumulation would remain a priority, and this
would be difficult to align with a reduction of extraction and carbon gases. So, Plan C
-the plan of alternative system building which would raise the commons as the
hegemonic force- appears on the horizon of a better human future (De Angelis 2017a:
9-10).
2. Second, the systems perspective positions commons systems within the broader
socio-natural environment in which they are embedded today, in broader systemic
configurations. In their current form, they ‘interlace’ with capitalist and state systems,
which are co-opting or conflicting with them (De Angelis 2017a: 13-14). This state of
affairs, on which a systemic lens can shed ampler light, raises the strategic question:
how can we build up the commons and maximize their autonomy from state and
capital, while the commons are still dependent on, and interacting with state and
capital? (De Angelis 2017a: 13-14).
From a complex systems standpoint, the commons are placed in heterogeneous and
multi-scalar force fields, in which they intermesh with heterogeneous systems, in
ways which are ruled by the distribution of power among the different systems (De
Angelis 2017a: 14-15). So, how can the commons flourish, proliferate and become the
kernel of a complex systemic architecture, which integrates also other modes of
production, but under the prevalent position of the commons (De Angelis 2017a:
341)?
The commons are presently ‘entangled’ or ‘structurally coupled’ with capitalist
markets and states, in complex wholes in which they normally occupy a subordinate
niche. In De Angelis’ script of systems theory, ‘entanglement’ or ‘structural coupling’
are key notions, which condense the ‘essence of complexity’ (De Angelis 2017a:
103). They do not imply a side-by-side coexistence and intercourse. Rather, they
entail that states and capital are also inside commons systems, insofar as they imbue
the very subjectivity -the values and assumptions- of commoners, or they furnish the
material props of certain commons, such as university libraries or free software
communities, which rely on state funding or on income produced in capitalist markets
(De Angelis 2017a: 102-103). The commons which are politically relevant are
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‘situated outsides.’ Hence, they are forced to negotiate their way in environments in
which capitalist systems are dominant and ready to plunder, to enclose or to simply
subordinate the commons (De Angelis 2017a: 33). The capitalist and statist contexts
constrain the commons by passing e.g. legislation which prohibits the sharing of seeds
or by refusing to guarantee a basic universal income (De Angelis 2017a: 13). But
‘structural coupling’ or ‘entanglement’ involve also ties of vital interdependence, for
instance, the commons bying and selling commodities on capitalist markets in order
to reproduce themselves (De Angelis 2017a: 105).
As a result, De Angelis’ systems prism brings to the fore a core strategic dilemma that
alternative commons need to grapple with by activating their political judgement,
their ingenuity and their militancy. In socio-historical settings in which both capital
and commons are entangled systems that co-shape social life, the commons are
obliged to strike deals, that is, particular forms of structural coupling, with capital. For
instance, a democratically self-managed cooperative which purports to meet solidarity
and community needs will have to comply with state and market regulations, will use
money, will sell commodities on competitive markets, and so on. Every deal
reproduces capital, but it also reproduces, and perhaps amplifies, the commons. While
the commons still undergo a phase of development, they may need to cooperate with
the state and the market to various extents, while they also contend with them in other
respects. Therefore,
The strategic horizon…is not to avoid making deals, but how to make a given
deal the basis upon which commons can develop new forms and try to outflank
capital by including the issues and the people who have been excluded by it (De
Angelis 2017a: 274).
Such constructive deals that can boost systems change are always a matter of political
judgement, tactics and strategies, which have to be worked out collectively by the
communities involved. Moreover, they will be coupled with resistances, fights and
opposition to states and markets, when these loot, enclose or simply block the growth
of the commons. So, the shift to a commons-based social system calls on existing
commoners to adopt a ‘relational stance’ towards actually existing states and markets.
While they should not give up the pursuit of autonomy, commons could not advance
their cause by just saying ‘no’ on all occasions. They are required to make
conjunctural judgements as to whether head-on confrontation, or constituent processes
of state and market reform, or provisional deals -and what kind of deals-, are more
fruitful for making headways at different moments and circumstances (De Angelis
2017a: 312). Open political decision, strategizing, planning and contest come thus to
the forefront of a systemic tack to the commons as vehicles of transition.
3. De Angelis’ systems frame of the commons acutely politicizes the growth of the
commons in the present in three further ways. First, it highlights both endogenous and
exogenous system variables and, hence, power differentials. To unpack this jargon,
the complex relational wholes of the commons thrive on certain internal dynamics,
which Ostrom tried to capture in her design principles (see here above, section 2.2.2):
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collective choice mechanisms, a fairly equal distribution of power among members of
the commons, rules adjusted to the natural resource systems, and so on. Anticapitalist
champions of the commons look to the larger class contexts and capitalist-state
systems, which impact on the ‘internal’ drama of particular commons and confront
them with capitalist markets and states. In De Angelis’ systems perspective, commons
are endogenous social systems, but they are also nested in broader, multi-scalar
systemic nexuses. The question of power differentials, conflicts, subjective bonds and
coordination problems raises, thus, its head both internally and externally. We should
attend to how commoners exercise power in their communities and how they cope
with the hazardous environments dominated by state and capitalist forces. Coming to
grips with power relations on multiple levels becomes, therefore, a central
predicament, restoring the salience of the political amidst the commons:
In this context, the practical and theoretical difficulty of a political project based
on the expansion of commons is to regard commons as social systems whose
endogenous dynamics and challenges vis-à-vis exogenous social forces such as
capital are both necessary for their development and reproduction….the fact that
commoners in the reproduction of their livelihood exercise power, and how it is
exercised and what it takes for a force field to develop out of it are crucial issues
to be considered for the survival of any commons system (De Angelis 2017a:
171; emphasis in the original).
In negotiating and contesting the power of capital and the state within composite
structural entanglements, two further concepts of systems theory, which De Angelis
brings into play, provide additional drivers of politicization: boundaries, which mark
out individual systems within broader configurations, and complexity. If they lack
boundaries, commons would not be differentiated from their environment and other
systems. They could not gain, thus, a measure of autonomy, which commons urgently
demand in order to nourish their alternative politics, their other economy and culture.
The boundaries are drawn by the distinct practices and values of a system, the sense it
makes of itself and others, as well as the challenges it receives from external forces.
Boundaries call for definition, mechanisms of governance and monitoring (De
Angelis 2017a: 88-89), all of which bear on political processes of collective selfmanagement in the commons. Boundaries are not just walls which hold at bay
predefined aliens. They are filtering membranes, through which commoners resolve
what can pass through them, and where they should set the frontline in the clash with
state and capital (De Angelis 2017a: 231). Boundaries can remain fully political
themselves, insofar as they are subject to continual decision-making, questioning and
revision. The right to manage and redefine boundaries is the hallmark of real
commons (De Angelis 2017a: 257).
Marking antagonistic frontiers between collective subjects and formations is an
enterprise which lies at the pivot of any hegemonic political enterprise (see the Report
1. The Political, sections 1.15-1.16). Hegemony turns on both antagonism -the
definition of an ‘enemy’ or an alterity from which we seek to distinguish ourselves-
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and positive internal construction. So, to enhance the autonomy of the commons and
their game-changing force, it is necessary to lay down the boundaries which separate
them from, and occasionally oppose them to, state and capital. De Angelis (2017a:
224-228) proposes to firmly root the autonomy and the boundaries of the commons in
their distinct values, which fuel a political clash of values, and in their shared
resources, norms and commoners that give life to an enduring network of recursive,
self-amplifying interactions.
Commons are ultimately grounded in community sharing and the participation of
people in a common endeavor on horizontal terms. They are rife with a diversity of
values and common goals, which are not aligned through top-down discipline in a
centralized structure, such as state and capital that subject social labor to one
dominant measure: exchange value and profit maximization. Rather, a plurality of
measures is posited by the community, ‘a dance of values on the floor of community
sharing’ (De Angelis 2017a: 230-231). Relations and co-activity are regulated through
consensus procedures, swarming, assemblies, intermediation and the freedom to walk
out. The main objective is the reproduction of the bodies, the minds, the relations of
commoners, and whatever they take to be their commonwealth. This political coding
of the boundaries and the identity of the commons makes room for a great diversity in
forms, pursuits and values. But it also enables us to draw a clear line of demarcation
between hierarchical state rule and capital, which is out to maximize profit, enforces
asymmetrical orders of command and does not care for the reproduction of natural
systems, most frequently ruining them. Insofar as they are held apart by these
conflicting logics, commons, capital and state constrain and collide with each other. If
they were let loose from these constraints, the commons would give rise to completely
different social formations (De Angelis 2017a: 104-105, 122-123, 221).
So, a systems logic does not prescribe any universal model that would curtail the
freedom of commoners in managing the very complex challenges and settings they
face (De Angelis 2017a: 235). But it can equip the commons with a minimum and
flexible political compass to help commoners navigate their political course when
they negotiate their ‘structural coupling’ with capital and the state, while they look
beyond capitalism and the vertical, alienated state (De Angelis 2017b 249). To
illustrate, market activities can be inserted into a commons ecology if they meet the
needs of reproduction. Commoners sell in order to buy goods for their reproduction
and well-being, rather than for profit-maximization and capital accumulation. By
contrast, capitalists buy in order to sell and to make a higher profit. Likewise, if
cooperatives increasingly bow to capitalist rules of cut-throat competition and profit
maximization, compromising thus their solidarity, their sharing and self-government,
they veer towards self-exploited labor and they deplete their system-changing
energies.
Complexity, the other hinge point of systems theory, gives us a handle on these
multifarious entanglements of various commons with capital and the state. But it also
underlies a further political predicament of transitional strategies: the multifaceted
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real division that splits commoners and commons movements internally. Commons,
even small ones, are heterogeneous, riven by different values and fractured along
class, gender, ethnic, race etc. lines. Contemporary societies are not only divided into
major classes -the working class, the middle class, the bourgeois class. The working
class itself is also internally fragmented along wage, gender, race and other lines. This
segmentation corresponds to hierarchies and divisions within the middle class, which
clings to the present order through its ‘cruel’ aspirations to personal betterment (De
Angelis 2017a: 278-280, 353-355).
Accordingly, the larger the community and the commons, the more heterogeneous
and internally splintered they are likely to be. Hence, social transformation at larger
scales raises complexity exponentially, to a point that it may appear unmanageable.
This is more so for autonomous commons, which are not amenable to a single value
metric and strive to answer to the complex crises facing humanity, from climate
change to dramatic poverty and inequalities. Hence, complexity calls attention to the
fundamental conundrum which sits at the core of counter-hegemonic contestation and
change: how to bring together different subjects and communities of the commons in
order to federate a broad-based front of social struggle and a common, coherent
process that will transfigure the dominant mode of production (see De Angelis 2017a:
353-355). ‘A world in which these divisions are overcome is part of the puzzling
equation that needs to be solved in order to address our question, ‘‘how do we change
the world?’’ ’ (De Angelis 2017a: 278).
4. Systemic complexity entails, furthermore, that the overhaul of entrenched social
systems can occur through long, messy paths of gradual and unpredictable emergence.
De Angelis denounces, thus, the ‘fallacy of the model’ that misguides discourses on
radical social change, i.e. the notion that we can supplant an existing social
configuration with a preconceived alternative scheme. Emergence is a diversified,
open-ended evolution, which is spawned by multiple, parallel and potentially
conflicting activities of new social creation in various social fields. It is a long-term,
bottom-up process, through which seed forms and innovations in material production
and other spheres gestate within an existing dominant system, and gradually corrode
and replace it. This is the crux of ‘social revolution,’ which is carried forward by
dense moments of political revolutions, massive mobilizations, struggles,
insurrections and overturns in political institutions (see De Angelis 2017a: 269-270,
275-276). On this view, the implementation of ready-made models, which is usually
masterminded by elites in a top-down way, is likely to founder on systemic nonlinear
complexity. As explained in the foregoing (see here above, section 2.2.5, and the
Report 1. The Political, section 1.11.3), in a nonlinear complex whole, a multitude of
agents and other factors intermesh and interact to co-produce a certain social,
ecological or eco-social system, in ways which can bring into being new, ‘emergent’
phenomena and situations. A ‘large number of components…combine in a
nonadditive fashion’ and ‘produce unexpected results’ (Ostrom 2005: 255).
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Complex systems set limits to any attempt to gain full knowledge of their function
and future evolution. Uncertainty derives from the unpredictability of the outcomes of
non-linear causal relations. Complex wholes elude efforts to master and sovereignly
manage them (Byrne & Callaghan 2014). The reality of social complexity hollows out
the idea of prefabricated social models. The response of established systems cannot be
fully anticipated. Likewise, the future outcomes of any socio-political intervention,
which interacts with existing conditions, other actors and initiatives, cannot be known
in advance. Accordingly, the model-oriented strategy is likely to bump up against
multiple, recurrent obstacles and failures, which will thwart the accomplishment of its
ends but can also incite an increasing authoritarianism on the part of vanguards and
elites who would hold fast to their preconceived notions. Hence, nonlinear complexity
commends multiple ventures of new social institution, open-ended experimentation,
diversification, trial-and-error, ongoing monitoring and revisability, openness to
learning.
5. On an endnote, the ‘systemic’ stress on structural couplings and interdependences
brings to light the ‘structural dependence’ of the ‘intangible’ digital commons on
‘tangible’ resources and social relations of extraction and exploitation. The industrial
production of computers and mainframes consumes energy and minerals.
Programmers need to reproduce their bodies and minds. Materials for these purposes
are extracted from earth. As a result, digital commons are structurally coupled with
overpolluted ecological systems and exploitative economic processes. Peer-to-peer in
cyberspace operates on the back of hierarchical divisions across producers in online
and offline environments, and it feeds on the industrial extraction of raw materials,
water and fossil fuels. This extraction is often carried out through exploitative or even
forced modes of labor, in enclosed and privatized resources. Extraction contributes to
rising global levels of energy consumption and greenhouse emissions (De Angelis
2017a: 68-74). Consequently, the systemic lens hammers home the notion that
We may experience social change driven by the intangible and immaterial (like
P2P networks), but until social change has reached the realm of the tangible, we
haven’t had any radical change, or any change has not been translated into a
change in the material conditions of existence (De Angelis 2017a: 69).
2.4.9. Performing a dialectical reversal: b) meanings and articulations at the core of
counter-hegemonic politics
De Angelis’ deep dive into the commons of our times and the daunting hurdles they
will need to get over in order to thrive and multiply brings into sight two further key
dimensions. These pose quintessentially political questions, which belong to the
hardware of counter-hegemonic struggle: meanings, values, and the composition of
differences.
Alternative commons are, for De Angelis, fundamentally value practices.
Neighbourhood associations, cooperatives, social centers, food networks, and kindred
commons perform distinct values, including mutual aid, care, solidarity, conviviality,
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decision-making in common, ecology, the reproduction of common goods and
communities, and loyalty to friends. These values render the commons an effective
alternative to capitalist markets, whose overarching value subordinates life to profitmaximization. The values of the diverse commons are plural, and they are posited by
the communities themselves. Common goods bear a use value for the communities
which utilize or fabricate them. But the diversity of subjects which inhabit these
communities figure also other, relational values, by imputing particular meanings to
the social relations through which commons goods are (re)produced (De Angelis
2017a: 30, 85, 122-123). For instance, ‘mingas,’ unwaged community work across the
Andes through which groups take care of their infrastructure and resources, are also
mingas of ideas, of desires and imagination. Cheerfulness colours this collective
labor, in which participation and conviviality are experienced as ends in themselves
(De Angelis 2017a: 132-133).
Hence, in contrast to ‘objective’ or naturalistic conceptions of the commons, which
consider the ‘common’ to be a property of the thing (see the case of Ostrom, here
above, section 2.2.7), in De Angelis’ thought, the common is a social meaning
assigned to things by a social plurality. From this slant, any being can become a
commons for a community, regardless of its initial properties. For instance, ‘private
goods,’ which are excludable and rivalrous according to their standard classification,
can be commonified by placing them into a common pot for all to use in a
community. Consequently, a plurality of subjects in common is the agent who can
convert a certain good into commons, according to the ways of seeing and of relating
to the good adopted by the members of the community themselves (De Angelis
2017a: 42-49). In other words, the transformation of goods and relations into
commons is not conditional on objective properties and settings out there. It is the
effect, rather, of an eminently political decision of a community of people.
From this standpoint, political decision-making, deliberation and contestation occupy
center stage in the making, the life and the extension of the commons. Plural
communities resolve if and whether public services, natural resources and private
enterprises will morph into communaly self-managed cooperatives for the common
benefit. The plurality of subjects manufacturing the commons will settle collectively,
at the grassroots, how to rank and align the plurality of values they embrace in
relation to the common good. The collective construction of measures of labor -what,
how, when and how much work- is a defining difference of the commons, which sets
them apart from capitalist metrics. A plurality of measures which are employed by
different members of the commons are articulated through communicative and
laboring processes, which come to govern their social activities. By contrast, in
capitalism, activities are accountable to the single measure of profit (De Angelis
2017a: 210, 221).
Crucially, moreover, a society-wide movement towards the commons will not spring
from the material development of commons alone. It stands in need of a determining
political supplement. It will be driven by political decision and orientation which will
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bear on ‘values and goals,’ will forsake profit and accumulation as the ruling motive
of social practive and will opt, instead, for care, solidarity, conviviality, and the
sharing of wealth (De Angelis 2017a: 85, 122-123). This ‘Great Value Shift’ will not
come about spontaneously or effortlessly, because sense
has been colonised by the sense of capital, and its rationalisations. Homo
oeconomicus is everywhere, and is part of us, especially when we begin a journey
of recomposition. Hence, capital is also inside the commons, part of the horizons
that constitute the sense that will frame its operations (De Angelis 2017a: 171;
emphasis in the original).
All in all, De Angelis instructs us here that in order to embark on a historical journey
towards a commons-centered society, we need to deliberately promulgate a new set of
meanings and values which will resignify things and will refashion social relations.
This is a discursive operation carried out by a political agency, and it lies at the center
of the hegemonic strategy as theorized by Gramsci, and Laclau and Mouffe (see the
Report 1. The Political, sections 1.14-1.16). The discursive venture of counterhegemonic politics sets out to sculpt new objects, relations and subjects, new modes
of thought, feeling and evaluation. This is the centerpiece of Gramsci’s ‘intellectual
and moral reform,’ which is assumed by the new aspiring hegemon. And it is bound
up with political decision and struggle. The autonomous flourishing of the commons
demands a political struggle, which stages essentially a clash of values (De Angelis
2017a: 226). The dominant ‘common sense’ becomes, thus, a battleground of counterhegemonic contest, as the forces of change strive to subvert ruling ideas and values
and to diffuse new ones, instilling a new common sense. De Angelis showcases, in
this instance, the battle over meanings, values and subjectivities, which is pivotal to
the ‘journey of recomposition’ that will transfer us towards a commons system. The
entire argument is dramatically haunted by a figure obliterated in De Angelis’ latest
work: Gramsci (followed by Laclau and Mouffe).
The dissemination of a new discourse and value horizon, which will attract and
summon into existence a new collective subject, is a main plank of a broader activity
which occupies the nucleus of the political strategy of hegemony in the thought of
Gramsci and Laclau and Mouffe: the labor of political composition or ‘articulation’ of
different social forces, which endeavors to band together a massive collective front of
struggle and social renewal. This labor is undertaken by a dedicated political
organization, which Gramsci identifies with the Party, but could take on other forms
for Laclau and Mouffe (see the Report 1. The Political, sections, 1.14-1.16). De
Angelis underlines the need to perform this political work of aggregating the
dispersed actual commons in order to piece together a wider commons ecosystem,
which will reinforce the various initiatives and collectives, will enhance the autonomy
of commoners from capital and the state, will augment thereby their social and
political power, and will harness their energies for an epochal swerve towards
commons-centered societies.
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This is De Angelis’ major contribution to political strategizing for the commons in
our times, which is obfuscated by his lingering attachment to the primacy of ‘social
revolution.’ In effect, the social revolution that breeds the commons, alters gradually
the dominant mode of production, energizes the socio-political force of commoners,
and paves the way for political revolutions, is political through and through from the
outset, or it is unlikely to occur. This is the core political insight that De Angelis drills
home, corroborating the argument which lies at the heart of Heteropolitics.
Prefiguration, social reconstruction from the bottom-up, formation of counterpowers:
this can or should be the hub of transformative social agency today, but is should be
properly politicized (see here above, sections 2.3.8-1.3.10 and the Report 1. The
Political, sections 1.9, 1.12-1.13).
The cornerstone of capital’s power, according to De Angelis, lies in its ability to
control, to manage, to distribute, and to threaten to withdraw the material resources
which sustain individual and social life. To counter this power and to wither the
shocks and crises of other systems, commons should coalesce into a ‘common social
force’ so as to augment their own power by cutting out a sphere of autonomy from
capital, which will make use of a commonwealth directly linked to the reproduction of
human bodies and earth. According to this argument, a new social force that will clash
with capital and the state can only emerge out of a new mode of production (De
Angelis 2017a: 275-276). Βut the ‘explosion’ of existing alternatives in order to
weave a ‘hegemonic social fabric of production is not possible if these latent
alternatives fail to overcome existing divisions within the social body’ (De Angelis
2017a: 278). This strategic enterprise is absolutely decisive, for De Angelis, because
the existing divisions fragmenting the working and the middle classes are the
determining condition of actual reality! (De Angelis 2017a: 279-280). Overcoming
such splits is precisely the object of political articulation as such. De Angelis calls
explicitly for commoning across boundaries; commοning activities that pass through
their borders and isolation to link up with others by collaborating and by allying
themselves in a ‘common platform of struggles’ (De Angelis 2017a: 280).
More specifically, De Angelis recommends ‘boundary commoning,’ which crosses
the boundaries of dispersed commons, interrelates them, scales up their activities, and
gives rise to ‘commons ecologies.’ These ecologies consist of interconnected
commons, which cooperate at different scales and degrees. ‘Boundary commoning’ is
just a commons-related name for the political practice of articulation, which is the
keystone of any hegemonic endeavor that originates a new social formation (see the
Report 1. The Political 1.15-1.16). To induce long-haul change, commons ecologies the ‘historical bloc’ of the commons in Gramsci’s vocabulary- need to accumulate a
critical mass in the social space and to reach a tipping point at which they will
represent a viable alternative for social majorities (De Angelis 2017a: 289-291).
This articulatory and bloc-building enterprise draws sustenance from ‘a political
discourse…that connects…a constellation of scattered ‘‘single issue’’ interventions’
(De Angelis 2017a: 139; see also 2017a: 138-140, 274). A political-ideological frame
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of reference, as long as it is not ‘intoxicated with its own image,’ and upholds its
openness and ability to connect with other discourses, can play a valuable part in
crafting an overarching template of rules, values and orientations for the commons
(De Angelis 2017a: 158). Crucially, the political weaving of differences into a unified
and expanding texture of the commons is also contingent upon organizational
resources on the ground and
the ability of radicals, cosmopolitan commoners, to mesh with the ‘mainstream’
and sustain productive interactions that give rise to reproduction commons and
advance value practices that push open the boundaries of the commons (De
Angelis 2017a: 279).
While this sounds like a plea for a new commons vanguard, the underlying idea is that
‘boundary commoning’ calls for the constitution of a ‘meta-commonality that
organizes a range of campaigns and events and propagates a method and
philosophy…a new commoning sense’ (De Angelis 2017a: 301). Hence, the political
activity of articulating the commons to instigate system changes is led by an
organizational and coordinate core, which will bundle together dispersed commons
and will give them a direction, will orchestrate campaigns and struggles, will
consistently spread new values and ideas, will reconstruct common sense and will
shift subjectivities. This ‘meta-commonality’ should be anchored in a commons
movement, which integrates various types of modes of production, nourishes the
commons ecology, embeds the necessary knowledge and exemplary praxis, and
commands an effective force that exerts pressure for the commoning of public
institutions and services. The subjects of social movements should turn into
commoners, and commoners should become actors in social movements. Commons
movements politicize present-day commoners. They become ‘able at the same time to
articulate frontline struggles and (re-)production (De Angelis 2017a: 386; emphasis
in the original; see also 2017a: 341, 347, 371, 384). Here De Angelis (2017a: 301)
gets at the very kernel of hegemonic politics -articulation, agency of organization,
wider historical bloc- as laid out by Gramsci, and Laclau and Mouffe.
The development of the commons is not pointless…the question of how the
development, reproduction and multiplication of commons occurs is not just an
issue of necessity, but is linked to the central issue of their interconnection and
recomposition vis-à-vis capital, especially when capital….becomes an enclosing
force: to face all this the commons can become a political force (De Angelis
2017a: 304; emphasis added).
Power struggles, conjunctural political decision and judgement that wade their way
through messy complexity; the reshaping of subjectivities beholden to the dominant
common sense; exploratory, pragmatic activity of long-term social renovation; the
enunciation of a new, unifying and radicalizing discourse; the conjugation of
differences into a broad-based movement-coalition which is galvanized by a
committed political organization: all these political interventions par excellence take
up the core of counter-hegemonic politics. De Angelis makes a powerful case to the
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effect that they are a sine qua non for commons-oriented social renewal, installing the
politics of hegemony at the heart of alternative, postcapitalist commons. By still
denying what he argues for -that the ‘social revolution’ of the commons must be
political through and through from the beginning- he just detracts from his political
insights and misguides the politics of the commons from taking the next step. This
step would be to revisit and refigure the strategy of hegemony in order to attune it
with democratic alter-politics and transformative commons for our times (see the
Report 1. The Political, sections 1.17 onwards, for such an undertaking of revision
and renovation of hegemony).
2.4.10. Commonism
Taking his lead from the work of Caffentzis, Federici, De Angelis and informed by an
affiliated Marxist autonomism, Nick Dyer-Witherford (1999; 2007; 2012; 2015) has
gone far towards the elaboration of a political project for the commons in our times.
Yet, much remains wanting in his political analysis and proposals.
He points up the urgency of strategic political thought and action, and he poses
eminently political questions. Contemporary history is portrayed as an open and dark
battlefield in which the ecological, social and financial crises of capital clear the way
for a variety of competing political trajectories. Not only progressive movements, but
also neofascists and ‘martial law capitalists’ could turn them to their benefit, while
‘proletarian’ uprisings are themselves ambivalent, oscillating between reactionary
fundamentalisms and anticapitalist aspirations. After the 2008 financial crash, we
have witnessed, indeed, the demise of the alterglobalization optimism -‘another
world is possible’- and we have experienced the transition to a ‘no future’ misery,
austerity and impasse (Dyer-Witherford 2015: 11, 199). Today capital is robust and
autonomizes itself from workers by means of semi-automated systems, such as the
financial and the military machines (Dyer-Witherford 2015: 188, 198). The political
conclusion follows naturally. Intellectual and organizational labor must prepare the
ground for a common alternative, and a fully-fledged counter-hegemonic plan is in
order. We must think up positive collective objectives for an anti-capitalist politics.
We must wrestle with strategic and tactical questions of what can be pragmatically
achieved under current circumstances.
Crucially, we should confront head-on what turns out to be the political issue of the
collective subject: who are ‘we,’ how can we engender commonalities in struggle,
how can we surpass the difficulties in working together to intensify the weak or
inexistent links between riots, wage struggles and occupations. How can we transcend
the present state of precarious, segmented labor and distressed, unemployed ‘surplus
populations’ so as to assemble an organized massive power? (Dyer-Witherford 2015:
11-12, 135, 145, 150, 165). All these questions boil down to the question of political
articulation. ‘The ‘‘riots of the excluded’’ proceeded [in 2011] largely outside of any
articulated political horizon, flared up and went down –until next time’ (DyerWitherford 2015: 166). ‘Commonism’ is his own political proposition (DyerWitherford 2007, De Peuter & Dyer-Witherford 2010: 31).
151

Dyer-Witherford’s starting point is the fact that the current evocation of the commons
does not amount to a convincing alternative, which remains to be actively figured out
as the commons ramify into divergent political proposals and orientations. He also
grasps the strategic thrust of political discursivity. ‘Commons’ and ‘Commonism’ are
broached in politico-discursive terms. They are signifiers which evoke collective
ownership without conjuring up the nightmares of state communism (DyerWitherford 2012, De Peuter & Dyer-Witherford 2010: 31). ‘Commonism’ purports to
dismiss centralized command economies reigned by repressive states. It also
campaigns for a set of high-level demands in the domain of ecology, networks, and
society and labor (e.g. a guaranteed global livelihood) that should be pursued on both
the national and international level, providing a clear focus and a ground of
convergence among diverse movements and struggles (Dyer-Witherford 2007).
Dyer-Witherford (2007; 2012, De Peuter & Witherford 2010) singles out three main
kinds of commons: the commons of land (and the biosphere, in general) or ‘ecosocial’ commons; the commons of labor (broadly understood, comprising both
productive and reproductive work in democratic associations); and the commons of
language or networked commons, which comprise networks and all means of
communication and knowledge exchange. The three varieties of the commons should
network with each other, unleashing feedback loops of mutual reinforcement and
leveraging their common expansion. For instance, a universal guaranteed income can
fund voluntary activities in the digital commons. Flourishing commons would afford
constructive, ‘commonist’ solutions to the grave market failures and the damning
crises of capitalism in all three fields of ecology (global warming, among others),
digital networks (copyright enclosures etc.) and society/labor (yawning inequalities,
mass unemployment, surplus population etc.; Dyer-Witherford 2015).
The ‘circulation of the commons,’ as Dyer-Witherford (2007; 2012) labels this
process of a mutual bootstrapping of the diverse commons, adds a constructive layer
and a transformative dynamic to the ‘circulation of struggles,’ which may interrupt
any point in the ‘circulation of capital’ from money and commodities to more
commodities and more money. The circuit of the commons should unfold not only
laterally, among the multiple classes of the commons, but also vertically, among new
subjectivities, autonomous assemblies, solidarity networks, coops, and governmental
agencies. Governments can underwrite or even initiate alternative commons networks.
They can also operate the planning mechanisms and processes which underpin
ecological commons (e.g. by regulating carbon emissions) and the field of material
production.
The interplay between autonomous grassroots initiative and positive state activity
could supply a focus of political unity for the contending statist-socialist and
antistatist-anarchist currents of anticapitalist action today. Commons projects require
planning, from ecological regulations to a universal basic income and the building of
network infrastructure. Effective planning on multiple scales leans on governmental
power. In order to countervail bureaucratic or despotic tendencies of centralized state

152

rule, pluralistic planning processes, which implicate non-state actors, should be
introduced, and the state should secure conditions for the participation of autonomous
assemblies (Dyer-Witherford 2007). At the beginning of the 21 st century, new leftist
regimes in Latin America illustrate how a ‘patchwork’ of decommodified productive
activities thrives on the interaction between central state planning and a network of
grassroots cooperatives (Dyer-Witherford 2012).
‘Commonism’ is thus the political force of a counter-totality which arises from the
multiplication of commons. It starts small, on the domestic, local and municipal level,
but it scales up to the global. The totality towards which it points is internally diverse,
hosting multiple commons with their own specific logics. It anticipates moments of
radical crisis and rupture, which may involve the seizure of state power. But it gives
pride of place to the ‘circulation of the commons,’ which is a precondition for
revolutionary moments and extends beyond them (Dyer-Witherford 2012, De Peuter
& Witherford 2010: 47-48).
Dyer-Witherford paires thus a heightened perception of political predicaments with an
‘autonomist’ Marxist stress on the material accumulation of the commons as the
primary term and objective. Yet the lack of the political –of political thought delving
into political strategies and ideas- becomes even more glaring here. We are urged to
synthesize the diverse commons, struggles and plans, to acknowledge that
governmental agency is valuable, to pursue discursive mediations and a new alliance
between grassroots movements and governments. However, Dyer-Witherford does
not respond adequately to such essential challenges for the politics of the commons.
How can we summon into being a new collective subject that will ally the
heterogeneous and disperse commons, how can the state be reconstituted so that
autonomous movements can combine with it without suffering co-optation or
repression by state bureaucracies and top-down rule, what kind of planning,
organization and political representation could power the circulation of the commons
under present conditions? On this plane of political concerns, which cannot be
circumvented by any potent strategy for commons growth, and in blatant
contradiction with the recognition of their vitality, we learn precious little from DyerWitherford, beyond the typical vague references and nodding gestures. Instead, we are
advised time and again that our priority should be to cultivate the commons in their
manifold variety and mutuality. We are left in the dark about the political vehicles and
the means for stimulating an extended circulation of the commons along
transformative routes (Dyer-Witherford 2012, De Peuter & Witherford 2010: 47).
To illustrate, Dyer-Witherford grants that economic struggles and processes alone will
not suffice: ‘the extension and actualization of the radical potential of worker
cooperatives requires interconnection with other commons struggles’ (De Peuter &
Witherford 2010: 32). We are told, then, that this interconnection should be sought
within the practice of the ‘circulation of the commons.’ But we are not given any hint
as to how we could fashion today a collective agent who will be committed to this
circulation and will labor for the wished-for interconnection (De Peuter & Witherford
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2010: 44-48). The example of the contemporary solidarity economy in Brazil is
adduced to illustrate how a self-reinforcing nexus of productive activities can be
infused with an ethical and political sense of shared responsibilities. But its specific
politics, its modes of organization and the ways in which it has come about are not
given any proper consideration. The same holds true of the interactions between leftist
governments and civic mobilizations in Latin American countries over the last fifteen
years. They are evoked to indicate the potentially constructive contribution of the
state to the circulation of the common. But the risks and the contradictions of these
interactions are not duly examined (for the risks and contradictions involved see
Dangl 2012, Zibechi 2010).
In his latest volume, Dyer-Witherford (2015: 200-205) sketches out ‘five
organizational indicators or orientations’ for the making of a ‘Human Front’. This
front could cross the different segments of proletarianized populations and
intermediate strata, aligning them along an agenda for human development which
would counter exclusions and the machinic ‘subsumption of the species’ (DyerWitherford 2015: 200). We should recover the body; form ‘syndicates’ which bring
together the working, the workless and the precarious; take responsibility for the
social reproduction of the destitute; initiate confluences between networks and new,
localized party formations; prepare for battle in more or less wartime contexts.
Finally, we should draw up multiple, mobile transitional plans for a post-capitalist
communism, which will democratize governance, will socialize resources and will
federate them in networked structures (Dyer-Witherford 2015: 201-205). These
‘indicators’ remain underdeveloped and allusive, if not cryptic. They do not
illuminate yet the specific processes that could incubate counter-hegemonic alliances
or key political forms, such as the ‘becoming party’ of multitudinous movements
(Dyer-Witherford 2015: 202).
2.4.11. The social, the political and the commons beyond capitalism
This foray into the anticapitalist, Marxist-autonomist party of the commons charted
strategic choices and trajectories which closely parallel the digital commons
paradigm, despite its distinctive focus on new digital technologies -the ‘emergent’
new mode of production- and its more compromising stance towards the state and the
market. The common thread that runs across both paradigms of commoning is the
primacy they accord to expanding the real base of alternative commons in the
ecomony and society. Politics and political reforms or revolutions are held to be
subsequent and contingent on the prior social growth of commoning.
The previous sections brought out how a heightened political consciousness has
gained ground over time among both digital and anticapitalist commons as they
become increasingly alert to the need for a political conjugation of pro-commons
forces, for a deliberate political direction of social movements, for the intellectual and
moral re-education of neoliberal subjectivities, for political organization and for
gaining a foothold in state institutions (see here above, sections 2.3.8-2.3.10, 2.4.82.4.10, and Lemmens 2017, Thorburn 2017, among others). They seem to converge
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on the ‘zero-point’ of a hegemonic path to the political, which affirms that ‘politics is
first of all a question of the social investment of desire and thus the formation of a
political will formed on the basis of flows of the collective desire’ (Lemmens 2017:
202). As a result, in the more recent contributions of De Angelis and DyerWitherford, in particular, we trace out the outlines of a composite political strategy,
whereby the rise of the commons to the ‘tipping point’ is envisaged as a process that
antagonizes capital and the state, yet it is conditioned by them and unfolds within
hybrid social systems. This is an evolutionary view which does not renounce
revolutionary moments, but factors in breaks, upheavals, state reforms and widening,
autonomous spheres of the commons in a long-term process of social metamorphosis
beyond capital (Ruivenkamp & Hilton 2017: 11-12, De Angelis 2017b: 241).
In this respect, the anticapitalist commoners subscribe to the alter-political strategic
doxa of several others in our times, including Hardt and Negri, E. O. Wright etc. Their
compound strategic approach revolves around autonomous grassroots mobilization
and the constitution of alternative institutions, relations and counterpowers, here and
now, within complex social systems, which are hegemonized by capital and the
sovereign state. But this politics of ‘prefiguration’ is tied up with the discursive and
affective battle to converse with common sense, with moments of rupture and
intensified antagonisms along with institutional contestation and reform (see the
Report 1. The Political, sections 1.13, 1.25).
Moreover, in recent years, allies and fellow travellers of the anticapitalist commoners
have not only walked further along this political course. They have also sketched the
rudiments of potential practical answers to the vexing political conundrums which are
bound to remain poorly answered for so long as the political within the social and the
common is not assigned its (im)proper place.
Hence, Olivier de Marcellus (2017: 296-297) points to the example of ‘Alternatiba,’ a
new network of local initiatives and activists who closed ranks in France and Geneva
to mobilize around climate change. Alternatiba set out deliberately to ‘walk on two
legs,’ by encouraging alternatives with one leg and organizing civil disobedience with
the other, and by coupling efficient methodology with horizontal practices. This
platform ties together, from the outset, the social -alternative commoning- with the
political -planned collective action, coalescence, and shared values, which might
‘constitute an overarching and more politically ambitious commons…. Time will
tell…’ (Marcellus 2017: 297).
Moreover, Marcellus turns our gaze on the relation between grassroots struggles and
institutional politics, raising in this context the question of an adequate organization
through which social movements could gain a grip on state power. To take a step in
this direction, movements for the commons should go beyond the simple networking
of groups and struggles. They should ‘explicitly recognise some common principles
and general objectives, such as: relocalisation and subsidiarity; the need for more
direct and participatory forms of democracy, or the impossibility of infinite growth’
(Marcellus 2017: 300-301). Commons should contrive modes of political participation
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that can prop up an ongoing popular mobilization and control. They should conduct
fights, e.g. for the re-municipalization of water, which are both inside and outside the
system, struggling in, against, and through the State, and embedding horizontal
practices and new modes of popular participation. He turns the spotlight on the
movement of ‘rebel cities.’ This is an instance of inside-outside politics for the
commons, which furthers civic involvement and participatory democracy, while it
accepts the risks and the challenges of engaging with city government (Marcellus
2017: 300).
The investment in a social revolution prior to the political lingers even in the thought
of Massimo De Angelis, an author who has almost set forth a strategy of counterhegemonic politics for the commons. This inclination obscures and blocks the
political labor that should be consistently carried out in order to boost existing and
new commons, to bind them together in circuits of mutual enhancement, to weld
together coalitions of struggle and counterpower, and to forward a project of
commons-oriented system innovation. To meet these objectives, the Gramscian (and
Laclauian) strategies of hegemony are valuable guides, if they are duly revisited and
refashioned to accord with the horizontalist, bottom-up and pluralist spirit of
alternative commons and contemporary social movements (see the Report 1. The
Political, sections 1.17-1.27).
But commons initiatives and advocates could not even get started on this political
enterprise of reviewing and replotting transformative strategies unless they wake up to
the idea that the social must be imbricated with the political from the outset if the aim
is to direct social mutations towards commons-centered horizons. Otherwise, the
forces of the present society are likely to reassert themselves, historical shifts will be
random, or they may be swayed by reactionary powers. In a compound and integrated
strategy of hegemony for the commons, the manifold and valuable political insights of
the anticapitalist commoners -from the systemicity of contestation and power
relations, to commons as collective praxis of instituting and performing values, the
vitality of reproduction commons, boundary commoning, negotiations with
complexity and hybridity, the drawing of antagonistic frontiers, the politics of
prefiguration, experiment and emergence- can occupy a central locus as core
constituents of its new politics.
2. 5. Latest general theories, feminist political commons, political theories and
strategies, and the urban commons
2.5.1. Introduction
The chapters 2.1-2.4 carried out a wide-ranging political survey of the three main
paradigms of thought on the commons as these have sprung up and evolved from the
early 1990s to date. This last chapter 5 will scan a sizeable area of the remaining
terrain. It will give, first, an overview of comprehensive theorizations of the commons
which straddle the boundaries of the three paradigms and have been put forth since
2010. It will look, then, into up-to-date political theories and concrete political
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strategies that have been advanced from 2009 onwards, mainly in the thought of M.
Hardt and A. Negri, P. Dardot and C. Laval. Finally, it will take up most recent
debates around the ‘urban commons,’ which not only condense and sharpen the
problematics we encounter in the foregoing, but they adumbrate also innovative
political perspectives. The final sections map out the contemporary Italian scene of
urban commoning with its distinctive confluences of lawyers, movements and
municipalities, which speak to concrete strategic questions of commoning in our
times.
This concluding chapter mοunts the case that recent conceptual elaborations and
practical explorations stretch the horizon of the commons by venturing out into fields,
such as ontology and epistemology, which have been passed over and ignored in
previous work. They lay out a scheme of agonistic commons which is politically
salient and valuable, they give a critical feminist inflection to commoning, they spell
out the political logics of the commons and they outline specific tactics and strategies
for their expansion. Moreover, they carry forward political reflection on the
commons. However, their notion of the political and their political strategizing is still
found wanting in certain respects, which the Report on The Political seeks to tackle
by drawing on contemporary theories and practices of hegemony and by aligning
them with the ethos of alternative commons.
2.5.2. Comprehensive views on the commons from 2010 onwards: a) searching in
vain for the political
A common trend in much contemporary reflection on the commons is the
development of a broader outlook which inquires into unexamined aspects of the
commons and opens new windows, which are often vividly political. The commons
embody another form of life and worldview, which are integral to another political
philosophy. To constitute a society gravitating around the commons we need to
embrace an entire new mode of being. Lewis Hyde’s Common As Air (2010) is a case
point.
His main object is to enlarge the ways in which we think the ownership of art and
ideas from the standpoint of cultural commons. By cultural commons he means ‘that
vast store of unowned ideas, inventions and works of art that we have inherited from
the past and continue to enrich’ (Hyde 2010: 18). Yet, he also touches on the
historical ‘commons of nature,’ and he takes issue with the post-Soviet ‘unabashed
market triumphalism,’ which has removed from the public domain diverse things long
held to be common, from academic science and the ‘idea’ of crustless peanut butter to
the legacy of agricultural seeds and drinking water (Hyde 2010: 12-13).
What is more, his analysis and critique proceed from the vantage point of civic
republicanism –more precisely, the 18th century current of civic republicanism which
flourished among the the founders of the US republic, from John Adams to Benjamin
Franklin. Hyde’s argument recovers their tradition of thought. He brings it to bear on
present-day controversies over the Internet, the commons and excessive market

