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I have been taking part in a working group set up by Casco – Office for Art, Design and Theory to 
do research on the subject of local commons. When we started we were called the Community 
Economies Project under the J.K. Gibson-Graham model of community economies.1 Soon we 
converged our focus on the commons but we kept using the terms ‘commons’ and ‘communi-
ties’ interchangeably. In what follows I differentiate the two concepts. I argue that ‘community’ is 
extensively used by (Dutch) government policymakers in enabling and (unduly) constraining the 
responses to austerity measures. The concept of community works well for the aims of larger gov-
ernments, part of which is objectionable because it leads the attention away from the problems 
of ongoing dispossession and the act of fencing off material and natural resources from common 
stakeholders into private and state domains in creating conditional scarcity for a market economy. 
I use the concept of factors of production in making this point. This leads me to the conclusion that 
the language of communities misuses the segregated elements in factors of production by further 
dissociating them instead of uniting them for the sake of a wholesome and sustainable economy.
I therefore propose to distinguish between ‘commons’ and ‘community’, support the notion of the 
commons more strongly, and for that matter suggest an experiential clarification of the concept of 
the commons that protects it from the contradictions of what is aptly dubbed neo-liberal commu-
nitarianism2 in referring to governing populations through community in contrast to communities 
as autonomous entities.


I should explain the notion of factors of production before I move on. Factors of production are 
land, labor, and capital; they are prerequisites for production. This triangle is a basic tenet within 
classical political economy as well as neoclassical economics, with the occasional suggestion of 
a fourth factor: entrepreneurship. Karl Marx has refined the definition of these factors with sci-
entific care and humanistic concern: labor (or human creative power), object of labor (nature to 
be transformed, utilized, commodified, that is, land, mines, energy, materials), and instruments 
of labor (means of production, both financial and technological, that is, money and machines). 
A different take on the part of neoclassical economists is the division of the trinity further up into 
sorts of labor and capital, showing a relative lack of interest in land and the natural environment. 
All the same, the notion of factors of production has been a durable conceptual apparatus for both 
liberal and critical political economists.


Capital, financial capital that is, must get due attention as well. Austerities and cuts in subsi-
dies inflicting neighborhood communities – care work, job creation, education, cultural activities, 
and so forth – are strategies to open up space for the introduction and stimulation of private 
capital. These are further steps made towards dispossessing peoples and benefiting from the 
surplus of their labor.3 At the same time the gatekeepers of capital find these domains too risky or 
uninteresting to place their financial bets on them. Community development programs, particu-
larly those initiated by governments, jump in to close this gap. And in doing so they use language 
and methods that are appealing to both those who might benefit from these programs as well as 
investors. But in many cases there is no potential investment in sight. Even worse, in cases of 
communities mobilized around microcredit the groups are used as units of profit extraction in-
stead of reinvestment and redistribution. It is through this mechanism of, first, dispossession, and 
then, financial scarcity and debt, that the greater population is compelled to sell its labor, its vital 
powers. For these reasons, community development has often proven to serve as an instrument 
to organize this exploitation of labor.


Now, the whole notion of the isolation of these three key factors illuminated above can be 
questioned from the point of view of the commons. First the most important commons token is 
the fundamental separation of humans from the soil and their environment, and second, the pre-
venting of humans from possessing their own vital forces through the segregation of labor from 
(surplus) value, that is, financial capital.4 The commons point of view would be critical of these 
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segregations. In contrast, the notion of community and community development operate within this 
separation. To discursively protect the commons from falling prey to such divisions I advocate a 
distinctive and more autonomous language that fits the logic of the commons different from that 
of the community.5 In general I propose that we be aware of the following differences between the 
commons language and communities language: 


Commons Communities


Centers on experience
Embedded in nature, including other humans


Human-centered (anthropocentric)
Embedded in social reality


Connectivity of the subject to her environment 
and nature, quality of the connection is the 
basis of stakeholding and right to co-govern


Connectivity among human members of the 
community (network connectivity). Dyad-
ic mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion  
determine stakeholding rights and voice


Sustenance and creative process contin-
uously occurring within the commons, its  
human and non-human members


Productive labor leads to value only when it 
is recognized by the community, traditionally 
and ultimately through remuneration


Centrality of the issue of governance 
through the recognition and assembly of all 
members


Centrality of the issue of economy through 
development: initiatives, innovations, and 
business opportunities


Let me, for practicality’s sake, focus on one model of community development: the asset-based 
community development model was set up by social policy scholars John Kretzmann and John L. 
McKnight at Northwestern University, Illinois in the US. It is a model strategy to mobilize communities 
around the assets of individuals and groups. Later I will make mention of the community economies 
model as an example of susceptibility to ‘contamination’ by official and segregating discourses.6


The most important precursor to the asset-based model is local economic development in ‘low-in-
come countries’. While it is not central, it is typical of such models that external agents, traditionally 
well-educated westerners engaging with the ‘underdeveloped world’, spot potential communities 
and decide to engage in developing their powers to make them fit for a global economy, that is, to 
become ready for the international markets for labor and consumption. Although these models are 
not evidently forced upon target groups they do work through indigenous social relations and the 
already present temptations of modern life to achieve aims that are external to the mobilized com-
munities, a process that I would call soft imposition.


In approaching communities these models generally assume some sort of shortcoming or lag in 
the target groups.7 Otherwise, there is no need whatsoever to approach them. This assumption does 
have some truth to it; such communities are made up of people who have been dispossessed as a 
result of long histories of colonial domination, state violence, and/or enclosure. This history is not in 
the distant past, however. It gathers pace in nineteenth-century Europe and even earlier in England, 
with land enclosures and the expulsion of peasants from common lands, and the separation of the 
means of production from the now-laborers in urban areas. And in the more recent decades of the 
twentieth century we witness the privatization of (Dutch) housing cooperatives.8 


In the monetary domain, financial dispossession has steadily progressed through the stagnation 
of real wages in relation to inflation, and interest rates higher for credit than for savings and earnings. 
While this should mean that the purchasing power of consumers drops and causes macroeconom-
ic problems, the structure is palliated by the growth of consumer credit capital resulting in greater 
levels of consumption without even ownership of what is consumed. Consumer credit has done the 
mere job of exacerbating dispossession and aggravating greater wealth inequality in the long term.


But the assumption of communities as ‘underdeveloped’ is discursively contradicted by the lan-
guage with phrases such as ‘stay positive’ and ‘focus on the assets/solutions not the problems.’9 This 
vernacular’s psychological power would be frugal if (and I am being sarcastic here) it had come into 
practice a few centuries earlier when the colonial agents and ruling elites developed a sophisticated  
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view of indigenous communities as well as the labor force as savage, barbarian, incapable of 
governing themselves, and undeveloped: a view apologetic of the practice of appropriation of the 
right to govern and mobilize labor/biopower as the governments and corporations please.


Now, the positive language of asset-based community development focuses on what people 
already have, but does not mention that communities can and should have rights to land, natural 
resources, and the surplus of their labor. Basically, the responsible parties have shirked the re-
sponsibility to be active in making up for the past, that is, encouraging the redistribution of wealth 
and commoning of nature. Instead the mistakes are hidden behind a language of positivity and 
de-responsibilization10 of government and through a language of optimism and an unwillingness 
to even discuss the policy domains of financial markets, real estate, and housing. This lack of 
historical responsibility compels the government to constrict its policy and policy language to 
domains that hide and silence past mistakes, leading further to solutions that are not fit to the 
mission but rather serve to protect the government and so require a host of artificial techniques to 
sell the policies to people and businesses.


Specifically, in tackling both material and financial problems with social and discursive engi-
neering, governments use a language that masks the widening gap between the three traditional 
factors of production since governments are unwilling to negotiate private property rights, realty 
market governance, financial market policies, and the rules for capital. ‘Community development’ 
provides this kind of language. It focuses on skills and labor mobilization, omitting the land and 
capital factor. ‘Asset’ is unselfconsciously used to create an aura of economic and productive 
importance but is cut down in substance to mean only individual capacities. At times an ‘asset’ 
can be an unintelligent policy word referring to such obvious life affairs as eating together and 
everyday exchanges of business ideas and information.


For what they mean on the ground, the results of asset-based projects such as collective 
gardening, cooking, forest watching, and cultural activities remain too marginal to be sufficient 
to support the domestic economy of the community members. Significant parts of the livelihood 
of communities must still be sustained through the mainstream but problem-ridden job market, 
where the unhappily married and divorced couple of capital and labor ought to meet.


So, there is a lot of talk, many a catchy phrase, and some positive and silencing PR and 
social engineering. To me, the irony of getting people together in communities surfaces against 
the background of 50 or so years of individualistic/core family architecture of housing and urban 
planning. That is, social engineering through community development is tackling a problem that 
is literally set in stone, in individualistic architecture and commercially led urban planning, and 
yet it considers the lack of community a problem of mere social relations devoid of material and 
environmental counterparts.


Currently, the asset-based community development model is promoted by municipal Dutch 
governments within their own territories whilst the last material facilities for neighborhood com-
munities, that is, community buildings [buurthuizen] are vanishing. There is the official percep-
tion that neighborhoods are in need of being organized into self-responsible and self-sufficient 
communities in the process of adapting to the economic crisis and the prerogative to steadily cut 
more and more in public spending. Community development projects have successfully become 
the placeholders for the solution (alongside cooperatives for those groups with fair amounts of 
savings). Many of these projects are joyful and even helpful to the participants of these programs. 
Those are opportunities for sharing and finding relief. They might also be gateways to jobs and 
other cooperative activities. But without other forms of action and change in proprietary relations, 
the housing market, or even urban and architectural design and financial legislation, the reach of 
the strategy and the results remain a far cry from sustainable development, economic revitaliza-
tion, creation of equity, or any other long-term governmental mission. Simply then, the problems 
are fundamental but the actions remain systematically marginal.


* * *


The research field devoted to critical economic geographer Katherine Gibson’s notion of com-
munity economies shows an interesting contrast to asset-based community development. It 
is inspired by critical studies of economic geography. The case studies form an amalgam of 
non-capitalist, non-capitalocentric mixtures of social organization, access to natural resources, 
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and systems of value circulation. This body of research establishes a discourse that counters 
free market arguments for private property, efficiency and growth. The force of this literature is 
its support of existing commons and endangered economies. However, and unfortunately, when 
shifting focus to the creation of new commons governance, the literature uncritically imitates the 
ideas of asset-based development. At least, to my surprise, Gibson, has co-authored a ‘resource 
toolkit’ for ‘communities and economies’ together with political and economic geographer Jenny 
Cameron, using the practical guides provided by Kretzmann and McKnight.11 


Although it makes a difference when the toolkit is used by independent actors (governing from 
within communities) rather than government actors or those working on government assignment, 
asset-based community development could be leading the attention away from political issues 
of natural resource access rights and indebtedness. In practical terms, community economy pro-
jects might proceed very well, as with examples of communities that end up owning community 
buildings or businesses that sustain the majority of the members’ lives. But these are cases in 
which the community has acted beyond the models of community development and it remains 
hard to judge whether the community development logic has been the driving force behind the 
success. So it is good to be cautious and not limit oneself to the recommendations of the model 
and the toolkit. It would be even better to nurture one’s own language that emanates confidence 
rather than self-limiting caution.


As of yet I haven’t encountered any practical guides that mobilize the community economies 
discourse instead of borrowing its language from asset-based development. This might well be 
because the objects of the commons can be too diverse to allow for a general practical guide; 
it can range from solid materials, to realty, air, or intangible goods such as intellectual produce 
and digital creations. So, the diversity within alternative economies mapped until now may be a 
hindrance to developing such general commons strategy models and make it difficult to come 
with attractive alternative guides that can become placeholder of the misleading elements of 
community development strategies used to do. It might even be unwise to pretend that a unified 
walkthrough is possible. A website like www.community-wealth.org demonstrates the variety of 
strategies and models proposed in organizing commons all too well, though they also put com-
munity-based models on their list. But unless the language of the commons takes over that of the 
placeholder, the community development models and other official discourses will keep capturing 
the imagination of the civil society. 


So, if you grant me a change of style and an intervention into my own text, I try to imagine a 
common starting point that should then capture the imagination in a manner more attuned to the 
commons, and one that splits off from such official government models of community develop-
ment: an immediate phenomenology of human environment using a simple imaginary example.12 
I propose that this is congruent with theorist Bruno Latour’s attempt to compose a common world, 
worked out on a smaller and more immediate scale.13


You and the Sidewalk, Starting to Assemble a Common


The moment you start strolling along the sidewalk, you are doing something that has nothing to do 
with property and law. You are doing something in the realm of the natural commons. This sounds 
redundant, but it is not. An official government (a government that thinks that governing should 
happen in an office) would say that the sidewalk is made possible by governmental planning, 
finance, and organization. This is untrue. The sidewalk is made by street makers, tile makers, 
miners, engineers, dwellers, and street frequenters, and the possibilities of material nature. Who-
ever else has been involved in the process of making the sidewalk, whether official or informal, is 
redundant and has possibly obstructed it.