157

enclosures. Patents, copyright and intellectual property rights privatize intellectual
creations that could circulate freely in the public domain and in digital networks.
To illustrate, he cites Thomas Jefferson’s remark that ‘The field of knowledge is the
common property of mankind’ to support contemporary efforts to keep the knowledge
of the human genome open to the scientific community and to discredit its ‘patenting’
–the ‘third enclosure’, the colonization of ‘wild’ nature (Hyde 2010: 14-15, 193). He
digs, thus, into the history of ideas in order to estrange us from the notion of
‘intellectual property,’ to strip it of its actual aura of self-evidence (Hyde 2010: 22).
‘Common as air’ alludes to Justice Brandeis’ opinion in the Supreme Court in 1918.
The ‘general rule of law is, that the noblest of human productions –knowledge, truths
ascertained, conceptions, and ideas- become, after voluntary communication to others,
free as the air to common use’ (Hyde 2010: 80).
This republican politics pivots around civic virtue, citizens’ duties and contributions
to the commonweal, the freedoms of democratic self-governance, the free flow of
information, informed public debate among citizens, the ‘republic of ideas’ and the
progress of science (Hyde 2010: 77, 90, 214-251). The founding generation of US
republicans offered their ideas up for deliberation, subordinating their self-interest to
the public good. This subordination is the breeding ground of civic virtue. Without a
lively public sphere, where knowledge is freely disseminated and debated, there can
be no self-governing polity. In a democracy, any private privileges, including
monopolistic patents, which get in the way of active citizenship must be called into
question (Hyde 2010: 99-100, 106-107, 111).
When they enact the ethos of civic republicanism, individuals recognize their debts to
society, and they contribute to the commonweal through their personal genius (Hyde
2010: 250). In this precise spirit, Benjamin Franklin proclaimed ‘That as we enjoy
great Advantages from the Inventions of Others, we should be glad of an Opportunity
to serve others by any Invention of ours’ (Hyde 2010: 120).
The commons cannot be reduced to a different property regime. They essentially
presume and enliven another modus vivendi and a different form of subjectivity -of
thinking, feeling and acting- in which individuals assume and celebrate their duties
towards society and their solidarity with others. ‘Arguments over the commons…are
never simply about efficiency and maximizing wealth…they are also about ways of
living, the claim being that human dignity itself demands there be limits
to…commodification’ (Hyde 2010: 168). This other way of living is not only a life of
stern duties and struggle, it is also affirmative, playful and creative. The commons are
joyous and ‘comedic,’ like the English common lands which were reserved for
customary festivities and recreation (Hyde 2010: 175). Individual creative ‘geniuses’
are not self-made. They build upon knowledge, crafts, intellectual and artistic
traditions which are inherited from the past or gathered from present communities.
‘Geniuses’ acknowledge, thus, their duties to these communities of collective creation
and they contribute to them, in return (Hyde 2010: 79).
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Despite its moralism and its merriness, Hyde’s civic republican gloss on the commons
grinds sharp political edges. To begin with, he underscores the importance of
educating another individual and collective subject, which is the necessary anchorage
and agent of the commons. Furthermore, he puts forward a political conception of the
commons, setting out the eminently political choices with which commons confront
us: can there be democratic, pluralist, egalitarian, capitalist commons…?
Hyde breaks also new political ground in the literature, which he veers towards
agonistic politics. Among others, he thematizes and questions a holistic, idyllic
picture of the commons which portrays them as a mythical, primordial state of
abundance, plenitude, peace and harmony that was disrupted and destabilized by bad
capitalism (Hyde 2010: 24; for a characteristic instance of such a mythicized picture
of the commons and the attendant ‘closed’ communities, see e.g. here above, section
2.2.4, and LaDuke 2010: 81-88). This fiction is not only politically naïve, as it covers
over divisions, hierarchies, conflicts, lacks and exclusions in an idealized past. It is
also politically perilous and potentially totalitarian. It idealizes backwards and
forwards a social condition of unity, peace and harmony, which is not disturbed by
contending differences and is not beset with inequalities and exclusions (see
Stavrakakis 1999). Accordingly, should we ‘recover’ this common Eden in the future,
any conflicts that erupt would be suppressed to avoid the disruption of the peaceful
and harmonious commons. Power relations and exclusions would be disguised under
the cloak of a paradisiac, perfected condition of human fulfilment. They would not
remain amenable, thus, to political challenge and reconstitution which could
effectively foster freedom, equality and happiness for all, without ever claiming
completion and perfection.
Invocations of the commons can carry with them a promise than more than air can
be like air, always there for the inhaling lung: infinite bandwith, unlimited acorns
and deer…There are psychological, spiritual, and mythic elements to ‘the
commons’ and it is worth marking them at the outset so as to be alert to how they
might refract our thinking about other, more concrete commons (Hyde 2010: 24).
Hyde’s civic republicanism puts two further political twists on the commons. He
draws attention to the necessary exclusions, as well as the hierarchies and oppressive
structures that may plague the commons. Furthermore, he introduces a novel category
of commons, the ‘carrier commons,’ which are spaces of critical encounter and civil
contest among differences. Both gesture towards the idea of ‘agonistic commons.’
To begin with, he notes that premodern, agrarian commons were not exactly a model
of collective emancipation and egalitarian self-government, to which we should
nostalgically cling. They were caught up in oppressive relations, feudal obligations
and subordination, which were overturned through the transition to modern markets
and liberal democracy (Hyde 2010: 35, 42-44). There is no way back to a supposedly
lost state of collective freedom.
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Second, durable commons, both premodern and late modern, are stinted. Constraints
are imposed on the relevant use rights of the commoners, on who can draw from the
resource held in common, when and how –for instance, when one can cut branches of
trees from a common forest (Hyde 2010: 34-35, 43). Stints are required not only in
order to maintain the resources themselves, but also to ward off the danger of
encroachment and intrusion from the authoritarian powers and the market forces
which typically surround the commons. ‘Almost by definition, the commons needs to
stint the market, for if the ‘‘free market’’ is free to convert everything it meets into an
exchangeable good, no commons will survive’ (Hyde 2010: 44). Limits on the free
use of the commons, at least limits on alienation, are a condition of commoning, both
of natural and of cultural commons. For instance, commons need to fend off corporate
media which are keen on enclosing the public domain, the free circulation of artworks
and other intellectual creations (Hyde 2010: 168).
This idea of the commons as always bounded is intensely political. It is alive to the
fundamental political question of the bounds and exclusions which demarcate and,
thereby, shape the contours of a political community (see Schmitt 2007, Mouffe 2000;
2005). In the context of the ‘new commons’, Hyde points out that even ‘non-rival’
goods, whose consumption by one person actually adds to the common good rather
than detract from it, have to be stinted in the sense of being regulated and protected
against privatization. They must rule out certain forms of conduct and the agents of
these types of behavior. Such bounds on freedom provide, at the same time, the
foundation of other freedoms in a community. They enshrine, for instance, the
freedom of each to partake of a cultural heritage (Hyde 2010: 168). Accordingly,
there is no completely open, unbounded and fully inclusionary community.
Exclusions are indispensable. But since exclusions foist limits on freedom and
inclusion, they should remain up for grabs, amenable to collective debate and
deliberation so as to enable the perpetual amplification of freedoms, even if absolute
freedom is beyond reach.
Finally, ‘carrier commons’ host public forums and spaces-in-between where the
distinct communities, sects, spheres and individual differences, which abound in a
complex society, interact and freely challenge each other. Such commons practice the
politics of agonism, which entertains a contest between people who appeal to a
common audience, as distinct from the politics of antagonism, which seeks to silence
and eliminate opponents. A town hall or a public square can be modelled in ways
which divide, disperse and weaken sovereignty, making it hospitable to plural voices,
to ‘synauditory’ listening and to the conversation of differences amidst noise, tumult
and controversy. Carrier commons can conjure up, thus, a common world in and
through contending differences, which enrich intelligence and stir up creativity (Hyde
2010: 226-233).
Disappointingly, however, Hyde says again preciously little about the specific
political tactics and strategies which should be deployed to forward the commons and
to fend off the new wave of private capture under neoliberalism. He serves the
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standard menu of ethical injunctions, commons licenses and vague appeals to
individual and collective initiatives to set the requisite norms and stints (Hyde 2010:
214-252). ‘Simply put, if the commons are to be made durable, the commoners need
to act on, to codify even, the duties that arise from being who they are….having a
clear enough sense of their values and purposes that, when these are threatened…they
will draw the line’ (Hyde 2010: 250). How exactly are commoners going to achieve
the feat of rearranging the prevailing order under our socio-political and economic
conditions?
One could hardly find an apt rejoinder in Jay Walljasper’s All That We Share, a 2010
‘field guide’ to the commons, which engages with a vast array of critical themes, from
the definition and the actual relevance of the commons, to the new economics, politics
and vision of the commons. This work displays a characteristic present-day
conscience of the political demands of the commons, the need to reinvent politics, to
reshape subjectivity and to implement strategies of positive social reconstruction beyond mere resistance- in order to realize the alternative paradigm of the commons.
The main strategic choice is the one adopted by digital and anticapitalist-autonomist
commoners. Illuminated by a new vision, we should build bit by bit an alternative
sector of common institutions, grabbing opportunities as they crop up over a
protracted period. This visionary praxis will put in place a basis of collective power
and sustenance, from which a new world can surge forth (Walljasper 2010: 104). Yet,
when it comes to more specific political tactics and action to ‘spark a commons
revolution,’ we are stuck with the well-known trivia. We get do-it-yourself tips and
lifestyle counsels to individuals: ‘Offer a smile…. Lobby for more public
benches…post on local Web sites’ (Walljasper 2010: 219-220, 222). We also get
declarations of rights, appeals to a ‘we’ spirit, international conferences, stories of
dispersed initiatives, bands of ‘resourceful irregulars’ and inflated ‘emergent
movements,’ stabs at a visionary discourse, dreams of a partnership with states,
‘trusts’ and markets, a learning process and the circulation of ideas facilitated by
digital networks (Walljasper 2010: 108-126, 218-237).
In the well-known spirit of a blunted political sense, collisions between states,
markets and the commons surface momentarily (see e.g. Walljapser 2010: xix, 181)
only to be smoothed out and submerged in the end: ‘we can evolve to a new stage of
capitalism…in which corporations and the commons work in balance’ (Barnes 2010
59; see also Walljasper 2010: 17-18, 35, 95, 99-104, 169). Systemic relations of
accumulated force and vested interests under neoliberal capitalism, large-scale social
struggles and strenuous confrontations for hegemony are nowhere to be seen in this
compilation. Global change is visualized as a peaceful and incremental process, which
will result from the self-enlightenment of citizens and the diffusion of great ideas of
betterment that will take place through the digital commons (Walljasper 2010: 236237). Finally, the ‘commons’ are glossed as an objective interpretation of the world,
and a pragmatic solution to contemporary crises which is universally beneficial,
soaring beyond ideologies and, hence, beyond political choices, clashes and divisions
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(Walljasper 2010: xx, 6). This is the definition of post-politics itself (see here above,
section 2.3.7).
In this respect, All That We Share illustrates vividly the living contradiction of
present-day commons thinking, in which an acute understanding of the political terms
of the commons meets in the same author or current with an impotence of political
thought, which remains nebulous, idealistic or/and technocratic and individualistic.
The intellectual imprint of the digital commons school is conspicuously present in this
general ‘field guide,’ accounting partly for its political misfires (see e.g. Walljasper
2010: 11-13, 123-124, 168-177).
Yet, Walljasper holds in store valuable insights for a forceful and broad-based
counter-hegemony of the commons in our times. He teases out the significance of
discourse, imagination and vision for bonding together a transversal and massive
social force for the commons in fragmented, individualized and highly differentiated
societies. The commons are cast as a unifying theme and a rallying point –an ‘empty
signifier’ in E. Laclau’s theory of hegemony (Laclau 1996; 2005) which can help to
redescribe diverse experiences, experiments, activities and people in a common
language. This ‘emerging vocabulary of hope’ binds together differences into a new
collective subject and project by offering collective inspiration, common ground and
objectives: the rise of a commons-based society that protects the planet, reduces
inequalities and gets rid of market and state domination (Walljasper 2010: xv, 5, 25).
The language and the ideas of the commons are located thus at the epicenter of a
proper counter-hegemonic politics: an ‘expansive political agenda will succeed better
than narrow identity politics and single-issue crusades,’ and it ‘could eventually shift
the balance of politics in the United States and the world’ (Walljasper 2010: 110).
The new collective discourse and vision are all the more apt, urgent and likely to win
the day insofar as they respond to the ecological and economic crises of our times, i.e.
they fill in the lacks and dislocations which afflict ruling regimes (Walljasper 2010:
xv, 5). The commons ‘rise up within us as a yearning –an unmet need for deeper
connection with the people and natural world that sustain us’ (Walljasper 2010: 35).
According to Laclau (1990; 1996), the late thinker of hegemonic politics, new
counter-hegemonic coalitions and social systems spring up in response to the
disruptions, the fissures and the failures of established social orders, promising to
fulfil the needs that the status quo fails to meet.
Moreover, in order to design a fundamental new ‘framework’ for modern life that will
outstrip the paradigm of the market, we cannot simply formulate policies and
programs. We should also cultivate a new way of seeing reality, stirring emotions and
‘recovering’ memories, which are interpreted anew in order to powerfully unsettle the
prevailing (neoliberal) stories about life’s realities and possibilities (Walljasper 2010:
32-33). This crucial supplement to merely verbal and theoretical strategies of change
forms a vital component of any effective counter-hegemonic venture (see Laclau
2014, Mouffe 2005; 2013). Commons discourse can be all the more successful in
taking on the neoliberal hegemony insofar as it can capture emotions and imagination
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around the same themes which have been trumpeted by neoliberalism in its efforts to
appeal more broadly: freedom and the mobilization of creative energies without
bureaucratic interferences (Walljasper 2010: 48).
2.5.3. Comprehensive views: b) Bollier and Helfrich on Patterns of Commoning and
The Insurgent Power of the Commons
David Bollier’s and Silke Helfrich’s anthology, Patterns of Commoning (2015), and
their last volume, Free, Fair and Alive. The Insurgent Power of the Commons (2019)
are the most apposite works to wind up a political account of the latest
‘comprehensive views’ in commons thinking. Their first co-edited volume, The
Wealth of the Commons. The World beyond Market and State (2012) offered a
panorama of different experiments and practices of the commons, a theorization of the
commons in the terms of contemporary political economy, a critique of the
commodification and privatization, and a draft of supportive policy regimes and
legislation. This earlier work reads more like a compilation of case studies, surveys
and diverse analyses, which does not add up to a broader perspective on the commons
and does not inquire into their alternative ontology and politics. By contrast, Patterns
of Commoning (2015) sketches an overarching frame of thought, distilling the
contemporary wisdom and extracting crucial leitmotivs of present-day reflection on
the commons (see Bollier & Helfrich 2015: 4). Tellingly, the volume ends on the
following note, which epitomizes the persisting lack of the political in this body of
thought:
Needless to say, an economy and society that truly respects commons requires a reimagination of politics itself….Expanding the scope and scale of commons so that
they can become a powerful alternative to capital driven markets, and spur mutual
coordination and federation, introduces a whole new set of challenges, of course. It
requires that we work for new configurations of state authority and clear limits on
market power. Yet there are many promising scenarios of policy, law, governance
and politics that seek to advance this vision: the focus of our next anthology
(Bollier & Helfrich 2015: 394; emphasis added).
In sum, the quintessential political question of how to orchestrate the conversion from
the current systems of governance, production law and culture –the empire of the
market and the state- to a new commons-centered order still remains as wide and open
as ever (Bollier & Helfrich 2015: 10).
Meanwhile, a series of valuable insights have been drawn from historical experience
and theoretical debates. Praxis, antagonism and agonism, plurality, complex systems
and another worldview come to the fore as the hallmarks of the commons in presentday reflection which should inspire any critical political thought on them.
To begin with, it is firmly acknowledged that the logic of the commons is at odds with
the very logics, rather than the circumstantial conduct, of the state and the market.
The state lays a claim to absolute sovereignty which clashes with the collective self-
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government of the commons. The hegemonic market system is intent on exchange
value, the commercialization of everything and the monopolistic control of resources
for profit. By contrast, the commons stand for use value, cooperation and the joint use
of resources for common benefit (Bollier & Helfrich 2015: 1-2, 5, 10).
Second, the commons is not mainly a static condition or a certain type of resource. It
is primarily a collective activity and process of doing things together (‘commoning’)
to meet shared needs in creative, diverse and open ways, which are devised and
revised by the different autonomous communities themselves. Hence, they elude any
set and monistic definition. They are an alive relational practice which springs from
the personal engagement of commoners –from their inventive praxis rather than from
any preestablished rules (Bollier & Helfrich 2015: 1-5, 9). Third, they are inherently
agonistic, both inwards and outwards. They conduct a ceaseless struggle within, in
order to converge on common rules and operations and to reconcile tensions between
individual interests, personal autonomy and collective concerns. They are implicated
in ongoing battles without, in order to safeguard the commons from enclosures and
destructive interferences by the state and the market (Bollier & Helfrich 2015: 2, 7).
Fourth, the usual taxonomy of the commons, their division into natural/material and
cultural/knowledge/immaterial commons, does not hold water since all commons are
based on material resources and knowledge (Bollier & Helfrich 2015: 7-8).
Fifth, a holistic view of the commons as living complex systems is gaining traction.
The commons do not only reintegrate what modernity has torn apart: the public and
the private, the objective and the subjective, the tangible and the intangible. They are
complex and diverse relational systems, which bring into play communities, rules,
biophysical and technological infrastructures. They evolve following their own inner
dynamic, which is not fully mastered by any part, and they are affected by their
multiple interactions with other smaller and larger systems (such as the global market
and the planet) in which they are nested (Bollier & Helfrich 2015: 6, 8, 11-12, 393394, Weber 2015: 370-390). ‘Our identities are rooted in the uncontrollable wild and
in creative self-organization, neither of which can be entirely subject to control or
‘stewardship’ ’ (Weber 2015: 380). Consequently, the commons harbour another
worldview with its own epistemology, ethics and ontology, which foreground
plurality, creativity, participation, relationality and manifold interdependencies,
while discarding individualism, dualisms, linear paths of causality, the sovereignty of
the subject over the object of nature or society (Bollier & Helfrich 2015: 4-5, 9, 1112, 393, Weber 2015, Escobar 2015).
Finally, Bollier and Helfrich (2015: 10) own up now to the impotence of the ‘technolegal fix’ of the commons, which Bollier embraced in his earlier work (see Bollier
2008). ‘[T]here will be many legal, financial and organizational forms that are useful
to advance the principles of commons at larger scales….They should not be confused
as the essence of a commons…History shows that legal and organizational forms can
be captured and co-opted… .’ Hence, we are back to where we began from: the rough
ground of politics.
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Political thought and action will underpin a transition to a commons society through a
process of scaling-up and out, by which the commons will come to outstrip the market
and the state. But politics intervenes equally in the more specific aspects and
‘subordinate ends’ of this passage: how to speak a common language that will piece
together the different ‘dots’ of the dispersed commons and will help commoners to
stretch out the scope of the thinkable and the doable, to envision social transformation
and to reimagine democratic self-determination; how to summon into being the
(missing) collective-political subject of the commons; how to remodel the state with
its bureaucratic and sovereign rationality in order to make it ‘think like a commoner;’
how to hold up the commons here and now against the threats posed by the state, the
markets and free-riders; how to harmonize autonomous individuality with care for
interdependencies and strong commons, practicing thereby the pluralist and open idea
of the community celebrated by Nancy, Esposito and Agamben (Bollier & Helfrich
2015: 2, 4, 7, 9-10, 56).
The last contribution of Bollier and Helfrich (2019), Free, Fair and Alive. The
Insurgent Power of the Commons, which has been co-authored by the two thinkers
and activists of the commons, draws out several of their earlier themes. Together with
the Commons Manifesto of Bauwens, Kostakis and Pazaitis (2019) and De Angelis’
(2017) Omnia Sunt Communia, this treatise lies at the frontline of present-day
theorizing about transformative commons. It offers thus an eloquent and enlightening
overview of the state-of-the art in the field, through which we can aptly round out this
heteropolitical reflection on contemporary commons theories.
Their latest work spotlights the guiding themes of present-day commons theory with a
transformative edge. The commons are primarily complex systems and relations. The
praxis of commoning and new social invention are central to the historical movement
towards a commons-centric society. The commons practice and propagate an
alternative politics of participatory action in concert, freedom, fairness, care for
sustainability, life and experiment. But a sharpened political consciousness, which is
alive to the need for state reforms, collective mobilizations, the convergence of
diffuse commons and the reconstitution of subjectivity, is still compromised in their
thought by an ambiguous attitude towards the political. This ambivalence reduces
politics to ‘bad’ power games in the political system and ideological indoctrination, it
divorces again the ‘social’ from the ‘political,’ it fails to see the politics of everyday
life, and it falls short of hatching an integrated political strategy for commonsoriented reconstruction.
All the top-list topics of the alter-politics of commons are shared across contemporary
thought at-the-cutting-edge, but Bollier and Helfrich place a distinctive accent on the
‘ontoshift’ and on patterns of commοning, which are practical guidelines derived from
practice itself that are fuzzy enough to orient and nudge action without dictating it.
Τhese two axes encapsulate their main input to counter-hegemonic strategies for
expansive commoning in our times. Their primary concern with the ways in which we
perceive and evaluate reality, that is, with ontology, along with the increased
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emphasis on ontological revision and the propagation of another language correspond
directly to intellectual and moral reform, and the recomposition of common sense
which are key to Gramsci’s hegemony. Fixing our gaze on practical patterns of
commoning can help to direct counter-hegemonic contest beyond capital and the state,
and to further the principal political work of growing upwards and outwards in order
to engender another hegemonic formation around the commons.
We enter commoning by learning to see the world through new lenses, describing this
reality with new terms (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 346). Since our perception of being
profoundly affects how we imagine and build the world, nurturing and diffusing
another ethos, worldview and sensibility will breed the soil from which commons will
proliferate outward (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 37, 45). Our preconceptions about
reality define what we see as normal and desirable and generate specific
‘affordances,’ i.e. capacities and potential uses.
given the institutional instability of our times, we believe that nothing is more
strategic than to reassess the fundamental ways in which we perceive reality. Such
an inquiry might be called onto-political, because our different premises about
reality have enormous implications for how we conceptualize the social and
political order (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 33; emphasis in the original).
By naming, first, the various acts of commoning in our midst and by enhancing their
visibility we can start to further nourish and multiply existing commons (Bollier &
Helfrich 2019: 15). The ‘OntoShift’ designates a shift in ontological perspective
which enables new truths to come into sight (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 29). Commons
are primarily not ‘economic goods’ but ‘social systems for meeting shared needs’
(Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 28). They are enduring social systems for shareable things
and activities, in which relationships are fundamental. Commons systems break with
fixed divisions of Western modernity, such as object/subject, individual/collective,
public/private, matter/spirit, civilized/premodern (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 7, 15-17,
37).
The other ontology and value system of the commons is, thus, profoundly relational,
holistic and dynamic, experiencing the real as a world of becoming and innovation
(Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 37). The deep relationality of everything, on which
commoning is premised, contrasts sharply with capitalism and its individualist
ontology. In commons, the I is nested in a subtle fabric of social relationships and
interdependencies, which integrate ‘me’ and ‘we.’ This relationality is Ubuntu, a term
of Bantu languages in South Africa, which conveys the interconnection of ‘me’ and
‘the other.’ More specifically, the relational ontology of the commons, in which
relations enjoy priority over the entities they bring together, is differentiated. The
source of being flows from all living individuals, and it is manifested in different,
contextual ways (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 40-49). Beings are individuated, but they
also related to each other and inserted in larger wholes, in which they are in a
‘constant state of mutual becoming’ (Stout quoted in Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 46).
The world is thus a pluriverse. Bollier and Helfrich (2019: 46-48) adhere explicitly to
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a widespread imagery of the commons as nonlinear complex systems, in which selforganized, interacting agents produce incrementally complex organizations, networks
and patterns without outside supervision and control. Hence, constitutionally the
commons are ‘COMPLEX, ADAPTIVE, LIVING PROCESSES that generate wealth
(both tangible and intangible) through which people address their shared needs with
minimal or no reliance on markets or states’ (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 74).
To live the world relationally and to relinquish the individualist ontology and its
dualities, we need to disseminate another language and different frames of thought.
This is the first step, which pertains to the counter-hegemonic involvement with
common sense and the shaping of another discourse, the core tasks of any hegemonic
contestation. But the ‘OntoShift’ also turns on willpower, attention and,
fundamentally, practice which will realize and ingrain the new perspective (Bollier &
Helfrich 2019: 50-60). The two advocates of the commons take on this counterhegemonic linguistic labor and formulate another vocabulary rife with commoning,
commoners, peer governance, pluriverse, Ubuntu rationality, the Nested-I, care,
beating the bounds, conviviality, cosmo-local production, federation, enlivenment,
peer-to-peer etc. The objective would be to win the battle over the common sense and
to unseat the current keywords and binaries of a ‘fading era’ -development,
leadership,
individual,
citizen,
cooperation/competition,
public/private,
objective/subjective, self-interest/altruism- replacing them with the relational
language of the commons (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 60-90).
Along with the relational OntoShift, patterns are the second linchpin of their proposal
for expansive commons. Patterns are design tools, kernel ideas that sum up the core of
succesfull solutions to similar problems which show up in different contexts. Patterns
can be employed and readjusted to various circumstances. Ostrom’s eight ‘design
principles’ for enduring commons are akin to patterns (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 27,
96-97). In Bollier and Helfrich’s last volume, patterns give shape, substance and
direction to the general tripartite structure of commoning. Through ‘the Triad
framework’ actors strain after the chief purpose of commoning: ‘the creation of peergoverned, context-specific systems for free, fair, and sustainable lives (Bollier &
Helfrich 2019: 97-98). The Triad consists in the three interdependent spheres of
Social Life (the community), Peer-Governance (the rules), and Provisioning (the
common good; see (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 98). Social life thrives on the following
patterns:
-Cultivate Shared Purpose and Values
-Ritualize Togetherness
-Contribute Freely
-Practice Gentle Reciprocity
-Trust Situated Knowing
-Deepen Communion with Nature
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-Preserve Relationships in Addressing Conflicts
-Reflect on Your Peer Governance
(Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 103).
These practical guidelines reaffirm the centrality of free cooperation and sharing in
the commons. But they also counsel a ‘gentle’ reciprocity for certain commons,
particularly those involving finite goods, where there should be a rough equivalence
between contribution and entitlement without coercion and exact quantitative
equality. The patterns reflect also the internal conflictuality of the commons, which
calls for a transparent reckoning with violations and graduated sanctions, but also for
mutual respect and concern for others. Moreover, they value reflexivity -conscious,
reflective modes of commoning and peer-governance-, and a deeper communion with
nature, which heightens our sense of ecological limits and interdependence. In their
relational and systemic ontology, however, the autonomy of the Nested-I along with
the cultivation of symbiosis and interconnections are vital for the social life of
commoning. At stake here is an artful balance between the needs of the individual and
the group, which people can strike in spaces where they express affection, playfulness
and love in teamwork and ritualized togethers. In short, the social life of commoning
at its best foments another affectivity and re-imagines the terms of modern civilization
beyond the homo economicus, engendering another kind of politics, which is more
social, relational, democratic, ecologically responsible (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 108109). In all these respects, contemporary commons are integral to the broader
democratic alter-politics, alter-affectivity, alter-logic and ontology of our times (see
the Report on The Political, sections 1.7-1.8).
More specifically, the internal peer governance of the commons displays, according
to Bollier and Helfrich (2019: 120), the ensuing patterns:
-Bring Diversity into Shared Purpose
-Create Semi-Permeable Membranes
-Honor Transparency in a Sphere of Trust
-Share Knowledge Generously
-Assure Consent in Decision Making
-Rely on Heterarchy
-Peer Monitor & Apply Graduated Sanctions
-Relationalize Property
-Keep Commons & Commerce Distinct
-Finance Commons Provisioning
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This other politics of self-governing commons ingrains autonomous self-organization
through a perpetual dialogue and coordination among (ideally) equipotential peers.
Hence, peer ‘governance,’ rather than ‘government’ which tends to be top-down and
bureaucratic. The ‘high art’ of commons governance negotiates a delicate dialectic
between culture -shared motivations and visions- and structure -formal organization,
law and finance. Enduring and coherent commons rest on clear organizational forms
and regularities, but they should also allow for flexibility, openness and innovation in
order to remain resilient and alive. Significantly, if commons are to constitute a social
system, their peer governance must deal with the systemic threats posed by market
and state powers, working in counterpoint to them (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 121123).
The patterns underlying such modes of governance for the commons reassert the
virtue of pairing respect for individuality and diversity with an ethic of solidarity and
action in concert. They practice the sharing of knowledge, transparency, and trust, and
they incorporate methodologies for participatory decision-making which are grounded
in the absence of reasonable objections (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 126-129, 132-142).
Noticeably, in tune with De Angelis’ political construction of boundaries, Bollier and
Helfrich’s patterns form ‘semi-permeable membranes’ to mark the boundaries of
commons systems. Bounds can individuate the commons and can shield them from
external influences which could undermine them, such as capitalist threats to enclose
the commons. Significantly, commons must draw frontiers between themselves and
the (capitalist) markets by keeping commons and commerce distinct, by striving for
decommodification and structural independence from markets, by prioritizing the
needs and the practice of commoning over market success, by opting for
collaborative financing and public-commons partnerships (Bollier & Helfrich 2019:
151-162).
Yet, in order to multiply and grow deeper, commons must remain receptive to the rich
diversity of life and the creative flows of energy from their environment. Hence, their
protective membranes must be ‘semi-permeable’ to selectively allow for newcomers
(Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 130).
The authors adumbrate here, in effect, a scheme of commoning which is akin to
agonistic democracy (see the Report 1. The Political, 1.16). Agonistic democracy
institutes a permanent political contest –‘agon’- over its laws, relations, institutions
and policies. It refuses to ‘neutralize’ its arrangements and to insulate them from
critique by deducing them from a higher authority of reason, morality and so on.
Agonistic democracy intensifies the contestability of its relations, projects and
practices by attaching to them a stigma of ineliminable imperfection in realizing equal
liberties, by acknowledging that they result from political decisions, and by opening
up relations of power to regular, legitimate contest and transformation (Mouffe 2000:
22, 32-34, 47-49, 77, 104-105; 2005: 17-18, 21, 121-122). Thereby, agonistic
democracy enshrines equal freedom in two ways: by making it easier to protest and
restructure relations of inequality, oppression and injustice; and by making more
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space for other, non-dominant perspectives and political horizons to break forth and to
vindicate their rights.
This is the defining paradox of (agonistic) democracy and the commons as Bollier and
Helfrich (2019: 130) envisage them. To uphold the openness of the commons,
inclusivity, differentiation, ‘Ubuntu Rationality’ in relations of solidarity and free
collaboration, the communities of the commons need to institute a degree of closure
and exclusion -ruling out those forces which subvert openness, diversity, relationality,
and so on. Therefore, paradoxically, openness, participation and diversity are also
predicated on closure and fixation. But to keep commons alive, generative, and
radically democratic, any boundaries and exclusions must remain susceptible of
challenge and revision. The pattern of ‘semi-permeable membranes’ sharply
politicizes the commons by implanting the tension-ridden and conflictual politics of
agonistic democracy, the ongoing debate and decision-making about the principles
and exclusions of the political community, at the core of ‘fair’ and ‘alive’ commons.
A figure of ‘agonistic commons’ is delineated in this pattern, in which a thriving,
innovative and open community of the commons shares not only a collective purpose
and practice, but also the freedom of internal conflict and dissent, which must be
enacted and modulated in ways propitious to the flourishing of the common.
In this constitution of peer governance for the commons, it is also worth pausing to
consider ‘heterarchy’ and ‘relationalized property.’ Heterarchy authorizes people to
decide how they will interact so that power can flow dynamically through changing
nodes in a network. Whereas hierarchies are rigid structures which assign clearly
defined and formal roles to people, heterarchies carry hierarchical elements but
mingle them flexibly with bottom-up and peer-to-peer dynamics. In any case, peer
governance strives to minimize inequality, domination and bureaucratic
administration (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 143-146). Relational property reimagines
property by blending individual and collective rights. It privileges use, usufruct, copossession and stewardship over the absolute dominion of conventional property
(Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 148-151, 214-222, 237-281). Finally, ‘provisioning through
commoning,’ or production in common, fabricates useful, durable things to serve
people’s needs, not primarily markets and profit, and it operates through the following
regular patterns:
-Make & Use Together
-Support Care & Decommodified Work
-Share the Risks of Provisioning
(Modes of Contribution and Allocation)
-Contribute & Share
-Pool, Cap & Divide Up
-Pool, Cap & Mutualize
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-Trade with Price Sovereignty
-Use Convivial Tools
-Rely on Distributed Structures
-Creatively Adapt & Renew
(Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 166-167).
These ‘structured regularities’ capture the salience of shared making and use in the
commons. Echoing Federici’s feminized commons, they also bolster care and
affective labor in the economy, and particularly in the commons (Bollier & Helfrich
2019: 167-173). Τhe modes of allocation they practice range from reciprocal, when
individuals receive benefits from a collective endeavor if they contribute to it, to
nonreciprocal, such as sharing regardless of contribution. Usually, we share things
that are not depleted as they are utilized, while we divide up -food, land etc.- when
they are finite and depletable. ‘Capping’ sets limits on the consumption of a resource
to prevent its overuse and its ruin, when it can be used up. Commons may also trade
on markets. Βut they can do so in ways which support their living without
subordinating commons to the omnipotence of the market. Hence, commoners decide
autonomously how to set prices in networks of co-production and consumption
(Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 176-188). Finally, the ‘cosmo-local’ production thematized
by the peer-to-peer school introduces a new pattern of commons provisioning. In it,
‘light’ knowledge and design are freely distributed in global networks, while ‘heavy’
physical products are manufactured locally, enhancing mutualization and
relocalization (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 195-197).
All these patterns, which could be termed ‘prototypes’ or ‘design principles’ or
‘protocols’ in other vocabularies, can further the counter-hegemonic project of the
commons in manifold ways. First, they impart to the battles and the activities of
commoning a requisite sense of deliberate direction towards meaningful system
change. Second, they leave plenty of room for discretion and original action. They are
flexible and adaptable guidelines for open-ended, creative practice rather than fixed
ideas and rigid doctrines. Finally, they can serve as props and drivers for core political
tasks in counter-hegemonic politics: the articulation of differences, proliferation and
scaling-up or scaling out. Similar patterns have been put to counter-hegemonic uses in
earlier autonomous, decentralized, bottom-up movements such as the second-wave
feminist movement in the ’70s.
‘Xenofeminist’ Helen Hester (2018) has explicated how this movement deployed
‘protocols,’ i.e. practical, transmissible and adaptable guidelines, to boost its activism
around menstrual extraction and other issues. Protocols, which were drafted and
disseminated by self-help groups, circulated practical instructions and political
propositions beyond specific collectives. They bridged autonomous agents and they
set in motion translocal operations. Protocols are relational: they arise from
interactions. They are adaptive matrices of organization and control in networks that
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are radically horizontal and distributed (Hester 2018: 111-115). A protocol can
‘feasibly preserve a great deal of its influential and organizational capacity....[it] is the
tractable and vigorous directional force within an open system, and a tool for training
order ‘to emerge…’ (Hester 2018: 112-113).
The feminist protocols were designed for scalability -for rolling out and conveying
political ideas more broadly. They intervened precisely in a ‘mesopolitical’ plane that
is positioned between small-scale local activity and grand projects, which presuppose
the wholesale overthrow of power at the state level and beyond.
Without sufficient attention to the mesopolitical, the difficult work of alliance
building and of increasing the reach of political ideas is too often left
unconsidered. It is within this context that the example of self-help becomes
particularly illuminating (Hester 2018: 115).
Hence, patterns, which are akin to protocols, can make up a specifically mesopolitical
tactic that brings together dispersed initiatives, orienting action and forging alliances.
Still, protocols are not sufficient in and of themselves. They are valuable as nodes in
wider networks of processes for long-term transformation (Hester 2018: 115).
The OntoShift and the diverse patterns which fill out the content of the Triad of
commoning do not only elucidate how we can go about contriving an alternative
world of commons which is free, fair and alive. They are also the main pivots of the
‘Grand Strategy,’ through which alternative commons can coordinate their action and
address the meso- and macro- level of social structures and power, conducting
complicated negotiations and struggles. More specifically, commons must coalesce
and organize to tackle the power of the market/state system. By its constitution, state
power favours private property and capitalist markets, whose logics and practices are
deeply ingrained in institutions, policies, legislation, finance, technologies etc. So, it
is imperative to recalibrate state power and law in order to make them supportive of
the commons, or at least not hostile to the common (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 201206). But, in a typical manner, which rehearses the conventional wisdom of the peerto-peer and the anticapitalist paradigms, for Bollier and Helfric politics comes second.
politics, state law, and policy will not be the primary drivers of change.
Commoning will. A great deal can be achieved right now without having to
become embroiled in the compromises, betrayals, co-optation, and legal paralysis
of conventional politics and government…commoning must lie at the heart of any
strategies for change. Politics must remain a means to an end, and not an end in
itself. The best way to avoid the seductions of politics and state power, which have
often co-opted leaders and derailed social movements, is to hew closely to patterns
of commoning, even in macro-scale endeavors (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 204;
emphasis added).
The swing to commons-based social systems will be initiated and pushed forward
from within the existing market/state polity, without a prior ‘traditional’ revolution
that will smash capital and reinvent the nation-state, without even ‘premature’ or
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‘naïve’ frontal assaults on the state/market complex (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 206).
Commons will reorder larger fields of everyday reality through distributed, local, and
diverse acts of commoning. Priority should be assigned to ‘the capacity to think like a
commoner and grow the Commonsverse as much as possible now’ (Bollier &
Helfrich 2019: 205). The long-term agenda will not be prescribed from above, but it
will ‘emerge’ from commoning.
Certain more specific strategies will assist this transformative process. ‘Beating the
bounds of the commons’ could help to prevent enclosure and to reclaim private
wealth from capitalist markets. ‘Emulate and federate’ would band together
collaborative networks and shared infrastructures that can help to cement mutual
commitments and to steer joint action. ‘Intercommoning’ would carve out open
spaces where people from different kinds of commons, e.g. farmers and hackers,
come together, interact, collaborate on new projects and breed a shared culture and
language. Finally, creative uses of the law, such as the Creative Lincences for the
commons, which ‘hack’ the state legislation in force, the development of vernacular
and customary law for the commons and their integration into the modern legal
system could also secure further protected spaces for exploratory commoning and for
relational forms of possession (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 202-203, 237-281).
All these strategic recommendations are fully in tune with what is now the ‘textbook
knowledge’ on transformative strategy in the ranks of commoners, notably the peerto-peer and the anticapitalist schools, (see here above, sections 2.3-2.4) and other
radical ‘alter-political’ theories, including those of Hardt and Negri, and E. O. Wright
(see the Report 1. The Political, sections 1.7-1.8, 1.12-1.13). Focus your energies on
fabricating alternative institutions, relations and infrastructures here and now, from
within the capitalist states. In this manner, commons can avoid the twin pitfalls of
reform and revolution. Commoners give up on seizing state power, which has limited
efficacy today and could not release a free society. But commoning is radical insofar
as it targets social relationships which reproduce relations of domination and injustice,
while it also self-organizes politically beyond the existing apparatuses of government
(Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 296-297). Politics in the conventional sense of state power,
policy and law matters. But it is only supplementary and should come second.
Once again, this version of large-scale strategy for the commons tends to conflate the
political with the state, and it loses thereby sight of the broader political activity
which much be alive and kicking within the commons and social practice. To
indicate, Bollier and Helfrich are alive to the importance of bringing together
differences, of galvanizing mutual commitments, of nursing a new shared culture, of
building consensus, of enhancing cohesion at different levels of the social structure, of
developing agency for the co-creation of our future, of communicating an inspiring
story of systems change, and of intervening in smaller-scale political contexts, such as
the city, to pressurize city government or to collaborate with it in the interests of the
commons (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 202-206, 290). All these propositions render in so
many different words the processes of fashioning a new collective will and a new
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common sense in Gramsci’s lexicon, or the practice of composing differences by
weaving chains of equivalence in order to rally them around a common political
project, in Laclau and Mouffe’s terminology. These are quintessential constituents of
(counter-) hegemony.
By identifying the political with state, party politics and doctrinaire ideology, and,
thereafter, by disowning politics or by relegating it to the sidelines, we risk
underrating all these political tasks. By neglecting, deferring or minimizing these
tasks, the commons are likely to fail to assemble a collective subject for ontotransitions by actively aggregating a massive force for social renovation and struggle
against antagonistic forces of the state and the market, even on the local level of the
city (on the need for such struggles, see Report 1. The Political and Report 6. Case
Studies in Spain). Crucially, they will also fail to grasp the vital urgency of devising
new modes of counter-hegemonic politics for the commons and new schemes of
political organization for commons movements and synergies with city governments.
The decisive value of such an endeavor was acknowledged by the actors who
launched the Barcelona en Comú platform in 2014, among others, in order precisely
to push a pro-commons agenda in the context of the city (see Report 1. The Political
and Report 6. Case Studies in Spain).
Bollier and Helfrich (2019: 294-298, 344-345) catch glimpses of other possibilities
and ethics of politics. The feminist idea ‘the personal is political,’ citizens’ assemblies
in cities, confederations of free municipalities that restructure state power, radical
municipal activism, which takes the lived experience of individuals as the starting
point of policy-making, are signposts of this ‘other’ landscape of politics.
Commoning does embody, for them, another ethos of politics, in which power games
and ideological posturing give way to dialogue, negotiation and new types of
institutions which act out the distinct patterns of the commons. So, there is an alterpolitics of the commons, which is local, caring, direct, participatory, collective,
egalitarian while respecting individual autonomy, horizontal, diverse, open, bent on
action, creative, experimental, and brave enough to plunge into messy realities.
Yet, the misleading ambivalence persists. While they note Murray Bookchin’s plea
for another politics that will carry people beyond the limits set by the status quo, they
go on to reassert that ‘Real transformation…must enact a social process that can
constitute an alternative order over time at all levels’ (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 298;
emphasis in the original), reinstating thus the deceptive separation of the social from
the politics in the praxis of radical social re-institution. The need to closely imbricate
the political with the social from the outset and all along results from the tasks of a
counter-hegemonic enterprise, which does not only take aim at existing power
configurations and state power, but also deliberately pioneers and coordinates
‘intellectual and moral reform’ -the OntoShift in their language- as well as new
political alliances and massive fronts.
Bollier and Helfrich (2019: 301) concur that ‘it is imperative to engage with state
power through elections and traditional advocacy, if only because that field of action
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can change the conditions for widening spaces of commonality.’ This calls for a ‘twotrack’ approach towards the state: a primary concern with creating the new, which is
paired with parallel efforts to ‘neutralize the old.’ In effect, they cite a series of
ambitious objectives in ‘engaging with the state,’ which exceed by far the aim of
‘neutralizing the old,’ and form part and parcel of a proper hegemonic project that
profoundly reorders state institutions (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 301-316). To turn the
existing state into a steward of the commons it is necessary to instate new forms of
administrative coordination, legal aid, infrastructure development and public
education for the commons. More specifically, a reformed state could supply
infrastructures, technical advice and funding to sponsor commons initiatives such as
energy cooperatives, makerspaces, time-banks, and community supported agriculture.
New state law should enshrine open licensing, relationalized property, cooperative
finance and chartered regimes for the commons. The state could also come up with
new types of finance for commons, sponsor public-commons partnerships in public
services or fund the development of infrastructure. Furthermore, it could help
commons to coordinate themselves and manage large-scale resources. In this capacity,
the state should have a minimal and general involvement as a facilitator, in line with
the principle of ‘subsidiarity’ (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 305-316, 333-344).
To take commoning to scale, these state reforms and the policies of a ‘partner state’
are backed up with typical techno-legal instruments, such as charters for the
commons, pro-commons public regulations and platforms based on distributed ledger
technologies. Public regulations, such as the Bologna Regulation for the Care and
Regeneration of Urban Commons, can underwrite and promote common-public
partnerships, putting in place frameworks for co-governance with citizens. Distributed
ledgers can underprop powerful software platforms for open networks of commoning,
for community currencies and for other decentralized applications that aid diverse and
extensive collaboration (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 319-344).
In short, their strategy for encountering state power and for making the ‘jump to the
Commonsverse’ recycles much of the well-known package of state reforms and
techno-legal solutions, which were the hallmark of the earlier peer-to-peer current.
With a crucial twist. They now submit that
This insight lies at the heart of the debate. From a core ethos and sensibility, a
commons ethics branches and sends out shoots that grow outward in
upredictable, adaptive ways…While law, tech protocols, infrastructure and
other structures can play valuable roles in guiding the energies of commoning,
ultimately it is our imagination and commoning itself that drive everything
(Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 344-345).
From an alter-political standpoint, there is no denying that perceiving the world with
new eyes, portraying reality in new terms, and nourishing another ethos and
sensibility are key catalysts for joining a broader movement and for inventing another
world (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 346). But, from the same angle, the diffusion of this
converted mind and soul will be propelled by a committed political agency and
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organization, which will stimulate and steward a historic swerve in the direction of the
commons. The agencies of counter-hegemonic contest will work both to propagate
another ontology and praxis and to effectively federate existing commons in a
massive ‘insurgent power’ in order to raise a true political force which can exert a
strong leverage on the state. Bollier and Helfrich seem to underestimate the concerted
efforts that should be put by dedicated actors into such core enterprises of counterhegemonic politics proper. Hence, their ambivalence towards the political, its
persisting divorce from the social, and their scant concern with the counter-hegemonic
politics of organizing a collective front for change.
The reason seems to lie in their overoptimistic conviction that ‘the insurgent power of
the commons….is quite real. Its achievements are substantial. It’s just that the
political mainstream and general culture have other priorities for now, as they cling to
their imploding fantasies’ (Bollier & Helfrich 2019: 346). Commoning is, indeed, real
and promising. But is it an already constituted ‘insurgent power’? Are the neoliberal
fantasies of the political and cultural mainstream actually imploding? Or do they
remain -often, in the spirit of ‘cruel optimism’ (Berlant 2011)- deeply ingrained,
pervasive and prone to reactionary politics, such as xenophobic populism and racism?
Much of our historical actuality, as diagnosed by several commoners themselves (see
here above, sections 2.4.6-2.4.10) suggests otherwise. The prevalence of collective
impotence, social fragmentation, precarity and globally alive neoliberalism, would
point towards, rather, a Gramscian ‘pessimism of the intellect, optimism of the will.’
The Shift to a Commonsverse is feasible, but under such fraught circumstances, it
presupposes forceful counter-hegemonic mobilization and coalescence. The political
in this vein could be hardly circumvented today if an alter-politics of the commons
lies in our horizon of aspiration.
2.5.4. Feminizing the commons and the political
The foray into Federici’s thought, in the section 1.4.3, has already brought into sight a
distinctive feminist perspective on commoning, which is also relational, holistic and
centered on actual alternatives and new collective inventions, but gravitates around
gender inequalities, ‘communities of care’ and the ‘communalization’ of the everyday
reproduction of life. ‘What matters most....is the production of ‘‘commoning’’
practices, starting with new collective forms of reproduction’ (Federici 2012: 16).
The emphasis on reproduction, gender, care, bottom-up emergence, communities and
interdependencies, including human-nonhuman interrelations, is shared across a wider
range of feminist reflection on the commons, which however heightens the moment of
the political in feminized commons. Feminist theories of the commons dispute the
divorce of the ‘social’ from the ‘political’ and trace out the political within everyday
life. They chart pathways to change which are bottom-up, emergent, experimental,
open-ended, decentralized and plural. But they anchor these alter-political
fermentations in wider communitarian-popular horizons of struggle, they wrestle with
issues of state reform and the reconstitution of public institutions, and they cast
commons themselves as a force field riddled with inequalities and oppression. In all
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these ways, feminist politics sharpens, nuances and broadens counter-hegemonic
strategies for alternative commons.
Herbert Reid and Betsy Taylor’s (2010) Recovering the Commons. Democracy, Place
and Global Justice is a first case in point. They give a novel, eco-feminist slant to the
commons, which brings to the foreground an ontology of interconnections and
creativity. This reconnects production with reproduction, and nature with culture,
while it experiences being as nondualistic, generative and dynamic. World is an
intermeshing of human and nonhuman dwelling in common, in landscapes which
emerge from particular human and nonhuman histories. Neoliberalism, capitalism and
patriarchy fracture the world into separate domains of society and nature. They
sequester and eviscerate the public space of democratic contestation. They objectivize
nature and they abstract from a larger, encompassing experience of life. They cause
dislocations between bodies and their places, removing livability from the center of
decision-making and planning. Places are now managed by few. The many are
displaced and subjected to economic and social suffering, precarity and exclusion.
The degradation and the manipulation of body-place-commons lie at the root of the
degradation of community life and the hollowing out of collective democratic power
(Reid & Taylor 2010: 11-12, 17, 72, 85, 105).
By contrast, alternative political thought and action tend the worlds-in-common. They
reassemble humans and nonhumans into an expanded sense of the collective, which
acts as a caretaker of the ecological commons and figures social relations which
increase autonomy from the forces of enclosure. Reid and Taylor’s main intent is to
nurture an ‘ecological ontology for democratic publics’ (Reid & Taylor 2010: 108;
see also 2010: 5, 9, 142). To cater for the common good, we must set the nexus of
person/body, place and commons against atomization. We are enjoined to cultivate
thus a non-dualistic understanding of the self that arises from and depends on a supraindividual matrix, both social and ecological.
The commons, the world and public space are distinct but also imbricated. The
commons are taken to be the ‘substantive grounds of collective ground.’ They split
into ecological commons, the interdependencies within nonhuman life and between
human and nonhuman being, and civic commons, the social practices through which
people look after the ecological commons and reproduce their ability to offer
stewardship. The world is a historical outgrowth of human and nonhuman lived
practices, which allow for the birth of the new. The public space is the site where
people question, ratify and remake the decisions and the forms which reproduce social
and ecological relations (Reid & Taylor 2010: 13-14, 25).
Reid and Taylor (2010: 13-15, 36-37, 76-78, 125) speak up for a particular vision of
democratic public space which ‘greens’ and ‘feminizes’ Hannah Arendt’s ideas of
plurality and democracy, while they also call upon the legacy of American radical
populism and democratic republicanism. The moving force of democracy is ‘fluency,’
the ability to flow from one perspective to another in order to shape open-ended and
egalitarian modes of deliberation with an extensive scope, which attends to all the
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worlds. Seen in this perspective, democratic plurality in the public space lives off
political institutions which empower communication and interaction among many
times, scales, causalities and voices. Since industrial ‘externalities’ on the
environment have unleashed disastrous chain effects, we are urged to reclaim the
damaged ecological commons by weaving cultural and political webs of plurality that
will be ‘fluent’ across multiple scales, places, causes and times so as to counter these
catastrophic externalities.
The feminist inflection further highlights the dynamic interaction between human and
nonhuman modes of production and reproduction, between civic and ecological
commons as the ‘substantive grounds of social and ecological reproduction’ (Reid &
Taylor 2010: 22). A ‘feminist materialist’ vision of the commons contests their
objectification into resources exploited by humans. Rather, it explores their
constitution by diverse interacting lived practices and contestation. The ‘Life Round’
consists of a complex interplay between the productivity of material beings and the
reproductivity of their material forms (Reid & Taylor 2010: 22-25).
We propose an ecological feminism that understands political economy to be
the systematic articulation of a mode of reproduction with a mode of production
within a mode of social and ecological production for which the commons are
the substantive grounds (Reid & Taylor 2010: 25).
Republicanism, finally, thrives on civic engagement and virtue in the public space,
but it equally advances freedom from various bonds of domination and dependence,
both social and ecological. In its updated eco-version, republicanism includes
negative market externalities and enclosures on its list of structures of domination,
which impact with the worst ferocity on women in the Global South. Ecorepublicanism tracks also the lines of continuity between sexism, imperialism and the
exploitation of nature. The republican concern with civic commons in their everyday
ecologies of material interdependence can help us to reintegrate economy and politics
in the ecological commons (Reid & Taylor 2010: 38, 42-44).
On their reading (Reid & Taylor 2010: 76-78, 125, 141), radical populism and
democratic republicanism stand for freedom from domination, civic virtue, action in
concert, bottom-up democratic planning, the producers’ republic, community as a
terrain of contestation rather than a harmonious order, and the common stewardship
of common goods. But they also demand structure, more specifically, state structure.
Reid and Taylor’s republicanism (2010: 14) reclaims thus the nation-state as the only
‘strong enough vessel for the difficult political contestations’ that will be required in
order to recover the social bases of livability for humans and nonhumans alike. The
proliferation of ‘transnationally oriented green states’ would pave the way to a green
world.
In this context, they clear certain paths of political strategy which add practical detail
to their central objective to breed an ‘ecological ontology for democratic publics.’
They imagine meaningful connections between grassroots civic action, state agency
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and global arenas for cooperation. Political sensibilities should become infused with
local and cosmic concerns, fomenting translocal solidarities. The connection with
places should be a locus of encounter between earth-ground and world-horizon. Their
vision is laid out in these terms:
a cooperative commonwealth of sustainable communities and regions centered by
a new multisectoral and multilevel democratic public sphere open to various and
competing idealizations of community, region, nation, and new global arenas…
(Reid & Taylor 2010: 55-56; see also 2010: 214, 217).
They unearth an already existing plurality of local, particular undertakings to
creatively rethink politics, economics and culture, which escape the radars of
mainstream analysis and politics. Critical social theory can participate in a stronger
conversation with this alternative, emergent politics, from which it has much to learn
(Reid & Taylor 2010: 2). Moreover, they embrace alternatives to oligarchic postdemocracy, which dismiss both a program of technological fixes and an abstract
radicalism railing against global capital (Reid & Taylor 2010: 2, 216).
A wide array of heteroclite resistances to neoliberal globalization from the ‘90s
onwards can add up to a positive political project, which is already pursued in a
nascent form by translocal organizational efforts. These endeavors range from
incorporated voluntary associations, leaderless networks and alliances supported by
institutionalized social organizations (trade unions, churches etc.) to revived pre-state
governance structures of indigenous populations, attempts to reclaim nation-state
government, and global spaces of convergence, such as the World Social Forums.
The gist of their argument is this. Translocal, global solidarity rests upon the common
identity and the collective action that issue from locally rooted, particularist struggles,
knowledges and political participation. Their point of departure is the actual ‘politics
of re-inhabitation’ enacted in the Appalachian regions of Virginia, Kentucky, and
other places. This is action by citizens who stand up for the protection of local
communities and sustainable environments. The aim of Reid and Taylor is to
reground politics in ecological awareness and embodiment. They are primarily keen
on cultivating the pre-theoretical bases of democratic politics: a capacity to feel
collective joy and misery, and to raise issues that resonate globally, such as
landlessness and access to water (Reid & Taylor 2010: 54, 83, 225-226). Emergent
solidarities and an alternative idea of the good life will flow from a rescaling of
temporal and spatial life on the local level. ‘Body-place-commons’ is how they name
the pillars of social and ecological life, which movements should reaffirm as the
enduring foundations of democracy.
‘Body-place-commons’ denote infrastructures of embodied being in particular places
and in deep dependencies on local ecologies and histories (Reid & Taylor 2010: 4).
Toward that sort of positive politics, we propose the notion of body-placecommons─ subjectivity as intersubjectivity arising in embodied practices in

179

concrete places within heterogeneous temporalities of the ecological commons
(Reid & Taylor 2010: 5).
Body-place-commons instil social meaning into the lived practices of particular
people in the particular places where ecological and civic commons are located. The
formative process of the body-place nexus yields the common foundation of
‘ecological citizenship,’ whereby citizens embody their particular places of ecological
experience and take care of civic and life commons in ways that feed into expanded
horizons of responsibility (Reid & Taylor 2010: 39, 145, 189).
In sum, Reid and Taylor present us with a vision of eco-social, feminized, republican
and multiscalar commons. They dwell on the embodied, local and ecological
undergrounds of the commons, which, as they argue, can afford the common pivot
and the compass for organizing transformative politics. The vision is enlivened by
particular modes of sensibility and consciousness which will brew the alternative
politics of the eco-civic commons: a ‘participatory reason,’ which immerses itself in
local, particular and holistic knowledges, and a ‘cosmogenic agency,’ that is, a coevolutionary process which makes our worlds through the interaction of ecological
dynamic matrices with social construction (Reid & Taylor 2010: 150-151, 217). Both
‘hinges’ are essential to civic commoning and to scaled-up, translocal coalitions,
which will counter corporate power and state elitism on the way to actualizing the
vision (Reid & Taylor 2010: 150, 154-184). The ‘historical matter’ of a commonscentered cosmos is
cultivated by ideas, better yet visionary practices emerging in those places that
make time for democratic sensibilities…[t]he pluritemporal, pluriscalar,
pluricausal, and plurivocal fluencies of emerging forms of participatory reason
and emerging forms of green democracy (Reid & Taylor 2010: 184; emphasis in
the original).
A political question can be posed at this point. Are these common, local grounds of
livelihood and ecology, along with the vision, the participatory reason, the
sensibilities and powers associated with ‘cosmogenic agency,’ adequate for shaping
global alliances, collective actors and public spaces that will figure out different
patterns of connection between society and nature, between local communities and
states? The political question is situated in the time and the space of a transition from
the potentialities surging forth on the local level of body-place-commons to the
actuality of another world. Read and Taylor are alive to it:
The political issue is whether we can begin bodying-forth some of the institutional
changes necessary for a more sustainable world. The political problem is that not
only are these projects and related efforts marginal to the hegemonic consumer
culture but also that the transnational corporate state operates to further that
marginalization…there probably needs to be more sober thinking about various
forms of transition…the challenge of reorganizing and restructuring public spheres
for local-regional transformation that, from their diverse ecological grounding,
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contribute to innovative forms of global action. To engage current forms of
corporate state elitism and nationalism…requires increasingly coordinated efforts
on all these fronts….it seems harder and harder to build stable civic webs and
democratic political structures to accomplish needed forms of collective
conversation and action (Reid & Taylor 2010: 147, 150, 198).
Could we really respond to these political predicaments by inhabiting mainly the
underground of ‘body-place-commons’ and by ‘pointing toward a kind of secular
mytho-poetic world-building power’ (Reid & Taylor 2010: 150)? No doubt, the vision
offers a compass for transformative political action, and, indeed, a commons-oriented
project should take its lead from the bottom-up. Concern for place and
environmentalism can also furnish the rallying points for translocal and transversal
alliances. Ecology, feminism and a holistic reason are further essential motors of
democratic progress.
Yet, all these starting points, mediators and endpoints are not enough to get to grips
with the organizational and strategic questions of political action raised by Reid and
Taylor themselves. ‘Body-place-commons is only the pre-political life-ground of
universal human rights that needs –indeed, requires- renewed politicization in public
space to be effective’ (Reid & Taylor 2010: 234). This labor of politicization is not
assumed in their work, and, hence, we should look elsewhere for an answer to the
ultimate question that is left hanging in the air: ‘How are we to weave and reweave
democratic spaces for seeking a tapestry of global justice and a more sustainable
world?’ (Reid & Taylor 2010: 236).
Gibson-Graham and their partners (Gibson-Graham 2006, Gibson-Graham, Cameron,
Healy 2013) shed further light on the singularly feminist politics of the commons. The
same themes of place-based globalism, incipient social transformation here and now,
relationality, ethics, vision and care are interwoven with an enhanced care for postcapitalist politics and practical guidelines for ‘taking back the economy’ for
communities. Τhey draw out the politics of second-wave feminism to draw inspiration
for ‘intentional community economies’ (Gibson-Graham 2006: xxiii). This is the first
pivot of their strategy for commoning, which sketches the ‘global outlines of a
practical politics.’ They also dig into specific projects for economic change to extract
guidelines for how to go ahead in an everyday sense -this is the second pivot (GibsonGraham 2006: xxiv-xxv). The political thrust of Gibson-Graham’s variant of feminist
commoning lies in the ways in which they trace out the political within the social and
they envision a politics of everyday change. This adds substance and force to a core
argument of Heteropolitics, which takes issue with the widespread separation of the
political from the social in contemporary commons theory (see here above, sections
1.3.7, 1.4.6, 1.4.7). On the other hand, a certain offhand attitude towards the
hegemonic forces of present-day societies allows them to downplay the politics of
hegemony in the processes of global transformation.
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By its constitution, the politics of second-wave feminism called into question the
conviction that large-scale coordinated action is a prerequisite for economic
transformation. Second-wave feminism renewed the life experiences of many women
across the world. It strengthened women’s rights, their public participation and their
plural embodiment through the organizational horizontalism of decentralized, placebased, uncoordinated groups and activities. The decentralized ‘consciousness-raising’
groups were the signature figure of the movement, which favoured direct, equal
participation and the rotation of occasional tasks, refusing to delegate power and to
sanction the monopoly of the spoken word. Individual women and collectivities
walked along local paths, which shared a common feminist vision but were not
otherwise connected. Upscaling was attained through the ubiquitous dispersion of
activities and groups; it did not rely on translocal formal organizations and
coordination. Loosely coupled struggles and happenings succeeded in inducing social
transformation at an unprecedented scale by intermixing embodied practices,
emplaced actions, alternative discourses and self-transformation. The ground of the
feminist political imaginary lay in women themselves, their omnipresence and their
self-transformation, which modifies at the same time their places (Gibson-Graham
2006: xxii-xxiv).
This political imaginary and feminist agency gave Gibson-Graham the impetus to
envision a new, global mode of economic politics, which relates different households,
communities, ecosystems, workplaces, government agencies etc. in an analogic, rather
than organizational, way. This feminized politics
suggests the ever-present opportunity for local transformation that does not require
(though it does not preclude and indeed promotes) transformation at larger scalces.
Its focus on the subject prompts us to think about ways of cultivating economic
subjects with different desires and capacities. Its practice of seeing and speaking
differently encourages us to make visible the hidden and alternative economic
activities that everywhere abound, and to connect them through a language of
economic difference. If we can begin to see noncapitalist activities are prevalent
and viable, we may be encouraged here and now to actively build on the to
transform our local economies (Gibson-Graham 2006: xxiv; emphasis in the
original).
Such a local transformative politics draws sustenance from three processes: a new
language of economy that widens the sphere of economic possibility; the selfcultivation of subjects who can desire and perform other economies; and collaborative
economic experimentation. It is nourished, also, from a different representation of the
economy, which unsettles the depiction of the economic realm as a singular, stable
and self-reproducing system of capitalism, portraying it rather as a zone of
cohabitation and contestation among diverse economic forms. The alternative
representation of economic structures debunks the belief that a millennial future
revolution must take place before a deep social reconstruction can get started (GibsonGraham 2006: xxii-xxiii).
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Taking their cues from constructive initiatives, such as the Alliance of slum dwellers
in Mumbai, India, which empowers poor people to build houses and to lead the
housing policy-making in Mumbai, they tease out an emerging political imaginary
that animates a politics of possibility in the here and now. Subjects and ethical
practices of self-education and reconstitution are its main entries. Place becomes lived
as a site of becoming, and it is experienced as the ground of a global politics of local
changes. Power is treated as uneven and negotiable, liable to be skirted or redirected.
Transformation turns into an everyday, a continual striving to change subjects, places
and conditions under circumstances of difficulty and uncertainty (Gibson-Graham
2006: xxv-xxvii). In the manner of Bollier and Helfrich (2019), but antedating their
intervention, Gibson-Graham (2006: xxvii) locate this ontology at the kernel of a
‘politics of possibility,’ which is distilled from several actual movements and
experiences gestures beyond capitalism. Commitment to this ontology is an ethical act
that underpins such a politics, which will flourish through the constant work that
makes a place for it in our world, by enacting noncapitalist economies and by
troubling rival political imaginaries, affective and intellectual stances (GibsonGraham 2006: xxvii).
Ethical practices of being/acting/thinking are woven into their politics of possibility,
which embodies ‘a process of transformation instituted by taking decisions in an
undecidable terrain’ (Gibson-Graham 2006: xxviii). This ethics entertains particular
affective inclinations that colour one’s thought, and cultivates certain techniques of
thinking, all of which feed into dispositions of openness, freedom, interest, curiosity,
joy and excitement. The thinking techniques include ‘ontological reframing,’ which
reckons with the constraining forces of capitalism and the state but denies them a
fundamental and universal reality. The powers of capital and the state are grasped
instead as contingent outcomes, which are continually pushed and pulled by other
determinations. ‘Reading for contingency’ strips social forms, such as ‘the market’ or
‘the self-interested subject,’ of the aura of a deep, rock-solid structure or essence, and
questions the presence of an all-encompassing figure of sovereignty commanding the
world (Gibson-Graham 2006: xxviii-xxxiv).
By revealing the world to be a space with more room to move and to act, we can
inspire a politics of possibility, which is further galvanized by a ‘politics of language,’
a ‘politics of the subject,’ and a ‘politics of collective action.’ The first politics
narrates a discourse of ‘economic difference’ or ‘diverse economy,’ which brings to
light the actual heterogeneity of existing modes of labor, transaction and enterprise.
This politics of language unseats ‘capitalocentrism,’ the singular dominance of
capitalism in economic life. Capitalism turns out to be just one set of economic
relations in a vast sea of economic activity, which encompasses also cooperative
labor, volunteer-provided care, gift-giving and household flows, household and
communal enterprises. The second politics of the subject, aided by discourse of
diverse economies, practices modes of thinking and feeling which realign the desires
of the self, hone new capacities and prompt identifications with community
economies (Gibson-Graham 2006: xxiii-xxxvii, 60-61, 70-73).
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Last, the politics of collective action lies in economic experimentation that draws
forth a new economic reality here and now, heeds community and environmental
sustainability, embraces an ethic of care for the other, elicits different class relations
of surplus distribution and betters the well-being of all. The politics of the community
economy is place-attached, diversified, cooperative, community-owned and -led. It
recirculates value locally and it appropriates the surplus collectively. The fundamental
coordinates of this community economy revolve around four concerns: with what is
necessary to personal and social survival (necessity), how social surplus is
appropriated and distributed (surplus), how resources are to be produced and
consumed (consumption), and how a commons is engendered and sustained
(commons). The commons, from land to databases and community facilities, are
community stocks that need to be maintained and replenished so that they provide
direct input into social and physical well-being. The four coordinates do not fix the
way of common being, but they trace a space of open question and decision-making
to be conducted by different collectives. We can get started on crafting community
economies at any place and at any scale in a diverse economy (Gibson-Graham 2006:
xxvi-xxxvii, 86-88, 96-99, 167).
Later on, Gibson-Graham et al. (2013: xiii-xiv, xviii) recast their idea of collective
action in the terms of ‘taking back the economy’ for people and the environment.
Whereas governments and corporations weigh heavily on the economies through their
decisions, individuals and communities take the economy in their hands to fashion
worlds which are socially and environmentally just. These initiatives are stimulated
by shared concerns, and they experiment with different ways to deal with critical
matters: how do we survive well, together and equitably? How do we distribute
surplus to enrich social and environmental health? How do we encounter others in
ways which support their well-being as well as ours? How do we consume
sustainably? How do we care for the natural and cultural commons, renewing and
growing them? How do we invest for future generations?
Gibson-Graham et al. (2013: xiv, xxii) hold that everywhere on earth we can attest to
an ‘extraordinary proliferation’ of economic experiments which speak to the matters
at hand, answering constructively to the daunting ecological and social challenges of
our times. Their own contribution consists in handing out a kit of ‘thinking tools’ for
people who want to begin taking back their economies from where they are. Τhese
conceptual tools make us more aware of the impact that our decisions have on
ourselves. They can help us to acquire new habits, which over time nourish lifesustaining habitats. They are motors for ongoing collective thought, action, revision
and change. They are designed to assist us in encountering unexpected setbacks and
unintended consequences as we set out to raise different economic habitats (GibsonGraham et al 2013: 194-196).
To illustrate, Gibson-Graham et al (2013: 111-113) draw up an ‘Ethical
Interconnection Checklist’ that can orient people in the various exchanges they carry
out in order to build new habits of encounter. This checklist contains questions such
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as: ‘are both my needs and the needs of others being met? Is well-being taken into
account? Are the politics just?’ Likewise, they design a ‘Ways of Commoning’ tool to
help us seize opportunities for commοning by replenishing existing commons, by
contriving new ones, or by reshaping enclosed property and unmanaged open-access
resources. Commoning is a relational process whereby access is widely shared, use is
negotiated in a community, benefits are broadly distributed to the community and
beyond, care is taken by community members, and responsibility is assumed by the
community. But the ownership regimes under commoning may vary from private
individual property to public or open access (Gibson-Graham et al. 2013: 148,
Gibson-Graham et al. 2016: 196-198). Overall, the tools facilitate, activate and help
us experience the economy differently. Experience and experiment, rather than
rational argument, can dislodge the major impediment to ‘taking back the economy
for people and the planet:’ the belief in a mechanistic, uncontrollable economy and a
fixed, self-interested human nature. Arguably, this belief is deeply ingrained in many
people who are alert to the devastating social and ecological effects of continuous
growth and increasingly privatized wealth, but they presume that nothing is to be done
(Gibson-Graham et al 2013: 190).
To take stock, this feminist politics of post-capitalist commons starts out here and
now, with small achievements whose effectivity may rise over time. It is premised on
the notion that small actions can instigate major changes -an idea can spread rapidly, a
local project can be replicated globally (Gibson-Graham et al 2013: xxiii). Its politics
cherishes an open and experimental orientation to action and a resilient attitude
towards setbacks. It is bent on renewing both the self and the world. Significantly, it
proposes a way of pursuing counter-hegemony and global transformation which relies
on the accretion of small changes in place. Local action is powered by an ‘imagined
connection -with the movement of movements, with people in every local setting and
circumstance…. This action takes place in a landscape of potentially articulated
projects and practices, connecting them imaginatively as well as practically’ (GibsonGraham 2006: 196).
It is evident now how feminist commons in Gibson-Graham’s key can locate and call
forth politics in everyday action and the making of community economies. Their
feminist commons combine and intermesh material economic practice -transactions,
consumption, production- with the political arts which reconstruct the self, re-educate
the senses, direct collective action towards justice and commoning, and consciously
weave different relations and economic habitats. They uncover and nurture the
political -more specifically, the feminist alter-political- in political economy.
What they miss or play down, however, is the strategic puzzle of how to couple
decentralized, place-based actions for socio-economic change with counterhegemonic organization and leverage on state institutions. They seem content with
‘imagined connections’ and ‘potentially articulated projects and practices’ (GibsonGraham 2006: 196), as if the step to an effective aggregation of pro-commons forces
and their mutual reinforcement is redundant or demands little effort. Entertaining
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another ontology and political imaginary, reading for difference, reframing the
economy in terms of diversity, and fabricating conceptual tools to help people ‘take
back the economy’ are the main planks of their political strategy for large, commonsoriented innovation. These are virtuous practices, inclinations and methodologies, but
to whom are they addressed? How can they reach out to the non-converted, those
holding fast to neoliberal fantasies or ontologies of fatalism and impossibility?
In other words, Gibson-Graham’s feminist politics seems to beg the already existing
presence of a potent and massive subject for change. This transpires in their writing
when e.g. they celebrate the ‘extraordinary proliferation’ of community economic
experiments all around us (Gibson-Graham et al. 2013: xxii). Also, when they praise
the freedom that ‘comes from acknowledging that any individual or community is part
of a ‘we,’ an ‘us,’ and an ‘ours’ ’ (Gibson-Graham et al. 2013: 196), as if all or most
collective identities today are inclined towards the commons rather than xenophobia,
nationalism, closure, individual ‘betterment’ and ‘coping’ under neoliberalism and
precarity. Gibson-Graham (2006: xxiv) derive their political imaginary from the
decentralized but ubiquitous politics of the second-wave movement, which relied,
indeed, on the actual omnipresence of its subject: ‘if women are everywhere, a woman
is always somewhere, and those places of women are transformed as women
transform themselves’ (emphasis in the original). Βut can we, likewise, take for
granted the omnipresence of communities and individuals who yearn for the
commons and community economies and they are as massive as the women of the
world?
The flipside of this hyper-optimism is a miscount of hegemonic structures and forces.
While we may be able to track the ‘positive multiplicity’ of noncapitalism in our
world, it does not simply follow that ‘capitalism becomes just one particular set of
economic relations situated in a vast sea of economic activity’ (Gibson-Graham 2006:
70). There is ample empirical testimony to the effect that social worlds today are
internally diverse but also striated with power relations, in which capital is often
hegemonic and highly consequential for the lives of billions and the planet (see e.g.
Harvey 2007; 2010, Crouch 2011, Sassen 2014). Hegemony cannot be refuted
conceptually by deflating essences, uniformity and all-encompassing sovereignty.
Hegemony is not an immovable essence or a machine, but a politics and a powerladen formation in a field rife with contingency, conflict and diversity (see the Report
1. The Political, sections 1.14-1.16).
Relevantly, Gibson-Graham et al (2016) have taken issue with the ‘capitalocentric’
perception of the commons by the likes of Hardt & Negri and Massimo De Angelis, in
ways that drive a wedge between their feminist commoning and Federici’s
anticapitalist reproduction commons. Their argument is that a single-minded focus on
enclosures of the commons and privatizations places capital at the gravitational center
of meaning-making. But the scale of climate crisis in the Anthropocene cries out for
another mode of thinking about human activity and politics (Gibson-Graham et al.
2016: 194). They dispute the capitalocentric ideas of the commons on the grounds that
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they tend to attach commons to a specific form of property, whereas use, access, the
distribution of benefits etc. become primary in their account. From a legal or formal
point of view, commons may operate under other schemes of property, including
private. An anti-capitalocentric gaze attends to the variety of practices for commoning
under different types of property. Whether commons are now increasingly enclosed or
growing becomes thus an empirical question. The answer cannot be deduced from
capital’s need and capacity to privatize resources (Gibson-Graham et al. 2016: 198).
Certainly. But there is compelling empirical evidence for capital’s global
expansionism and high-rocketing global inequalities (see e.g. Piketty 2017, Harvey
2007; 2010, Dardot & Laval 2013, Crouch 2011, Sassen 2014). Gibson-Graham fail
to consider and discredit this evidence with empirical data of their own. They just
make a plausible conceptual point that disentangles the commons from a single legal
form. But this falls far short of showing that actual initiatives of commoning private
or enclosed property can measure up to the forces and the numbers of enclosure.
Gibson-Graham et al. (2016: 200-208) make a case for their anti-capitalocentric
politics of the commons, which forswears a fixed oppositional stance against
capitalism. They illustrate through empirical examples, which are drawn from
Australia and global initiatives, how a framing of the commons which is not ardently
anticapitalist props up cross-class coalitions and wider pluralist assemblages of
resident groups, governmental agencies, market entities and so on, who take
responsibility and act in common for their environment. A ‘postcapitalist’ politics of
commoning is not fixated on struggles against enclosure and privatization. It is more
concerned with bodying forth a new figure of humanity, in which humans in general
relinquish illusions of mastery, become ‘team-players’ with non-human others on
earth and take their place as only one part in a multi-species community of life.
As we have argued above (see here above, section 2.4.5), a heteropolitical counterhegemonic logic shares this more pragmatic, pluralist, open-ended and ecological
disposition. A staunch denunciation of people who operate in markets or evince
sympathies for them is a dogmatic non-starter, if the objective is to bring broader
social sectors round to the cause of egalitarian, self-governing and sustainable
commons. It would make sense only in a world where popular majorities were already
committed anticapitalists poised against the state and the market. Both markets and
the state are deeply ingrained in people’s common sense and habits. Consequently, a
combative anticapitalist attitude is not likely to appeal to the many and to assemble
broad-based popular alliances for the commons.
Therefore, a politics of counter-hegemony for the commons navigates its uncertain
and arduous course amid complexity, hybridity and fluidity. It utters words which can
speak to society at large, in manners that can tap into ambiguity and indeterminacy so
as to tweak habitual ways of thinking and seeing things. When the political identities
of popular majorities are not already set in an anticapitalist direction, a partisan
anticapitalism denouncing all those who do not espouse its full dogma could not be
political. It could not talk to the polis beyond the narrow circles of its adepts.
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But it is one thing to renounce ideological rigidity in politics and another to lose sight
of the harsh realities of predatory capital, the environmental toll of rich capitalist
nations and corporations, the vast asymmetries of power between states, corporate
power and people, the logics of encroachment and expulsion that have become
institutionalized. A counter-hegemonic politics for the commons should remain
always alive to uneven power and aggression, seeking to reshuffle the balance of
forces that stands in the way of a pro-commons society. It would tarry with the
question of how we can encourage a ‘decentralized punctiform place-based politics to
mesh as a global network,’ which Graham-Gibson et al. (2016: 208) raise but do not
address in detail, in terms of organization, institutional struggle, strategies for
coalition-building. It would recover the institutional field and would agitate for
policies which halt the privatization of everything, extend co-ownership and afford
protection to vulnerable human and non-human beings, in order to halt the forces of
encroachment and to further a society of shared resources. Last, but not least, it would
stage-manage politically a concerted discursive and material contest to transfigure the
hegemonic neoliberal sense, the majoritarian beliefs in TINA, in a ‘mechanistic
economy’ and a ‘fixed human nature,’ which Gibson-Graham et al. (2013: 190) note,
but largely fail to confront as they are keen on manufacturing conceptual tools for the
nearly converted or humanity at large.
A third strand of political feminist commons, unfolding in the work of Raquel
Gutiérrez Aguilar (2017) and Verόnica Gago (2018) among others, draws its bearings
from Federici (and Caffentzis), but it is also deeply reflects anticolonial, indigenous
struggles and the Latinoamerican context. These twists intensify the politicization of
feminist commons along lines whose translatability in other contexts remains an open
political question. Importantly, without restoring a dogmatic rigidity to alternative
feminist commons, they activate a critical spirit of radical democratic alter-politics,
which remains alert to hierarchies, expulsions and forces of domination which suffuse
capitalist markets, the state and commons themselves.
More specifically, within this current of critical feminism, an alternative politics of
the commons surges forth within a communitarian-popular horizon of struggles,
which put together mechanisms for collective decision-making over common goods,
while they also reclaim material resources for the reproduction of all people who take
part in collective self-government (Gutiérrez Aguilar 2017). Second, the politics of
mutual care in collective action and fight are put on center stage (Draper 2018). Third,
the community of the commons is problematized politically as a field beset with
tensions, potential conflict, inequality and violence, which must be thematized and
fought against (Vega Solis, Martínez Buján & Paredes Chauca 2018: 39-42). Fourth,
the possible articulations between the commons and the public are explored and
appraised with a view to commoning care and social infrastructures (Moreno-Colom
2018: 147-166).
1. Anchoring her perspective in recent anticolonial struggles in Latin America,
Gutiérrez Aguilar (2017: 23, 70-75, 139) conceptualizes a certain politics ‘in the
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feminine’ (‘politica en feminino’), which incarnates a specific figure of the political.
Its main axes are, first, a collective preoccupation with the reproduction of human and
non-human life in its totality, defending and amplifying existing conditions for this
reproduction. This concern foregrounds the struggle to reappropriate for society the
wealth which is collectively produced. The common is a collective action of
production, which appropriates what is offered by Earth (‘Pachamama’) and what is
manufactured on its basis. The logics of the production of the common may be rooted
in ancient communitarian practices of indigenous villages, but these ancient customs
are reactualized and renovated. The second axis is a certain type of generalized
inclusivity, which refigures human activity and creativity for autonomous purposes.
Finally, this is a non-state-centered politics, which disowns the aim of ‘occupying’
state power, it strives to curtail the power of command exercised by capital and the
state, it upholds the common, and it widely distributes the social powers of
deliberation and decision-making over collective affairs. Yet, this non-statist politics
also attends to the actual order of power and seeks to counter and to influence it in all
fields of social life.
A recent case of indigenous action and struggle, which illustrates this specific scheme
of feminine politics of the common, is the experience of the communitarian systems
for the management of water in Cochabamba, Bolivia. The ‘committees of drinking
water’ cropped up in the nineties to provide water to the rising population in selforganized ways. Here, the ‘logic of the production of the common’ led to the
establishment of an assembly which is composed of members representing every
domestic unit in a neighbourhood, one per house, following the ancient mode of
social organization in the Andes (Gutiérrez Aguilar 2017: 76-77). The assemblies
collectively specify the aims of their association and they agree over the means of
attaining these aims. In common, they lay down particular norms for all, which also
bear on the obligation of the members to participate in the assembly. This task is
bound up with the obligation to take part in the endeavors required for accomplishing
the shared objectives and the right to use what is thereby produced. So, the ‘polίtica
en feminino’ starts out from the multiple local contexts of association for the
satisfaction of vital needs. It observes the ‘logics of production of the common,’ and it
displays a strong force of expansion, particularly at times when the communities are
subject to aggression (Gutiérrez Aguilar 2017: 78-79).
The ‘politics in the feminine’ is, thus, concrete, plural, centered on the common and
generalizable. It can be composed and communicated beyond any narrow localism
and particularism (Gutiérrez Aguilar 2017: 83, 85). It is a politics of actual struggle
and mobilization by communities which stand up against the accumulation of capital,
but they also reach beyond capital. They realize possibilities for the collective
reappropriation of material wealth by way of regenerating the political capacities for
collective intervention and decision-making, recuperating power from the state and
professional politicians. The struggles, when they become massive and forceful,
delineate their own horizons of political transformation. This feminist politics is, at
the same time, a politics of the common, which does not delegate power, it negates
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the authority of leaders and it posits a female ‘we’ (nosotras) as the subject of
collective activity. The common resides in the assemblies of collective decisionmaking, in the collective defense and growth of the material conditions for the
reproduction of life, in the new common sense which crystallizes in decision-making
and reproduction in common. The two main axes of the feminist politics of the
common -against and beyond capital and the state- take up the core of a
communitarian-popular horizon of historical transformation, which is socialeconomic and political (Gutiérrez Aguilar 2017: 31, 89, 125-127).
Τhe social and the economic are politicized from the standpoint of a feminist
common. Grassroots communities of ‘nosotras’ recuperate their political capacity for
self-government. Through their self-government, they institute rules for producing
adequate material conditions for collective life and political decision-making, undoing
gradually the social relations of colonial-capitalist domination. This is Pachakuti, the
Aymara word for a radical alteration of the existing order which will enshrine the
right to decide in common over the available material wealth (Gutiérrez Aguilar 2017:
15, 23, 37-38, 139, 149).
2. A commons of mutual care becomes also critical to feminist politics of struggle.
This common politics of care is exemplified by Territorio Doméstico, a group of
migrant houseworkers in Madrid, Spain, which emphasizes active concern for each
other as a vital component of mutual empowerment in vindicating the right to work
with dignity, in public demonstrations and in organizing as a trade union (Draper
2018: 177). Τhe group is structured horizontally around an assembly without leaders.
It treats everyday violence, abuses and fear as a common problem, which its members
handle also by taking care of each other. Care runs through life in its entirety, and it is
key to their sense the political. They take care of themselves and of each other in
collective action by communicating with each other, by listening to one another, by
relating to each other affectively and by attending systematically to the quality of their
relations. This tack to the political contrasts sharply with modalities of struggle which
are directed by leaders and run a brutal roughshod over their internal relationships and
the affectivity of their members (Draper 2018: 178-185).
3. Forsaking any essentialist, harmonious and idyllic idea of the common
reproduction, contemporary feminist interventions bring into stark relief the tensions,
the exclusions, the violences and the contradictions which permeate them. Inequalities
and injustices are not imputed always to what is putatively outside the common capitalism and the state. They are also tracked within communities of reproduction as
a proper and permanent element of tension. The asymmetrical distribution of tasks,
inequalities in deliberation and decision-making, the normalization of violence against
women and children, intertwined with violence against earth, colonial patriarchy
within indigenous communities, exploitation of migrant communities of reproduction
are brought to the fore in critical and political accounts of the commons of
reproduction, which are put forth by indigenous and communitarian feminisms in
Latin America (Vega Solis, Martínez Buján & Paredes Chauca 2018: 39-43, 87-89).
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Hence, reproduction and commons are profoundly politicized as they bring into play a
sociality which must be remade in different, polymorphous and contingent ways, in
reproduction commons related to nature and human bodies. The common is envisaged
as something to be made, something that implicates necessarily the political, the
ceaseless contestation of inequalities and violences, and the politics of restitution, of
restoring justice, equality and the well-being of all (Vega Solis, Martínez Buján &
Paredes Chauca 2018: 42-43). In addition to being affective and material, the feminist
commons of reproduction turn thus agonistic, a site of permanent questioning and
potential contention.
4. In the European South, in the field of care and beyond, there is an intense
exploration of new ways of connecting the common with public institutions,
particularly municipal ones. These topical themes are taken up in detail in Report 6.
Case Studies on Spain and in Report 1. The Political, chapter 1.27., which dwells on
the potentialities, the complexities and the risks of such entanglements between the
public and the commons. Τhrough a ‘public common,’ a diverse range of grassroots
communities of care, from workers’ cooperatives to groups of shared childcare or
housing cooperatives, can enlist the support of state institutions, particularly in urban
contexts, while they largely keep up their autonomy. In some cases, municipalities
themselves launch spaces of local self-management and socialization, such as
networks of care for the elderly in neighborhoods, which break with the vertical style
of state administration and empower local webs of solidarity without dictating or
imposing public policies (Vega Solis, Martínez Buján & Paredes Chauca 2018: 35-39,
Moreno-Colom 2018: 147-166).
In these intersections, the state is not encountered as a vast oppressive monolith,
which is constitutionally hostile or, at least, external to the commons. The state
appears, rather, as a heterogeneous and contradictory, multi-layered apparatus which
can be influenced, refigured and directed from the bottom up, through direct
participation (Vega Solis, Martínez Buján, Paredes Chauca 2018: 35-39).
To take stock of feminized alternative commons, their diverse figurations of the
commons resonate with and amplify leitmotivs of contemporary thought and practice
at the frontlines of commoning: the preoccupation with ontology and vision, another
ethic and style of reasoning which is steeped in relationality, interdependencies,
holism, complexity and the generativity of life; sustainability, ecology, care and
justice; decentralized prefiguration, agency and social renovation directed to the
commons, which are initiated here and now, in multiple sites of experiment and
contestation and could proliferate, effecting system change over time. Feminized
commons contribute a heightened care for reproduction, gender and intersectionality,
as gender inequalities are intertwined with class, ethnic, racial and colonial structures.
They further the politicization of the commons as they unsettle the division
‘social’/‘political’ and they nourish politics within everyday activity. They uncover
the alter-political soul of the commons, which reweave social relations, devise new