The moment your soles touch the pavement, you are engaging with the commons, a minimal 
common at least, regardless of the claims officials make about it. Yet you, earth, space, nature, 
and history are already working to create this. The fact that you are a user/consumer connects 
you to the pavement, but you should not forget that you can break out of the historical construc-
tion of consumerism and relate to the pavement in richer dimensions than only its consumption.14 
You can contribute to the sidewalk, decorate it, repair it, redesign it, thank it, or use it as a gather-
ing space, dancing venue, or site. You can start managing or governing it. 
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An example in Bingen, Germany of the multi-city, multi-artist project Dispatch Work, courtesy of Jan Vormann. Art can 
provide a good justification, through aesthetic responsibility and artistic rapport, for intervention in public space. In this 
case it actually repairs a structure. Even the strongest governments can lack capacity for street maintenance, since finan-
cial resources for employing people as servicemen are limited. But the pleasure of creatively contributing to a common is 
unlimited and almost universally present.


Image of the occupation of Taksim Gezi Park, Istanbul, 2013. In this case the popular intervention into governmental 
measures pushing for urban real estate development projects is massive, intensive, and even violence-ridden due to the 
near absolute exclusion of those who have rights to inhabit and govern this public space, from those official communities 
who take the power to make decisions about it. Yet the work in this image is artful and material, and provides an example 
that can help extend the imagination of sidewalk governance to current and relevant cases.
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Community is not a prerequisite for a sidewalk, though communities emerge around efforts to 
assemble and maintain them. Communities are the results of living in a common world and the 
recognition that there is need for collective government. In actual fact this community of the side-
walk already exists, only it is currently bound to a number of segregations by law, policy, space, 
and communication lines that might need rethinking.


When you intervene, some officials notice your action and say, “You may not do that. That 
would make the sidewalk dissonant with the rest of the urban planning.” 


“Oh, right,” you say. “I’m gonna talk with the whole street to agree on a consonant pavement. 
Thanks for the tip.” 


Still, they say, you cannot change the sidewalk because you may not. 
You say you can learn all the things that the government knows about sidewalks, help those 


who are already involved with it, and skip all the unnecessary papers and inefficiencies so that 
the sidewalk is at least as good as the government gets it. 


They say you cannot because you don’t own the sidewalk or have no official decree. 
You say they don’t own it either; no one does. And you have a decree because it gives you 


pleasure and room for movement! Why should they not be happy that people care about it? They 
complain that people don’t care but hold you back because they haven’t given you permission in 
the first place! 


So, one crucial difference between how the sidewalk is assembled now, or for instance 
how food is distributed, or any commons for that matter, and how that should change – be  
reassembled – is the recognition of the unity of the world, the fact that society and nature are not as  
segregated as one is schooled to think in a liberal political economy built on self-interest, a  
connectivity sourced in a psycho-economic desire for, not material things of life, but for liquidated, 
abstracted, wealth. 


As long as communities are based on such abstract commonalities, there will remain a rela-
tion of exclusion and exploitation between communities, a relationship that is volatile and hence 
unsustainable. Leaving the language of communities behind allows one to see what is even more 
important: the assembly of whomever and whatever is involved in the commons, and connecting 
urban planners to dwellers, creating inter-communal communication, or governance by recogni-
tion, instead of governmentalizing the already existing communities of planners on the one side 
and dwellers on the other, or the capitalists versus the poor.


There is of course government in the commons – procedures, meetings, surveys, investi-
gations, strategies, enforcements, education, and so on. There exists nature as well as human 
affairs, yet these are inseparable. So you are part of the commons. Thank you for your effort, 
government official. But we need to talk about ways of doing and representing things differently, 
ways in which there is the recognition that we have a right to nature because we are part of it, not 
because you have a paper that says it is someone’s property.


A change in strategy for those who are struggling for the cause of the commons would then 
be: recognize currently existing communities of government, but deny their exclusive rights and 
claim your involvement and strife for the recognition of your experience of the common world. 
This is the alternative that I am suggesting we fold into the models of community development so 
that the real problem of the connection to the common world is tackled instead of the non-issue 
of immobilized social relations.


* * *


The language of community development has quite a few discontents. Yet even in the most criti-
cal circles the language of community has found popular currency. Surely, small community pro-
jects revive a sense of room for action after experiences of un-reinforcing activism and previous 
frustration with social change. But rather than deepening the community development model’s 
implications for economic reform in the domain of real estate, natural rights, finance, and the 
labor market, everywhere community is used to support ever shallower practices. The language 
of community moves away from the existing and very sustainable and powerful communities 
of government, be they those borne of the market, that is, corporations that maintain a hold on 
abstracted value, finance, or of the state, holding power over strategically vital and tangible com-
mons by maintaining and aggravating the divide between the factors of production.
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The language of the commons, on the other hand, and especially when considered as  
integrally connected to immediate experience, can produce quite different outcomes. Within this 
language, the factors of production are not divided to establish a ruling elite. After all, production 
is not only human-driven, but spreads across the physical world. Since production and value 
creation is commonplace, however, production self-evidently plays a key role in common gov-
ernance. The stark difference and improvement would be that the divisions between the factors 
of labor, nature, and capital, might be abolished through recognizing the experiential immediacy 
of the world within governance programs. Understanding this is essential, both in strategic and 
intellectual respects. The language of the commons is not one that creates new divisive lines, but 
rather perceives the position of natural objects and human beings in space and without borders. It 
imports the idea of dispersed governing and production. The starting point of this otherwise large-
as-life subject lies then in the immediate experience of a wholesome, however heterogeneous 
world, and not with an external agent who comes to bind people together without giving them that 
which binds them, nor the precedence and primacy of rule and regulation over experience. The 
starting point is the experienced common world.


1 Community economies are defined in a paradigmatic sense and are opposed to ‘capitalocentric economies’: ‘The com-
munity economy is a normative representation of the diverse economy…In a community economy our interdependence 
with each other is recognized and respected as we negotiate: what is necessary to personal, social and ecological surviv-
al, how social surplus is appropriated and distributed, whether and how social surplus is to be produced and consumed, 
[and] how a commons is produced and sustained.’ ‘Key Ideas’, Community Economies, www.communityeconomies.org/
Home/Key-Ideas.
2 Friso van Houdt and Willem Schinkel, ‘The double helix of cultural assimilationism and neo-liberalism: citizenship in 
contemporary governmentality’, The British Journal of Sociology 61, no. 4 (2010): p. 698
3 See David Bollier, Silent Theft: The Private Plunder of our Common Wealth (London: Routledge, 2003).
4 See Andreas Weber, ‘The economy of the wastefulness: the biology of the commons’, in The Wealth of the Com-
mons: A World Beyond Market and State, ed. David Bollier and Silke Helferich (Amherst, MA: Leveller Press, 2012),  
www.wealthofthecommons.org/essay/economy-wastefulness-biology-commons.
5 By language I mean discourse in the Foucauldian sense, language as it is interconnected with practices, interests, giv-
ens, truth, and so on. I choose to focus on discourse analysis for the sake of clarity. But the basic problem of the ‘contam-
ination’ of language is no mere linguistic and hygienic affair as I otherwise implicate in this text. It is the contamination of 
logic of practice and historical consciousness, expressed through language, by the enforcement logic of the government 
through networks of subsidy, law, and policy. Basically, community development is a government policy in governing from 
without – not an effort from within – the commons.
6 To get better acquainted with the community economies concept you might want to visit www.communityeconomies.org.
7 Compare Schinkel and Van Houdt’s ‘latently present but not actualized’ communities in The double helix of cultural 
assimilationism and neo-liberalism: citizenship in contemporary governmentality, p. 700.
8 Law Professor James Boyle remarks that there is no one movement but a series of enclosures starting in the fifteenth 
century. See Boyle’s ‘The second enclosure movement and the construction the public domain’, Law and Contemporary 
Problems 66 (Winter–Spring 2003): pp. 33–74,www.scholarship.law.duke.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1273&contex-
t=lcp; also see an extended critical study of enclosure by J.M. Neeson. Commoners: common rights, enclosure, and social 
change in England, 1700–1820, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1993).
9 A popular critique of this culture of positivity, its corporate and economic sources, is presented by political activist Bar-
bara Ehrenreich. For a particularly animated presentation of her arguments see her lecture ‘Smile or Die’, RSA, 17 March 
2010, www.thersa.org/events/rsaanimate/animate/rsa-animate-smile-or-die.
10 ‘De-responsibilization’ implies the shifting of burdens of responsibility for whatever domain of societal care from the 
shoulders of government and tax collectors onto those of citizens and individuals. The abhorrent part is that while the 
responsibility for care is displaced, government and tax collectors continue to hold a monopoly on financial and organiza-
tional capacity, and permission to act.
11 Jenny Cameron and Katherine Gibson, Shifting Focus: Alternative Pathways for Communities and Economies (Latrobe 
City: Monash University, 2001).
12 In the second part of this paper I use the notion of government differently. I previously spoke of government in the 
sense of official government and its subsidiaries. Now I add a second meaning by melting the notion of government, 
making it fluid, detaching it from the location of the office and attaching it to ubiquitous acts of governing. The meaning 
becomes apparent as you read on.
13 Bruno Latour, ‘Waiting for Gaia. Composing the common world through arts and politics’ (lecture, launch of SPEAP, 
French Institute, London, 21 November 2011).
14 Consumerism has corrupted our relationship with material objects. For a re-appreciation of the value of the material 
world Andrew Simms and Ruth Potts introduce the term “New Materialism”. See Andrew Simms, The New Materialism: 
How Our Relationship with the World can Change for the Better, ed. Ruth Potts and Kate Potts (London: Real Press, 
2012). ‘The New Materialism’ is also the name of their manifesto available online here www.dl.dropboxusercontent.
com/u/77684614/thenewmaterialism_241112.pdf.








Commons Against and Beyond Capitalism


By Silvia Federici and George Caffentzis


(“Commons Against and Beyond Capitalism,” Upping the Anti: a journal of 
theory and action...No. 15 ((Sept. 2013), pp. 83-97. )


In our view, we cannot simply say “no commons without
community.” We must also say “No commons without


economy,” in the sense of oikonomia, i.e., the reproduction of
human beings within the social and natural household. Hence,


reinventing the commons is linked to the reinvention of the
communal and a commons-based economy.  


-Maria Mies and Veronika Bennholt-Thomsen.


The concept of the ‘commons’ has become a ubiquitous presence in the 
political, economic and even real estate language of our time. Left and 
Right, neo-liberals and neo-Keynesians, Conservatives and Anarchists use it 
in their political interventions. The World Bank has embraced it requiring, in 
April 2012, that all research conducted in-house or supported by its grants 
be “open access under copyright licensing from Creative Commons—a non-
profit organization whose copyright licenses are designed to accommodate 
the expanded access to information afforded by the Internet” (World Bank). 
Even that titan of neoliberalism, The Economist, has proven to have a soft 
spot for it, in its praise of Elinor Ostrom, the doyen of commons studies and 
critic of market totalitarianism, as indicated by the eulogy in its obituary:


It seemed to Elinor Ostrom that the world contained a large body of 
common sense. People, left to themselves would sort out rational 
ways of surviving and getting along. Although the world's arable 
land, forests, fresh water and fisheries were all finite, it was possible 
to share them without depleting them and to care for them without 
fighting. While others wrote gloomily of the tragedy of the commons, 
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seeing only over-fishing and over-farming in a free-for-all of greed, 
Mrs Ostrom, with her loud laugh and louder tops, cut a cheery and 
contrarian figure. (Economist 2012)


Finally, it is hard to ignore the prodigal use of “common” or “commons” in 
the real estate discourse of university campuses, shopping malls and gated 
communities.  Elite universities requiring their students to pay tuition fees of 
$50,000 a year call their libraries “information commons.” It is almost a law 
of contemporary society that the more commons are attacked, the more they 
are celebrated.


In this article we examine the reasons for these developments and respond to 
some of the main questions facing anti-capitalist commoners today:


*What do we mean by “anti-capitalist commons”? 


**How can we create, out of the commons that our struggles bring into 
existence, a new mode of production no longer built on the exploitation of 
labor?


***How can we prevent commons from being co-opted and instead of 
providing an alternative to capitalism, becoming platforms on which a 
sinking capitalist class can reconstruct its fortunes?


1. History, Capitalism and the Commons


We start with a historical perspective on the commons, keeping in mind that 
history itself is a common even when it reveals the ways in which we have 
been divided, provided it is narrated through a multiplicity of voices. History 
is our collective memory, our extended body connecting us to a vast expanse 
of struggles that give meaning and power to our political practice. 


History then shows us that ‘commoning’ is the principle by which human 
beings have organized their existence on this earth for thousands of years. As 
Peter Linebaugh reminds us, there is hardly a society that does not have the 
commons at its heart. (Linebaugh a) Even today, communal systems of 
property and commoning social relations continue to exist in many parts of 
the world especially among of indigenous people of Latin America, Africa, 
and Asia.
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When we speak of commons, then, we do not only speak of one particular 
reality or a set of small-scale experiments, like the rural communes of the 
1960s in Northern California, however important they may have been (Boal 
et al.). We speak of large-scale social formations that at times were 
continent-wide, like the networks of commons that in pre-colonial America 
stretched from present-day Chile to Nicaragua and Texas, connected by a 
vast array of economic and cultural exchanges, including gift and barter. In 
Africa as well, communal land tenure systems have survived to the present, 
even in the face of an unprecedented “land grabbing” drive presently 
directed against them (Pearce). In England, common land remained an 
important economic factor until the beginning of the 20th century. 
Linebaugh estimates that in 1688, one quarter of the total area of England 
and Wales was common land (Linebaugh b: 116). After more than two 
centuries of enclosures involving the privatization of millions of acres, 
according to the Eleventh Edition Encyclopedia Britannica, the amount of 
common land remaining in 1911 was 1,500,000 to 2,000,000 acres, roughly 
5% of English territory. By the end of the 20th century common land was 
still 3% of the total of the territory (Naturenet)


These considerations are important not because we wish to model our 
concept of the commons and commoning practices on the past. We cannot 
construct an alternative society by nostalgic returns to social forms that have 
already proven unable to resist the attack of capitalist relations against them. 
The new commons will have to be a product of our struggle. Looking back 
through the ages serves, however, to rebut the assumption that the society of 
commons we propose is a utopia or that commons can only be small scale 
projects, rather than the foundation of a new mode of production alternative 
to capitalism. 


Not only have commons existed for thousands of years, but elements of a 
communally-based society are still around us, although subject to a constant 
attack that recently has intensified. Capitalist development requires the 
destruction of communal properties and relations. With reference to the 16th 
and 17th century ‘enclosures’ that expelled the peasantry in Europe from the 
land – the act of birth of modern capitalist society – Marx spoke of 
“primitive accumulation.” But we have learned that this was not a one-time 
affair, spatially and temporally circumscribed, but a centuries-long process 
that continues into the present (Midnight Notes Collective). Primitive 
accumulation is the strategy the capitalist class always resorts to in times of 
crisis, when the command over labor has to be reasserted, since 
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expropriating workers and expanding the labor available for exploitation are 
the most effective methods for re-establishing the “proper balance of power” 
and gaining the upper hand in the class struggle.


In the era of neo-liberalism and globalization this strategy has been 
extremized and normalized, making primitive accumulation and the 
privatization of the ‘commonwealth’ a permanent process, now extending to 
every area and aspect of our existence. Not only are lands, forests, and 
fisheries appropriated for commercial uses in what appears as a new “land 
grab” of unprecedented proportions. We now live in a world in which 
everything, from the waters we drink to our body’s cells and genomes, has a 
price tag or is patented and no effort is spared to ensure that companies have 
the right to enclose the remaining open space on earth and force us to pay to 
gain access to it. From New Delhi and New York to Lagos and Los Angeles, 
urban space is being privatized. Street vending or sitting on the sidewalks or 
stretching on a beach without paying are being forbidden. Rivers are 
damned, forests logged, waters and aquifers bottled away and put on the 
market, traditional knowledge systems are sacked through Intellectual 
Property Regulations and public schools are turned into for-profit 
enterprises. This is why the idea of the commons exercises such an attraction 
on our collective imagination: their loss is expanding our awareness of the 
significance of their existence and increasing our desire to learn more about 
them. 


2. Commons and the Class Struggle: Co-opting the Commons


For all the attacks on them, commons have not ceased to exist. As Massimo 
De Angelis has argued, there have always been commons  “outside” of 
capitalism that have played a key role in the class struggle, feeding the 
utopian/radical imagination and the bellies of many commoners (De 
Angelis). The workers' mutual aid societies of the nineteenth century are key 
examples of this “outside.” (Bieto). More important for us is that new 
commons are constantly being created. From the free software movement to 
the Solidarity Economy movement, a whole world of new social relations is 
coming into existence based on the principle of communal sharing (Bollier 
and Helfrich), sustained by the realization that capitalism has nothing in 
store for us, except more wars, more misery and divisions. Indeed, at a time 
of permanent crisis and constant assaults on our jobs, wages, social spaces, 
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the construction of commons is becoming a necessary means of survival. It 
is not a coincidence that in the last two years, in Greece, as wages and 
pensions have been cut on average by 30% and unemployment among youth 
has reached 50%, several forms of mutual aid have appeared, like free 
medical services, free distributions of produce by farmers in urban centers, 
and the ‘reparation’ by electricians of the electrical wires that were cut 
because the bills were not paid.


We must underline, however, that the commoning initiatives that we see 
proliferating around us -‘time banks,’ urban gardens, Community Supported 
Agriculture, food coops, local currencies, ‘creative commons’ licenses, 
bartering practices, information sharing - are more than dikes against the 
neo-liberal assault on our livelihood. They are experiments in self-
provisioning and the seeds of an alternative mode of production in the make. 
This is how we should view also the squatters’ movements that, since the 
1980s, have formed in so many urban peripheries throughout the world, 
which are products of land expropriations but also signs of a growing 
population of city dwellers “disconnected” from the formal world economy, 
now organizing their reproduction outside of state and market control 
(Zibechi: 190). As Raúl Zibechi suggests, these urban land squats are better 
envisioned as a 'planet of commons,' in which people exercise their “right to 
the city” (ibid.), rather than as the “planet of slums” that Mike Davis has 
described (Davis). 


The resistance of the indigenous people of the Americas to the increasing 
privatization of their lands has given the struggle for the commons a new 
impulse. While the Zapatistas' call for a new constitution recognizing 
collective ownership has gone unheeded by the Mexican state, the right of 
indigenous people to use the natural resources in their territories has been 
sanctioned by the new Venezuelan Constitution of 1999. In 2009, in Bolivia 
as well, a new Constitution has recognized communal property. We cite 
these examples not to propose that we rely on the state's legal apparatus to 
promote the society of commons that we call for, which would be a 
contradiction, but to stress how powerful is the demand coming from the 
grassroots for the creation of new forms of sociality and provisioning under 
communal control and organized according to the principle of social 
cooperation.


In the face of these developments, the task for us is to understand how we 
can connect these different realities and above all how to ensure that the 
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commons we create are truly transformative of our social relations and 
cannot be co-opted. 


The danger of co-optation is very real. For years now, part of the capitalist 
international establishment (starting with the World Bank) has been 
promoting a softer model of privatization, appealing to the principle of the 
commons, as a remedy to the neo-liberal attempt to submit all economic 
relations to the dictate of the market. It is realized, in fact, that carried to an 
extreme the logic of the market becomes counterproductive even from the 
viewpoint of capital accumulation, precluding the type of cooperation 
necessary for an efficient system of production. Witness, for instance, the 
situation that has developed in US universities where the subordination of 
scientific research to commercial interests has curtailed communication 
among the scientists themselves, imposing secrecy concerning the subjects 
of their research projects and their results. 


Appeal to the commons can also put a positive spin on privatization, 
blunting the expected resistance. Thus, in the name of protecting the 'global 
commons,’ the World Bank has expelled from woods and forests people who 
had lived in them for generations, while giving access to them to people who 
can pay, arguing that the market (in the form of a game park or an eco-
tourism zone) is the most rational instrument of conservation. (Isla) The 
United Nations as well has asserted its right to manage the world’s main eco-
systems – the atmosphere, the oceans, the Amazonian forest – and open 
them up for commercial exploitation in the name of preserving “the common 
heritage of humanity.” 


Communalism is also the jargon under which unpaid labor is recruited. For 
instance, British Prime Minister Cameron’s “Big Society” program 
mobilizes people's energies for a variety of volunteer programs intended to 
compensate for the cuts in social services introduced in the name of the 
economic crisis. An ideological break with the tradition that Margaret 
Thatcher initiated in the 1980s when she proclaimed that “There is not such 
thing as Society,” proceeding to cut even the glass of milk out of the 
children's school lunch, “The Big Society” is now ensconced in a series of 
laws, including the Public Services (Social Value) Act. This legislation 
instructs government-sponsored organizations (from day-care centers, to 
libraries and clinics) to recruit local artists and young people who, without 
pay, will engage in activities increasing the “social value,” defined as social 
cohesion and reduction of the cost of social reproduction. This means that 
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non-profit organizations providing programs for the elderly will qualify for 
some government funding if they can create social cohesion and “social 
value,” measured according to a special arithmetic factoring in the 
advantages of a socially and environmentally sustainable society embedded 
in a capitalist economy (Dowling). In this way communal efforts to build 
solidarity and cooperative forms of existence, outside the control of the 
market, contribute to cheapening the cost of social reproduction and even 
accelerate the lay-offs of public employees.


3. Commodity-Producing Commons


A different type of problem for the definition of anti-capitalist commons is 
posed by the existence of commons producing for the market and driven by 
the “profit motive.” A classic example are the unenclosed Alpine meadows 
of Switzerland that every summer become grazing fields for dairy cows, 
providing milk for the huge Swiss dairy industry. Assemblies of dairy 
farmers, who are very cooperative in their efforts, manage these meadows. 
Indeed, Garret Hardin could not have written his “Tragedy of the Commons” 
had he studied how Swiss cheese came to his refrigerator (Netting). 


Another often cited example of commons producing for the market 
are those organized by the more than one thousand lobster fishers of Maine, 
operating along hundreds of miles of coastal waters where millions of 
lobsters live, breed and die every year. In more than a century, lobster fishers 
have built a communal system of sharing the lobster catch on the basis of 
agreed upon divisions of the coast into separate zones managed by local 
“gangs” and self-imposed limits on the number of lobsters to be caught. This 
has not always been a peaceful process. Mainers pride themselves on their 
rough rugged? individualism and agreements between different “gangs” 
have occasionally broken down. Violence then has erupted in competitive 
struggles to expand the allotted fishing zones or bust the limits on catch. But 
the fishers have quickly learned that such struggles destroy the lobster stock 
and in time have restored the commons regime (Woodward). 


This commons-based fishing, outlawed for decades as a violation of 
anti-trust laws, is now accepted even by the Maine state’s fishery 
management department. One reason for this change in official attitude is 
the contrast between the state of the lobster fisheries compared to that of the 
“ground-fishing” (i.e., fishing for cod, haddock, flounder and similar 
species) that is carried out in the Gulf of Maine and in Georges Bank where 
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the Gulf connects with the ocean. Whereas the former in the last quarter 
century has reached sustainability and maintained it (even during some 
severe economic downturns), since the 1990s, one species after another of 
ground-fish has been periodically overfished, leading to the official closure 
of Georges Bank for years at a time. (Woodward: 230-231) At the heart of 
the matter are the difference in the technology used by ground fishing and 
lobster fishing and, above all, the difference in the site where the catches are 
taken. Lobster fishing has the advantage of having its common pool resource 
close to the coast and within the territorial waters of the state. This makes it 
possible to demarcate zones for the local lobster gangs, whereas the deep 
waters of Georges Bank are not easily amenable to a partition. The fact that 
Georges Bank is outside the 20-mile territorial limit has meant that 
outsiders, using big trawlers, were able to fish until 1977 when the territorial 
limits were extended to 200 miles. They could not have been kept out before 
1977, contributing in a major way to the depletion of the fishery. Finally, the 
rather archaic technology lobster fishermen uniformly employ discourages 
competition. By contrast, starting in the early 1990s, “improvements” in the 
technology of ground-fishing --“better” nets and electronic equipment 
capable of detecting fish more “effectively”-- have created havoc in an 
industry that is organized on an open access principle (“get a boat and you 
will fish”). The availability of a more advanced and cheaper detection and 
capture technology has clashed with the competitive organization of the 
industry that had been ruled by the motto: “each against each and Nature 
against all,” ending in the “Tragedy of the Commons” that Hardin 
envisioned in 1968. This contradiction is not unique to Maine ground-
fishing. It has plagued fishermen communities across the world, who now 
find themselves increasingly displaced by the industrialization of fishing, 
and the hegemonic power of the great trawlers, whose dragnets deplete the 
oceans. (Dalla Costa). Fishermen in Newfoundland have thus faced a similar 
situation to that of those of Georges Bank, with disastrous results for the 
livelihood of their communities. 