191

institutions and chart a distinct path to social transformation -bottom-up, emergent,
experimental, open-ended, decentralized and plural.
This politicization is advanced and radicalized when the feminist commons are
moored in broader communitarian-popular horizons of struggle and change; when
they conduct a politics of care which fortifies affectively people in struggle; when
they broach the commons as a field vitiated with inequalities and injustices that call
for a permanent agon to democratize them; when they grapple with public institutions
and set out to align them with the commons in the interests of the latter. All these
critical inflections and innovations are vital for a politics of commoning for our times
which is egalitarian, comprehensive, generative, sustainable and deeply
transformative.
The further work that remains to be accomplished for a potent counter-hegemony of
the commons bears on the actual constitution of broad-based alliances and networks
which will diffuse the commons and will redistribute power. It extends to more
concerted efforts to displace and modify common sense and the dominant forms of
subjectivity. This work will also elaborate more appropriate patterns of political
organization which will give to commoners a foothold in public institutions, enabling
their redirection from the grassroots. All these are core tasks of counter-hegemonic
politics proper.
2.5.5. Political theories of the commons from 2009 onwards: a) Hardt and Negri
The conceptual labors of M. Hardt and A. Negri, P. Dardot and C. Laval occupy one
of the most politicized quarters in the literature on the commons from 2009 onwards.
This section will probe their political thought around the ‘common’ and the extent to
which it can afford conceptual compasses to help us effectively meet the foregoing
challenges for counter-hegemonic struggle, mainly how to conjure up a collective
subject for commons-oriented change, how to wrestle with the power of state and
capital, and how to organize politically for a systemic transition towards the
commons. A fuller review of Hardt and Negri’s strategic reflections, which delves
into their latest contribution on this front, the Assembly (2017), is undertaken in the
chapter 1.12 of the Report 1. The Political. The following reproduces parts of this
discussion for reasons of completeness, but it concentrates on the Declaration (2012)
and Commonwealth (2009), which envision a collective subject -the multitude- that
begets the common in biopolitical production, acts on the political principle of the
common and furthers a democracy of the common.
The thrust of the argument here is that both Hardt and Negri, and Dardot and Laval
help to elucidate the political principles of an alternative constitution of society as
common and they adumbrate suitable schemes of political organization. But they do
not properly mind the gap between vision, principle and the historical reality of our
present. This gap could be bridged by a robust politics of counter-hegemony, which
the theorists either dismiss or ignore.
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Commonwealth (2009) is the last volume of a trilogy which was inaugurated by Hardt
and Negri’s Empire (2000) and was followed by Multitude (2004). The trilogy was
supplemented with a political manifesto, Declaration (2012), which was drawn up in
the aftermath of the 2011 cycle of contention, from the Arab Spring to the 15M
movement in Spain and Occupy. These treatises and the manifesto represent a
philosophical endeavor to flesh out a theory of the collective subject of contemporary
democratic struggles –the ‘multitude’- which is held to direct itself increasingly
towards ‘Commonwealth.’ The ‘common’ as ‘the central concept of the organization
of society’ and a political strategy –the ‘constitutionality of the common’- would
extend collective self-management and commoning to much broader fields of the
social (Hardt & Negri 2012: 71, 92). We will discuss in turn their figure of the
collective agent of historical transition towards the common, their notion of a
democratic governance of the common and the attendant political strategy of new
social constitution.
Hardt and Negri (2004; 2009; 2012) have become famous for mounting the argument
that the collective subject of democratic fight against the neoliberal empire and the
agent of democratic transformation for our times should be grasped in terms of the
‘multitude.’ This concept is intended to capture not only the various actors of the
alterglobalization movement at the turn of the century but equally the ‘internal
organisation of the latest Arab Spring, Indignant and Occupy movements’ (Hardt &
Negri 2012: 5).
The multitude designates a new mode of social production, a collective subject and a
political logic that have emerged from post-Fordist forms of ‘immaterial labor’ or
‘biopolitical production’ (Hardt & Negri 2000: 287-294; 2004: 66, 109, 114-115, 198,
219). Despite persisting divergences, conditions of production display today ever
more commonalities across different societies. Widespread webs of communication,
the diffusion of information and knowledge, the extension of social relations through
new technologies, the growing similarities of social and economic environments knit
closer ties among all those who work under the rule of capital. Through extensive
cooperation, immaterial labor brings forth new common knowledge, communication
and social relationships. The multitude is thus inherently wedded to the common from
the outset. The multitude stages the common in its duality: the webs of cooperation
and communication in which the transformations of labor are already embedded and
the new common ideas, affects and relationships that are being produced (Hardt &
Negri 2004: xv, 114-115, 125-129).
The immaterial labor of the common has not fully supplanted traditional industrial
labor. But it has become hegemonic, refashioning in its image the contemporary scene
of labor and production. Service work, information technologies, communicative and
affective labor reorganize also traditional productive practices in ‘the way the control
of information in seeds, for example, is affecting agriculture’ (Hardt & Negri 2004:
115). And, most tellingly, the network structure which is emblematic of immaterial
production spreads across social life as a way of arranging and understanding
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everything, from imperial armies to migration patterns and neural functions (Hardt &
Negri 2004: 65, 108-115, 142).
‘Βiopolitical’ labor is not confined to the manufacture of material goods in a narrow
economic sense, but it also engenders knowledge, affects, images, communication,
social relationships and forms of life. Biopolitical production breaks down the barriers
that separate the economic field from all other social domains, as it affects all facets
of social life: economic, cultural and political. Consequently, it involves directly the
construction of new subjectivities in society. This development may radiate powerful
liberating effects since the new subjectivities that are being shaped in immaterial
production and the new schemes of sociality that circulate across the various spheres
of life are strongly egalitarian and libertarian at the same time. The multitude
embodies a distinctive scheme of social and political organization, which informs not
only biopolitical labor but also the patterns of contemporary resistance to imperial
biopower from the Zapatistas to Seattle, the Arab Spring and Occupy: the distributed
network (on the network structure of the multitude see Hardt & Negri 2000: 294-299,
308-319; 2004: xiii-xv, 57, 82-88, 142, 222, 288, 336-340, 350).
In this model of political agency and association there is no principal actor whο rises
vertically above other differences, stands in for the whole and partly subsumes
singularities under a particular identity. The common does not spring from the
subordination of differences to an overarching particularity. It is grounded, rather, in
the interaction and the collaboration of the singular constituents themselves.
Participation and collective decision-making take the place of less-than-fullyaccountable representatives and leaders. The swarm intelligence of the multitude can
coordinate action through the autonomous input and engagement of its singularities,
which can thus operate mediating structures and govern their community without
centralized leadership or representation. Hardt and Negri (2004: 337-340) evoke
open-resource programming to illustrate a decentralized procedure of biopolitical
labor that can pool together a myriad of independent actors and bring them to reach a
collective outcome without a priori exclusions and hierarchies. Each one freely
contributes proposals and amendments to a common pool, which evolves continually
and produces a tangible result that works for all. There is no centralized command
structure but an irreducible plurality of collaborating nodes. Seattle and later global
justice actions in summit conferences, Social Forums and internet communities offer
various further illustrations of the horizontal workings of network mobilization which
fabricates the contemporary commons (Hardt & Negri 2004: 86-87, 208-211, 217218, 340).
The ‘distributed network’ constitutes a social formation which is structured and yet is
not defined on the basis of exclusion and antagonism. It is made up of different units
which link up with one another as nodes in a complex net. Connections unfold
horizontally and do not possess any center or definite boundaries. All nodes can
communicate directly with each other, while new nodes can join in indefinitely. All
differences retain their singularity, yet they share similar conditions and they are
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nested in the same web of communication. Commonality resides mainly in the
dynamic collaboration and interaction of differences. The Internet is the paradigm
case of such a networked community (Hardt & Negri 2004: xiv-xv). In effect, Hardt
and Negri (Hardt & Negri 2004: 217-218, 222, 288) propose the Deleuzian ‘rhizome’
of the networked multitude as an alternative to both the hegemonic sovereignty of
modern politics and the post-modern anarchy of dispersed differences. In their theory,
the rhizome is the key mode in which a late modern collective subject configures
itself, coordinates its action and organizes its political community.
This is what sets the multitude apart from dominant modern figures of the social
subject of emancipation: it consists of a multiplicity of singular differences which
cannot be submerged in the single identity of the people or the uniformity of the
masses. The multitude factors in also recent changes in the global economy, in which
the industrial proletariat is no longer hegemonic, and production has turned
biopolitical. The multitude can embrace all the different forms of social labor and
production under the rule of capital today (Hardt & Negri 2004: xiv-xv, 106-107).
The polyphonic and carnivalesque swarm of the multitude is not only an egalitarian
and emancipatory collective actor who engages in political militancy against imperial
power. It foreshadows at the same time the advent of an ‘absolute democracy,’ which
allows for the free expression of differences and their equal connection, countering
exclusion, domination and enclosure in antagonistic relations. ‘The project of the
multitude not only expresses the desire for a world of equality and freedom...but also
provides the means for achieving it’ (Hardt & Negri 2004: xi). The social subject of
the multitude which originates in immaterial production makes possible today, for the
first time, the realization of a democracy in which we all are ‘free to act and choose as
each of us pleases’ (Hardt & Negri 2004: 241).
This portrayal of the collective subject of democratic struggle has come in for heavy
criticisms which find fault with it on both empirical and theoretical grounds (Rancière
2010, Laclau 2001; 2005, De Angelis 2007, Caffentzis 2013). The ‘multitude’ is
debunked as a figment of philosophical imagination. There is no such effectively
constituted subject of antagonistic politics. What is worse, the fantasy of the multitude
leads to political failure as it takes for granted what is lacking –the collective agency
in question. It brackets thus the strenuous political labor that would be required in
order to weld an antagonistic coalition of forces in favour of radical democracy and
the commons, and it affords in effect no theoretical guide for such a labor that could
piece together the missing political collectivity out of fragemented, divided and
atomized societies.
For Rancière (2010) and Laclau (2001; 2005: 239-244), the multitude in question
resurrects a defunct Marxist teleology of productive forces which drive the evolution
of the social ‘system.’ It derives from the immanent, spontaneous workings of a deep
communal substance (the many as a natural community), obscuring the need to
actively fashion antagonistic political subjects. Laclau (2001: 6-8) draws out this
critique in two main directions. He makes the case that Hardt and Negri’s multitude
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does not rest on any cogent theory of political subjectivity that would answer to the
need for a subjective transformation and a political constitution of social agents. It
presumes a ‘natural will to resist’ against oppression, whereas such a will needs to be
cultivated and directed against particular targets. Second, their notion of the multitude
does not furnish any theory of political articulation that would enable the creation of a
‘collective will’ out of particular struggles to strive for historical transformation. The
unity of the multitude is apparently the offshoot of a spontaneous aggregation of a
plurality of different actions and struggles. But in history and politics nothing
guarantees that the objectives of particular mobilizations will not clash and will
converge in a coherent and effective force of change. Communities are not a gift of
nature but the upshot of practices of political construction out of a primary diversity
and division of beings.
Starting off in the Multitude (2004: 159, 220, 226, 354-355) and proceeding with an
accelerated pace in the Commowealth (2009: 165, 169) and Declaration (2012), Hardt
and Negri undertook conceptual reelaborations of the multitude which seem to belie
the charges of spontaneism, teleology and non-political thought. The multitude is yet
to be made as the political subject of a new, ‘absolute’ democracy. The common
social flesh that springs from biopolitical productivity has not congealed yet into a
concrete body. It could take on various shapes that serve different political purposes.
The democracy of the common is a project that demands concerted political work.
Capitalist crisis will not bring about automatically the collapse of the capitalist
empire, and the multiplicity of biopolitical singularities will not achieve
spontaneously their exodus from global capital on the way to full autonomy. Their
arguments in the Declaration (2012: 1, 7-8) sought, moreover, to outline in greater
detail a theory for the political construction of collective subjects and constituent
powers that would institute a democracy of the common, taking their cues from the
enacted principles of the democratic struggles in 2011.
These uprisings initiated constituent processes which enable the ongoing revision of
political and other structures, so as to attune them with shifting needs and social
conflicts and to educate the types of subjectivity that will be adequate to a free and
equal democracy (Hardt & Negri 2012: 45-46). Their Declaration teases out the new
political principles proclaimed by the 2011 democratic uprisings, which kickstarted a
‘constituent process’ for another democracy of the common beyond representative
regimes (Hardt & Negri 2012: 2-3, 5, 25-30, 43-47, 68).
2011’s democratic mobilizations brought together agents who turned their backs on
centralized leadership, closed ideologies and representation by political parties, trying
to win back effective self-government. These actors coalesced horizontally through
networks that dissolve hierarchies. They established real encampments and assemblies
of direct collective decision-making, which generated new social truths and affects.
Collective deliberation could attend to minorities. It could embrace singular
differences by pursuing plural processes open to conflicts and by making decisions
that ‘agglutinated’ differences, blending divergent views in contingent ways.

196

Provisional majorities were not uniform and univocal bodies, but a ‘concatenation of
differences’ (Hardt & Negri 2012: 64).
Following in the footsteps of such innovations, the legislative, the executive and the
judiciary powers could be reconstituted along federalist lines, which would instate
common self-governance by tying together an extensive variety of interacting forces
and assemblies. These networks of governance would spread horizontally across
social fields and they would deliberate with each other without being subsumed under
any overarching, centralized authority (Hardt & Negri 2012: 89-90).
The deliberative assemblies put in place by the 2011 democratic protests indicate thus
how a collective, egalitarian self-management –a democracy of the common- could
operate today through plural procedures which are hospitable to conflicts and
diversity, doing politics according to ‘the will of all’ (Hardt & Negri 2012: 64).
Assemblies, federated in a horizontal network, would enact their own rules of
decision-making. But they would further the common goal of the equal inclusion of
all in deliberation and lawmaking, free of leaders and centralized structures (Hardt &
Negri 2012: 90, 107-108).
The Indignados and Occupy movements contested, moreover, the rule of both private
and public property, pointing to the possibility of collectively enjoying free access to
resources that are held in common and are managed in concert, in the context of a
sustainable and equitable economy (Hardt & Negri 2012: 5-7, 39-40, 63-64). The new
democratic regimes which these movements prefigure could realize a collective
governance of the ‘common.’ The common pertains here to nature and products of
social labor, such as codes, networks and information, when these are organized as
shared resources, and they are administered and distributed in egalitarian ways that
eschew the terms of both private and state-public property (Hardt & Negri 2012: 6,
69-80, 95). Common goods are to be managed ‘through the direct participation of
citizens’ (Hardt & Negri 2012: 71).
The community of all citizens should not only accede to these goods on sustainable
terms, but should also control and govern them via practices of direct participation
(Hardt & Negri 2012: 71-72, 103, 105). The ‘common’ figured along these lines
should guide the reconstruction of social goods across a variety of domains, becoming
‘the central concept of the organization of society’ (Hardt & Negri 2012: 71).
Through the assembly form, the ‘constitutionality of the common’ would expand
collective self-management to much larger fields of society, seeking to include all in
decision making (Hardt & Negri 2012: 92).
Accordingly, for Hardt and Negri, the rise of a common-centric world is not now the
automatic effect of an already operative multitudinous force. It is the outcome of an
arduous political endeavor to put together collective subjects and constituent powers.
Biopolitical production and the new democratic mobilizations have prepared the
ground and they have worked out some guidelines. But they have not yielded any
definite, fully-fledged solutions or final achievements (Hardt & Negri 2012: 101-104).
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The multitude is put forward as a political project for the institution of an
autonomous, egalitarian democracy of the common, whose rudiments are drawn by
the new forms of biopolitical labor and new social movements. ‘The multitude can
develop the power to organize itself through the conflictual and cooperative
interactions of singularities in the common’ (Hardt & Negri 2009: 175).
Against the background of the Multitude (2004), Commonwealth (2009) and
Declaration (2012) lay out a certain (a) scheme for the political organization of the
multitude (horizontal networks) which embodies also (b) the political objective of its
struggle: a horizontal, participatory federation of inclusionary, egalitarian selfgoverned communities, which implement the participatory self-management and
sharing of all public goods. What is more, they offer insights and counsel for (c) an
effective political strategy of transition from the contemporary state-and-market
dominated societies to a pluriverse configured around the common.
Sketching the outlines of a constituent process that can forward the common freedom
of the many today, they reasonably ask (Hardt & Negri 2012: 56): ‘What good is a
beautiful constituent process when people are suffering now? What if, by the time we
create a perfect democratic society, the earth is already degraded beyond repair?’ Any
constituent powers must be equipped with a cluster of democratic ‘counterpowers’
that will take immediate action in various areas of urgent need in order to halt
environmental degradation and to fulfil basic human necessities (food, shelter, health
etc.). To this end, the counterpowers should deploy the legal means of national and
international law, as well as ‘weapons of coercion’ so as to ‘force the corporations
and the nation-states to open access to the common’ and to stop natural and social
destruction (Hardt & Negri 2012: 59). In their conclusion, Hardt & Negri (2012: 101103) acknowledge, moreover, that the rich will not give away their property and the
powerful will not let the reins of power fall of their own free will. To overturn the
ruling powers we will need force, and we should prepare for an event that will
‘completely reshuffle the decks of political power and possibility’ (Hardt & Negri
2012: 102). In other words, what is aimed at is a new balance of power that can be
attained through the forceful assertion of the multitude in an event of rupture. This
reordering of the plexus of power lies at the core of any hegemonic démarche on its
most classic, Gramscian conception (Gramsci 1971: 57-58, 109, 172, 404).
Moreover, the project of a democratic society founded upon the open sharing and selfmanagement of the ‘commons’ will be pushed forward by coalitions between the
defenders of such a project and a variety of groups in struggle –workers, unemployed,
poor, students, people opposing racial and gender hierarchies. Already, the 2011
democratic movements conducted sedentary slow-time politics, grounded in local
conditions. But they also communicated with each other across national borders and
they addressed global concerns (Hardt & Negri 2012: 5-7, 39-40, 63-64, 106-107).
Such blocs of forces should not converge as a tactical alliance of separate identities
and organisations. They should constitute alliances in which autonomous singularities
interact with each other, transfigure themselves through their exchanges, draw
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inspiration from one another and recognize themselves as ‘part of a common project’
(Hardt & Negri 2012: 107). That is, the logic of difference should be paired with a
‘logic of equivalence’ which forms a community of passion and understanding, in
Gramsci’s sense of a (counter-)hegemonic bloc (1971: 333, 418).
Finally, Hardt and Negri (2012: 82-83) trace out a certain dialectic between
movements and recent ‘progressive governments’ in Latin America. They spotlight
this dialectic as a guide for a reconstruction of the state that will turn it into an ally
and steward of the commons. A particular interaction between states and movements
will promote the ‘institutionality of the common.’ Democratic decision-making
practices direct plural processes of transparent and flexible governance, allying
effective counterpowers with autonomous, long-term political developments and the
ethico-political elaboration of a new democratic constitution. In this nexus of open,
plural and egalitarian self-government, radical movements uphold their organisational
and ideological autonomy. They entertain co-operative and antagonistic relations with
governments which adhere programmatically to the same project and form part of the
same system of common governance. They wage common battles against various
hierarchies, but they turn against state administrations and ruling parties that claim to
represent them when the latter regress into old practices of domination.
This scheme of a disjunctive conjunction between movements and partiesgovernments may indeed mark a radical break with the hegemonic, socialist or
populist, subsumption of social movements under a centralized party with ideological
homogeneity (Hardt & Negri 2012: 81, 83). Even though such an agonistic interaction
dilutes sovereign power into a complex plurality of deliberative moments and
consensual law-making initiatives, it is said to preserve ‘nonetheless a deep political
coherence of the governmental process,’ which establishes a consistent
‘institutionality of the common’ and an allied historic bloc that carries out a common
battle ‘against national oligarchies, international corporations, or racist elites’ (Hardt
& Negri: 81-82).
Yet, despite their pronounced political turn, Hardt and Negri (2009: 165-166) hold on
to ontological and historical-materialist assurances that tend to depoliticize the
multitude anew, espousing certain theses which block political reflection on the
commons. In the political anthropology of the Commonwealth (2009), the ontological
‘guarantees’ are drawn from an anthropological ‘power of love.’ Hardt and Negri
(2009: 192-199) see love and the common as primary forces. ‘Evil,’ the distortion and
obstruction of the loving, plural power of the common through racism, fascism and
other hierarchical and identitarian institutions, is held to be derivative -a corruption of
the primary forces with no original and independent existence. The power of love is
manifested in patterns of organization which are always open, horizontal and
multitudinous. Thanks to its primary power, every time it is hindered and corrupted in
fixed vertical relations, love manages to break through these limits and re-opens itself
to the free participation of all singularities. ‘[S]ince evil derives from love, the power
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of evil is necessarily less...acting through love we have the power to combat evil...the
battle is ours to fight and win’ (Hardt & Negri 2009:198).
The historical-material warrants are adduced in their analysis of biopolitical labor.
This is supposed to reveal that contemporary webs of production function through the
non-hierarchical cooperation of a diversity of productive singularities, which are
coordinated like ‘an orchestra...without a conductor, [that] would fall silent if anyone
were to step onto the podium’ (Hardt & Negri 2009: 173). They go on to argue that if
this non-sovereign, non-hegemonic model of collective self-organization can be
demonstrated in the daily creation of the common, the political capacity of the
multitude for collective decision-making and self-direction is no longer an issue
(Hardt & Negri 2009: 175-176).
Both kinds of warrant serve to establish Hardt and Negri’s politics of the multitude as
the sole legitimate mode of organizing, strategizing and progressing towards a
democracy of the common, shielding their theory from political controversy over the
pertinence of different strategies, patterns of organization and paths to social freedom.
In tandem with such a depoliticization, a clear-cut dichotomy is posited between the
multitude and the politics of hegemony. ‘[T]he multitude is formed through
articulations on the plane of immanence without hegemony.’ ‘The needs of
biopolitical production...directly conflict with political representation and hegemony’
(Hardt & Negri 2009: 169, 305). ‘Note that the plural operation of politics...is not a
form of populism...subsumed within a hegemonic power’ (Hardt & Negri 2012: 83).
However, in contemporary struggles for the commons and egalitarian freedom, the
politics of hegemony (concentration of force, partial unification, and alteration of the
balance of forces) is not, and should not be, disentangled from the politics of
autonomous multiplicities. As noted right above, Hardt and Negri themselves endorse
and rehearse several components of hegemonic politics in Gramsci’s and Laclau’s
version. The political challenge would be rather to rethink and remold the politics of
counter-hegemony to bring it more in tune with our times and the political spirit of the
commons.
Disowning Hardt and Negri’s ontological and historical-material ‘assurances,’
horizontal movements should face up to the fact that vertical hierarchies and uneven
power relations are possibilities intrinsic to them, if these movements are to raise
awareness of variable structures of domination and to keep up the fight against them.
While Hardt and Negri (2009: 194) celebrate the ‘primary force of love’ and its
capacity to prevail over adversities, they also admit that there is nothing innate and
automatic about love going well. Obviously, if differences are liable to clash,
processes of collective unification and the exercise of sovereign power over dissidents
will become necessary when binding collective decisions are in order and
antagonisms are not resolved in a manner that commands the free assent of all. If the
‘commons’ of nature and material infrastructures, for instance, are to be shared and
equally managed by all those concerned, it is likely that not all imaginable or
desirable uses will be empirically feasible simultaneously. So, collective choices will
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have to be made among competing alternatives. To draw an example from Hardt and
Negri’s own Declaration (2012: 70), ‘Where there is not enough water to satisfy both
urban needs and agricultural demands, for example, distribution must be decided
democratically by an informed population.’
Taking their lead from the democratic ‘occupations’ of 2011, Hardt and Negri (2012:
64) assert that there are ways to internally pluralize the will of the majority so as to
take in many differences, through a process of ‘agglutination’ that bundles together
different views and desires in contingent manners. But what could warrant the
certainty that all dilemmas in public choices and all antagonisms of contending
differences can be overcome, reaching universal agreement? The likelihood of
irresolvable divisions seems inherent in a universe of heterogeneous singularities
which are capable of creative self-differentiation and are not bound together by an allencompassing identity or invariant laws of human nature, reason and history which
would secure a pre-established harmony or guarantee a final convergence. This is
precisely the world inhabited by the horizontal multitudes of Hardt and Negri (2009:
358, 378-379).
In an indeterminate and plural cosmos, we could not rule out the reassertion of
hegemonic, sovereign rule. This reassertion is not a marginal possibility. It is intrinsic
to the openness of a world that can be antagonistically divided because it is not
unified a priori by universal laws of reason, nature or history. On the same grounds,
another key dimension of the politics of hegemony, representation, is likely to resurface in conditions of sovereign decision-making among irreconcilable differences
that bear on indivisible common goods. The decision will represent a certain
understanding of the community and its collective interests which will not coincide
with the will of all. A real and enduring elimination of representation could be
envisaged only in situations where society could be fully present to itself, where, that
is, all its members would partake in decision-making and would reach a full
consensus on the final outcome of the deliberation (Laclau 2001: 6). It seems
unreasonable to anticipate the recurrence of such a condition over time in any large
and internally diverse association.
Despite the critical shafts they direct against Rousseau’s ‘general will,’ it is evident
that his spectre haunts Hardt and Negri’s ‘democracy of the common,’ its negation of
representation and its frailties. The full and direct presence of the demos in the selflegislation of society ‘across the entire social terrain’ (Hardt & Negri 2012: 92) is to
take the place of sovereign, alienated representatives. And, although the multitude is
distinguished from the homogeneous people, composed as it is of diverse singularities
which may collide with each other, these singularities can communicate through their
differences, ‘agglutinate’ them in contingent ways, work out a common project and
‘develop a coherent perspective’ (Hardt & Negri 2012: 107; see also 2012: 65, 105107).
An overcoming of political representation could not be plausibly envisioned in such
terms. On practical grounds, such as the concerns of everyday life, and for political
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reasons, such as the right to abstain from politics, a variable fraction of the citizenry
will normally attend regular assemblies and other fora of social self-governance.
Hence, a part of the whole will be usually present in the institutions of direct, popular
self-rule and will make decisions for a whole which is absent as such. In other words,
an instance of sovereign political representation will remain in place in most
conceivable variants of an assembly-based democracy of the common. Accordingly,
the task should be, once again, to politically rethink and renovate the modalities of
representation so as to make them accessible to the common(s), to ordinary citizens in
their diversity.
‘Hegemony’ as unequal power, centralization, unity and political representation are
ever-present possibilities in the multitude in its actual and possible manifestations.
Consequently, openness, horizontality and effective political equality should be
upheld as endless strivings which call for ongoing vigilance, engagement and
challenge against subsisting bonds of hierarchy and ‘dictatorship.’
In a further step, one can argue that various strains of hegemonic politics as construed
by Gramsci (1971) and Laclau (1996; 2005) are not simply adverse residues and
intrusions in the autonomous politics of multiplicities, but they are inherent to them,
butressing their effective operations. An inquisitive look at the Indignant and Occupy
movements could provide an incipient illustration of this point (see Kioupkiolis
2014). It seems that at least three dimensions of hegemonic politics should be
affirmed in contemporary movements which long for the institution of autonomous
and equal associations or ‘commons.’ On the reasonable assumption that vested
interests, plutocrats and established oligarchies will not give up voluntarily on their
power, their property and their privileges, it will be necessary, first, to pursue
hegemony as a struggle to reconfigure the existing composition of forces and to
replace it with a different power structure that will strain to minimize domination,
hierarchies and exclusions.
Second, even if one conceives of freer, plural and egalitarian worlds of the commons,
and the strivings to realize them, in terms of multiple interlocking and conflicting
assemblages, rather than as a global system or a united revolutionary front, a variable
degree of hegemony as collective unity-cohesion will be still needed to avoid
mutually destructive collisions and incompatibilities. This would be redundant only if
social and individual differences cohered spontaneously with each other, and ruinous
conflicts could be magically averted without much effort.
Finally, relations of representation and the dialectics of particularity/universal,
whereby a particular force takes on universal tasks and speaks in the name of the
whole, will be reproduced in any association in which the will of the many does not
coincide with the will of all. Under conditions of historical contingency and in the
absence of a preconstituted universal reason or any other guarantor of general
agreement, a consensus among dissenting views and desires cannot be always
anticipated with certainty. This is even more the case if the singularities in the
multitude are as diverse and self-changing as Hardt and Negri (2009: 331-340, 350)
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make them out to be. When antagonistic divisions split the body politic, a part –
preferably, the majority- will again take decisions for the whole, acting thus as a
sovereign political representative of the entire community, even in the exceptional
circumstances when all its members are present at the moment of deliberation and
decision-making.
To break through the oligarchic bonds of representative democracy we would need,
thus, to think beyond the spectres of both Rousseauean self-presence and actually
existing representation. In a corollary manner, we would need to think and act beyond
the politics of conventional modern hegemony (top-down direction, homogenizing
unity etc.) and Hardt and Negri’s full negation of hegemonic politics, as if unification,
co-ordination and concentration of forces are redundant or occur automatically. On all
these fronts, which cry out for a radical renewal of modern political ideas and
practices in the service of a commons-oriented project, Hardt and Negri are of little
relevance since they just pass over or dismiss the tasks at hand, mired in selfcontradictions and dichotomous dogmatic reasoning.
2.5.6. Political theories of the commons from 2009 onwards: b) Dardot and Laval
Dardot and Laval’s Commun. Essai sur la révolution au XXIe siècle (2014) is a point
of culmination for the political theory of the commons in recent years. They cover
nearly all the ground of previous reflection and scholarship on the commons, and they
situate themselves after Hardt and Negri’s political breakthrough, which introduced
the category of the ‘common’ in the singular. By so doing, Hardt and Negri signalled
that what is at stake in actual mobilizations around the commons is not a return to the
precapitalist commons, but a new phenomenon and a new, positive principle. The
‘common’ projects conceptually an alternative future beyond neoliberalism and is not
confined to negation and resistance. Moreover, their dissection of the common brings
to the fore the power relations between the commons and capital (Dardot & Laval
2014: 56, 189-190).
However, Dardot and Laval (2014: 57, 190, 196-214, 225-227) part way with Hardt
and Negri insofar as the latter imagine that ‘communism’ and its agent, the multitude,
are already present and fully-fledged rather than an object of arduous fight which
remains to be attained, since resisting forces are fragmented, divided and effectively
subsumed under capital. Dardot and Laval launch thus into a protracted endeavor to
work out a new, devotedly political theory of the common, which gets its bearings
from a wide-ranging, critical immersion in the panorama of the diverse schools of
thought and research on the commons (Dardot & Laval 2014: 57).
They enjoin us to undertake the (re-)configuration of subjectivity, to bring the
disparate and disperse commons together into some platform of convergence, to
imbue the commons with a shared political meaning, to ponder strategies of change,
to flesh out more fully the idea of an alternative political formation which will
gravitate around the commons on a global level, to set forth political principles that
can steer action in concert towards this political direction. They wrestle with these
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foremost political issues by taking their cues from the thought of Marx, Foucault and
Castoriadis, among others. They broach critically other conceptions of the commons
from this precise standpoint. In all these respects, they converge more than anybody
else with the counter-hegemonic political outlook of Heteropolitics as this has been
set out throughout the foregoing discussion.
What is still found wanting in their ambitious theoretico-political venture is strategic
thinking over the appropriate modalities of effective confrontation, organization and
transition from the current system towards a commons-centric one. Their political
musings remain largely on the plane of prescription. They promulgate principles of
political action and ideal schemes of political association for a future democracy of
the common. Between these ideal patterns and principles, on the one hand, and actual
activities of struggle and community-building on the ground, which they also
embrace, there remains a yawning political gap. This needs to be filled in by political
tactics and strategies that can bring historical actuality to bear on the proclaimed
ideals.
Dardot and Laval’s political intent is to figure out an alternative to the rule of both the
bureaucratic state and the neoliberal globalized market. These are held responsible for
the ecological crisis –the ‘tragedy of the non-common,’ in the sense that humanity
does not care for its common destiny on the planet-, the gaping economic and social
inequalities, the political disempowerment of societies, and the rise of nationalism and
xenophobia which are attendant upon the subordination of the state to the constraints
of the global market (Dardot & Laval 2014: 14-16). They set out to contemplate, thus,
the principles which could orient actual struggles and could connect dispersed
practices to a new general institution of societies (Dardot & Laval 2014: 16).
They put forth the common as such an alternative, and they construe it essentially as a
collective instituting praxis, co-activity, co-decision and co-obligation, a political
principle which should reorder all social relations (Dardot & Laval 2014: 20, 48-49,
155, 234). The common is not a good. It is collective activity that constitutes common
goods and a new collective subject, which does not exist prior to this activity.
It is the political principle on the basis of which we must construct the commons
and relate to them in order to preserve them, to extend them and to make them live.
It is on these grounds the political principle which defines a new regime of
struggles on the global scale (Dardot & Laval 2014: 49).
In thinking the common as a historical alternative, they follow a particular
methodology. First, they situate their inquiry in the present setting of the manifold
actual crises, the absence of political alternatives, the ruin of collective ideals, the
‘decollectivization of action,’ the demise of organized labor and the failure to pull
together the forces of the ‘dispossessed.’ These are all historical effects produced by
neoliberal competition, individualism, consumerism and precarity. Second, political
principles and strategies for the new social institution are derived from recent social
and cultural battles against the capitalist order and the entrepreneurial state. The
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‘common’ is a formula of both concrete local fights and of ampler mobilizations in
the last two decades, which have stood up against the expansion of private
appropriation to all spheres of society, culture and life. It is not only a defensive
activity of resistance. It signals also a new way of transcending capitalism, a new
manner of overcoming it positively in new practices, social ties and institutions that
oppose statist communism. The common has gained salience as the signifier of both
resistance and new creation. Their treatise extracts, thus, the political meaning of
contemporary movements against neoliberalism, from the 2011 square movements to
the ‘Commune of Taksim’ in 2013 (Dardot & Laval 2014: 16, 19-20, 95, 130, 136).
They set forth a ‘new conception’ and a ‘politics of the common,’ which are founded
on the terrain of law and institution. They take their bearings from the foregoing
movements, political philosophy, the socialist tradition and the various institutional
and legal creations which have defied the ‘bourgeois order’ with its proprietary logic
(Dardot & Laval 2014: 20). The ‘new conception’ performs, among others, five
poignant gestures which sharply politicize the common.
The first one is that it pays heed to power in constitutive terms. The ‘new conception’
throws into relief the power relations and the hierarchies which bedevil the commons
both internally and externally, within the broader formations of power in which they
are nested. Taking issue with Ostrom, Dardot and Laval (2014: 156) call our attention
to the hierarchical relations that govern different forms of production and types of
relation, to social systems as a whole and, more specifically, to the constraints of the
global capitalist economy, its effects and its competitive pressures, to which actually
existing commons are subject from within and without. Following the lead of
Foucault (see Dardot & Laval 2013), they grasp power not only as a negative, external
force of repression but as productive of social relations, in which individuals are from
the outset subject to power.
In tune with this logic and in contrast to Hardt and Negri, neoliberal capitalism is not
considered parasitic and external to the common which is engendered by biopolitical
labor. Capitalism is not merely a force that encloses and exploits the commons, which
would be self-created and self-sustained by people who could emancipate themselves
simply by shattering the external repressive shell of capitalism. Neoliberal capital is a
force that organizes production directly, deeply and in an all-encompassing manner,
inventing new modes of exploitation and domination in contemporary enterprises and
seeking to remodel all social fields in line with its competitive ethos (Dardot & Laval
2014: 131-135, 226-227).
The political conclusion follows quite obviously. The commons do not spring
‘naturally’ from social life and cooperation. They must be actively striven for,
manufactured and instituted. The same goes for the collective subject of change,
which, far from being already alive and kicking, it is lacking and could not come into
existence without a drastic reformation of dominant logics, sentiments and values
among the vast majority of the people. Such a regeneration of spirits and habits can
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come about only through a self-transformative involvement in the making of new
commons, new relations and institutions (Dardot & Laval 2014: 226-227, 397).
Therefore, we should ‘conceive of another theoretical model of the common, which
takes more into account the historical creativity of people and which is more
‘operative’ on the strategic plane…it is time we think systematically of the institution
of the common’ (Dardot & Laval 2014: 227; emphasis in the original).
To this end, they turn to Cornelius Castoriadis’ instituting power. This is
differentiated from Hardt and Negri’s constituent power, which pertains properly to
the revolutionary moments in which a new polity is founded. According to
Castoriadis, the instituting power is an originary faculty of the ‘social imaginary,’
which brings forth new forms or rules of living, connection, thinking, production and
reproduction, both at times of revolution and in more ordinary circumstances. The aim
would be to originate a deliberately and freely self-instituting society of the commons
through a conscious collective praxis of instituting, which is reflective, ongoing and
conditioned (Dardot & Laval 2014: 420- 451).
Casting the common or commoning along the lines of an instituting activity which
innovates and reconfigures given circumstances, an instituting praxis which is a
cardinal manifestation of the political itself (Lefort 1986), is the second politicizing
motion of the new conceptual intervention. From this vantage point, current political
struggles and practices of the commons come to be seen as sources of lawmaking and
institution of the commons, through which individuals could escape from the hold of
capital on their activity and being (Dardot & Laval 2014: 227).
The third gesture is a keen perception of the articulatory function of the commons.
This turns on their capacity to join diverse practices, processes, groups and social
forces, uniting them against the same enemy which threatens them –corporate and
state forces of enclosure- and for the same end –collective property and selfmanagement for the common good. The work of weaving together social differences
into a collective front or arrangement is the labor of politics par excellence (see Plato
[1992] Politicus). It lies at the forefront of the theory of hegemony hatched by Ernesto
Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, to which Dardot and Laval (2014: 107) allude in passing.
In Laclau and Mouffe’s lexicon, the ‘commons’ are an ‘empty signifier,’ that is, a
general idea which can be signified variously by different people, but it acts as a
rallying point that knits together a ‘chain of equivalence.’ The ‘empty signifier’
makes different social groups, practices and relations equivalent towards a common
opponent, and it places them under the same umbrella, which can, and should, also
assume a positive meaning -the alternative to which we aspire (see Laclau & Mouffe
1985, Laclau 1996). The discursive and practical processes of crafting a
counterhegemonic coalition remain, however, blithely undertheorized in Dardot and
Laval’s treatise (2014: 106-107).
The fourth principal move of politicization makes of the common a specific way of
reconstituting dominant structures of government and political organization. This is a
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form that renders the political common, or it commons the political, by prying
decision-making open to ordinary people, beyond leaders, hierarchies and
professional politicians, and by instituting egalitarian decision-making in common in
all fields of society. Common politics is not reserved to a minority of professionals or
specialists. It is an affair of just everyone who desires to take part in public
deliberation (Dardot & Laval 2014: 579).
The ‘common of democracy’ in this sense materialized for a brief moment, among
others, in the Hungarian anti-Soviet uprising, in 1956. The institution of workers’
councils intended to de-professionalize politics by implicating ordinary citizens in
government, rather than enclosing power in the headquarters of the Party and the
Leader(s), and by breaking down the divides that held the political realm apart from
other social spaces, most notably, the economy. Workers’ councils briefly instated
equal decision-making by all workers in their workplace. They acted on what can be
recognized as the principle of the common in its most pure form: only the coparticipation in a decision entails a co-obligation in the execution of the decision
(Dardot & Laval 2014: 86-87).
Commoning the political ramifies into further political implications. First, it would
have us forswear the traditional party form with its inherent bureaucratic logic, which
grants to higher ranks a monopoly over political knowledge, decision-making and
representation (Dardot & Laval 2014: 79-85). Second, common politics sets its face
against conventional political representation and delegation, which separate
representatives and represented, raising the former to a position of leadership over the
latter. Furthermore, common politics connects intrinsically political means and
political ends, practicing egalitarian and participatory models of organization in
pursuit of egalitarian and participatory common ends. Common politics refuses to
deploy tyrannical means in order to reach emancipatory goals (Dardot & Laval 2014:
455).
Finally, commoning politics means diffusing the politics of the common beyond
government and the political system across society, economy and culture. These fields
are thereby politicized in the manner of a democracy of the common, de-centering
political discourse and action away from an exclusive focus on state power.
In this script of common politics, taking state power –the Leninist dream- could not
set society on the course of the common(s) on the grounds that the free self-definition
and self-government of all principal institutions by all citizens cannot be dictated and
legislated from above. Common self-direction emanates from the autonomous selfactivity of people themselves in the different spheres of their life. It is premised thus
on popular autonomous initiative (Dardot & Laval 2014: 398).
On the other hand, collective self-management in the economy and other social fields
can usher into a new society of the common only if the common is also political itself.
This would mean that the various commons are pervaded by a political consciousness
which commits them to such a transformative project. They commons should
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constitute themselves as a terrain of conflict with the ruling logics of hierarchy and
competition. And, finally, they should ally themselves with a more encompassing
process of radical political change, which could generalize the political forms of
common organization, co-decision and co-obligation (Dardot & Laval 2014: 402).
The fifth and final gesture conducts an exercise of historical projection, which
imagines how the common could really operate as a principle of a new institution of
society. This exercise is accomplished by way of formulating a series of propositions
which are bound up with historical actuality. The propositions have the status of a
declaration, and they constitute premises of reasoning, which could be further drawn
out and confirmed only in practice (Dardot & Laval 2014: 456-457).
(a) The common demands a politics to be constructed. Social spontaneity, if left
to itself, could not introduce egalitarian self-government in the sense of the
participation of all in decision-making in all social spheres and on every scale,
from the local to the global (Dardot & Laval 2014: 459-466).
(b) We should pit the right of use against property. The common enjoins the
inappropriability of things and the common right of use, which is regulated by
the rules we make together.
(c) The common is the principle of the emancipation of labor. It calls on us to
democratize the economy (Dardot & Laval 2014: 482-489).
(d) Hence, we have to institute the ‘common enterprise’ in the economy and any
field of social activity (Dardot & Laval 2014: 490-496).
(e) Associations in the economy should pave the way for a society of the
common. But to ward off their co-optation by market logics and competition,
the struggle for another economy should be total and political (Dardot & Laval
2014: 497-505).
(f) The common entails social democracy in the sense of collective democratic
control over the institutions of solidarity and reciprocity (Dardot & Laval
2014: 506-513).
(g) Public services, the ‘public’ in general, should morph into institutions of the
common, that is, of participatory self-management (Dardot & Laval 2014:
514-526).
(h) We must put in place global commons for global goods (from the oceans to
peace and the atmosphere) (Dardot & Laval 2014: 526-545).
(i) We must set up a federation of the commons, a non-statist, decentralized
federation of local self-governing communities (Dardot & Laval 2014: 546568).
This outline of a politics of the common reads more as a wish list and a set of
principles, prescriptions and goals of political action. What receives little thought and
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scant answers is the obvious and pressing question: how do we get there? How could
we give effect to all these propositions starting out from the disabling circumstances
which Dardot and Laval astutely lay out? There is a widespread sentiment that the
prevailing economic model is not ecologically viable, that explosive inequalities
undermine democracy, that we need to ‘change the system.’ But, at the same time,
political disaffection, abstinence and disorientation, social disempowerment,
fragmentation, individualism, subjective bondage to hegemonic norms and values,
fear and xenophobic popular reactions reign supreme.
On this front, neither Foucault, who lingers with local micro-resistances and
experiments (see Kioupkiolis 2012), nor Castoriadis, who evokes abstractly
revolution as the deliberate re-institution of society by itself (Dardot & Laval 2014:
575) can shine much light.
The thrust of the argument advanced by Heteropolitics is that we can start grappling
more concretely with these political predicaments, which sit at the heart of the
commons, by taking our lead from the theory of hegemony and agonistic politics, and
by immersing ourselves in relevant civic initiatives and political processes on the
ground to scrutinize the ways in which they actually wrestle with the challenges at
stake and how they strategize in critical contexts of our contemporary condition (see
the Report 1. The Political, sections 1.14 onwards).
2.5.7. Political strategies for the Commons?
In the last years, citizens’ groups and ‘think tanks’ such as the Commons Strategies
Group have become increasingly preoccupied with drawing up detailed political
proposals, policies, tactics and strategies. This shift of interest and the attendant
activity bear witness to the lack of the political in the theory and the practice of the
commons. The groups and ‘think tanks’ have sketched out promising ideas for action
and organization which remain to be tried and drawn out. But they are still largely
compromised by their dim understanding of the political in the guise of power
relations and the articulatory practices through which new collective subjects can
come together. Two examples suffice here for illustration.
The ‘Policies for Commons Collaborative Economies at the European Level,’
formulated by the procomuns.net (2016), offer a list of specific policies for the
expansion of a commons collaborative economy and its model of public policy on the
scale of Europe. With its primary focus on licenses, legislation, financial measures,
entrepreneurship, the provision of resources and the development of infrastructures,
this policy-making document bears the indelible imprint of the ‘techno-legal fix’ and
the market-and-state friendly attitude of the digital commons school, with all the
political frailties uncovered in the foregoing.
For its part, Bollier and Conaty’s (2014) ‘A new alignment of movements’ reads more
as a statement of what remains to be done politically, in both theory and practice, in
order to carry forward the commons paradigm rather than as a systematic attempt to
confront these tasks in theory.
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This statement shares much with a (post-)hegemonic tack to alternative democratic
politics. It calls on its readers to promote a dialogue among movements that would
help to identify connections between system-changing practices, theories and first
principles. It aspires to a politics of the commons that would focus on building
participatory democracy and on co-working with local governments and civic
movements (Bollier & Conaty 2014: 28, 35). Yet, we encounter the same poor
concern with power relations and no effort to think through key challenges of political
strategy for the commons. To illustrate, the parties of Podemos and SYRIZA are cited
as political formations that explore commons-friendly policies in Spain and Greece
and indicate how a ‘partner state’ could steward the commons. We are advised to put
pressure on political parties and local governments in order to secure alternative
niches for the commons. Moreover, a catalytic ‘leadership cadre’ is considered vital
for the growth of the commons (Bollier & Conaty 2014: 32-33, 35). In all these cases,
the power structures permeating parties, states and leadership are passed over in
silence. No attempt is made to rethink and realign the political forms of the party, the
state and leadership so as to effectively harmonize them with the anti-hierarchical and
anti-representative logic of the commons.
2.5.8. Launching out into urban commons
We will round out this critical inquiry into the commons and the alternative politics of
counter-hegemony by plunging our politico-theoretical gaze into the ‘urban
commons,’ that is, the commons situated in an urban context and the city as a
collective resource. Research and activity in this field has stepped up over the last
decade, breeding increasingly a fertile ground for a political take on the commons.
Historically, the polis has been the locus classicus of political thought and action.
Today, citizens’ groups and social movements in urban centers reclaim public space
and infrastructures, such as housing and energy supplies, and strive to run them as
collectively self-managed resources for the common good. They experiment thus with
alternative schemes of civic participation and self-government beyond the state and
the market. The ‘urban has (re)emerged across the world as ground zero for insurgent
struggles over democracy, capitalism, and urban space itself’ (Lamarca 2015: 165).
The ‘urban commoning movement has just begun… Many of the ideas are new: urban
collaborative governance, sharing cities, platform cooperativism, open money, the
new political contract between citizens and the state...’ (Commons Transition
Coalition 2016: 1). Hence, urban commons are differentiated from public spaces in
cities, such as city squares and infrastructure, which are subject to state power and
public administration. Public spaces and goods metamorphose into commons when
citizens appropriate, protect and enhance them for mutual benefit (Harvey 2013: 7273).
The Report 1. the Political (section 1.26) approaches the city from the standpoint of
democratic alter-politics, turning the spotlight on municipalist movements. Cities,
politics and democracy are intimately intertwined. In the Western history, the birth of
(patriarchal, nativist and slave-owning) democracy is associated with the
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constitutional reforms of Cleisthenes in the ancient city of Athens (508/507). The
word ‘politics’ itself derives from the Greek ‘polis,’ meaning ‘city.’ In our times,
cities and citizens have gained an increasing salience. They are hubs of political
experiment and ‘insurgent citizenship’ against urbanizing capital (Harvey 2013: xiixvii, 86, 129-130, 139-140). Today, more than half of the world’s human population
are urban dwellers (Barber 2013: 5).
Moreover, in the present condition of neoliberal hegemony, cities have become chief
command points in the global economy. They are central hubs for finance, specialized
services and the production of innovations (Barber 2013: 66). Contemporary cities,
just like the very first ones in history, are cradles of civilization and global engines of
creativity and innovation. Urban concentrations stimulate collaboration on all scales,
enabling people to associate with peers who share similar interests. They are spaces of
mutual learning, they make for diversity and a dense exchange of different ideas, and
they generate a constant flow of knowledge and information. All these traits of
urbanity kindle creativity and fuel innovation (Glaeser 2012: 19, 247). The
prominence of cities in the contemporary world stems, more specifically, from the
paramount role of information and knowledge in digitalized economies and from
tighter global interconnections, through which the traditional function of cities as
nodes that link far-flung places and cultures has been dramatically upscaled (Glaeser
2012: 40).
On the dark side of this urban hype, recent economic crises have inflicted vast losses
in urban assets, rights and entitlements for massive sectors of the population. Rentier
capitalism, economies of dispossession and predatory practices have conquered urban
spaces and the housing market. Global economic forces and processes of
financialization and dispossession have engulfed urban localities. ‘Practices of
accumulation by dispossession, rental appropriations, by money-and profit-gouging,
lie at the heart of many of the discontents…for the mass of the population’ (Harvey
2013: 129). Hence, the quest for higher profitability in the use of urban land has
intensified dramatically since the 1990s (González 2015: 56).
Moreover, in advanced economies, work has greatly shifted from industrial labor to
the broader field of work involved in the production and reproduction of urban life.
Working classes comprise now vast informal, precarious and unorganized sectors.
Ever more, surplus value is extracted from workers in their living spaces –through
rent, consumption, privatizatized services- rather than primarily or exclusively in
production. Historical features of urban life and these recent mutations of global
capitalism have sparked a new, global cycle of urban struggles, and they account for
the political salience of the city for transformative democratic initiatives. The coming
together of insurgent, self-organized citizens in central squares in Cairo, Madrid,
Barcelona, Athens, New York, Istanbul and many other cities in 2011-2013 bears
witness to the political potentials of urbanism.
The concluding sections will delve specifically into the commons in the city or the
city as commons in order to think through the politics of urban commoning. Urban
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configurations of commons can further the cause of counter-hegemony for the
commons as they body forth actual and effective practices which propel commoning
in contemporary cities. Moreover, reflection on urban commons can feed into the
politicization of the commons as it brings out the political conflictuality which throbs
at the heart of the commons, and it discloses the virtues of an ongoing questioning of
the boundaries which delimit the commons. We will flesh out, thus, the notion of
‘agonistic commons’ -the community of external and internal struggle over the
required exclusions and stints of the commons, a community bound together through
its internal debate, contest and revision. In effect, urban commons hover in an uneasy
‘middle ground’ between the bounded, homogeneous and exclusionary commons of
Ostrom’s ‘common pool resources’ and the seemingly infinite, open-access
communities of the digital space.
Cities are a privileged terrain for communal self-government and the active
engagement of citizens in public affairs. They are neither small local communities
closed to the rest of the world nor nation-states, on the level of which direct civic
participation is impractical or minimal. Furthermore, cities have become in recent
years the foremost site for the incubation of the new commons of knowledge, free
software, voluntary associations and community gardens (Dellenbaugh et al. 2015: 910). At the same time, movements to revert privatization and to remunicipalize public
resources, such as water and energy supplies, have unfurled across European cities,
along with various squatting practices of refugees. Among others, the 2011
Indignados and Occupy insurgencies took aim at formal state representation and the
dominant neoliberal markets in an urban context, while they staged temporary
commons in protest camps and they pursued citizens’ self-government in open
assemblies (Kioupkiolis & Katsambekis 2014). Collective protests organized around
squats sculpt also different figures of the community, weaving bonds between citizens
and non-citizens/refugees (Dellenbaugh et al. 2015: 11-12). Crucially, alliances of
citizens and municipal authorities have championed programmatically the commons
in cities like Naples and Barcelona (Dellenbaugh et al. 2015: 7-13, Commons
Transition Coalition 2016, Barcelona en Comú 2016).
Hence, urban commoning harbours embryonic practices which could mature into
‘powerful approaches that can reshape our cities’ (Commons Transition Coalition
2016: 2). In effect, cities redefine the context in which we think and practice the
commons around three questions: What is the common resource? What are good
practices and relationships between commoners and different commons? Who forms
part of the ‘we’ of the community? Urban commons invite us to both reclaim control
of the territory as a presupposition for the expansion of the commons and to contest
and redefine the bounds of the community. Urban commons may demand some
bounds and exclusions e.g. in the use of energy or a community garden. But they are
not predicated on the clearly defined resource boundaries which were identified by
Ostrom as a condition of robust commons (Dellenbaugh et al. 2015: 15-16).
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The limits and the patterns of self-governing urban commons are delineated by our
conception of the ‘urban’ itself. In critical urban studies, the ‘urban’ is not elided with
the local city. It is figured, rather, according to its multi-scalar constitution and its
links to other spaces. It is also depicted as the realm of the everyday, which makes up
a space of diversity, complexity, anonymity, densified connections and open mingling
among all sorts of people, who come from all walks of life, different class and ethnic
backgrounds, gender orientations etc. Cities are ‘engines’ of difference, diversity,
creativity and encounters which stimulate the mind. At the same time, their space is
suffused with the logics of capital and state power (Dellenbaugh et al. 2015: 16-18,
Borch & Kornberger 2015: 9-10).
When the urban is scanned through such lenses, urban commons turn out to be vague
terrains and fluid spaces which problematize Ostrom’s terms of clear boundaries and
relatively homogeneous communities. However, they do not totally dispense with
boundaries. In this respect, urban commons are unlike the digital and knowledge
commons of Wikipedia, open software etc., whose communities seem able to grow
infinitely without jeopardizing self-government and the sustainability of resources. By
contrast, the increasing urbanization of the global population sparks disputes about
increasingly scarce spatial resources in the cities. The shifting borders of the
commons lie at the core of contemporary struggles around the urban commons, as the
state and the market enforce new enclosures through privatization, while citizens
recuperate public spaces and create new commons. When an abandoned city district is
revived by means of citizens’ self-organization, it attracts investors and it becomes
threatened by new enclosures. As a result, in urban contexts, the boundaries between
private and public can shift daily. They are not fixed in perpetuity, but they are
subject to recurrent fights and contestation (Kratzwald 2015: 26, 35, 38).
On the other hand, boundaries and ‘enclosures’ are enabling terms for certain urban
commons since the diversity of interests and commitments can dissolve commoning
efforts. Enclosure also organizes space by delimiting one urban commons from
another. The dialectic between enclosure and openness becomes a paramount political
issue for urban commons, which must be handled by evolving social praxis (Kip
2015: 51-53). Hence, the drawing of frontiers is a central focus of the contentious
politics of urban commons.
All in all, the urban commons part ways with Ostrom’s ‘traditional commons’ in three
respects. First, as a result of their larger scale, which can encompass hundreds of
thousands of citizens, the commons lack salience for individuals who often do not
think of water or electric supply as a ‘common.’ Second, several types of social
differentiation and division along class, race, gender and professional lines give rise to
different relations to the commons, imputing a contentious character to commoning.
For instance, a space may become the location of a community garden for some, or of
leisure and communication for others. Finally, complexity, diversity and multiple
scales call for cross-sectoral collaboration between citizens, governmental authorities,
non-profits and others in the governance of urban commons, as in the network of
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energy supplies. Large-scale partnerships among different urban commons are also
expedient in order to marshal sufficient power to halt the expansive commodification
in cities and to fend off co-optation or subordination to the state (Kip 2015: 45-46, 5355).
Urban commons pose thus several challenges along the three different dimensions of
the commons: communities, institutions and resources. Urban commoners display an
ongoing mobility and social differentiation, conducting thus a constant boundary
negotiation. Their institutions must work out processes for such boundary re-drawing
and for the continuous negotiation of relations and solidarities among commoners
who bear different identities, needs, abilities, solidarities and mobilities. Diversity,
density and openness in urban environments occasion multiple conflicts. Things are
further complicated by the large-scale and the multi-scalar constitution of urban
common resources, such as energy grids, which compound the complexity of
governance mechanisms. Hence, urban commons cannot be taken as a given. They are
constructed on the basis of particular relationships between a group of citizens and
their environment (Dellenbaugh et al. 2015: 12-19).
Urban commons are not, thus, predefined resources but relational practices, through
which people consume, appropriate and produce the city in different ways. Skaters
may use car parks for their activity, while bike couriers run on shared streets for their
transport. The rules and the principles through which we can meet these challenges
are themselves to be made in a process of continual negotiation (Dellenbaugh et al.
2015: 12-19, Borch & Kornberger 2015: 8). The centrality of relational practices in
urban commoning is eloquently captured in David Harvey’s (2013: 73) construal of
the commons:
The common is not to be construed, therefore, as a particular kind of thing, asset
or even social process, but as an unstable and malleable social relation between a
particular self-defined social group and those aspects of its actually existing or
yet-to-be created social and/or physical environment deemed crucial to its life
and livelihood. There is, in effect, a social practice of commoning. This practice
produces or establishes a social relation with a common whose uses are either
exclusive to a social group or partially or fully open to all and sundry.
The distinctive complexity and conflictuality of urban commons are heightened by
their tight entanglements with the state and the market, whose forces saturate
contemporary cities. City commons such as the ‘Gleisdreieck Park’ in Berlin, where
residents recovered an abandoned railway and industrial area, turning it into a large
public park, can rarely accede to full autonomy from the state and markets. Almost
inevitably, commoners enter into conflicts or negotiations with local authorities which
control politically such urban spaces, and with potential investors. In some cases,
administrations and business may welcome the self-organization of citizens insofar as
it services the neoliberal downsizing of the state and it bears hope for the stabilization
of representative politics and the free market under condition of crisis. But
authorizing this self-organization entails for administrations a loss of political
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influence and for markets a loss of potential profit. So, they often favour pseudoparticipation processes, which instrumentalize citizens in order to outsource services
or to legitimize decisions which are already taken. On the other hand, politically
motivated groups seek to reappropriate cities, public space and municipal politics for
civic commons. To match and outdo capitalist urbanization, commons must close
ranks and multiply. The collective power and activation of urban commoners can
make an impact on political-decision-making (Kratzwald 2015: 28, 38, Kip 2015: 5355, Müller 2015: 148-164, Jerram 2015: 64, Elwood 2002).
Consequently, urban commons are highly politicized from the outset, providing
hotbeds for political experiment, contest and critical thought. Their boundaries, their
exclusions, their rules, their institutions and their communities are subject to
continuing collective dispute, decision-making and revision. In urban settings, the
concept of the commons is a site of potential, ambiguity and enduring conflict over its
definition. Urban commons are, thus, an arena of political agon (Stavrides 2016: 8).
Proponents of today’s city commons are split between those who envision commons
beyond the state and the market (see e.g. Dellenbaugh et al. 2015, Stavrides 2016,
Harvey 2013: 87) and those allied with M. Bauwens, the (former) Commons Strategy
Group etc., who advocate synergies between the commons, the state and the markets.
They advertize thus ‘ethical’ or ‘social’ entrepreneurships and the ‘partner state’ as a
facilitator that empowers ‘active citizenship,’ ‘ethical business,’ ‘smooth transitions,’
and multistakeholder collaborative governance among the public sector, ‘smart’
citizens and market actors (Commons Transition Coalition 2016: 10-11, 83-95, 147,
158-165, Ramos 2016: 10-11, 77-85; see here above, sections 2.3.6-2.3.9).
Actual ventures in urban commoning, which may be sponsored by city governments
as in the city of Bologna, furnish actual testing grounds for the virtues of different
political perspectives. This is the reason why Heteropolitics has carried out extensive
fieldwork in the cities of Barcelona, Torino and Naples (see Report 4. Case Studies in
Italy, Report 6. Case Studies in Spain) in order to explore and appraise the divergent
processes and strategies of commoning in the cities.
2.5.9. Agonistic commons in urban contexts and beyond
The present section will linger with the contested frontiers of the community and the
ensuing openness or closure of urban commons (Stavrides 2016, Kip 2015). This
focus foments a strong politicization of the thought and practice of the commons. The
quintessentially political process of forming a community by marking boundaries,
setting rules and deciding who is included and who is excluded, comes to the fore and
attracts political reflection. Political theory, and more specifically agonistic
democracy as construed Chantal Mouffe and James Tully, among others, can help to
sketch a pattern of agonistic urban commons which come to terms with their bounds
and exclusions in ways which heighten plurality, openness and interconnections. This
agonistic gloss on urban commons can be nuanced and enriched by drawing on
contemporary concepts and experiences of commoning, such as the notions of
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‘threshold’ spatiality and the ethics of care in struggle, in feminist commons (see here
above, section 2.5.4).
Stavrides (2016: 2-3) points out that common space, which is a tissue of spatial
relations woven by commoning practices, can be structured in two distinct ways.
They may either be organized as a closed system which explicitly defines shared
space within a definite perimeter and which corresponds to a specific community
of commoners, or they may take the form of an open network of passages through
which emerging and always-open communities of commoners communicate and
exchange goods and ideas (Stavrides 2016: 3).
Commoning presents us with ethico-political dilemmas and choices. It may put in
place a gated and identity-based community that works to homogenize beliefs and
habits, establishing a club which explicitly keeps its products and practices for its
privileged members -a ‘collectively private’ space in an urban enclave. Or it may opt
for multiple connections and apertures to outsiders. Stavrides’ research digs into
actual common spaces in cities which endeavor to open up the circuits of sharing and
co-production to newcomers and new possibilities by disowning rigid boundaries and
enclosures. He proposes ‘threshold spatiality’ as a way of contriving sustainable
spatial commons which welcome newcomers, new passages and connections
(Stavrides 2016: 4-9, 32-33, 37, 54-61, 71).
Threshold spatiality is a space of passages and porous limits, which bring people
together while also separating them. Thresholds erect boundaries which demarcate
specific spatialities and communities, but they enable also others to enter these sites.
‘Threshold may appear as boundaries which separate an inside from an outside, as, for
example, in the case of a door threshold, but this act of separation is always and
simultaneously an act of connection’ (Stavrides 2016: 5). The threshold functions thus
as a porous membrane which delineates a certain space but makes it hospitable to
diverse outsiders, newcomers, new becomings and expansive circuits of encounter.
This perspective highlights space commoning in which dissident collective action
escapes the trap of ‘liberated enclaves’ and city-like utopias of social harmony. Such
commoning makes good the emancipatory possibilities of sharing in sites such as the
self-managed homeless movements in Latin America, in open neighbourhood centers,
in outdoor festivals, in urban revolts such as the ‘Gezi commune’ (Istanbul, June
2013) and in ‘reclaim-the-city’ events. These instances of city commoning unsettle
dominant social taxonomies and boundaries, triggering displacements of political
subjectivity which bring forth open and plural identities (Stavrides 2016: 5-7, 69, 7794, 242-251). Commoning spaces are actively shared, co-shaped and reinvented by
participants on a footing of equality. Their practices fashion not only their objects but
also their subjects (Stavrides 2016: 35, 120, 144). ‘The community is formed,
developed and reproduced through practices focused on common space’ (Stavrides
2016: 165).
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To break through the enclosing norms and the privatizing impulses of contemporary
capitalism, practices of commoning must cultivate experiences and knowledges which
outstrip capitalist norms and engender communities in movement. Commoning
activities today are caught up in settings ruled by capitalist command and usurpation.
Urban commons, in particular, are nested in webs of state and capitalist governance
and property. As a result, they cannot put on stage complete and pure expressions of
alterity, but they are only partial, risky, experimental, messy and hybrid works-inprogress, which offer glimpses of another future (Chatterton 2016: 407).
To be structurally transformative and trace out broader horizons of possibility, urban
commons should consciously embed other values and relations beyond capitalist
competition, profit-seeking, private property and vertical state command. Hence, they
should be intentionally driven towards mutualism, collective self-management,
horizontality (resistance to hierarchies), openness, plurality, solidarity and
decommodification, fighting precarity, social fragmentation, and economic or
political dependence. To this end, urban commons need to be complex, dynamic and
relational rather than bounded, defensive and highly localized. They should proliferate
by overflowing fixed boundaries, by taking in ever-new participants, by dispersing
power, by forging relations with other commons. They should generate opportunities
for behavior change, nourishing subjectivities which are inclined towards plural
communities, multiplicity, networks, links, mutualism and translations among
different commons, new encounters, new creations. Open and transformative urban
commons – such as Istanbul’s ‘Gezi Commune’ which defended the public spatiality
of the Gezi Park and the Taksim square in June 2013- tend to burst through
entrenched divisions across gender, sex, ethnicity and class, diluting the hegemonic
identities imposed by patriarchy, nationalism and capital (Stavrides 2016: 39-51, 61,
91, 271, Chatterton 2016: 407-409, Tsavdaroglou 2016: 21-22, Red de espacios
ciudadanos 2016).
In this scheme, commons are agonistic not only externally –against the state and
enclosing capital- but also internally. What is shared is not only skills, knowledges
and priorities in a certain location. What is common is also an enduring endeavor of
deep transformation and an attendant polemic over the common, its rules, its limits
and its ends (Stavrides 2016: 145, 220).
The political value of this angle on urban commons is that it confronts head-on the
vexing predicament of the frontiers and the exclusions which mark out a community,
and it outlines a political response in the spirit of egalitarian emancipation. An ethos
of recurrent questioning, extension and redefinition of bounds, along with a
commitment to keep limits porous, receptive to diversity and strangers are installed at
the heart of spatial commons. This path charts a promising way beyond both the
closures of Ostrom’s small-scale commons of nature and the presumed infinity and
abundance of digital commons, in which boundaries and exclusions appear to be a
non-issue. There is no community without some delimitation from its outside and
without operational rules which dictate what can or should be done in its midst and
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who can be included or not. Minimally, expansive open commons should rule out
racism, sexism, patriarchy, unjustified discrimination, domination and privatization
(Stavrides 2016: 244-245).
Enclosure, in the sense of defining boundaries, is necessary in order to demarcate a
common space. Paradoxically, specific patterns of ‘enclosure,’ of delimitation and
regulation through collectively determined principles, can enhance openness and
diversity by banning logics of closure. Common spaces which crowd out racists,
sexists and profiteers, for instance, can offer ampler, heterotopic room for a plurality
of ethnic, racial and class backgrounds, or sexual orientations, sustaining openness to
an alterity that deviates from orthodox social norms (see Stavrides 2016: 72-73).
Safeguarding non-commodified spaces in a wildly commodifying world also
necessitates some measure of enclosure, which excludes or restricts commodity
exchanges (Harvey 2013: 70).
In short, even if a tendency towards abundance and unbounded community marks
certain digital commons, such limitlessness is not a given for most spatial commons.
As distinct from both socio-territorially closed communities and infinite communities
situated beyond political choices and battles, the ‘grounded’ openness of the
commons can only be an endless quest through the questioning and redefinition of
their bounds, which makes leeway for more freedom and plurality. This is the key
insight which can be distilled from the latest research in the urban commons and the
commons of space. This incessant search and contestation indicate how we could
approximate in practice the relations of being together singular and plural, the vision
of egalitarian diversity and openness laid out in the abstract by Jean-Luc Nancy,
Roberto Esposito and Giorgio Agamben (see here above, section 2.2.6).
The proliferation and openness of urban commons that draws sustenance from the
recurrent revision of their limits is a challenging process whose efficacy hinges on
two main conditions. First, conflict and dissent should be accepted and legitimized
within an urban commons. To this end, the commons should enact political practices
through which differences can be vented, a review of their internal status quo can
regularly occur, and amendments of the existing constitution of the commons can be
introduced. Second, conflicts should be dealt with in duly considered ways, which can
preserve the community of differences. Hence, as Bollier and Helfrich (2019: 113114) counsel, fight and disagreement should be tempered with respect and concern for
all people involved. Criticism of other members should be coupled with care for their
person or even affection. And, according to Ostrom’s fifth ‘design principle’ for
enduring commons, any sanctions for transgressions should be meted out in gradually
increasing severity, in ways which still honor the dignity of the person (see here
above, section 2.2.2). Other legitimate possibilities for managing intense disputes
include forking and external mediation. Forking, which is more frequent in software
communities, splits an initial common project into separate enterprises (Bollier &
Helfrich 2019: 114).
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These terms draw the rudiments of agonistic commons, which share not only
particular resources and synergies, but the very conflict over the constitution of the
commons as a collective activity of reflection, challenge, renegotiation and revision
which should go on over time in order to amplify the commons itself. Sharing dissent
and dispute leans on particular ethical and affective relations, which mitigate
aggression and breed political friendship amidst difference.
The argument in the Report 1. the Political (mainly sections 1.16., 1.24.3 and passim)
affirms that democratic agonism (see Mouffe 2000; 2005; 2013) could redeem the
values of equal freedom, openness and plurality if performed in alternative urban
commons. Significantly, democratic agonism could buttress another schema of unity
and convergence, which makes for deeper diversity, freedom and dissent by hemming
in the drive of hegemonic politics towards homogeneity and fusion.
Agonistic democracy institutes a permanent political contest – an ‘agon,’ which
means contest and endeavor in Greek- over its laws, relations, institutions and
policies. It refuses to ‘neutralize’ its arrangements and to insulate them from critique
by deducing them from a higher authority of reason, morality and so on. Agonistic
democracy intensifies the contestability of its relations, projects and practices by
attaching to them a stigma of ineliminable imperfection in realizing equal liberties, by
acknowledging that they result from political decisions, and by making relations of
power amenable to regular, legitimate dissent and transformation (Mouffe 2000: 22,
32-34, 47-49, 77, 104-105; 2005, 17-18, 21, 121-122). Thereby, agonistic democracy
furthers equal freedom in two ways: by making it easier to protest and transform
relations of inequality, oppression and injustice; and by carving out more space for
other, non-dominant perspectives, new positions, differences, subjectivities and
political horizons to claim inclusion and agency.
Instilling this pluralist agonism in urban commons would elicit the construction of
spaces in which differences are aired and the dominant orientations, ideas, political
practices, strategies, relations and boundaries are available to mutual challenge,
critique, political conflict and amendment. In addition to nurturing diversity,
openness, freedom and creativity in urban commoning, such an agonistic twist could
also curb tendencies towards exclusionary unity and domination. Such trends flow
from the fixation on a singular idea of urban commons, which identifies the values of
commoning –co-government, sharing, equal freedom, openness, horizontality,
plurality, social empowerment and solidarity- with unique forms and contents. By
contrast, an agonistic logic could prop up spaces of collaboration and contention
among the members of an urban commons. Members act in concert and share a
baseline of values, directions and affects. But they may dissent over specific
strategies, decisions, practices and exclusions. In an agonistic community, a common
horizon of aspiration carries contending interpretations and enactments. The common
endeavor should persist amidst difference and rivalry, feeding on an agonistic sense of
the common as a field of collaboration through strife and difference.

219

The virtue of such an agonistic ethos does not reside only in its capacity to fight
domination within collective action. It can also serve to hold in check ruinous conflict
and fragmentation in collectives which might otherwise divide themselves over the
‘true’ idea of the commons. The main political wager for urban communities of
difference is precisely to persevere in the common construction despite internal
discord, by acknowledging the validity of plurality and dissent, by enshrining the
legitimacy of dissent, by holding an enduring debate over objectives, policies and
strategies, and by offering effective possibilities to revisit the predominant choices,
exclusions and bounds. Internal division and strife should be seen as a common good,
the common good of plurality, freedom, enduring contest, exploration and revision,
which can help collective action to become more creative, flexible and adaptable so as
to remain vigorous and effective.
An agonistic commons could reach a sufficient measure of unity and convergence,
despite the persistence of internal difference and dispute, by anchoring its community
not in a thick identity of ideas and positions but in common practice. This consists in
participation in a collective action, in struggle and in lasting debates and negotiations
over the common project, through which people acquire their shared identities and
hone their sense of co-belonging to a political association (see Tully 2008: 164). Even
if their preferences do not carry the day, dissenters may adhere to the common project
and can mutually understand and trust others as long as they are able to partake in
open and fair processes of challenge and deliberation. Thereby, dissenters may come
to appreciate reasons and concerns on other sides. Moreover, they may become
attached to a community that authorizes them to voice their opposition and to contest
internal hegemony. In an agonistic community of creation and struggle, which
recurrently practices internal reflection, argument and revision, any dominant
direction is provisional. Minorities can win out it if they garner more political force, if
they build up larger alliances and if they are more convincing in the political debate
(Tully 2008: 216, 316). Hence, disagreement can be negotiated more productively,
reducing conflict and sentiments of injustice by entitling dissenters to keep up the
political fight so as to shift the prevalent consensus (Tully 2008: 181-184, 214-215,
306-308).
However, to nurse the common in such urban agonistic communities, the politics of
pluralistic contention in Mouffe’s manner should be interwoven with affective
dispositions of care for the other and critical responsiveness to difference, which are
cultivated in contemporary social movements and feminist commons (see the Report
1. The Political, section 1.24.3 and here above, section 2.5.4). Enhanced selfreflection in special working groups, commitment to openness, a pragmatic outlook
and the feminist twist on political activism, which seeks to veer political action away
from aggressive self-assertion and the will to dominate the entire field, result in a
messier and subtler agonism.
Let us illustrate this through an urban commons example. Lilac is a co-housing
project in Leeds, UK, which responds to three challenges -housing affordability,
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community breakdown and climate change- and is designed as an intentional
community of post-capitalist transition (Chatterton 2016). Lilac is hospitable to the
local neighbourhood and the general public. The site seeks to multiply neighbourly
encounters. Members are committed to co-operative self-governance, which is
informed by non-violent communication. To attain this, they have received formal
training that focuses on self-expression and on listening to others with compassion.
To breed trust and collective bonds, they also attend to good processes in decisionmaking so that outcomes can be owned by all despite differences. To tackle ‘sticking
points’ of difference, they hold discussion evenings and workshops, they use
facilitation and they pursue collective learning and reflection. Working together in
large groups for cooking, gardening or cleaning also enable them to work through
differences. Risk-taking, struggle, open debate, experimentation, co-work, caring,
nurturing, concern with good process and solidarity lie at the heart of such
‘transitional’ urban commons (Chatterton 2016: 409-411).
This example, among several others, and the foregoing notes on the politics of care,
reflection, openness, pragmatism and feminism draw the outlines of a queer agonistic
politics, in which persistent contestation, opposition, strife and revisions over time are
offset and complicated by a politics of friendship, empathy, care, solidarity and
concern for mutual understanding. No doubt, the balance between rivalry and
friendship is bound to remain uncertain, fragile and, most often, imperfect and
wanting, harbouring a horizon of aspiration which can unleash, however, political
effects in the present.
Awareness of the need for bounds or ‘stints,’ which protect thriving commons, and a
sense of the vitality of internal debate have become widely diffuse in some quarters of
the commons in recent years, particularly among feminist practices (see here above,
sections 2.5.2 and 2.5.4). This trend attests to the value of an avowedly agonistic
politicization of commons, which would follow the trails of agonistic democracy in
Mouffe and Tully’s key, but would tweak and refashion their agonism in tune with the
diverse, live vibes of specific commons.
Section 2.5.2 has introduced, for instance, Lewis Hyde’s ‘carrier commons’ which are
located in public forums and spaces-in-between, where the different communities,
groups and individuals interact and freely challenge each other, performing a
commons of conflictual difference. Such commons enact a politics of agonism, of
dispute between people who appeal to a common audience without seeking to silence
and eliminate opponents. A town hall or a public square can be formatted in ways
which divide, disperse and weaken sovereignty, making these common spaces
receptive to plural voices, to ‘synauditory’ listening and the conversation of
differences amidst noise, tumult and controversy. They can track, thus, a common
world in and through contending differences, which enrich intelligence and stimulate
creativity (Hyde 2010: 226-233; see section 2.5.2).
We have noted how ‘politics in the feminine,’ as Gutiérrez Aguilar (2017) frames it in
a Latin American context, is an affirmative agonistic politics of communities which
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resist the accumulation of capital, but they also transcend capital by collectively
reappropriating material wealth. Further feminist interventions bring to the fore the
tensions, the exclusions, the violences and the contradictions which vitiate commons
in the past and the present. They do not ascribe all inequalities and injustices to what
lies supposedly outside the common -capitalism and the state- but they trace them also
within communities of reproduction as a proper and permanent force of tension. The
asymmetrical distribution of tasks, inequalities in deliberation and decision-making,
the normalization of violence against women and children, coupled with violence
against earth, colonial patriarchy within indigenous communities, and the exploitation
of migrant communities of reproduction are placed in the forefront of critical and
political projects of reproductive commons, which agitate for a deeply agonistic
commoning (Vega Solis, Martínez Buján & Paredes Chauca 2018: 39-43, 87-89; see
section 2.5.4).
Finally, the value of political agonism in the commons is brought again into relief
when we notice a holistic, idyllic picture of the commons, which are depicted as a
mythical, primordial state of abundance, plenitude, peace and harmony that was
disturbed and destabilized by bad capitalism (see the foregoing section 2.5.2. For an
example, see LaDuke 2010: 81-88, Linebaugh 2014: 14). This fiction is politically
naïve, glossing over antagonisms, inequalities and exclusions within idealized
commons. But it is also politically dangerous. It imagines a social condition of
harmony in the commons, which should not be disrupted by conflicts and
contestation, shielding thus existing injustices and hierarchies from challenge and
change. The agonistic political twist on the commons is poised precisely against such
gestures of concealment and pseudo-harmony, which suppress domination and
exclusion, and block creative agency and innovation.
2.5.10. Political strategies for urban commons transitions
Urban environments are subject from the outset to the powers of public and private
property. So, the strategic question of how to augment the force of urban commons in
their external resistances and power struggles with the status quo is raised even more
urgently in this setting. Proponents of urban commons tend to embrace the
horizontalist logics of decentralized diffusion, micro-innovation and loose
interconnection. They may also subscribe to the ‘technocratic’ logics of co-operative
economic innovations and policy proposals for institutional reforms which will put in
place a ‘partner city’ for the commons (see Stavridis 2016, Chatterton 2016, Bauwens
& Niaros 2017). However, one still gleans the ‘lack of the political’ within the
discourse and the activities of urban commons. Significantly, several theorists and
practitioners exude an awareness that a collective subject should be constituted, which
will exert adequate influence on institutions, will resist vested interests, will reshuffle
the decks of power, will refigure subjectivities, and will put together a political
organization to coordinate action, to persevere in political activity over time and to
reform institutions. But theoretical and practical labor on this front of counterhegemonic intervention remains wanting.
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How can plural, egalitarian and innovative commons flourish and burst through the
barriers raised by current regimes of power? Stavrides (2016: 170-171, 176-177, 258)
points to plural common spaces in today’s metropolises, which plant the seeds of
another future and educate different forms of political subjectivity, networking and
osmosis among expansive commons in a dialectic of dispersion-centralization. The
comparability and translatability of practices in different commons can help to create
common ground and to devise institutions of shared power, broadening the sphere of
commoning (Stavrides 2016: 39-51, 61, 91, 271). Common spaces can become thus
the complex and heterotopic sites of politics in the metropolis, in which political
action questions and reconstructs the dominant patterns of living together (Stavrides
2016: 55). ‘Is this enough today? Probably not, and so it is urgently necessary to
understand contemporary movements and learn from their actions, discourses and
forms of organization’ (Stavrides 2016: 177).
Chatterton (2016: 411) concurs that commoners immersed in alternative urban
commons which are outward-looking inhabit the shared strategic topos of networked
micropolitics. Experimental urban commons do not scale up vertically in the
‘traditional’ manner of states, trade unions, and so on. Rather, they spread virally and
mimetically, by networking, by infiltrating and corroding the ruling regimes of
property and power as they multiply and connect. They increase their impact through
iterative, expanding experimentation, through networking, by tending to qualitative
issues of subjectivities and relations, by nurturing solidarity and care for democratic
process. These lie at the center of post-capitalist transitions.
Ηowever, he also reckons with vexing issues of institutional form and the importance
of reaching out to a wider range of actors who venture into place-based innovation so
as to weld links and alliances. ‘What is important to consider here is the extent to
which such micro efforts can create alliances and networks to form novel meso-level
institutions to deepen the institutional form of post-capitalist urban commons’
(Chatterton 2016: 411). So, strategically, the process is not only bottom-up, but also
‘middle-out,’ or ‘bottom-linking:’ disruptive social creations link up horizontally with
other grassroots projects but they also scale vertically to gain a grip on institutions and
powerful ‘stakeholders.’
Hence, the Lilac housing project has joined others to form a cooperative community
land trust, which will support more community-led housing. This collective agency is
designed to function as a counter-hegemonic vehicle of articulation, which also
edifies another subjectivity by insisting on clear values, on collective reflection and
learning so as to avoid co-optation and to disrupt the status quo. To purposefully
erode the system, we need to recast ‘niche diffusion’ in the hegemonic terms of a
practice that knits together cracks, and implements a conscious project of system
change. Since there are no certain and exclusive answers to the strategic and tactical
questions of transitioning, articulatory agents should nourish a broader sense of
solidarity across diffuse and diverse projects of transition towards another society of
the commons, based on collective decision-making and equal, open debate
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(Chatterton 2016: 411-412). All these are pertinent pointers and hints for a fullyfledged strategy of horizontalist counter-hegemony which should be spelt out in
greater detail and depth.
Bauwens and Niaros’ report on ‘Changing Societies through Urban Commons
Transitions’ also deals with the strategic question of how cities can prop up socioecological movements towards the commons, and it outlines an institutional
framework for the growth of urban commons (Bauwens & Niaros 2017: 5). Their
formula is essentially an adaptation of Bauwens’ vision of peer-to-peer
transformations and it is beset with the same limitations, downplaying and scantly
elaborating on properly political interventions (see here above, sections 2.3.4.-2.3.9.).
This discussion of urban commons transitions points out, however, its own
limitations. At the same time, it points to promising counter-hegemonic politics,
which again need to be drawn out cogently and systematically if they are to stand any
chances of success.
On their view, urban commons will catalyse the swing towards a commons-centered
society because they constitute the site where digital commons meet material
production, and they lay the groundwork for a post-capitalist mode of production and
exchange. Through the intertwinement of the digital and the ‘physical,’ citizens start
commonifying their infrastructures and their provisioning systems (Bauwens &
Niaros 2017: 6, 15). Moreover, cities can ally themselves in transnational leagues,
which will surpass the limits of nation-states, will weave post-national networks of
solidarity and collaboration, will provide transnational governance and will contribute
to the development of global open-source infrastructures (Bauwens & Niaros 2017: 6,
20, 37).
Again, for the P2P Foundation, the strategy of transitioning from the current state and
market modalities to commons-centric formations consists of ‘three phases.’ First, we
plant alternative commons-based seed forms, which tackle systemic issues in the
ruling political economy. Second, we introduce proper regulatory frameworks and we
install supportive institutions. Third, the new commons-based practices become the
‘new normal.’ In a commons-centric city, the public good institutions of the ‘partner
city’ establish alliances between commoners, civil society organizations, the city
administration and the ‘generative’ private sector, which are regulated by contracts
and administrative statutes (Bauwens & Niaros 2017: 10, 55-56). Bauwens and Niaros
(2017: 10-11) figure out in greater detail the institutional arrangements of the ‘partner
city,’ in which assemblies and chambers of the commons (‘voice’) make policy
proposals and provide expertise (‘contribution’), which are conveyed to the partner
city through the relays of transitional ‘platforms’ (‘representation’). ‘The general
logic of our proposals is to put forward realistic but important institutional
innovations that can lead to further progress and expansion of the urban commons’
(Bauwens & Niaros 2017: 56).
In a nutshell, to set off a conversion to the commons-centered city, the primary
strategy is to grow seed forms of urban commons in civil society and to execute a
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proper institutional design. What is missing in this picture of a pacific evolution is the
collective agent of change and struggle: who, and why, will spur the proliferation of
urban commons, will put up resistance against corporate and state forces which want
to put city resources to other uses, and will press for institutional reforms? Relying on
few indications in an archipelago of neoliberal markets and states, their argument
seems to just posit that there is a grassroots desire to initiate social change. So, all we
need to do is to mutually coordinate the different initiatives and to design a facilitating
institutional framework (Bauwens & Niaros 2017: 30).
At the same time, the decisive role of a counter-hegemonic political agency that will
refashion subjectivities and will bind together a historical bloc for commons
transitions transpires in their own account. For instance, when they note the presence
of many commons-oriented projects in Lille, France, Bauwens and Niaros (2017: 32)
go on to comment that ‘a commons-consciousness...is currently missing in most
projects as they only focus on their own role.’ Likewise, when they look into the case
of Ghent in Belgium, where a rapid growth of urban commoning has occurred with
the active support of a committed city administration (Bauwens & Niaros 2017:4547), they note:
the efforts of the city and the commoners’ initiatives are highly fragmented…
There are many regulatory and administrative hurdles to hinder the expansion of
commons initiatives… the city...is much less active in challenging neoliberal real
estate speculation (Bauwens & Niaros 2017: 48-49).
Accordingly, commons seeds in civil society and supportive institutional innovations
-the two main hinges of their strategy for transformation- are not enough. They are
unlikely to trigger the desired turn towards a society of the commons in and of
themselves. The seed-forms should be imbued with a specific consciousness and
orientation towards this end, that is, they should be politicized through deliberate
political interventions. The diffuse initiatives should be actively co-ordinated by a
cohesive agency committed to this endeavor. Finally, state and market forces should
be contested through effective power struggles. These three tasks lie at the pivot of
counter-hegemonic politics.
Bauwens and Niaros (2017: 58) nod at the importance of accumulating social,
economic and, ‘ultimately,’ political power for the commons in order to gain a hold
on ruling institutions and to spin them towards the commons. Bauwens has proposed
the creation of an Assembly of the Commons, an association that will bring together
citizens who contribute to the commons. In this forum, commoners will debate
relevant issues, they will formulate policy proposals and will negotiate with public
institutions. The Assembly will also work to sharpen a commons consciousness in
relevant ventures and initiatives (Bauwens & Niaros 2017: 31). Moreover, the P2P
report on urban commons notices the role of ‘municipal coalitions’ in several cities,
from Barcelona to Ghent and Naples, in catalyzing the surge of urban commons
(Bauwens & Niaros 2017: 33-49).
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These propositions do not simply underscore the force of counter-hegemonic politics;
they firmly place such politics at the center of commons transitions. But they grasp
the politics of collective subject formation and counter-hegemonic contest mainly as
institutional innovations. They do not dwell on the processes of assembling counterhegemonic coalitions nor on the modalities of political organization and agency
through which power can be distributed horizontally, it can flow from citizens
themselves and it can gain a strong purchase on institutions. If a forceful and massive
subject of change is missing, and if the promotion of alternative, horizontalist
commons demands innovative forms of political organization and new ways of
commercing with institutions, advocates and actors of commons transitions need to
come to grips with these paramount political questions which lie at the core of
counter-hegemonic action today. The research project of Heteropolitics has been
devoted from the outset to tackling head-on these key political challenges for
commons-oriented transformations in our times.
Hence, sections 1.17-1.27 of the Report 1. the Political rethink hegemony for
alternative democratic politics and the commons, scrutinizing the organizational and
institutional initiatives of new municipalism in Spain. The ethnographic Report 6.
Case Studies in Spain dives further into the micropolitics of this municipalist
movement, while the Report 4. Case Studies in Italy explores the Italian urban politics
for the growth of alternative commons. The concluding sections of the present Report
on the Common will delve into Italian urban commons, city politics, movements and
law. It the contemporary Italian context, law is enlisted as a means of counterhegemonic politics that could give to commons movements a foothold in established
institutions without implicating them directly in city administration in the manner of
new municipalism. So, the focus of the ensuing discussion is the counter-hegemonic
politics of law and social movements for the flourishing and the diffusion of urban
commons in present-day Italy.
2.5.11. Ιntroducing commons in Italian cities: institutions, law and movements
In the last decade, the signifier of the commons or, more precisely, of ‘beni comuni’
(common goods) has become in Italy a rallying point of social mobilization against
privatizations and a linchpin of collective activity aiming at civic empowerment and
democratic renewal. Urban centers across the country, from Naples to Bologna and
Torino, have become the hub of diverse patterns of commoning around buildings,
gardens, parks, culture, co-operatives, and so on. Institutional reforms, policies and
legal instruments have precipitated this ferment, nudging and enabling groups of
citizens and broader movements to become new commoners. The constructive and
tension-ridden interplay between civic agency, municipal institutions and law
sketches the contours of a distinct counter-hegemonic strategy, whereby new
collective subjectivities take shape, the commons thrive in the city, institutions
operate in new ways which boost practices of commoning, and alternative horizontal
forms of socio-political organization are cultivated.
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A plurality of citizens’ initiatives in Italian cities grapple with the paramount strategic
conundrums of alter-political commons: how to configure durable modes of
collective organization which ‘common’ leadership and self-government, realizing the
radical democratic principles of horizontalism, openness, participation and diversity,
but they also keep up collective mobilization over time and can further commoning
across the board; and how to gain a grip on institutions in order to put them in the
service of expansive commons (see Report 1. The Political, sections 1.24-1.27).
Spanish new municipalism drafted a strategic response to the same political
predicaments for democratic alter-politics and commons in our times (see Report 1.
The Political, section 1.27). Italian city commons, through the close imbrication of
grassroots agency with city administration and law, resonate and actively connect
themselves with the new municipalist strategy. But they map out divergent paths of
organizing and building institutional influence for the commons.
More specifically, they devise supportive legal instruments, such as municipal
regulations bolstering the commons, and they make counter-hegemonic uses of
existing legislation which ‘hack’ the law. They interact collaboratively and
conflictually with city administration. And they work consistently to craft radical
patterns of organization and self-government for commoning. But they do not focus
on electoral platforms and on gaining power in the city. They hold on to a degree of
independence from state institutions, while they also seek to affect and reorient them
through law and political interactions with the administration. This allows city
commoners in Italy to devote their efforts to their self-organization and to accruing
broader counterpower for the commons through grassroots networking, collaboration
and alliances within and across cities.
In the following, we will survey the distinguishing features and virtues of this
counterhegemonic strategy for urban commons transitions, broaching them from the
two sides of institutions-law and grassroots civic initiative. We will differentiate
between three legal paths and regulatory frameworks: a militant jurisprudence
predicated on constituent power and private law (U. Mattei and partners), a public law
methodology which frames facilitating city regulations (the Bologna regulation, the
Labsus and Labgov lawyers), and a more ‘rebellious’ arrangement of ‘civic use’
championed by social movements and collectives in the city of Naples (Ex Asilo
Filangieri, G. Micciarelli et al.).
The coalescence between pro-commons professors of law with activists, movements
and bottom-up processes singles out the Italian ‘laboratory’ of urban commons in
recent years. Italian lawyers have aided civic actors to utilize legal tools for the cause
of the commons and the battle against neoliberal privatizations. They have helped
movements and groups to attain legal recognition and to protect their diverse
commoning practices, including initially illegal occupations.
Legal scholars got hold of the subversive edge and the transformative potential of the
commons, translating them into a radical challenge to central categories of the modern
legal system, particularly of civil, private and property law. The commons call into
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question the dominance of private property in law. They unsettle the founding
dichotomies private/public and subject/object, and they can become a mainspring for
social emancipation and justice. The main political wager of pro-commons law
professors is that they can blaze a legal path for urban commoning through the twists
and turns of the constitution and positive law. They mount the case that the law in
force can be deployed in counterhegemonic ways to underwrite the legal status of
commons, and to contend with the rule of private property and state sovereignty.
Transcribing commoning activities on the ground, legal activists in Italy advocate an
eminently political construal of the commons with two main prongs. They endorse a
non-naturalistic conception, whereby all goods could turn into commons if
communities of actors handle them as such (collective use, sharing, management).
And they conjure a counterhegemonic use of the law in force, which can shore up the
commons in various ways: through reinterpretations, legal ‘hacks,’ the disarticulation
of property rights into a bundle of rights securing access and use, and the vindication
of established but marginalized constitutional principles, such as the required ‘social
function’ of property (Marella 2017: 63-65, 77, 82-83, Mattei 2016: 75-76).
2.5.12. Commoning in Italian cities: a) the constituent power of social movements and
the ecology of law
The legal ‘activism’ of Ugo Mattei, professor of civil law (University of Torino) and
International and Comparative Law (University of California), is one of the central
quilting points which bind together legal scholarship, juridical interventions and procommons movements, in a manner which marks out the Italian battleground of the
commons in recent years. Mattei has enlisted constitutional means, such as the
referendum, and new legislation to halt the privatization of public goods and to
challenge neoliberal governance, working in alliance with activists of the commons.
He situates urban commons in cities which have become sites of struggle against the
private appropriation of public spaces, gentrification, evictions and the deterioration
of urban welfare. He takes aim at neoliberal rule, the dramatic imbalances of power
between the private sector, the public sector and civil society. This perspective
highlights the diverse struggles against the neoliberal plunder of common goods -from
water to the university and food. It also valorizes the occupations of abandoned
buildings and other spaces by people who seek to meet various needs, from housing to
urban gardening, and to regenerate urban infrastructure in the spirit of the commons,
on terms of ecological and social sustainability, inclusion and participation (Mattei &
Quarta 2015: 304-305, Mattei 2013a: 10-13).
Mattei has laid out a new ‘ecology of law’ that purports to attune the legal system
with nature and the commons. More lately, he has proposed mobilizing private law in
the struggle for a commons-oriented transformation (Mattei 2013a, Mattei & Quarta
2018, Capra & Mattei 2015). He has also argued that a counterhegemonic use of
constitutional and other legal instruments by social movements constitutes an
‘articulated political strategy,’ which reinforces the tactical arsenal of occupation and
the assembly, and it is thus more powerful than the mobilization cycle of Occupy in