So far Maine lobster fishers have been considered a harmless 
exception, confirming the neoliberal rule that a commons can survive only in 
special and limited circumstances. Viewed through the lens of class struggle, 
however, the lobster common has elements of an anti-capitalist common in 
that it involves workers’ control of some of the important decisions 
concerning the work process and its outcomes. This experience then 
constitutes an invaluable training, providing examples of how large-scale 
commons can operate. At the same time, the fate of the lobster commons is 
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still determined by the international seafood market in which they are 
embedded. If the US market collapses or the state allows off-shore oil 
drilling in the Gulf of Maine, they will be dissolved. The Maine lobster 
commons, then, cannot be a model for us.


4. The Commons as the “Third Sector”: A Peaceful Coexistence?


While commons for the market can be viewed as vestigial remnants of older 
forms of work cooperation, a growing interest in the commons also comes 
from a broad range of social democratic forces that are either concerned with 
the extremes of neo-liberalism and/or recognize the advantages of communal 
relations for the reproduction of everyday life. In this context, the common/s 
appears as a possible “third” space besides and equal to the state and the 
market. As formulated by David Bollier and Burns Weston in their 
discussion of “green governance”:


...the overall goal must be to reconceptualize the neoliberal 
State/Market as a “triarchy” with the Commons—the 
State/Market/Commons—to realign authority and provisioning in 
new, more beneficial ways. The State would maintain its 
commitments to representative governance and management of public 
property just as private enterprise would continue to own capital to 
produce saleable goods and services in the Market sector (Bollier and 
Weston: 350). 


Along the same lines, a broad variety of groups, organizations and theorists 
look today at the commons as a source of security, sociality and economic 
power. These include consumer groups, who believe that ‘commoning’ can 
gain them better terms of purchase, as well as home-buyers who, along with 
the purchase of their home, seek a community as a guarantee of security and 
of a broader range of possibilities as far as spaces and activities provided. 
Many urban gardens also fall in this category, as the desire for fresh food 
and food whose origin is known continues to grow. Assisted homes can also 
be conceived as forms of commons. All these are undoubtedly legitimate 
desires. But the limit and danger of such initiatives is that they can easily 
generate new form of enclosure, the commons being constructed on the basis 
of the homogeneity of its members, often producing gated communities, 
providing protection from the ‘other,’ the opposite of what the principle of 
the commons implies for us. 
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5. Redefining Commons


 What then qualifies as “anti-capitalist commons”? In contrast to the 
examples we have discussed, the commons we aspire to construct are 
intended to transform our social relations and create an alternative to 
capitalism. They are not intended to only provide social services or to act as 
a buffer against the destructive impact of neo-liberalism, and they are far 
more than a communal management of resources. In sum, they are not 
pathways to capitalism with a human face. Either commons are a means to 
the creation of a new truly egalitarian and cooperative society or they risk 
deepening existing social divisions, creating havens for those who can afford 
them and who can therefore more easily ignore the misery by which they are 
surrounded. 


Anti-capitalist commons are best conceived as autonomous spaces from 
which to reclaim control over our life and the conditions of our reproduction, 
and to provide resources on the basis of sharing and equal access, but also as 
bases from which to counter the processes of enclosure and increasingly 
disentangle our lives from the market and the state. They are thus 
qualitatively different then from those advocated by the Ostrom school, 
where the commons are imagined in a relation of coexistence with the public 
and with the private. Ideally, they embody the vision that Marxists and 
anarchists have aspired to but failed to realize: that of a society made of  
“free associations of producers,” self-governed and organized to ensure not 
an abstract equality but the satisfaction of people’s needs and desires. Today 
we may see only fragments of this world (in the same way as we may have 
seen only fragments of capitalism in late Medieval Europe) but already the 
commons we build should enable us to gain more power with regard to 
capital and the state, resist exploitation, and embryonically prefigure a new 
mode of production, no longer built on a competitive principle, but on the 
principle of collective solidarity. 


How to achieve this goal? A few general criteria can begin to answer this 
question, keeping in mind that in a world dominated by capitalist relations 
the common/s we create are necessarily transitional forms.


i. Commons are not given, they are produced. Though we often say that 
commons are all around us – the air we breath and the languages we use 
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being key examples of shared wealth – it is truly only through cooperation in 
the production of our life that we can create them. This is because commons 
are not essentially material things but are social relations, constitutive social 
practices. This is why some prefer to speak of “commoning,” or “the 
common,” precisely to underscore the relational character of this political 
project. (Linebaugh a: 50-51). 


ii. Commons must also guarantee the reproduction of our life by collective 
labour. Exclusive reliance on ‘immaterial’ commons, like the internet, will 
not do. Water systems, lands, forests, beaches, as well as various forms of 
urban space, are indispensable to our survival. But here too what counts is 
the collective nature of the reproductive work involved. 


iii. Commons should generally involve a common good, in the form of a 
shared natural or social wealth – lands, waters, forests, beaches, collective 
spaces, systems of knowledge and communication – to be used by all but not 
for commercial purposes. We often use the concept of  “the common” to 
refer to a variety of  ‘public goods’ that over time we have come to consider 
‘our own,’ like pensions, health-care systems, education. However, there is a 
crucial difference between the common and the public as the latter is 
managed by the state and is not controlled by us. This does not mean we 
should not be concerned with the defense of public goods. One of the main 
challenges we face is finding ways of connecting the struggle over the public 
to those for the construction of the common, so that they can reinforce each 
other. This is more than an ideological imperative. What we call the public is 
actually wealth that we have produced and we must re-appropriate. It is also 
evident that the struggles of public workers cannot succeed without the 
support of the ‘community;’ at the same time their experience can help us 
reconstruct our reproduction, to decide (for instance) what constitutes ‘good 
health-care’, what kind of knowledge we need, and so forth. However, it is 
very important to maintain the distinction, because the public is a state 
institution that assumes the existence of a sphere of private economic and 
social relations we cannot control.


iv. Commons require a community. This community should not be selected 
on the basis of any privileged identity, but rather on the basis of the care-
work done to reproduce the commons and regenerate what is taken from 
them. Commons in fact entail obligations as much as entitlements. Thus the 
principle must be that those who belong to the common contribute to its 
maintenance, its reproduction; which is why (as we have seen) we cannot 
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speak of “global commons,” as these presume the existence of a global 
collectivity which today does not exists and perhaps will never exist1 as we 
do not think it is it is possible or desirable. Thus, when we say “No 
Commons without Community” we think of how a specific community is 
created in the production of the relations by which a specific commons are 
brought into existence and sustained. 


v. Commons require regulations, stipulating how the wealth we share is to be 
used and cared for, the governing principles being equal access, reciprocity 
between what is given and what is taken, collective decision making, and 
power from the ground up, derived from tested abilities and continually 
shifting through different subjects depending on the tasks to be performed. 


vi. Equal access to the means of (re)production  and egalitarian decision 
making must be the foundation of life in the commons. This must be stressed 
because historically commons have not been prime examples of egalitarian 
relations. On the contrary, they have often been organized in a patriarchal 
manner that has made women suspicious about communalism. Today as 
well, many existing commons discriminate, mostly on the basis of gender. In 
Africa, as the land available is shrinking, new rules are introduced to 
prohibit access to people not originally belonging to the clan. But in these 
cases non-egalitarian relations are the end of commons, as they generate 
inequalities, jealousies, and divisions, providing a temptation for some 
commoners to cooperate with enclosers. 


Conclusion


1 An example of the fraud inherent to the idea of the “global commons” can be found in 
the debate that took place on June 14, 2012 during the US Senate Foreign Relations 
hearing concerning the ratification of the Law of Sea, which was meant to codify the use 
of the oceans beyond the 200 mile economic exclusion zone limit claimed by most 
nations with oceanic coast lines. The hearing pitted former Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld against Senators John Kerry and Richard Lugar. Rumsfeld was against the 
treaty because it required companies that mined the ocean “commons” (i.e., beyond the 
200-mile limit) to contribute to a fund that would compensate “less developed countries” 
whose companies do not have the technological or capital requirements to do such 
mining. He claimed that this type of wealth redistribution is a “novel principle that has, in 
my view, no clear limits” that “could become a precedent for the resources of outer 
space.”
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In conclusion, commons are not the practices by which we share in an 
egalitarian manner the resources we produce, but a commitment to the 
creation of a collective or multiple collective subjects, a commitment to the 
fostering of the common interest in every aspect of our life and political 
work, and a commitment therefore to the rejection of all hierarchies and 
inequalities, and all principles of ‘othering’ and exclusion. 


These characteristics differentiate the common from the public, the latter 
being owned, managed, controlled and regulated by and for the state, 
therefore constituting a particular type of private domain. This is not to say 
that we shouldn’t fight to ensure that the public is not privatized. As an 
intermediate terrain it is in our interest that private companies do not engulf 
“the public” which is the site where much of our past labor and resources are 
stored. But for the sake of fighting to generate new anti-capitalist commons 
it is crucial that we do not loose sight of the distinction.


Anti-capitalist commons are not the end point of anti-capitalist struggle, but 
its means. For a start we need to build movements that put on their agenda 
their own reproduction on a communal basis, which means movements 
whose members do not share only the space of the demonstration or the 
picket like but learn to put their lives in common, organizing for instance on 
the basis of their different needs and possibilities, and eliminating practices 
that can become principles of exclusion or hierarchization.


We see the Occupy movement and the movements of the squares as a crucial 
step in that direction. What is happening internationally proves that only 
when you have forms of collective reproduction, when you have 
communities that reproduce themselves collectively, can struggles be 
‘sustainable.’
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An important strand of thought that derives from autonomous 
Marxism is what Rudi Laermans recently proposed to call 
ʻcommonalismʼ (Laermans in: De Cauter 2011, 240-49). Laermans 
wants to lead anticapitalist discourse away from the ʻpolitical 
heroismʼ that seeks to abolish the state towards a commonalist 
governmentality that seeks to recapture it. Laermans is right, we are 
indeed beyond the need for heroes. But since Holland is a country 
where the old deliberative mechanisms of corporative democracy 
are fast losing ground to neoliberal tendencies, we do need to arm 
ourselves against this onslaught. Actual violence is not the issue 
here, but means to counter the violence of state and market are. If 
commonalism is to become a viable political program, it needs to 
distinguish itself not only from the neoliberal agenda, but also from 
the weak left that has let itself be drawn into bureaucratic 
sectorialisation without belief in the active force of the population it 
decides for. Because at a moment of big cuts in public spending that 
are following the privatization of healthcare, energy, transport, 
communication and housing, David Cameronʼs ʻBig Societyʼ seems 
to hold a particular sway over many Dutch politicians and civil 
servants in strategic positions. If anything has aroused a massive 







interest, it is this program, which on a surface level shows 
allegiance with the commons in much the same way as the 
autonomous tendency does. 
 
A Tale of Four Conferences 
 
Five days ago a conference on the global commons was held at the 
University of Utrecht. With regards to our own conference of the 
past three days, I couldnʼt help but be drawn to George Caffentzisʼ 
ʻA Tale of Two Conferences. Globalization, the Crisis of 
Neoliberalism and Questions of the Commonsʼ (2004) to make a 
small comparison. Caffentzis identifies a ʻNeo-Hardinianʼ tendency 
that mainly concerns itself with the global commons as a 
management issue. The question is under what conditions forests, 
fishing grounds, foraging areas, clean air etc. can be managed as a 
commons. Drawing on the work on the commons of Elinor Ostrom, 
the joint winner of the 2009 Nobel Prize for Economics, they work 
with a set of endogenous variables to see if a commons may hold. 
They do not make a distinction between commodity-producing 
commons and subsistence-producing commons, and hardly 
consider outside forces that may act for or against the commons. 
Thus, most of the researchers and planners who are part of this 
tendency are firmly opposed to neo-liberalism, but not to ʻmarketsʼ in 
general. In their pragmatism they simply look how best to manage a 
resource, and leave more general economic measures to others. 
This invites the danger that certain policy-led instigations or 
protections of a commons are upheld solely because they form a 
much gentler way of coercing a community towards capitalism than 
the IMF Strucural Adjustment Programs have proven to be. 
 
“Thus at the moment when the NAFTA ad WTO agreements were 
being finalized in the mid-1990s, with their neoliberal prejudices in 
favor of private alienable property in land, the ʻthere is no 
alternativeʼ World Bank was carefully exploring ʻPlan Bʼ, i.e. a 
political position to fall back on when the antagonistic response to 







the privatization of land becomes too powerful and aggressive. A 
key element in this alternative is the acceptance of the land or forest 
commons at least as a stop gap” (Caffentzis 2004, 9). 
 