228

2011, among others (Mattei 2013b: 366). He has contended thus that the Italian path
from indignation to a new institutionality of the commons is
rather interesting and unique experiment in transforming indignation into new
institutions of the commons. Perhaps this praxis ‘Italian style’ could become an
example for a global strategy (Mattei 2015: 85).
The crux of the proposed strategy lies in the synergy between social movements for
the commons and critical legal scholars. Mattei’s starting point is the multitude of
struggles in defense of public water, the public university, and so on, through which a
strong political consciousness has crystallized around the expropriation of common
goods. At a second moment, he notes how this consciousness is not buttressed by a
techno-juridical development of new instruments that could fashion a new common
sense and could chart a new course of action. The contribution of legal experts like
Mattei consists in the construction of this link, setting out from the conviction that
right is alive as long as it is accompanied by concrete fights against injustice. In this
context, the techno-legal elaboration of the ‘common good’ as an alternative to both
public and private property takes on an enormous significance, in both theory and
practice, in the struggle to counter the unsustainable disequilibrium in favor of private
property which besets the liberal constitutional tradition (Mattei 2013a: 12-13, 20).
The 2011 national referendum in Italy against the privatization of public water
illustrates paradigmatically the strategy at stake, the convergence of legal scholars
with social actors, the militant employment of legal means in the service of the
commons, and the rise of ‘bene comuni’ in public discourse and action which
advances alternatives against neoliberal hegemony. The referendum, held in June 13,
2011, was in effect the climax of a series of battles dating back to the
alterglobalization insurgencies in the ‘90s. Since 2005, this cycle of contention was
paired with legal efforts to revisit the legal basis which permitted the onslaught of
privatizations undertaken by the Italian state from the 1990s onwards (Mattei 2013a:
37-41; 2013b: 367-368).
The scholarly endeavors, coupled with political lobbying, reached a turning point with
the formation of the Rodotà Commission in the Ministry of Justice, in 2007, which
was headed by the renowned lawyer Stefano Rodotà. The aim of the committee,
which convened under Romano Prodi’s government, was to review the legal
provisions on public property in the Italian Civil Code with a view to regulating and
checking the frenzy of privatizations. In 2008, the Commission came up with a legal
reform proposal, which introduced in Italian legislation the category of ‘common
goods’ as distinct from private and public ownership. The commons were defined as
‘goods, which provide utilities necessary to the satisfaction of fundamental rights of
the person.’ All persons should have access to these goods, regardless of private or
public ownership, and the common goods must be safeguarded in the interest of future
generations. Hence, the management of commons goods should be ecologically
minded. Finally, their legal tutelage should be diffused. All human beings should have
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access to courts to stand up for commons goods which belong to the common heritage
of humanity. Water ranked first in an open list of common goods proposed by the
commission (Mattei 2013b: 367-369; 2013a: 92-93).
After the fall of Prodi’s government, the parliament and the new Berlusconi
government ran a brutal roughshod over the proposed reform, legislating instead, in
2009, the compulsory privatization of local public resources, including the water
supply systems. The head of the Rodotà commission, Mattei and other members of it,
along with allied laywers responded by spearheading a call for a referendum to
protect common goods from privatization. They relied on a constitutional provision
which authorizes popular initiatives for referendums under strict and demanding
terms. The organizational effort to stitch together a broad-based civic coalition, to
collect the required number of certified signatures (at least half a million) and to
submit the referendum proposal to the Supreme Court was led by the Italian Forum of
movements for the water. This network brought together local committees of activists,
functioning as a hegemonic agent of articulation. It assembled a grassroots popular
alliance which excluded political parties, was composed of independent citizens,
environmental groups, trade unions etc, and was supported by law professors in its
institutional interventions. The referendum, finally held on June 13, 2011, was thus
the point of culmination of a grassroots mobilization, which reclaimed constitutional
rights in order not only to prevent further privatizations but also to propound the
notion of common goods. 56% of Italian voters turned out at the polls, and more than
90% of them voted against the privatization of water (Mattei 2013b: 367, 370).
The movement agitating around the referendum was an instance of contemporary
democratic alter-politics (see the Report 1. The Political, sections 1.7-1.8). It bodied
forth a new political logic and dynamic that fermented in the absence of credible
political parties. This new kind of politics, which renounces exclusions and
hierarchies, was structurally at loggerheads with the political logic of party politics. It
also brewed a larger vision and narrative that revolved around active citizenship,
collective participation and a new political philosophy, which forgoes leaders and
anthropocentric omnipotence with regard to nature. Finally, its singular feature was
the close symbiosis of movement and academic-institutional culture in its ranks. This
confluence was grounded in the local, contextual interpretation of epochal challenges
that are truly global: the sweeping tide of privatizations of public goods and, more
generally, the failures of ‘really existing capitalism’ in relation to nature, social justice
and democracy (Mattei 2013a: 94-97).
Significantly, from Mattei’s viewpoint, these system failures raise anew the question
of hegemony. To redirect the course of history, the new political paradigm must
accede to a new global hegemony that will overhaul the current correlation of forces,
in which the rule of private property is served and cemented by state sovereignty.
Given this collusion, the democratic response cannot be ‘more state.’ It calls, rather,
for more participatory democracy and the delimitation of state power (Mattei 2013a:
109, 113-114).
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The only way to reconstruct a counter-hegemonic narrative capable of recuperating
consensus consists precisely in this; in redefining the limits of the state and, at the
same time, the limits of rent and profit, setting out from a simple idea: ‘Less state,
less private property, more common goods’ (Mattei 2013a: 114; my translation).
From this slant, the strategic query becomes whether the Italian legal-civic road to
counter-hegemony can make a substantial difference in its transformative potency and
effects.
The landmark event of the referendum scaled up and out the counterhegemonic bid
for the commons in the Italian context. Along with the legal conceptualization of the
commons undertaken by the Rodotà commission, it laid the legal foundation for the
judgements of the Supreme Court, which annulled new government policies for the
privatization of public services and upheld the authority of direct democratic decisionmaking by the people. The referendum underpinned the introduction of the commons
in the local charters of Italian municipalities. It catapulted the concept of ‘beni
comuni’ into public discourse, breeding a new common sense and fixing a discursive
nodal point -or nearly ‘empty signifier’- for the composition of diverse struggles by
trade unions, students, environmental movements, and others. The fluid signifier of
‘beni comuni’ took on the quintessential hegemonic function which links up
differences with each other, spawns mutual solidarity among diverse resistances and
initiatives, yields a narrative ground of legitimacy for their action, and reaches out to
society at large, but also to state institutions such as the courts. The event sparked also
new urban commoning initiatives, which were led both by citizens (first, the Teatro
Vale occupation, followed by several others) and by city governments. For instance,
the new De Magistris administration in Naples instated participatory governance and
the commons in the city and the municipality. Hence, the conceptual grammar of the
commons publicized by the Rodotà commission rose to counterhegemonic
prominence through the referendum and the economic and political crisis (Mattei
2013a: 372-375; 2015, Quarta & Ferrando 2015: 263, 269, 279-280).
The Teatro Vale commons in Rome initiated this sprawl of urban commoning in the
aftermath of the water referendum, assuming a high symbolic status. It was started on
the next day after the referendum (June 14, 2011) by a group of precarious workers of
art and the entertainment industry -actors, directors, technicians etc.- who explicitly
claimed culture as a commons analogous to water and air. Riding on the wave of the
referendum, they rose up against the planned privatization of the theatre by the
municipality of Rome. They vindicated the right to access and run the prestigious
theater as a collective resource, keeping it open to the public and experimenting with
collective artistic creation for more than a year. The occupants reclaimed thus the
tools of artistic production from the private and the public sector, placing them into
the hands of commoners (Mattei 2013a: 372-373, Marella 2017: 81-82, Bailey &
Marcucci 2013).
The Teatro Vale occupation improvised by utilizing tools of private law -the
foundation- in order to claim legal status and to enshrine its commons as an
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incorporated Foundation. Consulting Mattei and Rodotà, the occupants authored
collectively the statute of the foundation, which was officially recognized as a legal
entity that would defend the activities of the occupation. Hence, they employed a
private law tool, which usually protects private wealth, in order to safeguard a
common wealth that was co-managed by the General Assembly of participants.
Hence, today, several years after the Rodotà commission and the water referendum,
and following multiple other occupations and political initiatives, the commons in
Italy are not merely a generative legal concept which exceeds private and public
property. They embody complex institutional practices which have resulted from
ongoing social pressures and struggles, including occupations which evoke the logic
of open, participatory commons (Mattei & Quarta 2015: 19, Mattei 2013a: 372-373,
Marella 2017: 81-82, Bailey & Marcucci 2013).
Τhe composition of actors and practices in Italian commons movements adumbrates a
singular strategy of counter-hegemony for the commons. This strategy is moored in
grassroots mobilization. It is bent on diffuse commoning across different fields, and it
vindicates the constituent power of the people in democracy. This strategic scenario
places at its pivot social movements, which would spread the concept of constituent
power beyond representative politics and would open alternative channels for political
engagement, redefining the notion of the political itself. Crucially, the emergent
strategy combines political activism with legal interventions, enlisting constitutional
and other legal tools to resist neoliberal hegemony, to exercise influence on
institutions, to carve out more space for growing commons and, ultimately, to rebuild
an alternative system from the bottom up (Mattei 2015, Bailey & Mattei 2013: 977).
Mattei has set out, in effect, a wide-ranging counter-hegemonic project which
encompasses (i) engaging with ruling institutions, (ii) propagating a radically different
worldview and, ultimately, (iii) contriving a new legal and political order by starting
out from practices which tweak the current legal system in favour of the commons.
An institutional framework pivoting around the commons would rupture the dyopoly
state/market and the contemporary collusion between state sovereignty and private
property. It would reinforce social justice at the core of law and the economy,
entitling people to take direct action. It would foster and nourish itself from another
common sense, an alternative worldview and a philosophy of law that would
dismantle the binaries private/public and subject/object. These couples posit a
sovereign subject that appropriates and controls external objects as commodities
(Mattei 2016: 75, 78-79).
Beginning with the first component of this strategic compound, the main intent of
Italian ‘beni comuni’ movements according to Mattei is to claim and express the
constituent power of social movements through legal reforms which effectively
implement the current Italian constitution, particularly the articles 3, 42 and 43, rather
than draft a new constitution. Framing another constitution would be hardly possible
under the existing balance of forces in representative democracy. Αrticle 3 of the
actual Italian constitution calls on the republic to remove all social and economic
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obstacles which hinder everyone in participating in the political life of the country.
Article 42 postulates the ‘social function’ of private property, requiring the law to
protect private property only insofar as it is accessible to all and it serves a social
function. Article 43 vests ‘communities of workers and users’ with the right to take
part in the management of strategic public interest resources (Bailey & Mattei 2013:
981-983).
The 1948 Italian constitution was, indeed, the outcome of a compromise with the
Italian communists. It harboured the promise of a future revolution that would
compensate the communists for a missed one. The foregoing articles lay ‘dormant’ for
long. But the beni communi movements have given them a new leash of life,
grounding the occupation of urban spaces, such as Teatro Vale, in article 43. This
exercise of fundamental constituent power, the right to define the constitutional coordinates of a social order, which is asserted by civil society actors, does not radically
remake the constitution. Rather, it gives full force to existing constitutional
provisions, which remained unapplied, in order to guard the common and the public
against the private (Bailey & Mattei 2013: 983, 996, 1001, 1012).
The series of occupations of enclosed and empty urban spaces which unfurled in the
aftermath of Teatro Vale appeared as a method of recovering constituent power for
the commons and of making a counterhegemonic use of right. Occupiers sought to
gain legitimacy and to turn legitimacy against legality in order to render legal what
has been hitherto illegal: the takeover of abandoned spaces which are governed by the
regime of property -public or private. Legitimacy was claimed in two main ways:
through the common good of opening empty urban spaces to the wider community for
the common benefit; and by covering these illegal acts of occupation with the mantle
of the constitutional articles providing for the communal self-government of public
resources and the social function of property. The commons underproped both claims
to legitimacy. The participatory and plural self-management of the occupied spaces
included newcomers and welcomed the broader community. And the commons laid
bridges with the law, with the relevant constitutional provisions, the legal concept of
the common goods coined by the Rodotà commission, the referendum and the
subsequent judgements of courts (Quarta & Ferrando 2015: 277-278, 280).
Practiced in this way, the commons set up a space of dialogue with the constitution
and an arena of legal-political debate. They drill holes in the ruling legal and political
system, rather than simply refusing the state. A heteroclite coalition of occupiers,
lawyers and academics mobilize law and state power in counter-hegemonic ways,
which strive to spin established institutions in other directions and to instigate social
change from within and against the ruling system. The objective of such counterhegemonic politics is to disseminate an alternative legal reasoning and to reconstitute
the actual property regime. In this assemblage of commoning, counter-hegemonic
legitimacy and constituent power, gestures of civil disobedience transform rights into
proactive instruments that can powerfully inscribe demands of social justice and
equality in the ruling order. Powered by the energy of the commons, the constitution

233

and pro-commons jurists, ‘property outlaws’ can act within and against the dominant
regime, shaking up the rule of property, pushing for legal reforms which will boost
urban commoning, refashioning the legal, economic and political system from within
and beyond (Quarta & Ferrando 2015: 279-280, 286-288, Quarta 2018).
Through this prism, the broader strategic vision can be summarized as follows:
A social movement of the ‘many worlds,’ the many sites of societal
constitutionalism of the commons, linked together in a global network, could
provide us with a truly bottom-up constitutional and deliberative process
capable of reversing the progressive transfer from the commons to the
private on local, national, and global levels, giving renewed relevance to the
concepts of ‘constituent power’ and ‘popular sovereignty’ today (Bailey &
Mattei 2013: 1013).
Lately, Mattei and his partners (Mattei & Quarta 2018) advocate more specifically the
deployment of private law, rather than the constitution in general, as a counterhegemonic tool that could help to institutionalize a new common sense under the
conditions of the present. Our actual conjuncture is marked by three decisive
transformations. First, the ecological crisis calls into question the fundaments of the
capitalist order, the drive towards infinite growth on a finite planet. Second, the new
communication technologies have drawn a new frontier for capitalist extraction and
accumulation. Finally, the over-concentration of private property in few private
hands, which have colluded in recent decades with the governments of liberal
democracy or hold them hostage, blocks any redistribution of wealth. Their argument
is that, in this context, change could be brought about through
a global (and local) war of position in which legal interpretation through praxis
(i.e. resistance and disobedience) is systematically carried on by legally and
ecologically literate people supported by legal scholars serving the function of
‘democratic philosophers’ in a relentlessly producing new subjectivity (Mattei &
Quarta 2018: x, emphasis in the original).
The cornerstone of this war of position through law is a counter-hegemonic reading of
private law, which for Mattei and Quarta is not an antagonistic alternative to a headon confrontation with the status quo, should the conditions obtain. A counterhegemonic reinterpretation of private law should aim at enacting an ecological private
law that meets the demands of social and natural survival and intends to institute a
society beyond capital (Mattei & Quarta 2018: x-xii). Τo further these political
purposes, they place their wager on private law, on the grounds that powerful private
interests have now captured liberal states, and the private and public sectors have
almost merged. As a result, it is unrealistic to rely on public law or the ordinary
processes of representative democracy to bring about radical renovation. As a matter
of fact, there are few, if any, considerable forces in parliament which are commonsfriendly. Hence, they propose to revisit the fundamental legal institutions of private
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law -property, contracts, tort and legal pershonhood- from an ecological standpoint
and the commons (Mattei & Quarta 2018: 2-3, Quarta 2018).
This strategic reasoning is premised on the assumption that private law is likewise
subject to state sovereignty and the neoliberal rule, but it displays certain features
which make it more resilient resistant to influence. First, private law rules are largely
authored far from the political process, by autonomous individuals and groups who
have the power to design private institutions for their collective ends, which could be
attuned to the commons if the individuals so choose. Private autonomy is a relevant
source of law, which enjoys a higher degree of protection as private property under
liberal constitutionalism. Second, private law is substantially a matter of interpretation
and reinterpretation by jurists, who come to effectively exercise public authority. Tort,
contract and property law have been shaped over time by influential legal scholars
and courts of law, which have applied and evolved them in the process of resolving
private disputes. In this reading, law is not a pre-existing object. Rather, it crystallizes
in practice at the moment of adjudicating a social conflict. As a result, an occupation
of empty private property which is motivated by urgent social needs could be
defended by the law against the legal owner (Mattei & Quarta 2018: 4-10). The
‘interpreter determines the outcome’ (Mattei & Quarta 2018: 10; emphasis added).
Private and social conflicts can thus generate law through a legal interpretation which
is mediated by lawyers and judges. Rosa Park’s illegal act of resistance on the bus
illustrates how opposition to the status quo may eventually bring forth a new legal
order. The practice of legal interpretation is key to this translation of socio-political
resistances into law. Hence, lawyers and judges could inject into private law a
diffused ecological awareness, inflecting it in another direction (Mattei & Quarta
2018: 4-9). In present-day Italy, courts and judges still induce changes in legislation
through their interpretations and rulings. Movements, lawyers and a new paradigm of
law, into which judges will be educated, can make an impact on courts and their
reconstruction of existing legislation. Legal innovation, initiated by different courts
across the country, and self-legislation in private institutions enable a diffuse
production of private law away from central authority, making private law a
privileged site for political-legal interventions that would twist the legal system
towards solidarity and ecology (Quarta 2018).
Τhe case of property law, which presides over private law in modernity, can
illuminate the ways in which Mattei and Quarta envision the counter-hegemonic
recoding of the latter. From the times of the Romans through the Napoleonic Code
and German professors of law in the 19th century, private property was consolidated
as a subjective right of unimpaired individual ownership, the ‘sole and despotic’ rule
of a subject over an object. It endowed private individuals with the power to
accumulate and to exploit resources without limits. This coding of private property
became a substantial norm governing everyday life since the 19th century in Europe.
But, at the same time, counter-narratives surged forth, such as the Marxist critique and
the principle of the ‘social function of property,’ which obliges private owners to also
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satisfy societal needs through the use of their private ownership. This principle, which
was incorporated into the 1948 Italian constitution, authorized Western governments
during the Cold War to regulate private property and to check its excesses. Although
these stints and twists on private property were overhauled in the neoliberal era, they
could be put again into the service of an overall design to redraw the default rules and
to regulate the right of ownership by taking on board its social function and its
ecological sustainability (Mattei & Quarta 2018: 22-27, 30).
The counter-hegemonic politics of law propounded by Mattei and Quarta would start
out from existing property law and would be compatible with it. But it would
promulgate redefinitions of property law and alternative modes of reasoning which
consistently connect it with the reproduction of the commons rather than capital. This
politics would promote a generative property law, which enshrines property as the
protection of use value and of privacy interests, unseating property as infinite
accumulation by means of exchange value, extraction and rent. Property law could be
harnessed for counter-hegemonic politics through the creation of foundations or trusts
that take care of collective resources and resist the further privatization of the public
domain by neoliberal governments. A new, re-interpretative ethos of property law
would confine the owner’s right to exclude to the cases when it is socially and
ecologically desirable. It would work out a new, accessed-based paradigm of
property, which would be oriented by the interpretative legal compass of the
commons, favouring community access and diffused-decision-making, and projecting
a relational vision of property (Mattei & Quarta 2018: 44-50).
Such a counter-hegemonic inflection of property would be enlivened, thus, by the
alternative of the commons and would strive to tweak the ruling paradigm of property
towards an inclusive and generative logic. Generative property privileges sustainable
production over rent extraction. It takes all social and natural externalities into
account, in space and over time, limiting proprietary freedom when it incurs external
damage in communities and the environment. Existing property right structures can
lend support to this generative reframing of property. Among others, community land
trusts can vest property rights in a community that stewards a sizeable area of land. Or
laws of absentee property, which remains unused and uncultivated, can strip actual
owners of their property and grant it to cooperatives for generative use (Mattei &
Quarta 2018: 52-54).
An ecological jurisprudence along these lines can be practiced and disseminated by
cultivating a legal ecological literacy, which would channel the judgment of lawyers
and judges in courts. This conversion would require concerted efforts to reform the
legal culture through a new education of future lawyers. If widely spread, the new
power of legal knowledge could wield a strong counterpower, which would be more
difficult to capture than legislation and government. Hence, what is crucially at stake
in this counter-hegemonic take on law is the diffusion of an ecologically literate
culture that would counteract, through its reinterpretations and displacements, the
current demise of law. The main vehicle for turning private law from extractive and
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pro-capitalist into a generative and pro-commons right is the dissemination of a new
eco-literacy and the rise of an eco-literate subjectivity (Mattei & Quarta 2018: 52-54,
120, 148-149).
If an ecological legal interpretation based on the basic principles of access, power
diffusion, the relevance of a selfless motive, caring for future generations,
proximity, and full systemic reliability conquers the minds of the legal profession
it can steer the direction of diffused individual activity toward desirable goals
(Mattei & Quarta 2018: 150).
This critical, commons-oriented jurisprudence looks on private law as a powerful
amplifier in a spiral of counter-hegemonic contestations. A generalized ecoconsciousness and legal eco-literacy can trigger pro-commons displacements in
legislation. In turn, these legal shifts can conquer mainstream thinking and renew the
common sense of the majority, laying thereby the subjective -moral, intellectual and
affective- foundations for a new institutional order of the commons. Law can
precipitate societal innovation by dint of its performative capacity, its authoritative
role in defining what is acceptable or not in our society. In the same way as the legal
ban on smoking, which quickly reshaped social behavior and thought, the nonrecognition of private contracts which damage nature can incite a generalized ethicopolitical rejection of such contracts (Mattei & Quarta 2018: 152-154).
The question that poses itself, then, is how law can be inclined towards the commons
to provide a legal-political charger for a commons transition. The strategic response
of this legal paradigm lies in a counter-hegemonic deployment, which could
ultimately veer law away from the current routes of extraction, rent and steep
inequalities, by walking simultaneously on two legs: people’s fights and mobilizations
for the commons, on the one leg, and institutional interventions by lawyers allied with
this grassroots action, on the other. Law can be succesfully twisted and recalibrated if
ordinary people dismiss contracts, debts and uses of private property which are ecosocially harmful, and these lay challengers are defended in courts and other legal
action by like-minded jurists. From this perspective, the role of jurists is to close ranks
with social resistances and movements which nurture the commons, and to assist them
professionally in their local struggles. Lawyers could fuel thus a bottom-up process
which enacts eco-law through court decisions, legal reforms and new regulations that
are instigated by grassroots action (Mattei & Quarta 2018: 154-156).
The underlying juridical vision debunks the image of law as an apriori order which
judges social activity in the abstract. Law is envisaged, rather, as a whole consisting
of interacting parts -communities, ordinary people, law professionals-, which author
law through a constantly negiotated process of cultural connections. An ecological
framing of law removes hierarchy and competition from the center of the legal order.
It boosts, instead, the bottom-up emergence of context-specific, community-based
‘natural laws.’ A new legal regime enshrining the commons would spring from selforganized collective action, such as the initiative of the Teatro Vale community,
which is rooted in eco-knowledge and is aware of how law can service the commons.
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An ecological reinterpretation of the law in support of the commons would construe
law itself as a commons. Lawyers and communities should enter thus into a close
symbiosis, reciprocally educating one another to reach an eco-legal understanding.
Law should draw on real-life experiences, and the shared values and uses of a
community which are institutionalized over time as customs. Communities should
partake directly in significant legal action, including the preparation of materials for
litigation. But to reckon with the interconnectedness of our global problems, local
actions must link up with each other globally and attend to the interdependence of
law, politics and economics on all levels (Capra & Mattei 2015: 162, 165, 200-205,
235).
Moreover, jurists can intervene as counter-hegemonic agents of articulation. They
could bind together dispersed local struggles by situating them in a bigger picture and
by driving a unified strategy ‘that must be articulated in legal terms around the
concept of the commons’ (Mattei & Quarta 2018: 156).
Yet, Mattei’s law-centered counter-hegemony does not reduce to reinterpretations of
law, legal reforms and the convergence of dispersed local fights. In tune with
ontological and systemic streams of thought on the commons, Mattei’s commons
hegemony turns on a deep, cultural paradigm shift. The world of the commons affirms
that ‘another world is possible.’ This other cosmos would embody another ontology,
an entirely different universe breaking through the historical horizon of modernity
(Capra & Mattei 2015, Mattei 2013a).
The individual and the dualism subject/object, which inform modern Cartesian
thought and the Scientific Revolution, govern also the sovereign state and the market
in modern times. In turn, individual ownership and state sovereigny dominate legal
modernity. The two prevailing institutions share a structure that concetrates decisionmaking and the power of exclusion in the hands of an individual or at the top of a
hierarchical order. In both institutional arrangements, a subject rules over an object
(an enterprise, a private good, a territory). The modern drive to separate man from
nature and to elevate humanity to the master of nature manifests this dualist and
sovereignist ontology. The commons body forth another, relational ontology, which is
profoundly at odds with the dualist, mechanistic universe of separate atoms. In
contrast to public (state) and private (market) goods, the commons compose holistic
ecosystems in which the subject is part of the object. Communities, individuals and
the natural environment are interlinked and interdependent. Hence, the commons are
not commodities that can be owned. Community and relationships are the building
blocks of the other world of the commons and, hence, of an ecologically transformed
law which converts capital into commons. The relational, participatory and holistic
logic of the common is thus a radical other, not a simple alternative to the reductionist
and mechanistic logic of modernity, which could peacefully coexist with it (Capra &
Mattei 2015: ix-x, xxxix, 32-33, 43, Mattei 2013a: 55-60, 65-67, 72-74, 79).
In consequence, Mattei’s standpoint takes issue with the ‘right to the city’ argument
for the commons. The discourse of rights divorces the subject from the object of
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rights, treating the object -and the right- as something that the subject possesses. As a
result, the right to the city objectifies the city, which should be experienced rather as a
dynamic and complex interplay of plural subjectivities (Mattei & Quarta 2015: 315,
Mattei 2016: 79-85; 2013a: 72-73).
The legal and institutional gestation of a new commons order, which would begin
from within the status quo, calls for a swerve towards a holistic, relational worldview
and a turn away from the reductionist, individualist and quantitative cosmology of
modernity. The epistemic emancipation from the ontological pillars of the current
alliance between the sovereign state and the capitalist market would underpin the
political emancipation from this order of power. The new constitution would weave
horizontal links between individuals in communities, it would disperse power, and it
would place community, participation and collaboration at its heart (Mattei 2016: 7985).
Mattei and his partners map out an eco-legal road to commoning which is radical,
innovative and strategic. A politicized and activist employment of law as a lever for
institutional regeneration, which is kicked into motion from the grassroots and is
mediated by legal experts, is a valuable addition to the arsenal of counter-hegemonic
strategy. It empowers an autonomous invention of commons by civil society, while it
also wrangles with dominant institutions and struggles to incline them in commonsfriendly directions. But it is not sufficient in itself to deliver the paradigm shift it
envisions. What is still missing is a robust and in-depth consideration of the essentials
of counter-hegemonic praxis, beginning with ground zero: the aggregation and
consolidation of a collective subject of commoners vying for hegemony.
Unless one presumes that a critical mass of conscious and committed actors who labor
for the commons is already on the ground, the primary strategic conundrum is how to
bring this active mass into existence. For Mattei and his colleagues, the key motors of
an eco-legal revolution are critical jurists, on the one hand, civil society actors, on the
other, and an eco-legal, commons-oriented subjectivity imbuing these two groups
(Mattei & Quarta 2018: 148-156). These agents, enlivened by their eco-commons
spirit, will pioneer the tectonic movement in the legal system, which will then
conquer the common sense of the majority and will start fabricating a new
institutional order. If these agents are not alive and kicking, and a widespread ecocommons consciousness or culture is a desideratum rather than a fait accompli, then
creating both becomes the first and foremost predicament of counter-hegemonic
strategy. Mattei and colleagues do not get to grips with this paramount strategic issue.
They seem to wishfully assume that the subject in question is already present and
active:
These two groups are the fundamental actors in the vanguard of the eco-legal
revolution we hope is in the making (Mattei & Quarta 2018: 149).
We argue here that social movements are engaged in the enforcement of national
constitutional protections of the public through counter-hegemonic uses of the law,
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and also at the transnational level, where they are forming global networks
capable....of influencing the top-down economic constitutionalism (Bailey &
Mattei 2013: 1012).
However, bottom-up constitutionalism and a wider alliance of jurists and movements
for the commons lean on the mediation of legal experts who command adequate
knowledge of the constitution and can master the technicalities of the direct
application of law by citizens and before the courts. Jurists supply also a substantial
part of the warrants for the claims to legitimacy. Hence the risk arises of a reassertion
of hierarchies and disparities in the process, unless apt schemes of political
organization and self-direction are put in place by grassroots commoners. Law
experts, who command an institutional knowledge arcane to most lay people, and are
well-versed in the corridors of state power, occupy already a position of high
authority in their synergies with collectives and individuals. A new vanguard of law
professors and professionals directing social movements is thus a likely upshot of this
law-based strategy, particularly if lawyers come to operate as the agents of hegemonic
articulation, as Mattei and Quarta counsel (2018: 156).
Mattei and Quarta (2018: 156) are alert to this peril which inheres in their strategic
propositions:
Lawyers…must be particularly aware of the risk of imposing their own
professional ideology…on the politics of resistance. Examples are abundant of
such lawyering intended for a righteous cause but ultimately producing more
unanticipated problems.
However, beyond evoking bottom-up lawmaking, community self-organization and
horizontal links in the commons movements, the predicaments of sustained mass
mobilization and political organization, which could ward off or lessen such risks of
power asymmetries in collective action, receive little notice in this work. We are back,
thus, to point zero or to the gaping hole of counter-hegemonic politics: the
aggregation of a broad-based collective subject and its modes of political organization
which will raise both horizontalist participation and political efficacy in their dealings
with institutions and the status quo. Law and tactics of counter-hegemonic
reinterpretation can only be part of a wider strategic equation, rather than the one of
its two main planks. The reason does not lie only in the danger of new vanguardism
and paternalism. As Mattei and Quarta (2018: 71-72) acknowledge, legal
interpretation has already been captured by economic functionalism and efficiency. At
the same time, amending chapters of private law, such as corporate law, to turn
corporations into ‘caring creatures’ demands radical anti-capitalist inverventions
which ‘are impossible by way of mere interpretation.’ That’s why they do not occur
under the current balance of power relations. Accordingly, radical legal reforms
cannot be only an affair of legal experts prompted by social needs and movements. To
a considerable extent, they are predicated on a comprehensive and massive counterhegemonic insurrection, pressure and social renewal.
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Indeed, Mattei himself (2018) has called attention to the groundwork of hegemonic
politics that must be carried out at the core of a multilayered project that aspires to a
commons-driven reinstitution of society. For a new, ecological and holistic ontology
to take hold and for new institutions to spring up with the aid of legal instruments, the
intervention of a non-hieararchic political organization that will tie together existing
commons and different mobilizations through platforms of common exchange is
fundamental. It remains to be thought through, planned, strategized and carried
forward in practice.
2.5.13. Commoning in Italian cities: b) municipal regulations, facilitating institutions
and active citizenship
A second major strand of ‘legal’ urban commoning in Italy is based on the various
regulations for urban commons that have been enacted since 2014, by more than 180
cities across Italy. The city of Bologna and the ‘Bologna Regulation on Collaboration
for the Care and Regeneration of Urban Commons’ (Marella 2016: 80), pioneered this
trend, which has been kindled by the wider pro-commons agitation in the country
since 2011, but it is more institutionalized and top-down, initiated by mayors and
professors of law.
The second juridical paradigm of urban commons in Italy is anchored in public law
(rather than on private, as the foregoing methodology) and the constitutional principle
of ‘subsidiarity.’ The article 118 of the Italian Constitution calls on the state and local
government to bolster citizens’ autonomous initiatives which cater to general
interests, sharing in public government and the stewardship of public goods (Marella
2016: 81). At the core of these new municipal regulations lie the ‘pacts of
collaboration’ with citizens, which dictate the terms on which the city administration
transfers provisionally to groups or associations the government and the use of public
urban resources with a view to regenerating them. Citizens identify the building, the
square, the garden etc. they want to take care of, and they extend a proposal to the
municipality. Alternatively, they respond to public calls of the city when city
government offers a public asset for commoning (Mattei & Quarta 2018: 111-112).
Political activism and social movements recede in the background of this scheme,
giving way to ‘active citizens’ who steward urban assets for the common good. This
is a more top-down, tamed and prudent logic of urban commoning, but it is also
arguably more sustainable, protected, enduring and expansive. Although the
institutational template can be restrictive and may hold in check more autonomous
and transformative forces, it can be also enabling and can spawn extensive social
cooperation and redistribution. Furthermore, it can be amenable to critical reuses
which push up against its boundaries, harnessing it for radical political aspirations.
In 2014, the City of Bologna inaugurated a policy and regulatory framework that
would redefine the relationship between city residents and the local administration in
the provision of services and the management of urban resources. The cornerstone of
the new institutional model is the regulation of civic collaboration for urban
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commons, which was drawn up in partnership with the legal research group Labsus
[laboratorio per la sussidiarietà] and the cultural-social foundation Fondazione del
Monte di Bologna e Ravenna (Comune Bologna 2020). The regulation entitles
residents to collaborate with the city and to undertake the ‘care and regeneration’ of
public spaces, urban gardens, abandoned buildings and other city infrastructures.
Urban commons are construed in an ample manner. They are tangible and intangible
goods that citizens and the administration hold to be pivotal to individual and
collective well-being and decide, thus, to share responsibility for their care or their
renegeration for the common benefit (Comune Bologna 2020, Foster & Iaione 2016:
347, Iaione 2016: 424).
The heart of the regulation is located in its article 5, the ‘pact of collaboration,’ which
is a contract similar to private law contracts, and it is signed by the city and citizens.
The pact specifies the object of commoning and the terms of collaboration between
the parties and other actors. The terms establish, among others, an open and inclusive
way of managing the resource, which should be oriented towards the ‘differentiated
public,’ and the protection of the public interest. The contracts can be short- or longterm, and they provide for the transfer of technical know-how and funding from the
city. Both the types of goods that are recognized as commons and the actors who take
over their co-management are diverse. The public law paradigm of urban commons
endorses the political perspective on the commons which is widely diffused in Italy. It
is a certain community of citizens that defines the common good, through the shared
rules they accept in a pact with the city, not any intrinsic property of things (Arena
2018, Foster & Iaione: 347-348).
The regulation is a ‘critical tool of legal experimentation in shared governance’
(Iaione 2016: 424). It is addressed to a diverse range of actors in the city, from
ordinary residents to private owners and commercial businesses, encouraging them to
collaborate in neighborhood associations, cooperatives and foundations to manage
public space and buildings. The regulation is intended to furnish a toolkit of
governance and legal instruments that will assist city residents, local entepreneurs,
knowledge institutions and other civil society organizations in co-designing a
participatory, polycentric model of governing and using urban goods. The Bologna
regulation purports, also, to energize a spirit of collaboration and sharing in relation to
urban commons, and to boost the interaction between urban commons, the
‘collaborative economy,’ digital and social innovation (Foster & Ιaione 2016: 348349, Iaione 2016: 424).
This legal-institutional mechanism is explicitly grounded in the articles 117 and 118
of the Italian constitution, which lay down the principle of ‘subsidiarity.’ The
principle was amplified through three lines that were added in the 2001 constitutional
reform, pushing it toward horizontality. Subsidiarity calls for another relationship
between local government and citizens. The principle prescribes that political power
should be shared with the lowest possible tier of social organization, public or private.
Citizens and authorities should tend in common to the collective interest. The
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principle of ‘horizontal subsidiarity’ of article 118 enjoins, more specifically, the
promotion of autonomous initiatives of citizens in relation to activities of general
interest. Hence, subsidiarity calls on local authorities to implicate citizens in the
management of public goods. In this collaborative mode of administration and ‘active
citizenship,’ ordinary citizens participate in creating and maintaining the city for the
common benefit. This principle breaks, thus, with the model of hierarchical
government, which separates civil society from authorities. It encapsulates a
horizontal and participatory paradigm of public administration, in which citizens are
no longer treated as users of services. Rather, they are placed on the same footing
with administration and they collaborate with authorities as allies to tackle a variety of
public issues, from climate change to the economic crisis, which cannot be handled
adequately by the state and the market alone (Arena 2018, Giordano 2017, Foster &
Iaione 2016: 326-327, Comune Bologna 2020).
The intervention of jurists, particularly of professors of public and administrative law
such as Gregorio Arena and the Labsus collective, has been again a catalyst in these
institutional innovations which sponsor urban commoning. Gregorio Arena, professor
of administrative law at the University of Trento, and the Labsus project which he
directs, joined forces with the municipality of Bologna for over two years to draft the
municipal regulation for the commons based on the constitutional principle of
subsidiarity. Since the article 118 had not passed in ordinary law on the level of the
nation-state, they resolved to directly implement it on the city level through a
municipal regulation. Τhe regulation they put together was not introduced only in
Bologna. From May 2014 till March 2020, 211 small and large Italian cities have
adopted it, spreading a new model of lawmaking and public administration (Arena
2018, Labsus 2020a; 2020b).
From the standpoint of Labsus jurists, the flourishing of urban commons, which draws
sustenance from the new legal apparatus, is eminently political. It fills in a political
void -the lack of ideas about the future after the demise of the great ideologies of
modernity- which typically foments fear, xenophobia and closure. This urban
commoning draws the lineaments of another figure of society, which would be caring,
sharing and held together by trust. The ‘beni comuni’ instituted by the Bologna
regulation act out also a democratic alter-politics which is in accord with a global
heteropolitical Zeitgeist (see the Report 1. the Political, sections 1.7-1.8). The novel
political culture, which infuses people engaged in commoning across Italian cities,
assigns primacy to participation, plurality, pragmatism, the production of outcomes
through the execution of projects that concretely improve urban life. It breeds a
politics of care for others and the common goods; a politics of empathy, solidarity,
joyful creation and interaction, plurality and openness. This alternative pattern of
political engagement is averse to party politics and ideological doctrines, soliciting
non-activist people across the board. It invokes an alter-political philosophy of
actively free citizens, who take responsibility for their cities and the collective
welfare, assuming a subsidiary role of autonomous and equal collaboration with
elected authorities for the common interest. The new politics of active citizenship is
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designed to unlock, thus, the latent potentials of people and to harness them for
overcoming the crisis and transforming reality through the non-violent power of
example (Arena 2018; 2017, Giordano 2017).
Often, in political practice, this politics bumps up against the bureaucratic hurdles of
an administration accustomed to vertical organization, procedural rigidity, defensive
bureaucracy and institutional separation from citizens. However, the current
administrative personnel and institutional actors who promulgate the commons
envision another ethos of city administration and politics. This would enhance
transparent decision-making and implementation by city officers, it would observe
clearer, fewer and more flexible rules, and it would educate administrators to think
and act in ways that facilitate citizens in attaining practical results (Di Memmo 2018).
Indeed, established institutions have taken steps in this direction. Among others, the
Foundation of Urban Innovation [Fondazione Innovazione Urbana] has been cofounded by the City and the University of Bologna to operate as an institutional hub
of urban commoning which would be more flexible and innovative. The practice of
the Foundation is animated by the vision of a ‘collaborative city,’ in which the
administration supplies digital and legal tools which tend to new social needs and
recognize the current, informal and punctual, activism of citizens. The Foundation
sponsors collaborative decision-making over projects of urban renewal, and it
guarantees the quality of the process (Fondazione Innovazione Urbana 2020, d’Alena
2019).
The vision is pursued through a particular methodology, which deploys digital
platforms, neighbourhood offices and ‘spaces laboratories’ [laboratorio spazi]. These
instruments and practices are intended to activate civic imagination, participation and
direct democracy. They support an iterative process, in which the municipality,
neighbourhoods and civic associations define priorities, they harvest ideas in public
meetings with citizens and, finally, they vote on projects in the procedures of
participatory budget. The laboratories act as intermediaries between the municipality
and citizens, inciting the co-creation of ideas while they check the legitimacy, the cost
and the technicalities of different proposals. This methodology brings together a
variety of city actors, from administrators and city councillors to social movements,
social centers, associations, start-up companies and ordinary citizens. All these agents
experiment together, they revitalize the city through collaborative projects, and they
build a new ‘urban democracy’ of collaborative decision-making by citizens, the city
council and other urban actors. Through this ‘modus operandi,’ city institutions could
become agents of political articulation and civic empowerment oriented to the
commons (Fondazione Innovazione Urbana 2020, d’Alena 2019).
Could this institutionalized regime of urban commons trigger broader displacements
and reforms, ushering in system renewal? Michele d’Alena, an administrator in
charge of the ‘civic imagination and innovation projects’ in the Bologna Foundation
of Urban Innovation, contends that the participatory modes of doing politics with city
actors give rise to a new urban democracy of widespread collaboration, and imbue all
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involved parties with a new political subjectivity around this urban democracy
(d’Alena 2019). Gregorio Arena submits that the plural commons projects that
proliferate with the aid of the new institutional props could assemble a new political
subject. But to work out and to realize another model of society, a network must
coalesce that will connect the different dots and will spread its web across localities
and nation-states. In this enterprise, legal experts, such as Gregorio Arena, can
contribute as civic promoters of the commons and as makers of institutional tools,
such as the Bologna regulation. Institutional mechanisms of this kind clear the way to
urban commoning by reducing bureaucratic hurdles in the renegeneration of urban
infrastructures through citizens’ initiatives (Arena 2018).
This approach explicitly vests the hegemonic politics of subject formation and
articulation with a decisive political function in advancing social innovation. But it
does not elaborate on this politics. Nor is it clear how an instititutionally orchestrated
process can stimulate the self-activation of citizens, and how people bent on specific
projects of urban improvement, such as urban gardens, will be inclined towards wider
world-changing aspirations.
Another law professor, Christian Iaione, has put his own spin on the Bologna
approach to urban commons, re-centring it around the idea of urban collaborative
governance, which draws on Iaione’s long-lasting involvement in the Bologna
process. Iaione belonged to the core legal team that drew up the Bologna Regulation
on the commons, and he has assisted in its amplification eversince, setting up his own
LabGov laboratory for the commons (LabGov 2020).
The point of departure in this legal-political tack to urban commons is that the city
and its finite resources, from squares and parks to abandoned buildings, vacant lots,
roads and any other public infrastructure, is a contested space, in which different
groups, interests and perceptions contend with each other over the appropriation and
the use of urban goods. While public authorities and economic elites commodify and
privatize the resources of the city, social movements, groups and individuals affirm
the existence of a common stake. They claim urban goods as a property to be shared
among the city residents. The urban commons framework renders city resources
collective -common- and provides alternatives for managing common goods and the
city itself as a commons. Urban commons are not premised only on another theory of
property; they also imply another model of governance. Iaione and his colleagues
have extracted from existing institutional arrangements, most notably those of
Bologna, a series of principles for urban collaborative governance. The objective of
this innovative model of governance is to empower ordinary citizens to improve their
lives and their communities, to enhance human flourishing and to collectively
construct more inclusive and equitable cities (Foster & Iaione 2016: 281-283, 349,
Iaione 2016: 437).
From this angle, the commons raise a normative claim to resources on account of their
social value, vindicating the community’s right to access, and employ a resource that
would be otherwise under exclusive private or public control. The city itself is seen as
245