Seven years after Caffentzis presents his text in Mexico, Western 
Europe has also finally realised that neoliberal finance is dead. 
Dead, but ruling still. At the Utrecht conference on the commons last 
Monday, a good deal of the speakers was sure of that too. The 
focus lay on subsistence-producing commons and the consensus 
was that state nor market can solve the economic, social and 
ecological crises all on earth are facing. Consequentially, many 
shared a sense of dread about Big Society. Granted, most were 
also afraid of the word ʻcapitalismʼ, but there seems to be an 
opening for discussing the market now that didnʼt exist in 2004. 
Maybe ʻPlan Bʼ has been left off for too long and researchers and 
planners react against that, or maybe people see that even ʻPlan Bʼ 
will not cut it. The instigation of commons, also urban commons in 
so-called developed countries, is back on the agenda. 
 
Lean, corporate government 
 
Hence Cameronʼs harking back to a concept that England knows all 
about. While the Dutch version of the commons is only remembered 
for the street names it has inspired, ʻcommonsʼ and ʻenclosuresʼ 
have been part of English history, language and political and 
juridical discourse at least since the 1500s. Hereʼs how the 
ResPublica thinktank that is responsible for the Big Society 
programme introduce their ideas to ʻcapitalize the poorʼ: 
 
“An asset is … a source of potential future income. … All 
communities own a range of assets, including the time, knowledge 
and future potential of those who live in them. However, on this 
definition, the only genuine asset held by Britainʼs burgeoning 
welfare class is the welfare promise. … [This] promise is an asset 
without any of the long-term benefits of wealth, without the 







empowerment, the psychological wellbeing, the optimism or the 
social status that all stem from genuine ownership. … The state ... 
must find a way of re-endowing communities with independence 
and self-sufficiency” (Wyler and Blond 2010, 3). 
 
The unemployed are portrayed as the ʻwelfare classʼ, passively 
sucking up government money. But that will change under 
Cameron, because “people, including those on low incomes, should 
be able to acquire a direct financial stake in local assets in their 
communities” (Idem, 9). If this is the basis for a new élan in 
England, then Cameron has learned from David Harveyʼs reply to 
Hernando de Soto. While Thatcherʼs ʻRight to Buyʼ created a rent 
and price structure “that precludes lower-income and even middle-
class people from access to accommodation anywhere near the 
urban [London] centre” (Harvey 2008, 36) in the 1980s because, 
just as in the privatized favelas in Rio, “the poor, beset with income 
insecurity and frequent financial difficulties, [were] easily persuaded 
to trade in [their new-found] asset for a relatively low cash payment” 
(Ibidem). With a ʻCommunity Right to Buyʼ, this option is foreclosed. 
What does Big Society have to do with the commons? Well, in the 
eyes of its authors it is supposed to be a direct inheritor of a long 
history of attempting “to achieve asset ownership in poor 
communities”. Big Society comes follows in line of the “revolts 
against land enclosure from the 15th century onwards; 17thcentury 
experiments by the Levellers and the Diggers; late 18th century 
radicalism; the first co-operative communities … in the 19th century; 
… [and the] experiments in community enterprise in South Wales 
and elsewhere during the 1930s Depression” (Wyler and Blond 
2010, 8). With one Big Difference: none of these have had to buy 
their property at just a little under the current market value from the 
State that built it with public money. 
Coupled with the massive budget-cuts and immense lay-offs in the 
British public sector, a Trust created under the ʻCommunity Right to 
Buyʼ might create a situation where a greater level of subsistence is 
achieved. Community-owned food production, education, 







healthcare, all this is possible. Whatʼs more, this has been going on 
in Britain for more than 25 years already. But the angle of this 
newfangled Thatcherism lies in the fact that this is also 
possible without buying the ʻassetsʼ. Ownership is no longer a 
necessary condition for generating social production. Why else was 
the corporate world so excited by the possibilities of outsourcing in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s? The old commons werenʼt weighed 
down with mortgages. So why the sudden interest in communal 
ownership? Big Society represents the situation in which the State is 
trying to externalise the costs of managing the ʻPublic Interestʼ to its 
communities, much like corporations are externalising the costs of 
the social and environmental havoc they wreck. The New Common 
in the form of a community Trust will provide a higher degree of 
subsistence, and even if it is creating commodities for exogenous 
markets, the thing it produces what nobody talks about, is debt. 
Thus, the Big Society program creates exactly what Caffentzis 
fears: a type of commons that is compatible with capitalism. The 
corporative democracy is turning into a corporate democracy where 
the citizens, never the inhabitants or even all workers, are allowed 
the vote next to market parties. It is a perfect example of the 
evolution of what Foucault calls governmentality, the science of 
government to steer the desire of the population in ways that 
increase its production capacities (Foucault 2007, …). These days it 
seems that not the state but the market itself has become the prime 
employer of this biopower. Meanwhile, the common good is still left 
to individual initiative, be it of a private person, a community or a 
company. 
 
Possibilities for the common 
 
Then again, having a base in a commons from which to create other 
common projects is always a good thing. Therefore, if the option 
seems economically viable in the long run, there is no reason not to 
go ahead with a community bought and maintained project. But as a 
government initiative clearly the wish is to alleviate government 







debt, cut public spending and create immediate solvency by 
transferring the debt to communities. Not helping the poor. In fact, it 
will push many poor people even more towards workfare schemes 
or other holding pens. Used like this, these New Commons really 
are mean. 
That is why there is cause for alarm when Dutch civil servants and 
politicians are looking towards Cameron for help. In The 
Netherlands, a neo-Thatcherite wave is passing through the public 
housing sector. Here, an unimaginative Right to Buy programme is 
just getting hold, aimed principally at members of the creative class 
– which in plannersʼ jargon includes planners, high-level managers 
and high-level employees, thus showing Floridaʼs intentions for the 
middle class politics they really are. In order to remain economically 
healthy, one former cowboy head of a housing corporation has 
determined that at least half of the public housing stock should be 
sold. Wise ideas that could only have been thought up on the height 
of the real estate bubble. 
In fact, there is no such need for the public housing companies. This 
scheme is thought up from the perspective of a competitive market, 
while Holland still has housing corporations that, although privatized 
in 1998, function relatively well in comparison with Britain. Also, 
whereas British national and local government is all too happy to 
create ʻactiveʼ community members out of a supposedly ʻpassiveʼ 
public, in Holland the regulation is so well defined that something 
like a community Trust could never get a foothold. Worse, even if 
one would be able to establish itself, it would never be community-
led. Dutch bureaucrats have too great a belief in the need for 
management. 
And that is where the common as Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri 
use it comes in from the Dutch perspective. Rudi Laermans says 
that a radical Left should reclaim the public government rather then 
destroy all governance structures, and so it should. But reclaiming 
them from the perspective of the common is still a radical political 
program. The commons once were a spatially and socially 
determined means of subsistence, which would broadly be Marxʼ 







perspective (Marx 2010, 683). Common grounds for the Neo-
Hardinians nowadays are spatially and legally defined spaces for 
harvesting resources, hunting and fishing (Van der Schans 2001, 
393). It is the scarcity of the resources in these commons that calls 
for their regulation. The autonomous Marxist definition of ʻthe 
commonʼ on the other hand, is a situation of plenty, of abundance. 
Scarcity is created in order to create economical profit, and every 
time an aspect of the common gets enclosed, the neoliberal market 
has increased itself at the cost of the common. Here we can see 
that in autonomous thought, the common is not an economic 
dimension where scarcity rules, but a social phenomenon made up 
of relations of different intensities (Hardt and Negri 2000, 28). It is a 
socio-ontological concept, meaning that it underlies our everyday 
perception of reality. But while it can be perceived, it is difficult to act 
upon in an organised way. This is mainly because up until now, our 
political and economical structures have been erected against the 
idea of plenty. They are set up to cope with lack and allow for the 
funnelling away of harvested resources and capital. They are 
geared towards monopolization instead of sharing and quantify the 
sort of variables that allow for more extraction of financial value, 
thus favouring financial plenty over the increase of social, mental 
and physical value – over ways of enabling more use of the 
common for everybody. If used in the wrong way, the commons in 
the sense of Ostrom and the neo-Hardinians can be used up. The 
autonomist common cannot be used up. In fact, it grows in strength 
the more people make use of and contribute to it. But parts of it can 
be closed off, and every time that happens the social resilience of a 
community or society gets weakened. Options to contribute to the 
common get taken away and the model of scarcity reinserts itself as 
the norm. 
The socio-ontological concept of the common can therefore found a 
political understanding of the common as well. This is the basic 
premise of commonalism. Just like the multitude, also the common 
is a concept with a socio-ontological aspect and a political aspect 
(Hardt and Negri 2009, viii). Socio-ontologically speaking it has 







similar characteristics to commonplaces and other biolinguistic 
forms (Virno 2004, 35-37) that Paolo Virno rightly points out cannot 
be privately owned. The common is the net result of all human and 
natural activity, it is social production first, and through the creation 
of artificial scarcity a resource for economic production second. It is 
what we already share, and what we might come to share if we act 
on what we always have shared and always will. If the social 
common is to be politicized, we will have to learn how to create local 
commons that can overcome the increasing threat of privatization 
and of the financialization of life, because it works with an economy 
of subsistence instead of consumption. Instead of the normal cycle 
where a social relationship that is still in common – free for all who 
partake – is turned into a market, ways need to be found to turn 
markets into commons, and to keep on expanding the sphere of the 
common, as Nick Dyer-Whiteford proposes with great verve (Dyer-
Whiteford …). 
 
The Dutch commons 
 
At first face, Ostromʼs understanding of the commons and the 
autonomous understanding of the common are at odds with each 
other: scarce resources in need of endogenous management versus 
abundant social relationships access to which needs to be 
increased. However, the commons constitute mainly a question of 
governance whereas the common constitute one of ontology. At a 
time in which it is clear that capitalism, once having trumped politics, 
is now being trumped by the planetary ecology, it is also clear that 
another kind of economy will have to be adopted. And if Giorgio 
Agambenʼs fearful visions are not to be made into more of a reality 
than they already are (Agamben 1993; Loic Wacquant …), an 
ecological economy has to be an economy that is based on social 
justice and economic democracy. A better understanding of the 
commons and of the common is necessary. Their differences, their 
relations, and their aims need to be explored and enacted as widely 
as possible. It is my own aim to do this, but for the last part of this 







paper I restrict myself to their strictly theoretical application in Dutch. 
Because these concepts, used almost exclusively in English in 
Dutch academic circles, will remain academic if they donʼt get 
translated into Dutch. Also, such a translation might provide new 
applications and specific pathways for a commonalist 
governmentality that opposes the market-led destruction of the 
planet. It provides a direct link between the common and the 
multitude, and it also joins up Foucaultʼs concept governmentality. 
In a country where the word capitalism is still shunned – because 
this does not only hold for most academics – all this can be 
awakened by pushing the right linguistic buttons. Right now, the 
Dutch version of the commons, ʻmeentʼ, is retained only as a name 
for certain places. In a country exemplary for its history of 
cooperation almost no one still knows what the word means, let 
alone the concept. An excavation of the ʻmeentʼ can function as a 
means of awakening ideas of ownership and use that are buried 
deep in our political history, but have been eclipsed by the market 
orientated approach that also started along the Rhine on the basis 
of this strong spirit of cooperation. 
Etymologically the word ʻmeentʼ shares its root with ʻmenigteʼ, which 
is the Dutch translation of the Latin ʻmultitudoʼ (Philippa et al. 2005, 
179-81 and 2007, 323-24). They share a Middle Dutch adjective, 
ʻmanegʼ meaning ʻmanyʼ (Philippa et al. 2007, 334). Because this 
was the same in Old English and Old Frisian, the ʻmeentʼ and the 
ʻmenigteʼ even have the same root as the English words ʻmeanʼ and 
ʻcommonʼ – through the Latin contraction of ʻcumʼ (with) and ʻmunusʼ 
(office, tribute, gift) into ʻcommunisʼ. 
The Middle Dutch ʻmeenteʼ was in turn derived from the adjective 
ʻgemeenʼ which actually has the same sense as the English ʻmeanʼ 
– joint, common, public, general, universal, shared by all, 
possessed jointly, and low-quality, inferior, poor. The prefix ʻge-ʼ in 
this case goes back along the lines of ʻsameʼ and ʻtogetherʼ. The 
affix ʻ-teʼ in both ʻmeentʼ and the only word that derives from it that is 
still in use, ʻgemeenteʼ (municipality), functions to create nouns out 
of adjectives (Philippa et al. 2009, 353). In Middle Dutch then, the 







municipality wasnʼt principally an administration, but a community 
with a certain amount of land. Public property wasnʼt an issue. 
Ownership was a mix of private and common property. 
To reinvigorate the autonomous tendencyʼs use of the common, 
Sjoerd van Tuinen and me have proposed the term ʻhet gemeneʼ 
(Griffioen and Van Tuinen 2010). And in my opinion, the 
ontological and ecological state of abundance that the concept of 
the common points to always needs to be activated and kept going 
through any number of use systems. Because this socio-ontological 
pole of the concept needs to be actively brought into play – because 
its political pole is not conceived of in terms of emergence but in 
terms of organisation that deals with the creation of more social 
relationships out of a situation of abundance – the common needs 
to be fed into different new commons that will produce more 
commons, not captured into markets that decrease it. ʻHet gemeneʼ 
needs to be played out in new ʻmeentesʼ. And the object of new 
meentes should exactly be to use the ontological common to create 
new ʻmeentesʼ. Therefore, the meaning of the concept ʻmeentʼ 
shouldnʼt be confined to its old meaning of self-managed systems of 
scarcity (land, forest and water use), but should be used also for the 
self-management and self-creation of intellectual, affective and 
social domains. It points the way to a governmentality of biopolitics 
instead of biopower. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The common is buried deep in the Dutch language (meent), but 
when dug up it presents us with an immediate connection to the 
multitude (menigte), thus creating a discourse that is no longer 
academic but understandable for everybody. The only word from 
this root that is still in wide use is ʻgemeenteʼ or ʻmunicipalityʼ. Thus 
in Dutch the concept of the common is directly linked with 
governance and governmentality, rather than simply with property or 
even ownership. 







However we phrase it, the proposal stays the same. Commonality 
provides no shortcut to a better politics. It isnʼt a guarantee for a 
happier life: the common can be mean. This is because on a deeper 
level we can discern another ambivalence in the common. We 
already know that it is both a socio-ontological and a political 
concept. But what needs to be emphasized is that as a political 
concept, it needs to be chosen. If that does not happen, the 
ontological state of the common is turned against itself. This is true 
all the more at a time when the State has resigned itself to the 
corporate management of the public good and corporations have 
claimed the right to take care of the private good. The political claim 
to the common as developed by and out of Italian autonomous 
Marxism seeks to capture capital and turn it over into social 
production, reversing the way capital gain is made over the social 
production of the multitude. It means trying to cut off as many 
possibilities to privately gain from common efforts and is a way of 
fighting the ʻimmaterial civil warʼ that stems from the ʻdark side of the 
multitudeʼ. Looking for the common is fighting against economic and 
social deprivation. The radical calls for going ʻbeyond the stateʼ that 
are also a post-autonomous heritage need not be avoided, but need 
to be valued for what they are: a rally against Big Government that 
first decided that there is no such thing as society, only individual 
men and women and their families, and now calls upon Big Society 
to alleviate its debt. No such thing must come to pass. Neo-liberal 
government needs to be recaptured and turned into common 
government. “We are not commodities in the hands of bankers and 
politicians”. 
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The rise of western market economies in the last two to three centuries went hand in hand 
with the destruction of the “commons” – the collective ownership and management by lo-
cal users of common lands, lakes, water basins, or other resources. It is rarely questioned 
whether this destruction was evitable, or whether the principles on which the commons 
were based might have been preserved even in our modern industrialized societies.


Political scientist and economist Francis Fukuyama argued in 1992 that with the end of the Cold 
War we were witnessing the “end of history” and “the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution 
and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government.”1 
However, Hugo Chavez, the former socialist president of Venezuela, replied in 2006 with: “The 
end of history was a totally false assumption, and the same was shown about Pax Americana and 
the establishment of the capitalist neo-liberal world. It has been shown, this system, to generate 
mere poverty. Who believes in it now?” In other words, the universalization of liberal democracy, 
of capitalism itself, is debatable.2


Markets, a Modern Invention


In times of economic crisis a certain nostalgia seems to emerge, which is not totally irrational. As 
current western market societies often fail to guarantee their citizens even the right to live – a right 
that was granted even by feudal institutions centuries ago – historical research makes sense. We 
may find forgotten institutions from the past – perhaps non-market mechanisms – which can be of 
some use to today’s problems. Not surprisingly, books about economic history are more popular 
than ever among those critical of the status quo. Debt: The First 5000 Years (2011), a book by 
anarchist anthropologist David Graeber is extremely popular with those involved in the Occupy 
movement for instance.


This renewed interest in economic history can only be applauded, because accounts of eco-
nomic history as provided by Graeber – exposing elements of history which are too often forgot-
ten – tackle the widely-held myth that humans have always lived by market principles, bartering 
goods and services for individual gain and profit.


Economic history shows that markets did not emerge ‘naturally’, but were often imposed from 
above with serious resistance from below during the last two to three centuries. As economic 
historian and anthropologist Karl Polanyi concludes in the closing chapter of The Great Transfor-
mation which was first published in 1944:


Economic history reveals that the emergence of national markets was in no way the 
result of the gradual and spontaneous emancipation of the economic sphere from gov-
ernmental control. On the contrary, the market has been the outcome of a conscious 
and often violent intervention on the part of government which imposed the market 
organization on society for noneconomic ends.3


What’s more, economic history also show that market discipline was never introduced univer-
sally, but in a dual manner, as linguist/philosopher Noam Chomsky explains: “market discipline 
for the weak, but the ministrations of the nanny state, when needed, to protect the wealthy and 
privileged.”4 We can still see this dual manner today, as bankrupt banks are bailed out by states 
with trillions of dollars, while bankrupt families are evicted from their homes and social services 
are lowered, imposing a market discipline on citizens while providing generous welfare schemes 
for the financial sector.5
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Those who dare to question this status quo and question the “end of history”, should come up 
with some alternative. Not necessarily a blueprint, but at least some guiding principles on which the 
alternative(s) will be based. I argue that the guiding principles for any alternative should be justice, 
democracy, and liberty.


Firstly, though market societies have many flaws, not all their current institutions are useless. 
Take social safety nets, public housing, healthcare, and education for instance. Though these pro-
grams suffer from corruption, mismanagement, and inefficiencies, they still provide citizens with ba-
sic services necessary for survival. Reform them, yes! More transparency, of course! Democratize 
them, as soon as possible! But there’s no need to abolish them.


Secondly, to open up our imagination some more, we should study our economic histories, not 
to consider all pre-capitalist institutions superior to our own, but to carefully judge them both on 
fairness and feasibility in today’s context. I argue that especially the commons – the collective own-
ership and management by local users of shared resources – is a pre-capitalist institution which can 
be of use to us today. Furthermore, we could view “commoning”6 not only as a temporary survival 
strategy when market societies fail to provide people enough employment and economic security, 
but as a viable alternative to the capitalist enterprise and the market mechanism itself.


Before Markets: Commoners, Priests, and Feudal Lords


Let’s take a look at how humans governed their production and distribution in pre-capitalist days, 
when the role of markets was “no more than incidental to economic life,” according to Polanyi.7 
It was a time when “custom and law, magic and religion co-operated in inducing the individual to 
comply with rules of behaviour, which, eventually, ensured his functioning in the economic system.”


To summarize Polanyi’s account of pre-capitalist economies, they were governed by a variety of 
institutions. Some were based on symmetry (communities exchanging goods and services on the 
basis of reciprocity), some based on centricity (churches and kingdoms), and some on autarchy 
(households producing for themselves), but the market principle was largely absent and the motive 
of gain was “not prominent”.


The commons were mostly based on the principle of symmetry, but they were not separate from 
churches and kingdoms, as historian Tine de Moor describes in a case study of a common in Flan-
ders, which existed between the sixteenth and eighteenth century; the registration of its members 
was administered by the local priest and commoners were taxed by a local lord. However, for the 
rest of their activities “the common functioned autonomously.”8


Until now I’ve emphasized the need to research economic history, as if the commons can only be 
found in history books. However, in today’s more traditional societies (perhaps it is better to say: the 
less industrialized ones) there are still commons which have survived the expansion of global cap-
italism. Political economist Elinor Ostrom won a Nobel Prize in economics in 2009 for researching 
these commons and codifying many fieldwork studies of what she calls ‘common pool resources’ – 
collectively owned lakes, forests, water basins, or fish stocks.9 Ostrom finds that even today, mostly 
in less industrialized countries, many local communities are perfectly capable of managing common 
property with a huge variety of non-market mechanisms, with little or no state interference, and in a 
sustainable way – avoiding overconsumption. As long as local users are able to communicate with 
each other and there is some level of trust among local users, people are often perfectly capable of 
resolving conflicts about common property through dialogue without interference of the state or the 
market. Her findings go directly against the famous argument of ecologist Garrett Hardin, that ‘free-
dom in a commons brings ruin to all’ and that states or markets are needed to govern all resources.


We should not be too romantic about the commons, Ostrom argues, but acknowledges that 
there is something more than markets and states. Communal property regimes are no panacea, 
but are often sustainable solutions to local problems. Ostrom does not deny that ‘freedom in a com-
mons’ can create some conflicting interests – as people might want to fish in the same water at the 
same time – but she observes that people are often perfectly capable of solving conflicting interests 
through dialogue and in maintaining a level of trust.
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Compatibility
Is the modern world too complex for the commons?


If we have been perfectly capable of managing economies without market-mechanisms in the 
past, as Polanyi argues, and as we haven’t lost that capacity yet, at least in the less industrialized 
societies, as Ostrom observes, the question arises as to why markets and states have become so 
dominant at the expense of the commons. Is it because non-market institutions are incompatible 
with the complexity of modern societies? Polanyi would object:


It should by no means be inferred that socioeconomic principles of this type are restrict-
ed to primitive procedures or small communities; that a gainless and marketless econ-
omy must necessarily be simple. The Kula ring, in western Melanesia, based on the 
principle of reciprocity, is one of the most elaborate trading transactions known to man; 
and redistribution was present on a gigantic scale in the civilization of the pyramids.10


In short, Polanyi finds throughout pre-capitalist history that local communities were not isolated 
from each other but were often well connected economically through various kinds of central re-
distribution mechanisms, some more democratic, some more tyrannical. And as Ostrom observes 
among the surviving commons of today: ‘When a common-pool resource is closely connected to 
a larger social-ecological system, governance activities are organized in multiple nested layers.’11 


The point is: even larger complex economic systems have been able to function without any sig-
nificant reliance on states or markets.


Did people favor the marketization of their land and labor?


Another hypothesis which can be discarded is that people simply chose to abandon the commons 
and favored the market mechanism and its private property regime. Historian Peter Linebaugh 
looked into this question. His account of the emergence of the market economy in England tells 
us that the market discipline was introduced with quite some difficulty from above, meeting seri-
ous resistance from below. After all, common lands had to be privatized, fenced off and in this way 
shut off from the people who relied on them for their subsistence, in order to establish a market for 
both land and labor. It is not surprising that many people didn’t agree with this policy.


These privatizations of common lands became known as ‘enclosures’ and were occurring in 
various western countries around the same time.12 In an interview, Linebaugh explains how this 
enclosure movement was not limited to common lands but affected every aspect of society: 


There were many types of enclosure but when we refer to the English enclosure move-
ment, it’s parliamentary form occurred really between 1760 and 1830, that is at the 
time of the French, Haitian, American revolutions. And it put common land…it privatized 
the land of England. One of the great historians of enclosure, Jeanette Neeson, refers 
in a powerful phrase to the ‘closing of England’. She imagines England as being the 
land, and the land was shut off from the people by fences, by hedges, by ditches, by 
no-trespassing signs, by even mantraps, to prevent access to land which formerly had 
provided subsistence resources for commoners. So the enclosure movement is really a 
destruction of the commons.13


The force and violence of the enclosure movement is also emphasized by Polanyi:


Enclosures have appropriately been called a revolution of the rich against the poor. The 
lords and nobles were upsetting the social order, breaking down ancient law and cus-
tom, sometimes by means of violence, often by pressure and intimidation. They were 
literally robbing the poor of their share in the common, tearing down the houses which, 
by the hitherto unbreakable force of custom, the poor had long regarded as theirs and 
their heirs’. The fabric of society was being disrupted; desolate villages and the ruins 
of human dwellings testified to the fierceness with which the revolution raged, endan-
gering the defenses of the country, wasting its towns, decimating its population, turning 
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its overburdened soil into dust, harassing its people and turning them from decent hus-
bandmen into a mob of beggars and thieves.14


So with violent enclosures the commons disappeared and a market discipline was imposed, 
though in a dual manner of course as Chomsky explains, ‘market discipline for the weak, but the 
ministrations of the nanny state, when needed, to protect the wealthy and privileged.’15 The hy-
pothesis that society freely chose or naturally evolved towards a (dual) market society is not only 
theoretically difficult to believe, but refuted by several historians.


Was commoning incompatible with technological progress and industrialization?