a commons in the sense that it is a shared resource that belongs to all its inhabitants.
The city as commons asserts also the ‘right to the city,’ the right to take part in
decision-making which regulates urban lives and the government of urban resources
(Foster & Iaione 2016: 288).
Iaione and his partners tease out a set of democratic ‘design principles’ from actual
examples of collaboratively managed resources. The three principles -horizontal
subsidiarity, collaboration and polycentrism - can inform the management of a wide
range of urban goods. By drawing out these principles, the aim is to redirect public
authorities away from a monopolistic management of collective assets and towards a
collaborative regime of governance. In other words, the political objective is to turn
the Leviathan state into a facilitating, enabling state. Under this regime, the public
authorities of the city would implement a collaborative and polycentric governance of
shared urban goods, in which all actors who hold a stake in the commons participate
as co-partners in decision-making. The city administration co-ordinates and
concretely supports the efforts of the various nodes in a polycentric system of
governance (Foster & Iaione 2016: 289-290, Iaione 2016: 434).
The principles of urban collaborative governance remodel the city into a commons, or
a ‘co-city,’ which extends collaborative decision-making throughout the city and
addresses issues of economic and socio-political inequality in urban contexts. The
underlying axiom of the co-city is public collaboration, whereby public authorities
promote collaboration among citizens and between citizens and public administration.
The co-city promises to increase trust, social capital, satisfaction with democracy, a
sense of belonging to the community, access to urban commons, and the quality of
life (Foster & Iaione 2016: 289-290, Iaione 2016: 434, 437-438).
In addition to the constitutional principle of subsidiarity, which is reaffirmed as the
cornerstone of active citizens’ commoning, and polycentric rule, which conforms to
Ostrom’s institutional guidelines (see Foster & Iaione 2016: 326-329, 332-334),
collaboration is identified as a third principle of urban commons governance. The
collaborative model is designed to replace adversarial and managerial regimes of
policymaking. In this system, several stakeholders interact and cooperate to reach
strategic decisions about community assets and to execute together public policies. An
actual instantiation of this principle is provided by Italian cities which experiment
with a ‘quintuple helix’ form of collaboration. In this complex schema,
environmental, cultural and knowledge commons are co-managed by a loose network
of five actors: the unorganized public (citizens, digital and urban innovators etc.),
public authorities, businesses, civil society associations, and knowledge institutions
(schools, universities, academies). These agents form public-private-community
partnerships, which foster ‘living together’ (collaborative services), ‘growing
together’ (collaborative ventures, social economy), ‘making together’ (collaborative
urbanism, collective regeneration of urban assets), ‘governing together’ (collaborative
governance, reformed public administration) and ‘imagining together’ (collaborative
design, laboratory for innovation and experimentation). The five ‘pillars’ of urban
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commoning can revitalize the cities by generating shared value and collective goods
(Foster & Iaione 2016: 331, Iaione 2016: 426, 438, 443-445).
The three ‘design principles’ of urban commoning are implemented through a
particular methodology, the ‘co-city protocol,’ which provides the scaffolding of a
commons-based, collaborative city. The protocol, put into practice in a number of
Italian cities, unfolds in three main phases: mapping, experimenting and prototyping.
The first phase sets out to register the socio-economic and legal specificities of a
certain urban context. In the second phase, the city organizes co-working sessions for
partnerships between commons projects, relevant actors and the city administration.
Project proposals are tested and amended through place-making events, such as the
temporary use of an abandoned building. The final phase designs the proper legal and
political ecosystem for collaborative urban governance, following guidelines which
have been distilled from the experimentation phase and attending to the needs of the
specific community. The ‘Co-Bologna’ process, which has issued in the Bologna
Regulation on the commons and other programs and policies for proliferating
commons, is the first and most successful application of the ‘co-city protocol’ (Foster
& Iaione 2016: 345-347).
The co-city protocol is the ‘starting point of a governance strategy to implement the
collaborative city’ (Iaione 2016: 438). The process of governance innovation at three
stages is led by a laboratory for commons governance, which is set up within a
university to guide and oversee the application of the method from a ‘scientific’
standpoint. The lab calls on administrations and other civic actors to pursue synergies
between citizens, NGOs, public agencies and local businesses. It also acts as a vehicle
of knowledge transfer (Iaione 2016: 438). The application of the co-city protocol and
the five pillars of the collaborative city are the engine of a transition plan towards a
commons-based city (Iaione 2016: 439-440).
Iaione’s strategy for scaled-up urban commoning is couched pronouncedly in terms of
institutional design and legal regulation. ‘How can legislation and regulation develop
mechanisms to facilitate the shared care of urban commons and develop a sense of
community?’ (Iaione 2016: 415). His case for the commons rests on what we could
dub ‘the Italian legal argument for the commons.’ The Italian constitution prescribes
that the republic should enable citizens to achieve full human flourishing. Hence,
cities should supply tangible and intangible goods to citizens, through which they can
cultivate and fully develop themselves (Iaione 2015: 179-180; 2016: 419-420). The
legal regulation is central to urban commons: the ‘collaborative governance of the
commons requires a legal or institutional tool that encourages collaborative or
polycentric governance’ (Iaione 2016: 426). The regulatory framework is ‘nudging:’
it incentivizes citizens to conduct themselves in particular ways, saving energy,
recycling waste, using public transport or car pooling etc. (Iaione 2016: 433-434).
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2.5.14. Commoning in Italian cities: c) the Bologna process from the angle of actual
urban commons and grassroots counter-hegemony
All in all, the Bologna template of regulated commons displays institutional decorum
and legal propriety, a seeming technocratic neutrality (labs for innovation etc.), a
moderate discourse of urban improvement, living and making together, nonideological appearances and a consensual spirit, which counsels collaboration among
diverse ‘stakeholders’ for the common benefit. Such qualities have endowed this
institutional scheme with firm constitutional roots, enshrining its function and
safeguarding its independence from the central state and the different occupants of the
Town Hall. The Bologna legal model is, arguably, more resilient to political changes
(d’Alena 2019). Civil society actors emphasize, also, how the formal legal recognition
offers security, it butresses their agency and it motivates practices of commoning
(Albanese 2019).
Thanks to the same qualities, the Bologna methodology has proven able to win over
local authorities, different interest groups, ‘business,’ and ordinary, middle-class
people who are averse to ideological party politics. As a result, the ‘Bologna
regulation’ has turned out to be a potent vehicle for penetrating local state institutions
and for expanding the institutional sponsorship of the commons in urban settings,
gaining the endorsement of more than 200 municipalities from 2014 till early 2020
(Labsus 2020a, Mattei 2018, Di Memmo 2018).
Crucially, the institutional tutelage has bred civic commoning ‘on the ground’ by
either prompting new collective undertakings and civic participation, or by
recognizing and shoring up existing activism, which is often informal, invisible or
punctual (d’ Alena 2019, Bertoni 2018, Arena 2018). On the social side of
movements, common people, co-operatives and other groups, the specific projects
that have grown out of the Bologna policy split into collective endeavors which are
more moderate in aspiration, ‘collaborative’ and institution-friendly, and processes
which are more autonomous, consciously political, embedded in social movements
and longing for profound change. However, even the more ‘institutional’ commons
hatched by the Bologna framework can carry transformative potentials. This is the
case of the Kilowatt co-operative, among others.
Kilowatt is a co-operative located in Le Serre dei Giardini Margherita, a co-working
space and garden, which Kilowatt uses through a pact with the municipality sealed in
2015. Its main objective is to assist people who are interested in social business to
figure out a sustainable model for pursuing social projects, ‘creating new job
opportunities, new professional collaborations and social relations and new inclusive
welfare and socializing spaces’ (Kilowatt 2016; also RA 2018).
The Kilowatt co-operative consists of different professionals who are active in social
innovation, the circular economy and urban regeneration. They carry out projects in
the fields of consulting, communication and education. For these undertakings,
Kilowatt has put together a system which comprises a creative studio, a consultancy
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on social innovation and social impact, a kindergarten and a co-working space.
Assistance to people with innovative business ideas is offered in the single space of
Kilowatt, which brings into contact innovators, citizens, businesses, the third sector
and public administration (Kilowatt 2016, RA 2018).
What differentiates Kilowatt from typical ‘impact hubs’ and ‘business incubator’
companies, which offer consulting services to start-ups and other business, is its
accent on eco-social sustainability, its internal co-operative structure and its political
advocacy. Kilowatt designs models or ‘prototypes’ of social innovation in business
which further sustainability along three lines: social, environmental and economic.
Kilowatt’s business schemes are intended to distribute, rather than extract, values. The
design of a project starts with an ‘impact statement,’ which regards the kind of change
the project seeks to bring about, the ways it affects different publics, and the resources
which are available to this end. ‘Innovation’ in their philosophy is attached to
economic activities which do not engender negative ‘externalities,’ such as social
disparities, injustices, and environmental damage (Kilowatt 2016, RA 2018).
In itself, Kilowatt exemplifies a horizontal, bossless organization. Horizontality
implies the absence of rigid hierarchies and the combination of individual freedom
and creativity with collaboration. The Kilowatt space encourages the expression of
different talents and interests. Its members co-design particular projects, but they let
collaborators to take up new ones. They practice a pattern of distributed leadership,
whereby members seek consensus in decision-making, but people with more
knowledge can give more directions, without becoming authoritarian. The partners of
Kilowatt co-decide, while the employees have a say in their areas, and they are
consulted by partners if they can contribute. This structure provides also security for
partners and employees through long-term work contracts (RA 2018).
The alter-political edge of this public-private partnership is not to be found only in the
construction of an eco-sustainable enterprise, which makes a positive public impact
and realizes a democratic cooperative pattern. Kilowatt is actively committed to
propagating this other model of private enterprise, which (a) attends closely to its
social and ecological impact; (b) collaborates with public services and the
municipality; (c) constitutes an exemplar of a bossless co-operative organization with
distributed leadership; (d) unsettles the polarization between institutions and social
movements in the political landscape of Bologna, and (e) has turned itself into a space
of advocacy for this model, disseminating a language about bossless and eco-socially
sustainable business which influences public discourse by dint of its efficacy (RA
2018).
In a broader perspective, the example of Kilowatt and similar projects that have been
enabled by the Bologna framework adumbrate a certain alter-political figure of active
citizenship and urban commoning which has taken shape in the Bologna municipal
process, evincing shared features across diverse citizens’ endeavors. This is (1) a
‘heteropolitics’ of ordinary citizens who partake in both designing and carrying out
collective projects. The ‘urban democracy’ of co-decision and co-making engenders
sentiments of empowerment and joy to the participants, who feel that they can make a
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difference (Losco 2018, Bertoni 2018). Civic engagement is (2) pragmatic rather than
staunchly ideological and absorbed in ideological debates. Common activity is
primarily the practice which renders ‘common’ a space, a resource, or a particular
good. The citizens’ activity of commoning is not politically neutral. But it is not
ideologically or party-politically coloured in the way 20th century politics and
political activism used to be. It is primarily interested in immediate results which are
beneficial for all or for a particular collective.
Active citizenship of this kind foments also (3) a particular ethic and affectivity. It is a
politics of ordinary citizens and activists who take care of urban spaces, collective
projects and various groups of people, such as children or migrants. This politics is
keen on engendering better social relations and a better quality of life for individuals
and groups. It crafts welcoming, easy-going spaces in which people conduct
collective activities that spark feelings of joy and happiness despite the efforts they
have to put (Bertoni 2018, Losco 2018, Arena 2018). Furthermore, (4) the
heteropolitics of the Bologna commons combines individual autonomy, the free
choice of individuals who opt for an activity, with collaboration and action in concert.
It is situated beyond both self-centered individualism and a homogenizing
collectivism which stifles individual liberty. It meets the individual’s needs for
community, for new social bonds and social trust under circumstances of social
dissolution, alienation and crisis. But it does so on terms which tend to individual
autonomy and particularity (RA 2018, Bertoni 2018, Arena 2018, Losco 2018).
Correlatively, this is (5) a horizontalist, rather than fully horizontal, politics of urban
commoning and democracy. It tends to blur and disturb hierarchies between
administrators, politicians, leaders and citizens, while benefiting from the different
competences of different people (Bertoni 2018, RA 2018, Arena 2018, Losco 2018).
Furthermore, civic participation in the Bologna ‘co-city’ is (6) diverse, heterogeneous,
open and innovative. It engages people from different walks of life, from social
backgrounds and political consciousness, spurred on by different motives and ideas. It
creates new bonds among people, who can liaise with strangers in common creative
activities. The practical and pragmatic inflection of the Italian commons increases
openness to diversity. And civic engagement is innovative insofar as it renews
existing structures or devises new collective projects, communities, social spaces and
relations (Bertoni 2018, RA 2018, Losco 2018).
Last, but crucial, citizens’ activation is framed and facilitated by institutions,
municipal authorities and regulations, which authorize the civic use of city’s
resources, empty buildings etc., and contribute also funding, technical expertise or
other administrative aids. Citizens are enjoined to collaborate with institutional actors
and private associations in the city, in a consensual, pacifying discourse of the
common good.
On the other hand, the Bologna path can be found politically wanting in several
respects when scanned through the lenses of transformative commoning. The
direction is given from the top, the local state authorities, their administration and
legal advisers, and it may border on paternalism. Both dispositions collide with the
democratic self-government and self-organization of commoners. Moreover, on
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account of its legal and institutional bent, the Bologna-public law frame does not
wrestle with the strategic conundrum of how to assemble a collective subject that
would launch into commons transitions. Likewise, it fails to reckon with the
hegemonic structures of society, the dramatic disparities of power, which rule politics
and socio-economic relations and would need to be confronted and overturned in
order to reach basic levels of effective equality that would underpin commons
governance. Finally, it glosses over the antagonistic faces of the political, making
little room for division, the airing of differences, the contestation of the status quo
within commons themselves.
Particularly in the ‘co-city’ variant of the public-law paradigm, the cornerstone of a
‘governance strategy’ for the collaborative city of the commons is the institutionallegal protocol (Iaione 2016: 438-440). Its main concern is how legislation and
regulation can forward urban commons (Iaione 2015: 172). From the outset, this tack
is heavily lopsided towards institutions, state law, public administration and the
academia. Ιn this scheme, the people of the ‘unorganized public,’ far from selforganizing and taking the initiative, respond to policies drawn up by city authorities,
which remain in charge of urban commoning. Even if the city government and
bureaucracy are sincerely willing to share power with other civic actors and pursue a
collaborative mode of governing urban commons, formal authority and the final
decision-making power rest firmly with them in the actual state architecture. City
residents are steered from above. The power relations in the collaborative governance
of the commons remain asymmetrical in principle. The city government operates as
the guarantor of the public interest which resolves where this interest lies and whether
specific social practices, demands and projects serve it or undermine it and should be
therefore denied by the institutions (Di Memmo 2018).
Hence, this route deviates from the self-governing logic of the commons which is
grounded in the equal political power of participants. The paternalist inclinations of
this regulatory framework appear in sharp relief in its purported ‘nudging’ fuctions,
which seek to induce people to behave in specific, ‘socially positive’ ways or they
intend, more sinisterly, to enforce enhanced social control and community policing
(Iaione 2016: 433-434; 2015: 192, 195, 197).
Urban movement activists in the city of Bologna point out, thus, how the Bologna
politics of urban commoning is a top-down process, in which institutions make the
key decisions and utter a rhetoric of commons which is more about ‘doing business’
and less about commoning the city (Pirone 2018, LE 2018, XM 2018). This
mechanism of urban commoning under the tutelage of the city administration
champions mainly small projects, such as revilatizing urban gardens and parks, which
do not suffice to instigate wider political mutations. And its inclusiveness is limited.
Several social sectors, such as senior citizens and immigrants, lack the know-how, the
strength and the organizational skills to respond to competitive bids for funding which
are solicited by the city or to draft their proposals for projects that would be endorsed
through collaboration pacts with the administration (PM 2019).
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Moreover, the municipal regulation can become an instrument for taming social
resistances and autonomous mobilizations while enrolling the support of the citizens
for the ruling party in the city and its investment projects. Among others, historic
social spaces of self-management, such as XM24 in Bolognina, Bologna, which
occupied the site of former barracks, would be forced to take on the legal form of an
association to be able to sign a contract with the municipality which would legalize
them. Members of the collective resisted this option because the association would
foist on it the mantle of a juridical person equipped with a registry of members, a
president responsible to law and the authorities, and set rules. The ‘pact of
collaboration’ itself fixes the substance of a specific project of urban commons. The
legal structure clashes, thus, with the horizontality of their assembly-based
government and stifles the fluidity of their social composition (frequently changing
members) and their modes of operation (XM 2018; also Miccarielli 2018).
Legal critics have also levelled the criticism that the ‘Labsus model’ can help public
authorities to forsake their responsibility for public assets, transferring it to
associations which must cover the maintenance costs for public buildings and
regenerate them through their own work. To gather the required financial resources,
associations must be already well-endowed, or they may need to engage in lucrative
economic activities with the private sector. Hence, this institutional apparatus risks
reintroducing from the back door of the commons the neoliberal policies of ‘new
public management,’ which privatized public services and properties by appointing
private, for-profit companies to manage the public sector. And, rather than exercise
political power on a footing of equality with public authorities, citizens relate to the
city administration as a private association with the state (Miccarielli 2018, de Tullio
2018). Finally, through the Bologna regulation, the municipality has evicted informal
social spaces, allowing only for social centers which comply with its rules and
policies (XM 2018, de Tullio 2018).
The co-city institutional model should be situated in the contemporary postdemocratic landscape of unravelling social ties, civic distrust, pessimism, and a
widespread disaffection with formal political representation, traditional party politics
and so on. Actors across institutions, civil society and social movements concur in
this contextualization of the pro-commons policies promulgated by the City, although
they diverge in their evaluation of the motives and the outcomes. The political
objective of the city government in Bologna, which has been historically a bastion of
the left and, more recently, of the center-left Partito Democratico, is to fill in the gap
between society and city politics. The Bologna regulation on the commons and
cognate municipal policies promote social projects and civic engagement which can
help politicians to regain contact with the voters and sustain people’s allegiance to
political parties as a force of social progress. In this way, the administration would be
renewed and democratized. Or it would be also faced with less opposition to its big
real estate projects and gentrification plans, such as those it realizes in Bolognina and
the space taken over by XM24 (Di Memmo 2018, XM 2018, Pirone 2018, PM 2019,
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d’Alena 2019, Squat!net 2019; see also the Report 1. The Political, section 1.9 on
post-democracy).
Moreover, as a wider political strategy, the primacy that the co-city prototype assigns
to institutional design and techno-legal solutions obscures the crucial task of banding
together an extensive bloc of forces or a massive subject that will counter and shift the
status quo in the direction of the commons. Iaione (2015: 217) nods at the importance
of the ‘search for a subject-pivot able to undertake the change here proposed.’ But the
strategic proposals he puts on the table can hardly face up to the challenge in the
current historical conjuncture, which is marked by the neoliberal hold on the state,
powerful economic elites, social fragmentation, and vast political and socio-economic
inequalities that deprive large sectors of the population of any substantial influence in
favour of common goods.
Again, local public authorities are trusted to do the job of innovating their
organizational structure, and they are further enjoined to establish organizational units
that would be dedicated to urban commoning. The driving forces behind the rise of a
new, collaborative ‘Ubuntu’ state consist mainly in (1) public investment in
knowledge and education in the city, 2) a will to collaborate in co-working spaces and
collaborative initiatives in the city, 3) and access to technological infrastructure. In the
social field, ‘disbursement foundations’ and foundations of ‘banking origins’ which
have invested in social innovation are picked out as the relevant subject-pivot. These
foundations could fund plans of local common goods and could carry out an activity
of ‘moral suasion toward the local public decision maker’ in order to persuade them to
introduce pro-commons regulations (Iaione 2015: 218-219).
Unless the intended reforms around urban commons are minimal and do not tamper
with the current state of private and public property -the ongoing push for the
privatization of public goods, the real estate race for maximum profit, the economy of
rent and gentrification- public authorities and foundations could hardly assume this
task alone. It is the same local authorities which put public property on sale or
commodify it, at their own initiative or under the pressure of the central state (see e.g.
Mattei 2013a: 37-41, Mattei & Quarta 2016: 309-311, Harvey 2013, Observatorio
Metropolitano 2014). The trust in institutional self-transformation, which is driven
from the top, is premised on
on ‘one core hypothesis: we are undergoing a transition from a subjecting or
competitive state to a sharing, collaborative, and coordinating state -the Ubuntu
state…Now, there is a new morphology of the state rising…in which citizens and
government share a collaborative relation and experiment and iterate in order to
develop solutions for the common good (Iaione 2015: 220).
This diagnosis borrows some plausibility from the observation that certain local
public administrations have indeed attempted to innovate in their organizational
architecture in order to ‘govern with the network’ (Iaione 2015: 217). ‘A number of
cities in Italy have begun to experiment with the idea that collaborative governance of

253

the commons requires a legal or institutional tool that encourages collaborative or
polycentric governance’ (Iaione 2016: 426). Bologna since 2015 could be a case in
point. But this hypothesis brackets out the force of neoliberal hegemony and its grip
on the state apparatus. It calls for a reality-check that could indicate whether it is
something more than wishful thinking that extrapolates from few and limited cases.
The autonomous activation of grassroots communities and a broad-based social
coalition are required to make sure that commoning is really a practice of collective
self-organization on equal terms, that power is diffused and equally distributed, and
that social contestation can shake up the bases of the status quo so that collective
action can swerve the system towards alternative commons. Otherwise, as Mattei and
Quarta (2015: 324) have put it,
municipal regulations are reduced to simple tools by which local government
obeys the current austerity machine by means of exploitation of the participation
of citizens in good faith.
What is cut out of the picture in the ‘co-city’ protocol is the politics of counterhegemony and agonistic struggle, without which existing inequalities, exclusions and
injustices are unlikely to be overturned. Iaione (and Foster) flag the issue of social
inequality and of how ‘collaboration arenas’ can guarantee equal access to
underrepresented social groups which now exert little leverage on larger decisionmaking processes. They note that local administration monopolizes political power
and that elites and narrow economic interests sway important decisions to the
detriment of urban majorities. But they remain reticent about the consequences of
such inequality for real commoning and institutional politics, and about how they
could be countered (Foster & Iaione 2016: 331, 335, 340).
On the contrary, the co-city scheme advertizes a style of ‘collaborative governance’
which is designed to displace ‘adversarial’ models and, thus, to ward off conflict and
contest. In collaborative urban governance, different social actors with potentially
conflicting interests and priorities, from vulnerable and excluded social groups to
local businesses, ‘innovators’, academics and the city administration, become ‘several
stakeholders’ who seal private-public-community partnerships, they live together,
they make together and they grow together. Appropriate regulations fashion structures
of collaborative governance in distributed networks that produce consensual,
innovative solutions in pursuit of the common good (Foster & Iaione 2016: 329, 331,
Iaione 2016: 427, 433).
This irenic picture of socio-economic and political relations irons out vast
asymmetries of power and antagonistic interests and values, which make
collaboration for the common good either unrealistic or a façade that conceals
compromise forced on the weak by economic elites and political rulers. What is more,
it is also designed to eradicate conflict and to replace it with consensual collaboration,
as if elites would be willing to give up on their power and their wealth by simply
communicating and cooperating with laypeople under the aegis of a virtuous
regulation. Hence, in this perspective, the ‘city as commons’ would rely on innovative
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regulations and planning to nudge high-income citizens to ‘philanthropically transfer’
private assets for civic use by low-income people (Foster & Iaione 2016: 341). But if
‘social and economic inequality…is becoming a feature of 21st century urbanization’
(Foster & Iaione 2016: 341) and such inequality is systemic, steep and on the rise,
fuelled by powerful interests in the neoliberal economy of urban rent extraction,
institutional ‘nudges’ and philanthropy seem unlikely levers for turning the tide.
This is the typical ‘post-political’ fantasy castigated by Mouffe (2005, 2013). It
imagines that democratization can make headway without defining an adversary, and
that in contemporary societies collective identities are not configured in terms of
we/they political divisisions. Conflicts can be pacified through dialogue and
collaboration among individuals who come with different interests and perspectives.
Moreover, the post-political mindset typically papers over existing power relations
and how they pervade contemporary societies (Mouffe 2005: 48-51). This politics of
‘consensus at the center’ is plainly the result of ‘the unchallenged hegemony of
neoliberalism’ (Mouffe 2013: 19; emphasis added).
In effect, the co-city project is the negative obverse of an ‘agonistic’ perspective on
urban commons, and it deprives city commoning of the virtues of political agonism.
As argued above (see the foregoing section 2.5.9), agonistic commons share not only
particular resources and synergies, but also the very conflict over the constitution of
the commons, the different ideas of the common good and the asymmetrical power of
commoners, which remain subject to recurrent collective reflection, challenge,
renegotiation, revision and redress. In agonistic commons, this activity of iterative
political contest, mutual challenge and revision of commons projects is instituted and
modulated in ways that authorize protest and the transformation of actual or newly
crystallizing relations of inequality, oppression and injustice. Starting out from
conditions of power asymmetries, agonistic commons legitimizes contestation around
the commons so as to attain really equal participation in decision-making and to carve
out more space for other, non-dominant perspectives, new positions, differences,
subjectivities and political horizons.
Notably, yet, the co-Bologna framework has lent itself to agonistic twists, even if this
was not necessarily the intent of its institutional designers and political promoters.
This is the case, among others, with the social-political collective of Làbas, which
started as an occupation of an old barracks (ex Caserma Masini) in the city of
Bologna, in November 2012. Làbas was from the beginning a space of experimenting
with radical urban commoning. It strove to rescue the 9000 m² site of the former
barracks from degradation and from real estate speculation, reclaiming it for the
neighborhood and the city. Làbas’s broader objective was to drastically refigure the
present, combatting social exclusions, racism, misery, cultural and environmental
devastation by carrying out collective projects of solidarity and sustainability. In
August 2017, Làbas was evicted by the police, during the term of the Partito
Democratico government in the Town Hall, which had voted the Bologna Regulation
on the commons. Under the pressure of a forceful campaign, which culminated in a
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massive protest, the municipality agreed eventually to grant Làbas a new space in the
ex-convent of San Leonardo, in the district of Vicolo Bolognetti (CL 2018, LE 2018).
Its aspiration remains to be a ‘web that we can all weave together, in order to
construct from the bottom a diverse future with rights and liberty’ (Làbas 2018, my
translation). So, this is an instance of contentious and transformative urban
commoning, which is committed to counter-hegemonic action and social
reconstruction, and has taken advantage of the Bologna protocol for its own political
cause.
Làbas illustrates the kind of heteropolitical commons which respond to the crisis of
political representation in the last decades and strain after radical democratic ends by
engaging in alternative political action. Làbas revolves around several participatory
ventures, including a nursery, a studio, a dormitory for migrants etc., which gradually
morphed into a political project. The intent of its activists was to put in place a social
center that would be atypical for Italian centers of its kind insofar as it would seek to
surmount their walls, to converse with society at large and to liaise with the
neighbourhood. Several participants in Làbas held a background in antagonistic (alterglobal) social movements and social centers. But they wanted to reach out to people,
to initiate projects open to anyone, to valorize and breed internal diversity. They were
on the lookout for another way of collectively inhabiting spaces and the city. They
explored another modality of doing politics which would part ways with the history of
political and social ‘antagonism’ in Italy, that is, with the typical, closed social
centers, and the political parties. The nub of Làbas’ alterity lies in their concerted
efforts to connect with people at large in the city and to execute various projects in the
city neighborhoods, which are open to anyone for participation and grow grassroots
counter-power in the city (CL 2018, LE 2018)
For Làbas, politics was, first, a welfare solution to the crisis. Ηowever, politics in
Làbas’ key constitutes mainly a kind of action that works through and with different
identities, on the basis of minimum shared values such as antifascism and antiracism.
Làbas’ commoning embodies, thus, contemporary democratic alter-politics at its best:
open, plural, generative, practical, pragmatic, participatory, grassroots, and
horizontalist. Their political community remains receptive to new ideas and various
people, not only activists. Their heterogeneous mix of motives, political discourses
and activities can converge around actions related to specific projects. They decide in
a horizontal assembly, which comes to terms with complexity, diverse knowledges
and different competences. At the pivot of this heteropolitical commoning lies the
dialectics of socializing politics and politicizing society. Làbas enters politics by
making public calls to society to deliberate and act together on political issues,
convening open public assemblies for action in concert. Political agency and plans are
anchored thus in society and social needs. On the other hand, they are also out to
intercept people who take part in urban life in order to instil a political conscience and
orientation in social activities. Yet the process changes the Làbas collective, as well.
Làbas makes an impact on society, but then society walks into the social center and
affects Làbas’ members and politics (CL 2018, LE 2018).
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Ιn terms of the possibilities thrown up by the Bologna institutional mechanism, the
Làbas case illustrates how it can be twisted into a space of opportunity and battle for
agonistic, alter-political commoning. The concept of ‘beni comuni’ was not homebred
in Làbas. Rather, it was imported ‘from the outside’ in their attempt to reach out to to
society from their starting point of socio-political antagonism. When the Làbas
community was evicted from their original occupation, they responded by calling
upon the municipality to fulfil its rhetoric of the commons, which is allegedly limited
to the process of ‘giving work to businesses.’ Làbas activists view the municipalist
commons as a top-down rhetoric and process, which reduces commons to ‘taking care
of parks’ and is politically insufficient for their vision of ‘rebel cities.’ However,
Làbas members sought to resignify this rhetoric and to bend it in favour of their cause
by utilizing both the rhetoric and the municipal regulation on the commons in order to
be granted a new space through the typical ‘pacts of collaboration’ (CL 2018, LE
2018).
In this venture, the supportive intervention of the Foundation of Urban Innovation and
the internal splits in the locally ruling PD party have been critical. Làbas’ politics is
primarily intent on augmenting autonomous counterpower in the city. It handles the
different methodologies -e.g. contract or occupation- instrumentally according to what
best services their guiding objective. The institutional recognition of Làbas
demonstrated that the bloc of power in the city is not completely solid. Internal
divergences in the politics of the municipality can open up new opportunities, which
can be seized for agonistic and innovative commoning if social actors mobilize,
accrue force and marshal it in the games of power with institutions (CL 2018, LE
2018, PM 2019).
Seen in this light of political struggle and ‘rebel’ commons at the grassroots, an
institutional apparatus for the commons, such as the Bologna co-city system, is
stripped of any monolithic significance and function. It turns out to be, rather, a site of
agonistic action and hegemonic battleflied, in which different perspectives and
political programs contend with each other to endow the commons with different
meanings, to orient and figure them along different lines. Hence, urban commons turn
into a contested, open and dynamic process -an ‘empty’ signifier, whose meaning and
direction is set by different actors and their engagements.
Even if an institutional mechanism is designed with a view to controlling, co-opting
and domesticating civic action, it can yield an enabling surface for the inscription and
the expansion of contentious, radical democratic politics beyond its intentions, giving
to social actors a foothold in institutional power and the hegemonic balance of force.
Two conditions enable such counter-hegemonic interference with institutional
opportunities afforded by the ruling regime: on the one hand, rifts, instabilities or
even potential allies in the dominant circuit of power; on the other, self-mobilization,
the aggregation of forces and the creativity of grassroots collectives, which roll out
their own political projects, plot their independent strategies, and intervene tactically
in the socio-political conjuncture, taking advantage of institutional initiatives from the
top.
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In the Bologna context, even more oppositional and autonomous occupations, such as
XM24, have experimented with political artifices through which they could ‘hack’ the
institutional regulation for their cause, circumventing elements which they considered
means of institutional control and domestication, such as the need to formalize an
association so as to enter into a ‘pact of collaboration’ with the municipality. They
came up, thus, with the idea of a ‘ ‘‘Comitato’’ for the promotion and the protection
of the social experience of self-management,’ through which they could separate the
fluid community of people who self-govern the space from the group of persons that
would sign the contract (XM 2018).
A top-down institutional procedure could prop up, thus, generative and antagonistic
commons despite its moderate, conservative or party-political inclinations as long as
social actors wield their own power, hash out their own plans and directions, and
adopt a counter-hegemonic outlook. This searches for political opportunities in the
current regime of power, looks for potential allies on the other side, attends to
diversity and complexity, and it is willing to risk, to invent, to experiment and to link
up with society.
In Gramsci’s and Laclau’s politics of hegemony, a massive political front striving for
social change is constituted when a hegemonic actor arises and functions as a force of
cohesion, direction and political education, bringing together disparate social forces,
organizing them, and infusing them with a common political conscience. In the
alternative hegemonic politics of the commons, the role of the organizer, the leader
and the political educator is retained, but it is crucially transfigured. In the Bologna
context, more specifically, this function is more widely distributed among a variety of
actors, which may range from social centers such as Làbas, to entrepreneurial cooperatives, such as Kilowatt, juridical civic promoters, such as Labsus, and
institutional partners, such as the Foundation of Urban Innovation. All these actors
perform variable roles of shared leadership, through which they seek to intervene in
society, to influence and activate processes in the more horizontal manner of peer-topeer exchanges with citizens rather than as top-down, centralized and authoritative
leaders. The directive agency of the political leader is thus spread across a variety of
nodes or hubs who may be seen as a network –conducting networked leadershipinsofar as they actually interact and liaise with each other, they partly converge over
the aims of social renewal and common participation, and they allow for the
autonomous differentiation of each node.
The politics of civic activism in the style of Làbas draws the rudiments of a distinct
counter-hegemonic practice for a systemic swing towards a commons-based society.
Grassroots actors implant the seeds of grassroots self-transformation across the city,
seeking to involve large sectors of the population in the process. At the same time,
they endeavor to alter the balance of forces in the city through intelligent interactions
with institutions, in which they grab political opportunities to win further victories in
the ‘war of position’ with the establishment. In this political enterprise, they hold on
to their self-direction and their partial autonomy from state and market forces. This is
another promising strategy of counter-hegemony which gets to grips with institutions
and the status quo, but it places constitutionally more weight on its self-activation and
initiative. This strategic route diverges from Spanish municipalism, in which citizens’
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platforms enter city government itself, in a step which may accrue more power to procommons platforms but may also absorb them, draining them of their energies and
halting the movement of bottom-up social renovation through the direct involvement
of citizens, neighborhoods etc. (see the Report 1. The Political, section 1.27). Perhaps
the Italian path to civic empowerment, advanced commoning, negotiation and conflict
with institutions allows egalitarian movements to maintain a higher degree of political
independence and creative autonomy.
2.5.15. Commoning in Italian cities: d) the ‘Neapolitan way’ of civic use and bottomup regulation
Naples’ scene, in which Ex Asilo Filangieri is the most prominent stage of relevant
action, has been on the frontline of a singular counter-hegemonic strategy of urban
commoning in Italy. This couples ambitious initiatives at the grassroots with the
exertion of influence on state institutions through legal instruments and the mediation
of the municipality. Without losing their primary focus on autonomous self-activity,
activists of urban commons try to get a hold on institutions of government in order to
open them up to people’s power, to democratize the management of public goods, to
divert resources to the commons, to diffuse alternative ‘beni comuni.’
In the wider landscape of law-powered urban commons in Italy, the ‘Neapolitan way’
deviates from both the Bologna template and the private law tactics, both politically
and in its legal technicalities. The surge of commoning in the city has been largely the
upshot of a confluence between independent social movements and the singular
populist persona of the mayor, Luigi de Magistris, who sought in the movements a
political basis for his independent candidacy as well as a creative resource for new
policy-making, particularly in the field of art (De Tullio 2018). In this pro-commons
alignment, city movements and collectives have asserted a considerably greater
independence. They took a leading role and, through a contentious relationship with
the city government, they succeeded in passing their own regulation for the common
use of urban assets. The legal foundation lies crucially in an innovative application of
the legal provision of ‘civic use’ (Micciarelli 2018, De Tullio 2018).
‘L’Asilo,’ as it is called by its community, has been at the forefront of this
autonomous, bottom-up reinvention of the city with some institutional backing and
legal aid. ‘L’Asilo’ carries forward the process of commoning artistic activity,
community and politics which was initiated by Teatro Valle in Rome in 2011, a
landmark in the recent history of the commons in Italy. In a sense, l’Asilo takes up
where Teatro Valle left off (Miccarielli 2018).
L’Asilo was a convent, which was established in the historic center of Naples in the
16th century. In 2008, it was restored in order to host a Universal Cultural Forum that
would be held in 2013. This event was organized by a private association which was
funded with public money. A group of artists and cultural workers (‘Balena’)
organized in response a symbolic occupation in March 2012, protesting against the
public sponsorship of cultural events at time when artistic work in Naples was under-
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funded and neglected. This was the birthday of l’Asilo. Gradually, the assembly
attracted 300-400 people who resolved to stay in the building (Miccarielli 2018).
This movement was integral to the broader pro-commons political insurgency in Italy
in 2011, which launched the national campaign and the referendum for the defense of
water as a common good, and proceeded to the occupation of Teatro Valle in Rome
and Macao in Milan. A contagion of commons movements broke out at that time. In
Naples, the city administration was already advocating the commons, having
introduced the notion of culture as a common good in the city statute (Miccarielli
2018).
Since 2012, l’Asilo has set off a civic and cultural commoning, which pivots around
collaborative artistic creation, experimentation, egalitarian democratic selfmanagement and self-legislation. L’Asilo bodies forth a different community and
politics, which cherishes openness, plurality, horizontality, non-violence and nondomination, consensus, collaboration, and experiment. Significantly for its politics of
commoning, l’Asilo has negotiated a different relationship with the municipality,
which navigates its course through collaboration, conditional municipal support,
struggle and autonomous self-organization. Their autonomous logic produced an
internal regulation which was ratified by the municipality after a long struggle
(Miccarielli 2018, De Tullio 2018, Serafino 2018).
In this context, l’Asilo has cleared a distinct ‘civic use’ (uso civico) road to urban
commoning, which privileges use and access over property as the heart of
commoning, and charts more autonomous relations between citizens’ commons and
city administration. The legal coding of ‘civic use’ was proposed by both activists
and lawyers, who belabored it as ‘organic intellectuals’ by joining the occupation and
by taking part in protracted, assembly-based decision-making. Rather than being
simply imported by jurists from the outside, legal instruments and proposals grew
thus organically, from the grassroots and through civic action. Lawyers involved in
l’Asilo mapped out a new legal route, which would enlarge the legal provision of
civic use (‘uso civico’) that bore originally on natural resources and ‘traditional’
commons. The customary law of use known as ‘uso civico,’ widespread mainly in the
Italian countryside and more rarely in Italian cities, grants to local communities
access to land and the right of use, most often for grazing and timber. This legal
affordance, in conjunction with article 43 of the constitution, which allows for the
conditional takeover of a public service by its workers, supplies a legal scheme that
could formalize the experience of self-government and commoning in l’Asilo,
defining the legal regime of access to the site and the terms of its use (Marella 2017:
81, De Tullio 2018, Miccarielli 2018, Capone 2019).
Over a period of three years, the community of l’Asilo framed a regulation governing
its use and management of the space. In December 2015, the municipality issued a
new administrative act of ‘uso civico’ for l’Asilo, which was co-drafted by its
assembly and was based on its self-regulation statute. L’Asilo has subsequently
expanded these explorations and the collaborative work with the de Magistris
administration to other eight spaces in Naples, which total about 40.000 m2 of
occupied real estate (Miccarielli 2018, Marella 2017: 81, De Tullio & Riccio 2018).
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In sum, the sources of legality and legitimacy underlying this singular experience of
commoning are customary law, the autonomy of citizens and local authority
resolutions (Marella 2017: 81).
Through its self-devised regulation, the main intent of the community of l’Asilo was
to ‘hack’ the law by making a declaration of urban and collective civic use. This is a
creative, counter-hegemonic, bottom-up praxis of lawmaking by people, who
converted law into a force of communication and connection rather than of limitation
and punishment (Micciarelli 2018, Capone 2019). The legal instrument fabricated by
l’Asilo actors can now be taken up by others and replicated. And it has been
deployed, indeed, for the recognition of eight more spaces, which are now drawing up
their own declarations of use. The recognition of ‘collective use’ initiated by a
community of citizens differs from the institution of such a use only after the
municipality authorizes it (Micciarelli 2018).
L’Asilo is thus an attempt to connect social movements with a juridical path, which
hacks the legal system to contrive new institutions, enlisting law to alter the system
‘from within.’ L’Asilo can offer a legal precedent, introducing the idea of selforganization in new juridical institutions. Arguably, this legal foundation is tenuous,
with little or no legal might, making the position of l’Asilo commons more fragile and
contingent on a supportive city administration. But the new legal tool of ‘civic use’
also makes for radical self-government, ampler openness and institutional renovation,
without posing as the one-size model which is fit for all (De Tullio 2018, Mattei
2018).
More specifically, l’Asilo seeks to conjugate the ‘civic use’ of the commons with
public property and support. This novel arrangement relies on municipal funding for
some of its functions (the maintenance of the building and basic operational expenses,
such as electricity). It separates the property of an infrastructure, which remains
public, from its ‘common’ use and management, which is carried out through ‘direct
administration’ in open assemblies. As distinct from the Bologna model and the
private-law schemes, l’Asilo sketches a common-public figure of civic use, whereby
participants act in concert in the public domain. Responsibility for the use of the space
is shared and distributed. Sharing the space with the city advances equality by
ensuring accessibility to the site for people who could not afford it otherwise. The
popular assembly of the citizens stands on a footing of equality with the public
authority in a way that a private sector partner could not. And the process of civic use
remains open and subject to incessant changes (Micciarelli 2018, De Tullio 2018).
The ‘civic use’ strand of ‘beni comuni’ stands opposed to the ideology of ‘the private’
and aims at a deeper engagement of citizens and social movements. The legal
template of urban civic use seeks to reflect the actual collective praxis of commoning
by translating the life, the norms and the activities of commoners themselves into
reflexive rules. The legal frame draws on the ancient history of the commons of
nature investigated by Elinor Ostrom. And it unfolds directly from the grassroots,
through the mediation of legal theorists and activists, who start out from what people
do in a certain community and sanction it legally as long as the communities in
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question are antifascist, antiracist and antisexist. These are the filtering membranes of
open, non-gated commons (Micciarelli 2018).
L’Asilo’s practice of commoning contrasts to some extent with the Bologna co-city
regime, in which collectives and associations collaborate with municipalities and sign
‘pacts’ with the city administration on the condition that they become self-sustainable
economically. L’Asilo does not intend to become self-sustainable on the market. Its
political predicament lies in whether cultural activities should operate according to the
logic of the private market, or whether they should be funded by the public domain
and the redistribution of wealth. In a commons-based society, a portion of the wealth
generated in the narrower economic sphere of material production could be
channelled to other activities, from education to health and culture, which are likewise
productive or creative in a broader sense. Such activities contribute to the ‘economic
basis’ by catering to social reproduction but also by nourishing the growth of
knowledge, creativity, culture and ideas, which again feed into material production for
social needs in a narrower sense.
The alter-politics of the commons within l’Asilo gravitates around the public
assembly, which makes the key decisions in the space. A public assembly and
different worktables make up the self-governance system of a heterogeneous and
relatively fluid community. People coalesce and co-create in l’Asilo, in and through
their differences in terms of their profession (artisans, actors, cultural workers,
researchers, unemployed and students) and of their political identity (from anarchists
to greens, communists to social democrats and even non-political people). All of them
cooperate on the understanding that they are not under the umbrella of a monolithic
ideology and they do not vie for internal hegemony, but they resist collectively the
dominant legal order. The legal-political and the artistic-creative souls of l’Asilo
come together in a circuit that eschews a lopsided accent on politics or art alone
(Serafino 2018). To further this practice of collaboration, they mobilize the law (the
regulation), humour, and emotion. Commoning -activity in common- weaves the
bonds of a diverse and open community (Miccarielli 2018).
L’Asilo is intent on inventing new institutions for the communal self-management of
public infrastructure and cultural heritage, through which people in a building can
regulate in concert the ways in which they enter public spaces, they employ the means
of production, they decide and co-decide as a collective deliberating subject. This
politics challenges the hegemonic political system, in which only one or few subjects
make decisions. To buttress this other political praxis, they also rely on a certain
interpretation of the Italian Constitution and a theoretical notion of fundamental rights
(including the radical right of the freedom to create new democratic institutions).
They stand up for a model of direct administration in which people fulfil public
functions and coordinate themselves with the public administration where necessary,
in order to procure services and rights that they cannot provide themselves. Starting
from the management of buildings and cultural heritage, this pattern could extend to
public services and beyond. Three core elements organize this political ideal of the
self-management of public assets by the public itself, differentiating it from the
Labsus/Bologna and the public law schools of Italian commoning: 1) the collective
use of the means of production; 2) direct administration through an assembly which is
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open to everyone, but observes certain rules and bans racism, fascism and gender
violence; 3) the right to different uses that would spread among different experiments
(Miccarielli 2018).
In its broader political life, l’Asilo combines long-term political reflection with an
everyday attention to social relations within itself. The community is not always
preoccupied with actual politics. L’Asilo is, rather, an ongoing and fluid experiment
by an ever-shifting community, which is not animated by a precise vision for the
future, but conducts an experiment about which it is very conscious. Hence, l’Asilo
has initiated a long-haul reflection on the assembly itself and its functions of
information-sharing and decision-making. A principal focus of the assembly is how it
will remain receptive to newcomers. The Asilo community seeks, thus, to be
conscious and clear about the workings of the assembly by means of systematic
internal reflection and external projection (De Tullio 2018). Indeed, this deep and
long-term reflexivity is the hallmark of radical democratic heteropolitics in our times
(see the Report 1. The Political, sections 1.7-1.8).
In a nutshell, l’Asilo is an instance of urban commoning which thrives on
collaboration, the pursuit of the common good amidst diversity, sharing the means of
production, self-government through the assembly, care for social relations,
reflexivity, open-mindedness and ever-shifting communities of mutual freedom. Its
institutional leanings and legal aids are counterbalanced and contaminated by a
processual, creative fluidity which escapes institutionalization. L’Asilo is a ‘safe
space’ where people put in practice dreams of a different way of living rather than
searching for final answers. In this site, movements, collectives and individual people
can meet and imagine together a new politics that does not aspire to ‘dominate’ reality
and does not agitate for a single, pre-constituted vision, instrumentalizing people on
the way to its realization. Their declaration of collective civic use, which makes up
the core of their constitution, proclaims the non-exclusive use of the space, openness,
self-government through the assembly, and the distribution of economic
responsibilities between the community and the city government. Their regulation
reflects, thus, their will to constitute an inclusive and generative urban commons, a
diverse community hospitable to the city at large, where people without adequate
resources (funding, material means, knowledge) are able to act and create together
(Serafino 2018, De Tullio 2018).
A keystone of l’Asilo’s alter-politics is the endeavor to practice different relations
with each other, within the community, so that participants do not compete and do not
wield power over others. Rather, participants in l’Asilo tend to share their different
knowledge with others and the community as a whole, without seeking any advantage
from this exchange, and they are keen on free mutual assistance. Hence, a person may
conceive the project of an installation, which s/he shares with others in order to carry
out a common project. They construe this will to share and to do things in common in
terms of ‘interdependence.’ We can trace here a feminist spin on the politics of
l’Asilo, in the sense of a caring political ethos which strives to fend off violence,
domination and bullying as an ongoing challenge, which is taken up within a deeply
sexist context of Southern Europe. Caring for relations with others and connecting
through mutual vulnerability are two linchpins of the feminist politics which infuses
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l’Asilo. For people active in l’Asilo, the future lies in such an ethos of community, in
which one’s freedom is more open to the freedom of others (De Tullio 2018, Capone
2019, Serafino 2018).
Finally, in a typical alter-political vein, l’Asilo’s commoning is pragmatic,
experimental, open-ended, inventive and prefigurative. They try out ideas in their
work. But things in l’Asilo keep changing in an unexpected way, as a never-ending
river and a process which does not congeal into a settled institution. In this
perspective, the whole point of l’Asilo is ‘to let a seed become a tree’ (Serafino 2018).
Alter-commons in l’Asilo transcend, thus, the logics of top-down, bureaucratic
government, profit-seeking capitalist entrepreneurship and elitist cultural
administration. Members aspire to bring another society into life through their own
action and their distinct methodology for aggregating a broad-based force for counterhegemony. L’Asilo’s counter-hegemonic strategy hinges fundamentally on the
incubation of new subjectivities, new forms of social relations and another pattern of
participatory politics, which is exploratory, non-violent, horizontalist, assembly-ruled,
open, plural, sharing, creative and collaborative. In the same process, they also
‘prototype’ city regulations which flow from the grassroots. All these socio-political
inventions germinate seed-forms which can get diffused beyond the walls of l’Asilo
(De Tullio 2018, Serafino 2018). The seed-forms are described thus in their own
words:3
The Ex Asilo Filangieri, former seat of the Forum of Cultures, is since
2 March 2012 a public space dedicated to artistic and cultural production and
flourishing. This space is self-governed by a heterogeneous, mutable, solidary
and open community, through practices of shared and participatory
management, which are akin to civic use.
In l’Asilo, the organization of space and the planning of activities take place in
a public and horizontal way, through the assembly and roundtables which
promote
encounters,
sharing and
experimentation.
Those
who
inhabit l’Asilo recognize themselves:


in the repudiation of every form of fascism, racism, homophobia and sexism
through active policies of inclusion and the affirmation of singularities;



in the liberation of artistic expression and culture from the logic of profit and
the market, as a manifestation of creativity, freedom and human personality,
and as a fundamental contribution to the qualitative growth of society;



in interdisciplinarity and the sharing of arts, sciences and knowledge, with a
view to liberating labor by fostering a vision of cooperative and noncompetitive human relationships that follows the principle ‘from each
according to their own possibilities and capabilities, to each according to their
needs and desires;’

Self-presentation of l’Asilo, available at https://www.facebook.com/lasilo/, accessed 21 July 2018;
translated from Italian into English by Maria Deligiannidou.
3
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in the independence of cultural and artistic organization from interferences
external to the practice of self-government;



in interdependence, understood as the dependence of the community on the
collaborative capacity of the individuals who recognize themselves in it;



in the pursuit of consensus in decision-making, in order to build a common,
‘co-divided’ process of decision-making through an inclusive and nonauthoritarian method.

Importantly, l’Asilo’s counter-hegemonic politics for alternative commons knits also
networks with similar citizens’ initiatives within the city of Naples, and across urban
and national borders. This network- and alliance-building seeks to disseminate the
seed-forms, to enunciate a common narrative, and to marshal a counter-hegemonic
civic power for democratic change by bundling together urban movements, commons
and cities (De Tullio 2018, Micciarelli 2018). This is an enacted political vision of
bottom-up, disruptive and innovative commoning, which links itself up with an
aspiring counter-hegemonic intervention that leads change by setting the example,
gains a foothold in institutions while maintaining its autonomy, opens up to society at
large, propagates a new common discourse, undertakes strategic reflection, seeks to
articulate differences in a collective bloc of forces, marks antagonistic boundaries and
gestures towards profound social renewal. No doubt, beyond the internal altercommoning of l’Asilo, the wider counter-hegemonic scheme is still more of a rough
sketch and an incipient motion of an effective strategy, in a gestation that remains to
roll out and bear fruit.
2.6. By way of conclusion
The companion Report 1. The Political has mapped out the diffuse rise of ‘another
politics’ of freedom in community and solidarity, which has been propelled and
brewed across a broad spectrum of movements and modalities of collective action
since the 1990s, from the Zapatistas to the 15M in Spain and the Occupy in North
America. This is a pattern of grassroots political activation which cuts across the
typical divides of the 19th and the 20th century between opposition and proposition,
revolution or reform, organization and representation or grassroots spontaneity,
utopian desire or pragmatic measures and interventions. Anchored in the formation of
new social relations and practices of self-organization here and now, this democratic
alter-politics unsettles and exceeds the logics of the sovereign modern state and the
capitalist market. It values and bodies forth plurality, synthesis, hybridity,
horizontality, collective self-government, creativity, reflexivity, non-dogmatism,
pragmatism, openness, joy, irony, playfulness, feminism, solidarity, collaboration,
direct engagement and care for earth. It sets out to common politics, that is, to
reconstitute politics into an affair of common people in their ordinary life, from the
streets to work and the school, and into a practice of government which meets the
social needs of all.
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The present Report 2. The Common has looked through the unique window that
various figures of the commons open into this heteropolitics of our time. The diverse
initiatives and activities of commoning -from local communities which self-manage a
nearby forest to the digital commons of Wikipedia, open design, new productive cooperatives and artistic-political collectives engaging their city- are real, concrete and
pragmatic instances of democratic alter-politics today. Moving beyond protest,
opposition and evanescent insurrection, they fulfil collective needs and desires in a
sustained manner. They connect with and renew time-old economies of social
collaboration, communal sharing and self-organization. At the same time, they are at
the forefront of contemporary technological innovation, signaling that the commons
are not a thing of the past, beyond capitalism and modern socialism, but they may be
the material and organizational schemes of the future. They display the feasibility of
free collaborative self-organization. They figure out another world here and now as
they craft working patterns for new commons and for alternative realities by realizing
other social relations, politics, economic functions and cultural inventions that elude
the ruling logics of the sovereign state and capital.
Τhe heteropolitical angle on commoning helped to steer our course through a fluid
field of hardly manageable diversity, which may fall under the same signifier of
‘commons,’ but entertains disparate political ideas, desires and directions. The
commons at stake here are not just about any kind of community and any way of
‘doing good’ to the community. They are about alternative socio-political processes
which partly transcend the logics and ethics of the sovereign state and the market, and
instantiate participatory modes of collective self-organization on terms of equality,
fairness, reflexivity, openness, diversity, care and sustainability.
The Report 2. The Common intended to shine light on the alter-political realities of
present-day commons, portrayed in three main paradigms of commoning, but also in
new comprehensive theories, feminist politics, contemporary political thought, urban
discourses and practices. In addition to uncovering the concrete modalities of ‘other
politics’ practiced by a kaleidoscopic variety of commoning, the report brought out
also the ‘strategic deficit’ in this body of thought and action. This constellation would
need to tarry in greater depth with strategic questions of collective agency, political
organization and tactical engagement with institutions if the aim is to instigate broadbased historical transitions towards another society of free collaboration, horizontal
self-organization, openness, sustainable social economies, diversity and solidarity.
But our analysis took note, also, of recent trends in state-of-the-art theories and
experiments of commoning, which can inspire and empower the endeavor to plot
powerful counter-hegemonic strategies for alternative commons and radical
democratic alter-politics.
Elinor Ostrom did not only substantiate empirically the other reality of collectively
self-governing and sharing forests, land and water on sustainable and equitable terms,
which preserve some independence from the state and the market. As it is wellknown, she extracted specific ‘design principles’ for robust and enduring institutions
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of communal self-management in such environmental goods (collective choice
arrangements, adaptation to local conditions, collective self-monitoring). She drew on
extensive empirical evidence to document that self-organized collective action which
deals with collective problems is enabled when actors are well informed about the
problem, when they communicate adequately among themselves and they establish
settings that breed trust and reciprocity over time. She also ventured into a strategic
enterprise of ‘gently eroding’ the founding premises of mainstream politics and
economics by deducing different conclusions from their assumptions. All these core
contributions of Ostrom’s scholarship equip the arsenal of counter-hegemonic
heteropolitics with powerful arguments, insights and practical guidelines for
grassroots democratic institutions.
This Report pointed out how Ostrom lacked a sharp sense of systemic power
imbalances and social antagonisms, she was not concerned with wide-ranging social
change, and her naturalistic construal of the commons hinders their political
augmentation. But it also considered how Ostrom’s notion of ‘polycentric
governance,’ whereby multiple centers of decision-making interact and collaborate to
produce collective goods, can speak to the strategic conundrum of scaling-up and
scaling-out in a spiral of wide-reaching democratic commons. Properly re-elaborated
to democratize state agencies and subdue the power of economic elites, this
institutional apparatus could empower smaller-scale commons to federate, to coordinate themselves and to reach higher scales involving regional and global goods
such as climate, natural resources spanning a whole continent etc. In a polycentric
arrangement, people at a local level make decisions about many of the rules, while
overlapping units help to monitor performance, to gather reliable information and to
manage large-scale resources. Finally, the discussion dwells on Ostrom’s Institutional
Analysis and Development (IAD) framework, through which she theorized the
institutions of the commons as diverse, complex, non-linear systems. This conceptual
framing practically inaugurated the contemporary ‘systemic turn’ in the study of
commons, which commends and enlivens also a particular ethos of radical democratic
politics.
Under systemic nonlinear complexity, a web of actors intermesh and interact, giving
rise to outcomes, forms and relations which are uncertain, potentially unexpected and
innovative. For democratic heteropolitics, the takeaways from this complex systemic
worldview is a strong counter to panaceas, dogmatic truths and fixed blueprints; an
advocacy for democratic openness, ongoing reflection, experiment, flexibility,
variability and pragmatism; a deeper feel for social and ecological interdependences;
an appreciation of the immense creativity of individuals and groups which can design
their own institutional rules in diverse ways without requiring central direction
(Ostrom 2005: 240). The IAD theory pleads, thus, for reasonable scepticism and
modesty, tolerance, respect for diversity and dialogue. It makes a strong case for
political processes that reactivate collective creativity and authorize recurrent political
contestation, reflection and revision through trial and error in collective decisionmaking, so as to ‘increase the opportunities for adaptation and learning in a changing
and uncertain world’ (Ostrom 2005: 257).
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The second major paradigm of commons theory and practice today, the ‘digital
commons’ and ‘commons-based peer production’ speaks directly to broader issues of
global change geared towards the commons. From the dawn of the 21st century, this
school has inquired into how new digital technologies embedded in the global web
tend to give a global, high-tech ambit to commoning, placing it right at the core of an
incipient mode of production and governance which breaks with the vertical state and
the capitalist market. Commons-based peer production renovates and diffuses the
commons as a culture of co-production, sharing and co-governance outside the
traditional bounds of forests, land, fisheries and irrigation systems. It brings together a
dispersed, open community of individuals who contribute to the creation and the
maintenance of shared resources, such as Wikipedia and free software, from which
anyone can benefit in principle for free. This new model could displace the industrial
modes of production, positioning decentralized nonmarket co-operation at the center
of contemporary economy, society and politics, and summoning into existence a
whole new social configuration around the commons. Digital commons refashion an
immense range of social fields, from music to business, law, education and science,
aligning them with the logic of open, plural, creative and participatory commons.
The digital commons stream spotlights, thus, innovations and fermentations in new
technologies and the political economy which can spearhead a globalization of
commoning in a new, radical democratic guise, if they are embraced, cultivated and
carried forward. Technical features of digital technologies, such as the possibility of
manufacturing objects independently, in different modules, and ‘permissionless
contributions’ to a common project, such as the code of free software, allow new
figures of community to crystallize around them. These communities are more open,
free, diverse, extensive and egalitarian, wedding peer collaboration to individual
autonomy, and vesting ‘with equipotential rights of participation…everyone in every
field of human endeavor’ (Bauwens 2005b). Commons-based peer production acts out
and promotes, thus, cardinal democratic values: participatory government, free
collaboration, equal freedom in the co-production of collective processes and projects
(Bauwens 2005b). At the same time, the networked information economy advances
the collaborative production of use values for the common benefit in contrast to a
profit-oriented market production of exchange values.
Hence, in these novel schemes of commoning, the gestation of new social relations
and practices in the womb of existing social complexes, prompted and facilitated by
technological and economic inventions, is the core motor of a historical transition
towards a commons-based society. In earlier years, a triumphalism about the
revolutionary forward march of digital technologies and new developments in the
political economy fed into a technocratic vision of historical transformation which
would unfold peacefully. System change would ride on the horseback of
technological, economic and legal innovations and would dispense with ‘partisan’
politics and socio-political antagonisms.
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More recently, however, a more acute political consciousness has arisen in the ranks
of digital commoners, who have come around to see that the actors of peer production
are shorn of a political understanding that would incline them towards broader social
change in the direction of the commons. Moreover, they now acknowledge that
commons-based production would need to command enough institutional capacity
and to assemble powerful social alliances in order to break the political power of the
old social order (Bauwens & Kostakis 2014: 357). Technology and the Internet itself
are now construed politically as a terrain of choice and struggle, even if new machines
equip people with new powers, such as a global capacity for many-to-many
communication, which shore up democratic collective action and the flourishing of
the commons. Commons-based peer production is still only the prototype of an
emergent mode of production, which now relies on capital that uses it for maximizing
profits. However, the mutual coordination mechanisms of peer production can prop
up new modes of production and allocation, which are no longer under the rule of
capital and state. Consequently, we are faced with two historical scenarios and
alternatives: a commons-centric capitalism or a commons-based new society
(Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 4-5).
From this vantage point, certain champions of peer-production and its revolutionary
potentials, such as Michel Bauwens and the P2P Foundation, have put forth in recent
years a deliberate project of systemic transformation, which would challenge
‘neoliberal dominance’ and would orient ‘Common-ist’ movements today. The key
aim is to install a commons-based political economy in conjunction with a reformed
market, which would give up on the growth imperative and would internalize the
costs of natural and social reproduction, and a ‘partner state,’ which privileges the
commons over corporate interests. In the field of political economy itself, furthering a
commons-centric society requires the autonomization of peer production from
capitalist markets, which will be funded by transferring resources from the capitalist
market to commons-based production (‘transvestment’), by advancing the commons
in the domain of the services and ‘physical’ production, beyond knowledge, software
and design, by growing ‘open cooperativist’ forms of production and allocation, and
by developing ‘cosmolocalism,’ which connects local commons in translocal
networks of collaboration, harnessing digital open resources for localized
manufacture.
Τhese planned interventions in the political economy are inscribed into a deliberate
struggle for a new hegemony of the commons, which would take hold in a ‘multimodal’ social system and economy. Moreover, proponents of peer production insist
now, also, on political mediations in a narrower sense, on the building of social power
by pro-commons actors who will coalesce in new institutions, the ‘Assemblies of the
Commons’ and the ‘Chambers of the Commons,’ and will exercise direct influence on
the state through adequate political organizations. The city level and the leading
examples of Barcelona and Bologna are brought to the fore as the breeding ground of
political action and progressive coalitions which will launch the ‘partner state’ (P2P
Foundation 2017, Bauwens, Kostakis & Pazaitis 2019: 42, 65).
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Indeed, the progress of another economy and technology of the commons, along with
the constitution of social counterpowers and institutions, are vital ingredients of an
integrated strategy of counter-hegemony for the commons. Acceding to material
autonomy from capitalist markets, re-educating subjectivities in alternative economic
practices of collaboration and the digital commons, making the most of emergent
technological possibilities are building blocks of a counter-hegemonic coalition that
will take effective action on multiple scales and diverse social fields to effect wideranging social renewal in the spirit of the commons. Material infrastructures and
relations are paramount in Gramsci’s own plot of hegemonic strategy which is
centered around a massive political organization. But against and beyond certain
residues of economism which still punctuate the digital commons current, a more
nuanced and rounded strategizing for the commons is in order. The political should be
apprehended and pursued, rather, as the active (re-)constitution of social relations,
subjectivities and interactions in all social fields and on all levels, inside and outside
the formal political system, including the economy itself. New open cooperatives
which are enlivened by the principles of traditional cooperativism and a politically
conscious desire for democratic innovation point precisely in this direction. And the
hegemonic activity of collective subject-formation, all-round struggle and political
organization should be assumed as an equally significant constituent of a fullyfledged strategy for radical social reinstitution.
Τhe third key current of thinking and practicing commons which this Report has
identified, the autonomist Marxist, anticapitalist commoners (S. Federici, G.
Caffentzis, P. Linebaugh, M. De Angelis, N. Dyer-Witherford) foregrounds the
antagonistic dimension which underlies any hegemonic enterprise aspiring to a new
social order. They fasten on the class struggles of workers broadly conceived (waged
and unwaged labor, industrial and rural, non-industrial) which have steered the course
of capitalist history. They illuminate, more specifically, the antagonisms pervading
the commons, the clash between commons and capitalist expropriation, which peaked
in the times of ‘primitive accumulation’ in the middle Ages but is continued
relentlessly into our age, through the neoliberal ‘structural adjustments’ and
privatizations of public goods. This new wave of expropriation has sparked new fights
for the collective recuperation of social resources as common goods, spreading from
Bolivia to sub-Saharan Africa, Southern Europe and beyond. Counter-hegemonic
politics builds on existing social antagonisms and strives to weave them together into
a unified powerful front by linking them in practice, by defining antagonistic
frontiers, and by articulating a collective identity and a project of change against a
common political enemy.
The anticapitalist stream has contributed substantially also on this second front of a
counter-hegemonic endeavor for game-changing commons: the confluence of
differences around an antagonistic identity and political direction. It sheds light on the
ambivalent, conflicting conceptions of the commons, which emerge thereby as a
politically contested field, and it raises the political stakes: should we opt for
commons which supplement and cover up new enclosures and global disparities or for
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those which bring forth new forms of life in this world, but beyond it? Hence, they
endow alternative commons with particular meanings and orientations by pitting them
against certain functions of the capitalist market and state. ‘Autonomous’ struggles for
commoning subvert class hierarchies and consolidate class unity around global issues.
They counter exclusions, they sustain decommodified relations and they implement
direct participatory self-governance. They agitate for social justice for all and they
practice holistic care for human and non-human beings (Midnight Notes Collective
2009: 14-16). To shift the commons towards such horizons we will need to wage
hegemonic battles for their definition and their actual constitution, through political
discourse, fight and action.
This antagonistic script of the commons is not confined, however, to negation and
opposition. From the outset, anticapitalist advocates of the commons are out to craft a
new social unity and reality by according primacy to commoning as a praxis of
collective labor and to the commons of reproduction in everyday life, which become
‘the primary terrain of social change’ for Federici (2019: 175). Commoning work and
the material means of reproduction lays the groundwork for shared collective
interests, for mutual bonds and spaces autonomous from capital and the state, for
conditions of sustenance which loosen the hold of global markets and accumulate
autonomous grassroots power.
De Angelis and Dyer-Witherford have pushed forward strategic thought along further,
crucial lines. They have called attention to the pervasive fragmentation and division
of the working and middle classes and the deep grip of individualist neoliberal values
on their subjectivity. As a result, they have put on center stage the quintessential
political conundrum for any emancipatory counter-hegemonic movement in our
times: how can we bring into being a massive collective subject for struggle and
democratic transformation out of this division, disempowerment and political
disaffection?
They produce preciously little as an explicit response, and De Angelis obfuscates the
political conditions for such a collective leap forward by clinging to a narrow idea of
the political as representation and action in the political system, which should be
preceded by a more fundamental ‘social revolution.’ Yet, they contribute valuable
insights which can help pro-commons actors to devise constructive and powerful
strategies for commons transitions.
De Angelis further elaborates on commons as complex systems. Through this lens, he
highlights, first, the multiple interacting components of existing social configurations,
which need to be engaged and reconstructed to veer the course of history towards
more commoning. It is necessary to modify not only certain material and immaterial
elements of social systems, but their very modes of operation and organization, and
their value practices. As capitalist logics have colonized society at large, including
actual commons themselves, we will need concerted efforts to consciously motivate
the ‘Great Value Shift’ away from profit and individualist consumerism towards
solidarity, conviviality, care and the sharing of wealth. Material-technological
271

developments will not suffice. Second, most existing commons today are ‘structurally
coupled’ with the state and the market. Hence, they are forced to strike deals with
capital. The strategic question bears on the kind of deals which will empower the
commons and will reshuffle the decks of power in their favour. Open political
decision by the communities involved, judgement, planning, internal debate and
contestation, continuing reflection, experiment and revision are placed thus at the
pivot of a systems-based strategy for wider movements towards the commons.
Finally, the fragmentation, the division and the ambivalence of dispersed commoning
activities which De Angelis notes lead him to propose ‘boundary commoning,’ which
designates an activity of articulation that interlinks different initiatives and collectives
and amplifies the presence of commons ecologies in current social systems. Boundary
commoning would be propelled by ‘meta-commonalities,’ that is, by coordinating
agencies which are rooted in commons movements, they integrate and enlarge their
scope of action, they accumulate a critical mass that pressurizes public institutions,
they bind together frontline struggles and reproduction.
The primary political activity of articulation that gathers ample social force,
interventions in the public discourse that resignify and reevaluate things, persons and
relations in accord with the commons, the constant exercise of political judgement
and choice: all these are core constituents of a counter-hegemonic strategy for
common transitions which square with the spirit of Gramsci and Laclau but recast it in
the philosophy and language of the commons.
Dyer-Witherford’s input in the political technologies of hegemony lies in his political
proposition of the ‘circulation of the commons,’ whereby eco-social commons, the
commons of labor and networked commons coalesce closely to unleash feedback
loops of mutual growth and to offer to society at large ‘commonist’ solutions to grave
market failures in ecology and social reproduction. The circuit of the commons should
spread out horizontally, across the multiple classes of the commons, but it should also
scale vertically, among new collective subjects, assemblies, networks and
governments, which can bolster the commons with required planning and resources.
This interplay could yield a focus for convergence among contending currents of
anticapitalist politics today and could help to ally the working, the workless and the
precarious by advancing agendas that meet the needs of social reproduction.
The ‘comprehensive’ and the feminist visions of transformative commons, which are
reviewed in the final, protracted chapter 5, enhance our understanding of the
‘intellectual and moral reform,’ to rehearse the terms of Gramscian hegemony, that
should be undertaken in order to propagate the commons and to renovate our world.
They also enrich considerably the repertoire of counter-hegemonic practices and
tactics that further the same cause by distilling patterns, protocols and guidelines for
thriving commons. To foster the commons in expansive, adaptive and unpredictable
ways, the starting point and the mainstay of activity is to cultivate another ethos,
sensibility, imagination, mode of reasoning and sense of the world. From the vantage
point of the commons, such an intellectual, moral and affective ‘reform’ should
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nurture, more specifically, relationality, interdependencies, holism, diversity,
complexity, the generativity of life, play, sustainable reproduction, ecology, care,
solidarity and justice. Through them, we could foment broad-based interconnections
and alliances among place-based creative processes. We could generate, thus, a local
and global -or ‘cosmo-local’- force for renewing our world beyond the dominance of
capital and the state. The discourse, the vision and the sensibility would provide the
motor and the rallying point for this global-local resurgence which would respond
generatively to the lacks, the dislocations and the oppression produced by economic
crises, ecological degradation, colonialism and patriarchy.
In terms of creative political praxis, these strands converge with the digital and
anticapitalist commons over the primary attention that they give to decentralized
innovation and prefiguration, which spawns commons here and now, in the cracks and
the fissures of ruling systems, in multiple sites of experiment and conflict. Historical
transformation is envisioned as bottom-up, emergent, diverse, open-ended,
experimental and decentralized. Place-based processes, if they proliferate globally and
they link up with each other, could effect system change over time.
In this context, the formulation and diffusion of patterns or ‘protocols’ of good
commoning can furnish an agent of articulation and an engine of expansion. Bollier
and Helfrich (2019: 120), for instance, have laid out patterns of internal peer
governance of the commons: bring diversity into shared purpose, create semipermeable membranes, honor transparency in a sphere of trust, rely on heterarchy etc.
As it happened with second-wave feminism, such patterns or protocols can aid
commoning to scale up and to spread out, boosted by a decentralized, horizontal,
networked counter-hegemonic bloc of forces. Protocols -or patterns or guidelinesenable political logics and practices to circulate beyond particular, local communities,
to enter new territories, to reproduce themselves adaptively across space and time, and
to underpin translocal connections, networks and collaborations.
The feminist inflection does not fuel only an intensified concern with matters of
reproduction, human and nonhuman interconnection, care, gender and
intersectionality, that is, the intertwinement of gender inequalities with class, ethnic,
racial and colonial structures. It also heightens the politicization of thought and
practice around the commons by disputing the divorce of the ‘social’ from the
‘political.’ The affirmation ‘the personal is political’ shifts the focus to socially
constructed relations, norms, social forms and power asymmetries in everyday life,
which are an upshot of political creation and an object of political challenge.
Furthermore, contemporary feminist commons anchor themselves in wider popularcommunitarian horizons of struggle and creation. They cherish a politics of affective
care for people who fight and labor together. They underscore exclusions and
injustices within commons which must remain a site of contestation and ongoing
democratization. And they contemplate how public institutions could be reshaped and
connected with the commons or they could be ‘commonified.’
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For their part, the political theories of the common in the singular, set forth by Hardt
and Negri, and Dardot and Laval hone our understanding of the political forms that
should be taken on by counter-hegemonic struggles for the commons, of the specific,
conjunctural strategies they should adopt and, fundamentally, of the political principle
of the common that should inform their counter-hegemonic enterprise.
For Hardt and Negri (2012: 71), the ‘common’ as ‘the central concept of the
organization of society’ should preside over the reconstitution of all social relations
and goods. The common pertains to the natural environment and products of social
labor when these are administered as shared resources which exceed the terms of both
private and state-public property (Hardt & Negri 2012: 6, 69-80, 95). The principle of
the common enjoins that all citizens should enjoy equal access to these goods on
sustainable terms, and they should control and manage the collective goods through
direct participation (Hardt & Negri 2012: 71-72, 103, 105). The horizontal,
networked, decentralized and leaderless figure of the ‘multitude’ and the ‘assembly’
afford the proper political schemes of both the course of action and the end: a
democracy of the common. As in the 2011 assemblies, which were held at the
encampments of the Spanish squares and the Occupy movement, a collective,
egalitarian self-management would follow plural procedures that are hospitable to
conflicts and diversity, doing politics according to ‘the will of all’ by ‘agglutinating’
differences. Federated in a horizontal network, assemblies would lay down their own
rules of decision-making, but they would forward the common principle of the equal
inclusion of all in deliberation and lawmaking, free of leaders and centralized
structures. An extensive mesh of interacting forces and assemblies would spread
across social fields and institutions and would rule them, deliberating with each other
without any overarching, centralized authority (Hardt & Negri 2012: 64, 90, 107108).
Massive alliances between the promoters of such a project and a variety of social
actors in struggle –poor, workers, unemployed, students, groups contesting racial,
colonial and gender hierarchies- combined with conditional collaborations of
independent grassroots movements with progressive governments in a ‘disjunctive
conjunction’ are put forward as pertinent tactics or strategies that can pave the way to
a democracy of the common.
Dardot and Laval (2014) draw out the political principle the common, which is not
just a reiteration of historical commoning. The political common is a norm of coobligation and co-execution of political decisions based on co-decision. Rather than
being the privilege of a minority of professionals or specialists, common politics is an
affair of just everyone who desires to take part in public deliberation (Dardot & Laval
2014: 579). This is cast as a political principle which calls for collective instituting
praxis and should reorder all social relations. The governing principles of the
commons are supplemented in their political thought with an elucidation of
appropriate patterns of political association (economic democracy, and so on) for a
democracy of the common.
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The substantial political insights and propositions that the four theorists contribute,
deepen our idea of what a political hegemony of the common(s) would entail both as
a process of metamorphosis and as the desired objective. What is still missing,
however, in these quarters of contemporary political theory, is a more thorough
exploration of how principles and ideal forms will be bridged with actual social
reality and will motivate collective action of an adequate size. This cohort of political
thinkers either dismiss in principle, in a self-contradictory fashion, the power politics
of hegemonic constest, or they simply overlook their political pertinence and force.
This theoretical expedition into contemporary commons, which set out to uncover
how they reimagine alternative democratic politics and potent strategies for their
cultivation, is brought to a close with a critical survey of urban commons and their
enactments in contemporary Italy. The polis has been historically the birthplace and
the seedbed of political activity and reflection. And today cities have placed
themselves at the vanguard of innovative and antagonistic commoning in knowledge,
voluntary associations, community gardens, housing, public resources, such as water
and energy supplies, civic participation and self-government. Urban ‘collaborative
governance,’ platform cooperativism, commons-public partnerships are few of the
socio-political and economic breakthroughs of commoning in urban contexts. Cities,
the contemporary hubs of global capital investment and speculation, have also
resurged as foremost sites of militant action over democracy, space, urban life and
capitalist markets, rising up against privatizations and reclaiming collective resources
as municipal commons.
Inquiring into urban formations of commons can stimulate strategic thought by
drawing inspiration from actual practices and strategies which forward commoning in
cities today. The highly conflictual becoming of city commons, which is kindled by
the heterogeneity of the urban multitude and the close entanglement of the
contemporary urban with state and capital, gives rise to agonistic commons which are
key to the diffusion of common alter-politics for change. Such agonism inhabits
communities which combine external fight against forces of expropriation and
repression with internal debate over the exclusions and the boundaries of the
commons; communities which are bound together through their recurrent practice of
contest, conflict and revision in ways which mitigate antagonism with an ethos of
caring, solidarity, openness and pluralization. There is no community without some
demarcation from its outside and without operational rules which prescribe what can
or should be done in its midst and who can be included or not. Minimally, generative
democratic commons commons should rule out racism, sexism, patriarchy, unjustified
discrimination, domination and privatization. Yet, any bounds and exclusions should
remain subject to questioning and revision to prevent the community from closing in
upon itself and to heighten its capacity for inclusivity, diversification and experiment.
Democratic agonism performed along these lines does not only hold up the
emancipatory alterity of commons committed to equality, diversity, co-decision. It
also boosts their counter-hegemonic extension by driving them to open up to the city
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at large and to set up links with other urban commoners moving on the same
wavelength.
Theorists and activists of commoning in cities have offered critical insights in this
field. Stavrides (2016: 5), among others, has sketched out the figure of ‘threshold
spatiality,’ a space of passages and porous limits which bring people together while
they also separate. Thresholds delimit and thereby constitute specific spatialities and
communities, but they enable also others to enter these sites. They operate thus as
porous, flexible and critical filters, which mark out a certain space but keep it
receptive to newcomers, outsiders, new becomings and expansive webs of encounter
and collaboration with multiple other spaces (Stavrides 2016: 4-9, 32-33, 37, 54-61,
71).
The agonistic politics of self-limitation and internal self-contestation responds to the
double conundrum of how to escape introvert insulation and to create emancipatory
alterity in urban settings which are always/already caught up in the nets of state power
and capitalist property and do not allow for full purity and separation. Urban
commons can be only partial, risky, experimental, messy and hybrid works-inprogress for another future (Chatterton 2016: 407). To induce profound
transformations and throw up new existential possibilities, urban commons should
reflectively nourish values of mutualism, collective self-government, horizontality,
openness, plurality, solidarity and decommodification, countering thereby precarity,
fragmentation, and economic or political dependence. Hence, they should be complex,
dynamic and relational, transcending fixed bounds, welcoming new participants, tying
knots with other like-minded collectives, overcoming hegemonic class, gender and
ethnic identities which keep people apart.
Comparable norms that can be translated across different spaces can help to find
common ground and to design institutions of shared power, broadening the scope of
commoning and refashioning the modes of living together in the city (Stavrides 2016:
39-51, 61, 91, 271). The micropolitics of experimental urban communities, which
tend to democratic process, relations and the reconstruction of subjectivities, scale out
virally, mimetically and through networks, eroding the ruling regimes of property and
power as they grow and multiply. This is the cornerstone of their strategy for postcapitalist transitions. Ηowever, urban commoners also own up to the need for a
conscious project of systemic innovation and to the importance of reaching out to a
wider public, welding links and alliances. In this way, it becomes possible ‘to form
novel meso-level institutions to deepen the institutional form of post-capitalist urban
commons’ and to gain a foothold in existing centers of power (Chatterton 2016: 411).
However, since there is no certain way leading safely to other worlds beyond
capitalist-and-state rule, agents of articulation should cultivate a broader sense of
solidarity across dispersed and diverse projects of transition by means of collective
decision-making, equal and open debate (Chatterton 2016: 411-412). These are
valuable inputs in a fully-fledged strategy of horizontalist hegemony for the
commons, which remains to be worked out in greater detail and depth. The new
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municipalist movements have started on this work of fuller strategic exploration and
elaboration in practice. The Italian ‘laboratory,’ in particular, has blazed a singular
trail along three divergent paths.
What marks off the Italian ‘road’ to urban commoning is the mobilization of law as an
instrument of counter-hegemonic politics that could give to commons movements
purchase on institutions without involving them directly in city administration in the
manner of Spanish new municipalism. From a legal and institutional standpoint, we
can differentiate among three distinct pathways and legal-political frames: Ugo
Mattei’s current, which is centered on constituent power, private law and the
partnership with social movements; a public law school, which frames facilitating city
regulations for urban commons with a constitutional anchor (the Bologna regulation,
the Labsus and Labgov lawyers), and a more ‘rebel’ experiment with ‘civic use’
pioneered by movements and social centers in the city of Naples (Ex Asilo Filangieri,
Miccarielli et al.). All in all, this is a strategy for advanced commoning in the city
context, which hinges on synergies between legal experts, institutions and civic
action. In the case of the ‘Bologna model,’ the initiative is taken from above, from the
city government which enacts the rules for city-citizens partnerships around specific
urban resources. In the Neapolitan version, movements and civic actors assert their
independence and partly direct the process, setting their own terms of the ‘civic use’
of urban goods in collaboration with the city administration. Mattei’s proposal also
turns on a convergence between grassroots mobilization and juridical intervention in
institutions.
Across the board, the political wager of legal experts who propound the commons is
that they can trace legal ways through the constitution and positive law in order to
attain legal recognition for grassroots projects and even to bring city governments to
sponsor urban commons. They fall back on established, but practically inert,
constitutional provisions such as the principle of ‘subsidiarity’ (the collaboration of
citizens and administration) in the Bologna/Labsus scheme. They reclaim and strive to
‘twist’ legal traditions, such as ‘civic use,’ to put them in the service of contemporary
urban self-management (the ‘Neapolitan way’). Or they aspire to reinterpret the
private law in force so as to turn it into a prop and a promoter of radical commons
spearheaded by grassroots acts of civil resistance, occupation, and so on (Mattei and
his partners). All in all, this is an idea of counter-hegemonic action in-against-beyond:
it unfolds from within the rules of the system but can also stand up against the status
quo and clear ways beyond it, towards a new ecological, more democratic and
socially fair order.
The more top-down regulatory frameworks are also more secure. They have triggered
a wave of pro-commons institutional policies across Italian cities and they have
prompted groups of citizens to try commoning, to concern themselves with urban
democracy and to practice a caring, active citizenship. No doubt, they are more
directive and less supportive of autonomous citizens’ self-government. They can
become vehicles of institutional co-optation, control and legitimization of professional
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politicians. Yet they put in place an institutional setting that can afford to political
collectives ampler political opportunities for disruptive, radical democracy and social
outreach as long as civic actors self-mobilize, gather forces, stand on their feet,
fashion their own projects and orientations, and venture into counter-hegemonic
politics. This political logic is on the lookout for political opportunities and potential
allies in the ruling regime. It is sensitive to complexity and diversity. And it is ready
to take risks, to experiment, to innovate, and to connect closely with society at large in
order to politicize social action while, at the same time, socializing its own politics of
historical renewal.
The ‘Neapolitan way,’ charted mainly by Ex-Asilo Filiangieri, tilts the balance
decisively towards the bottom-up self-organization and creativity of citizens, who also
converge with institutions and mobilize legal tools. The focus of activity in sites like
l’Asilo is the self-construction of an innovative, heteropolitical body of artistic and
political community, which incubates new subjectivities, new forms of social relations
and another type of participatory politics. This style of common politics is
exploratory, non-violent, horizontalist, assembly-ruled, open, plural, sharing, creative
and collaborative. A fluid and experimental community designs its own legal
instruments, renewing, among others, the customary legal principle of ‘civic use’ of
public resources by groups of citizens. It drafts its own regulation for the use of its
space, which keeps it under public ownership and stewardship by the city
government. They try to pave the way, thus, for a radical institutional reform whereby
citizens assume the direct self-administration of state resources, services and
institutions. The community of l’Asilo works with the municipality, but it sets its own
terms and guides its self-regulation from within.
This is a risky and uncertain path through which autonomous alter-political creations
by citizens’ collectives enter institutions and strive to reconstitute them while holding
on to their independence and self-activity. This counter-hegemonic politics ‘upwards’
-towards state institutions through the medium of law, collective pressure and
collaboration- is coupled with a horizontal opening towards like-minded movements,
social centers and political process. L’Asilo ‘leads’ by example and by prototyping
self-legislated city regulations for the commons. It also welds networks within Naples
and across the borders of the city and the nation in order to disseminate the new social
creations, to propagate a common narrative and to rally together movements,
commons and cities into a massive force for change.
Τhe cases of l’Asilo and Làbas in Bologna adumbrate a particular counter-hegemonic
strategy. Grassroots actors initiate self-transformation across the city and seek to
engage large sectors of society. At the same time, they strive to reshuffle the decks of
power in the city by seizing political opportunities supplied by institutions and by
trying legal ‘hacks’ in order to make inroads in the ‘war of position’ with the status
quo. In this political enterprise, they activate their will for resistance and change in
combination with their pragmatism, their tactical intelligence, their reflexivity and
creativity, safeguarding their contentious, partial independence from state and market
forces. The emergent ‘political hegemon’ that they body forth is not a new party or a
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revolutionary vanguard. It is, rather, a network of horizontalist hubs of political
initiative, articulation, coordination, moral and intellectual reform. This is another
promising strategy of counter-hegemony, which wrangles with institutions and the
status quo setting out firmly from its own agency in order to marshal grassroots power
for the commons and for profound democratic-egalitarian transformation. But it
places constitutionally more weight on its self-activation, its creativity and its bottomup, distributed leadership. Time will show if this incipient strategy can evolve into a
substantial, massive power that alters the course of history. But perhaps this
configuration, along with new munipalism in Spain, carries the core seeds which can
grow, through committed efforts, collective will, inventiveness, planning and
reflexivity, into a contemporary strategy that commands a real ability to deliver the
common goods.
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