What Linebaugh calls commoning and what Ostrom calls common pool resources mostly refer to 
local, natural resources like lakes, water basins, and forests. It is tempting to conclude that the 
‘primitive institution of the common’ is simply bound to disappear when societies industrialize and 
adopt modern technologies. After all, the commons nowadays only exist in more traditional, less 
industrialized societies. In industrialized societies, the capitalist, hierarchical enterprise became 
the dominant form of production, with control over work separated from ownership (as workers 
don’t own their factories/offices) and with a minute specialization and rigid division of labor. As-
suming competitive markets, in which the most efficient production methods survive, it follows 
that the capitalist organization was more efficient than communal property systems. This implies 
a trade-off between economic efficiency and communal values, between highly productive capi-
talism and living like the Amish.16


If we define anything that is communal property as a commons, including worker-owned coop-
erative workplaces, then this hypothesis simply does not hold. Linguist Noam Chomsky discusses 
this alleged inverse relation between equality and efficiency, another widely-held myth in the field 
of economics:


[C]onsider the widely held doctrine that moves toward equality of condition entail costs 
in efficiency and restrictions of freedom. The alleged inverse relation between attained 
equality and efficiency involves empirical claims that may or may not be true. If this relation 
holds, one would expect to find that worker-owned and -managed industry in egalitarian 
communities is less efficient than matched counterparts that are privately owned and man-
aged and that rent labor in the so-called free market. Research on the matter is not ex-
tensive, but it tends to show that the opposite is true. Harvard economist Stephen Marglin 
has argued that harsh measures were necessary in early stages of the industrial system to 
overcome the natural advantages of cooperative enterprise which left no room for masters, 
and there is a body of empirical evidence in support of the conclusion that ‘when workers 
are given control over decisions and goal setting, productivity rises dramatically.’17


Marglin’s research is extremely relevant here. The case he made in his 1974 paper “What Do 
Bosses Do?” is that, in the course of English industrialization, the capitalist firm did not gain its 
victory over the worker-managed workplace because it was technologically superior or more ef-
ficient, but because those who stood to gain by the capitalist organization of production had the 
political power to make their preferred model win. For instance, one helpful policy was the patent 
system, which ‘played into the hands of the more powerful capitalists, by favoring those with 
sufficient resources to pay for licenses (and incidentally contributing to the polarization of the pro-
ducing classes into bosses and workers).’ This patent system, Marglin explains, created a ‘bias of 
technological change towards improvements consistent with factory organization’ and ‘sooner or 
later took its toll of alternatives.’ So not only did the political power of capitalists ensure that new 
technologies were applied to increase their power over labor, but their political power biased the 
progress of technology itself in their favor. To conclude, in Marglin’s own words:


It is important to emphasize that the discipline and supervision afforded by the factory 
had nothing to do with efficiency, at least as this term is used by economists. Disciplin-
ing the work force meant a larger output in return for a greater input of labor, not more 
output for the same input.18
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Alternatives


Now I have argued that the common lands and lakes disappeared, not because people freely 
chose to replace them with market and state forces but through political violence. I have argued 
that commoning did not come to dominate western industries during industrialization (through 
worker-owned cooperative workplaces), not because the capitalist firm was technologically supe-
rior or more efficient, but because the capitalists simply had more political power. The commons 
disappeared because of politics, the result of human actions, not because of some inevitable 
exogenous cause beyond the scope of human influence.


Don’t take my word for it. We are in the field of social sciences, not physics, and my inter-
pretation of history is as biased as any other. We are entering even more shaky grounds when 
discussing alternatives: alternative courses of history, or alternative futures.


Could the destruction of the commons have been prevented? Different points of view are 
possible. According to Polanyi, the ‘primitive institution of the common’ was simply bound to dis-
appear and people could at best slow down the rate of change, which was ‘often of no less impor-
tance than the direction of the change itself,’ for it allowed the ‘dispossessed’ more time to ‘find 
new employment in the fields of opportunity indirectly connected with the change.’19


Another point of view is that we, in western industrialized nations, can at best enjoy the occa-
sional reemergence of the commons, as research from De Moor suggests. What De Moor finds 
is that throughout history periods of liberalization and marketization are often followed by periods 
in which many new ‘institutions for collective action’ emerge – bottom-up initiatives of citizens 
where ‘cooperation and self-regulation form the jumping-off point for daily practice,’ more or less 
in the tradition of the commons. De Moor noticed a strong growth in ‘collective action’ following the 
first market developments during the Middle Ages and after ‘a strong wave of liberal thinking and 
privatization in the nineteenth century’ and even today (figure 1) ‘after the privatization of public 
services – neoliberalism – in the last decades of the twentieth century.’20


This occasional reemergence is only logical as markets and states often fail to provide people 
enough employment and economic security to survive, forcing them to rely on each other through 
commoning as temporary means of survival, until they are offered employment again.


A more radical stance would be to argue that commoning should be the fundamental institution 
of our society. You are then entering the field of the radical left. Note that it was the tradition and 
memory of the commons that partly laid the foundations of many important left-wing ideologies, 
from anarchism to communism. Karl Marx himself, Linebaugh explains, wrote that ‘expropriations 
of commons were what first sparked his interest in economics or material questions, referring to the 
criminalization of a commoning practice in the Moselle river valley near Trier (where he was born).’21


Figure 1: Evolution of the number of new cooperatives per sector from 1990 to 2012
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The radical question is whether commoning—perhaps in combination with certain elements of 
our welfare states—can be relied upon, not only as temporary means of survival under disrup-
tive market forces, but as a fundamental institution of our modern societies, replacing the mar-
ket-mechanism to a large extent.


Like Marx, Chomsky, or Linebaugh, there have always been many thinkers who dared to imagine 
alternative ‘directions of change’, arguing that not only the rate of change but the direction itself de-
pends on human will. Neither the field of economics, nor history itself, has ever proved them wrong.
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An Attempt at a “Compositionist Manifesto”


Bruno Latour


For D.H.


A prologue in the form of an avatar


If i had an agent, i am sure he would advise me to sue James Cam-
eron over his latest blockbuster since Avatar should really be called 
Pandora’s Hope!1 Yes, Pandora is the name of the mythical humanoid 


figure whose box holds all the ills of humanity, but it is also the name of 
the heavenly body that humans from planet Earth (all members of the 
typically American military-industrial complex) are exploiting to death 
without any worry for the fate of its local inhabitants, the Navis, and 
their ecosystem, a superorganism and goddess called Eywa. I am under 
the impression that this film is the first popular description of what 
happens when modernist humans meet Gaia. And it’s not pretty. 


The Revenge of Gaia, to draw on the title of a book by James Lovelock, 
results in a terrifying replay of Dunkirk 1940 or Saigon 1973: a retreat 
and a defeat.2 This time, the Cowboys lose to the Indians: they have 
to flee from their frontier and withdraw back home abandoning all 
their riches behind them. In trying to pry open the mysterious planet 
Pandora in search of a mineral—known as unobtanium, no less!—the 
Earthlings, just as in the classical myth, let loose all the ills of human-
ity: not only do they ravage the planet, destroy the great tree of life, 
and kill the quasi-Amazonian Indians who had lived in edenic harmony 
with it, but they also become infected with their own macho ideology. 
Outward destruction breeds inward destruction. And again, as in the 
classical myth, hope is left at the bottom of Pandora’s box—I mean 
planet—because it lies deep in the forest, thoroughly hidden in the 
complex web of connections that the Navis nurture with their own Gaia, 
a biological and cultural network which only a small team of natural-
ists and anthropologists are beginning to explore.3 It is left to Jake, an 
outcast, a marine with neither legs nor academic credentials, to finally 
“get it,” yet at a price: the betrayal of his fellow mercenaries, a rather 
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conventional love affair with a native, and a magnificent transmigra-
tion of his original crippled body into his avatar, thereby inverting the 
relationship between the original and the copy and giving a whole new 
dimension to what it means to “go native.”


I take this film to be the first Hollywood script about the modernist 
clash with nature that doesn’t take ultimate catastrophe and destruction 
for granted—as so many have before—but opts for a much more inter-
esting outcome: a new search for hope on condition that what it means 
to have a body, a mind, and a world is completely redefined. The lesson 
of the film, in my reading of it, is that modernized and modernizing 
humans are not physically, psychologically, scientifically, and emotionally 
equipped to survive on their planet. As in Michel Tournier’s inverted 
story of Robinson Crusoe, Friday, or, The Other Island, they have to relearn 
from beginning to end what it is to live on their island—and just like 
Tournier’s fable, Crusoe ultimately decides to stay in the now civilized 
and civilizing jungle instead of going back home to what for him has 
become just another wilderness.4 But what fifty years ago in Tournier’s 
romance was a fully individual experience has become today in Cameron’s 
film a collective adventure: there is no sustainable life for Earth-bound 
species on their planet island. 


Why write a manifesto?


It is in the dramatic atmosphere induced by Cameron’s opera that I 
want to write a draft of my manifesto. I know full well that, just like the 
time of avant-gardes or that of the Great Frontier, the time of manifes-
tos has long passed. Actually, it is the time of time that has passed: this 
strange idea of a vast army moving forward, preceded by the most daring 
innovators and thinkers, followed by a mass of slower and heavier crowds, 
while the rearguard of the most archaic, the most primitive, the most 
reactionary people trails behind—just like the Navis, trying hopelessly 
to slow down the inevitable charge forward. During this recently defunct 
time of time, manifestos were like so many war cries intended to speed 
up the movement, ridicule the Philistines, castigate the reactionaries. 
This huge warlike narrative was predicated on the idea that the flow of 
time had one—and only one—inevitable and irreversible direction. The 
war waged by the avant-gardes would be won, no matter how many 
defeats they suffered. What this series of manifestos pointed to was the 
inevitable march of progress. So much so that these manifestos could be 
used like so many signposts to decide who was more “progressive” and 
who was more “reactionary.” 
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Today, the avant-gardes have all but disappeared, the front line is as 
impossible to draw as the precise boundaries of terrorist networks, and 
the well-arrayed labels “archaic,” “reactionary,” and “progressive” seem 
to hover haphazardly like a cloud of mosquitoes. If there is one thing 
that has vanished, it is the idea of a flow of time moving inevitably and 
irreversibly forward that can be predicted by clear-sighted thinkers. 
The spirit of the age, if there is such a Zeitgeist, is rather that everything 
that had been taken for granted in the modernist grand narrative of 
Progress is fully reversible and that it is impossible to trust in the clear-
sightedness of anyone—especially academics. If we needed a proof of 
that (un)fortunate state of affairs, a look at the recent 2009 Climate 
Summit in Copenhagen would be enough: at the same time that some, 
like James Lovelock, argued that human civilization itself is threatened 
by the “revenge of Gaia” (a good case if any, as we will see later, of a 
fully reversible flow of time!), the greatest assembly of representatives 
of the human race managed to sit on their hands for days doing noth-
ing and making no decisions whatsoever. Whom are we supposed to 
believe: Those who say climate change is a life-threatening event? Those 
who, by doing nothing much, state that it can be handled by business 
as usual? Or those who say that the march of progress should go on, 
no matter what?


And yet a manifesto might not be so useless at this point, making 
explicit (that is, manifest) a subtle but radical transformation in the 
definition of what it means to progress, that is, to process forward and 
meet new prospects. Not as a war cry for an avant-garde to move even 
further and faster ahead, but rather as a warning, a call to attention, so 
as to stop going further in the same way as before toward the future.5 The 
nuance I want to outline is that between progress and progressive. It is as 
if we had to move from an idea of inevitable progress to one of tenta-
tive and precautionary progression. There is still a movement. Something is 
still going forward. But, as I will explain in the third section, the tenor 
is entirely different. And since it seems impossible to draft a manifesto 
without a word ending with an “–ism” (communism, futurism, surreal-
ism, situationism, etc.), I have chosen to give this manifesto a worthy 
banner, the word compositionism. Yes, I would like to be able to write 
“The Compositionist Manifesto” by reverting to an outmoded genre in 
the grand style of old, beginning with something like: “A specter haunts 
not only Europe but the world: that of compositionism. All the Powers 
of the Modernist World have entered into a holy alliance to exorcise 
this specter!” 


Even though the word “composition” is a bit too long and windy, what 
is nice is that it underlines that things have to be put together (Latin 
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componere) while retaining their heterogeneity. Also, it is connected with 
composure; it has clear roots in art, painting, music, theater, dance, 
and thus is associated with choreography and scenography; it is not 
too far from “compromise” and “compromising,” retaining a certain 
diplomatic and prudential flavor. Speaking of flavor, it carries with it 
the pungent but ecologically correct smell of “compost,” itself due to 
the active “de-composition” of many invisible agents. . . . 6 Above all, 
a composition can fail and thus retains what is most important in the 
notion of constructivism (a label which I could have used as well, had it 
not been already taken by art history). It thus draws attention away from 
the irrelevant difference between what is constructed and what is not 
constructed, toward the crucial difference between what is well or badly 
constructed, well or badly composed.7 What is to be composed may, at 
any point, be decomposed.


In other words, compositionism takes up the task of searching for 
universality but without believing that this universality is already there, 
waiting to be unveiled and discovered. It is thus as far from relativism (in 
the papal sense of the word) as it is from universalism (in the modernist 
meaning of the world—more on this later). From universalism it takes 
up the task of building a common world; from relativism, the certainty 
that this common world has to be built from utterly heterogeneous 
parts that will never make a whole, but at best a fragile, revisable, and 
diverse composite material.


I am not going to go through all the points that would be necessary to 
establish the credentials of the little word compositionism. I will simply 
outline three successive connotations I’d like to associate with this ne-
ologism: first, by contrasting it with critique;8 second, by exploring why 
it could offer a successor to nature; and lastly, since Grand Narratives 
are a necessary component of manifestoes, in what sort of big story it 
could situate itself. Let’s imagine that these are the first three planks of 
my political platform!


An alternative to critique?


In a first meaning, compositionism could stand as an alternative to 
critique (I don’t mean a critique of critique but a reuse of critique; not an 
even more critical critique but rather critique acquired secondhand—so 
to speak—and put to a different use). To be sure, critique did a wonder-
ful job of debunking prejudices, enlightening nations, and prodding 
minds, but, as I have argued elsewhere, it “ran out of steam” because it 
was predicated on the discovery of a true world of realities lying behind 
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a veil of appearances.9 This beautiful staging had the great advantage of 
creating a huge difference of potential between the world of delusion 
and the world of reality, thus generating an immense source of produc-
tive energy that in a few centuries reshaped the face of the Earth. But 
it also had the immense drawback of creating a massive gap between 
what was felt and what was real. Ironically, given the Nietzschean fervor 
of so many iconoclasts, critique relies on a rear world of the beyond, 
that is, on a transcendence that is no less transcendent for being fully 
secular. With critique, you may debunk, reveal, unveil, but only as long 
as you establish, through this process of creative destruction, a privileged 
access to the world of reality behind the veils of appearances. Critique, 
in other words, has all the limits of utopia: it relies on the certainty of 
the world beyond this world. By contrast, for compositionism, there is no 
world of beyond. It is all about immanence.


The difference is not moot, because what performs a critique cannot also 
compose. It is really a mundane question of having the right tools for the 
right job. With a hammer (or a sledge hammer) in hand you can do a 
lot of things: break down walls, destroy idols, ridicule prejudices, but 
you cannot repair, take care, assemble, reassemble, stitch together. It is 
no more possible to compose with the paraphernalia of critique than it 
is to cook with a seesaw. Its limitations are greater still, for the hammer 
of critique can only prevail if, behind the slowly dismantled wall of ap-
pearances, is finally revealed the netherworld of reality. But when there 
is nothing real to be seen behind this destroyed wall, critique suddenly 
looks like another call to nihilism. What is the use of poking holes in 
delusions, if nothing more true is revealed beneath? 


This is precisely what has happened to postmodernism, which can 
be defined as another form of modernism, fully equipped with the 
same iconoclastic tools as the moderns, but without the belief in a real 
world beyond. No wonder it had no other solution but to break itself to 
pieces, ending up debunking the debunkers. Critique was meaningful 
only as long as it was accompanied by the sturdy yet juvenile belief in a 
real world beyond. Once deprived of this naïve belief in transcendence, 
critique is no longer able to produce this difference of potential that 
had literally given it steam. As if the hammer had ricocheted off the 
wall and smashed the debunkers. And this is why it has been necessary 
to move from iconoclasm to what I have called iconoclash—namely, the 
suspension of the critical impulse, the transformation of debunking from 
a resource (the main resource of intellectual life in the last century, it 
would seem), to a topic to be carefully studied.10 While critics still believe 
that there is too much belief and too many things standing in the way 
of reality, compositionists believe that there are enough ruins and that 
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everything has to be reassembled piece by piece. Which is another way 
of saying that we don’t wish to have too much to do with the twentieth 
century: “Let the dead bury their dead.”


In suspending the critical gesture, we begin to understand retrospecti-
vely the oddness of the definition of nature to which critique had been 
wed. It had two surprising features: the discovery, revelation, unveiling 
of what lay behind the subjective fog of appearances; and what ensured 
the continuity in space and time of all beings in their inner reality. It 
has long been realized by science studies, by feminist theory, and, in 
a much wider way, by all sorts of environmental movements, that this 
era’s character was precisely not the long-awaited taking into account of 
nature, but rather the total dissolution of the various notions of nature. 
In brief, ecology seals the end of nature.


Even though the word “postnatural” has begun to pop up (for instance 
in Erle Ellis’s “postnatural environmentalism”),11 compositionism would 
probably be more comfortable with the words “pre-naturalism” or “multi-
naturalism.”12 Nature is not a thing, a domain, a realm, an ontological 
territory. It is (or rather, it was during the short modern parenthesis) 
a way of organizing the division (what Alfred North Whitehead has 
called the Bifurcation)13 between appearances and reality, subjectivity 
and objectivity, history and immutability. A fully transcendent, yet a fully 
historical construct, a deeply religious way (but not in the truly religious 
sense of the word)14 of creating the difference of potential between what 
human souls were attached to and what was really out there. And also, 
as I have shown elsewhere, a fully political way of distributing power in 
what I have called the Modernist Constitution, a sort of unwritten com-
pact between what could be and what could not be discussed.15 Once you 
begin to trace an absolute distinction between what is deaf and dumb 
and who is allowed to speak, you can easily imagine that this is not an 
ideal way to establish some sort of democracy. . . . But no doubt that it is 
a fabulously useful ploy, invented in the seventeenth century, to establish 
a political epistemology and to decide who will be allowed to talk about 
what, and which types of beings will remain silent. This was the time 
of the great political, religious, legal, and epistemological invention of 
matters of fact, embedded in a res extensa devoid of any meaning, except 
that of being the ultimate reality, made of fully silent entities that were 
yet able, through the mysterious intervention of Science (capital S) to 
“speak by themselves” (but without the mediation of science, small s, 
and scientists—also small s!). 


This whole modernist mise-en-scène now appears to be the queer-
est anthropological construction, especially because Progress, under 
the label of Reason, was defined as the quick substitution of this odd 
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nature for subjective, local, cultural, and human, all too human, values. 
The idea was that the more natural we became, the more rational we 
would be, and the easier the agreements between all reasonable human 
beings. (Remember the big bulldozers and warships of Avatar in their 
irreversible—in fact, fully reversible—advance to destroy the great tree 
of life?) This agreement now lies in ruins, but without having been su-
perseded by another more realistic and especially more livable project. 
In this sense, we are still postmodern.


A successor to Nature?


This is precisely the point where compositionism wishes to take over: 
what is the successor of nature? Of course, no human, no atom, no virus, 
no organism has ever resided “in” nature understood as res extensa. They 
have all lived in the pluriverse, to use William James’s expression—where 
else could they have found their abode? As soon as the Bifurcation was 
invented at the time of Descartes and Locke, it was immediately undone. 
No composition has ever been so fiercely decomposed. Remember: “We 
have never been modern”—so this utopia of nature has always been just 
that, a utopia, a world of beyond without any realistic handle on the 
practice of science, technology, commerce, industry. 


And yet it has retained an enormous power over the political episte-
mology of the Moderns. Not a power of description, of course, not a 
power of explanation, but the power to create this very difference of 
potential that has given critique its steam and modernism its impetus. 
So the question now, for those who wish to inherit from modernism 
without being postmodern (as is my own case, at least), is what it is to 
live without this difference of potential? Where will we get the energy 
to act without such a gigantic steam engine? Where will composition-
ism draw its steam? What would it mean to move forward without this 
engine? And to move collectively, that is, billions of people and their 
trillions of affiliates and commensals?


Such a total disconnect between the ruins of naturalism on the one 
hand, and the slow and painful emergence of its successor on the other, 
is exemplified in the funny bout of agitation which started just before 
the Climate Summit (non)event in Copenhagen, around what has been 
called “climategate.”16 It is a trivial example, but so revealing of the tasks 
at hand for those who wish to shift from a nature always already there 
to an assemblage to be slowly composed. 


In the fall of 2009, critics and proponents of anthropogenic climate 
change realized, by sifting through the thousands of emails of climate 
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scientists stolen by activists of dubious pedigree, that the scientific 
facts of the matter had to be constructed, and by whom? By humans! 
Squabbling humans assembling data, refining instruments to make the 
climate speak (instruments! can you believe that!), and spotty data sets 
(data sets! imagine that . . .), and these scientists had money problems 
(grants!), and they had to massage, write, correct, and rewrite humble 
texts and articles (what? texts to be written? is science really made of 
texts, how shocking!). . . . What I found so ironic in the hysterical reac-
tions of scientists and the press was the almost complete agreement of 
both opponents and proponents of the anthropogenic origin of climate 
change. They all seem to share the same idealistic view of Science (capital 
S): “If it slowly composed, it cannot be true,” said the skeptics; “if we 
reveal how it is composed,” said the proponents, “it will be discussed, 
thus disputable, thus it cannot be true either!”


 After thirty years or so of work in science studies, it is more than 
embarrassing to see that scientists had no better epistemology with 
which to rebut their adversaries. They kept using the old opposition 
between what is constructed and what is not constructed, instead of 
the slight but crucial difference between what is well and what is badly 
constructed (or composed). And this pseudo-“revelation” was made at 
the very moment when the disputability of the most important tenets 
of what it means for billions of humans, represented by their heads 
of states, to live collectively on the planet was fully visible in the vast 
pandemonium of the biggest diplomatic jamboree ever assembled. . . . 
This was the ideal moment to connect the disputability of politics with the 
disputability of science (small s)—instead of trying to maintain, despite 
the evidence to the contrary, the usual gap between, on the one hand, 
what is politics and can be discussed, and, on the other hand, a Science 
of what is “beyond dispute.”


Clearly, when faced with the “stunning revelations” of “climategate,” 
it is not enough for us to rejoice in the discovery of the humble human 
or social dimension of scientific practice. Such an attitude would simply 
show a belief in the debunking capacity of critique, as if the thankless 
endeavor of scientists had to be contrasted with the pure realm of un-
mediated and indisputable facts. We compositionists want immanence 
and truth together. Or, to use my language: we want matters of concern, 
not only matters of fact. For a compositionist, nothing is beyond dispute. 
And yet, closure has to be achieved. But it is achieved only by the slow 
process of composition and compromise, not by the revelation of the 
world of beyond.


Just before Copenhagen, the French philosopher Michel Serres 
wrote a rather telling piece in the newspaper Libération summarizing 
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the argument he had made, many years ago and before everyone else, 
in his Natural Contract. The article was titled “la non-invitée au sommet de 
Copenhague” or, roughly translated, “who wasn’t invited to Copenhagen?”17 
Serres’s piece pointed to the one empty seat at Copenhagen’s Parliament 
of Things: that of Gaia. He wondered how to make it possible for her 
to sit and speak and be represented. 


Unfortunately, Serres’s solution was to take the language, rituals, and 
practices of politics—good at representing humans—and the language, 
procedures, and rituals of science—good at representing facts—and join 
them together. But this is easier said than done. What he dreamed of (much 
like Hans Jonas, earlier in the twentieth century) was in effect a govern-
ment of scientists—a modernist dream, if anything—able to speak both 
languages at once. A very French temptation, from the “gouvernement des 
savants” during the Revolution all the way to our atomic program and 
our love affair with the “corps techniques de l’Etat,” the close-knit clique 
of engineers-cum-bureaucrats that oversee national scientific and indus-
trial policy. But since these two traditions of speech remain the heirs of 
the great Bifurcation, we have not moved an inch. For we have simply 
conjoined the worst of politics and the worst of science, that is, the two 
traditional ways of producing indisputability. We have been here already. 
This was once the dream of Marxism, just as it is now the dream (albeit 
in tatters) of run-of-the-mill economists: a science of politics instead of 
the total transformation of what it means to do politics (so as to include 
nonhumans) and what it means to do science (so as to include entangled 
and controversial and highly disputable matters of concern).18 To believe 
in this “gouvernement des savants” has been precisely the mistake made 
by so many environmentalists when they interpreted the present crisis 
as the great Comeback instead of the End of Nature. Between belief in 
Nature and belief in politics, one has to choose. 


 Needless to say, the Copenhagen event was, in this respect, a total 
(and largely predictable) failure. Not because there is as yet no World 
Government able to enforce decisions—in the unlikely case that any 
had been made—but because we have as yet no idea of what it means 
to govern the world now that Nature as an organizing concept (or, 
rather, conceit) is gone. We can’t live on planet Earth nor can we live 
on Pandora. . . . But one thing is sure—and “climategate” is a good case 
in point—it is utterly impossible to find any further use for the separa-
tion between science and politics invented by the Moderns—even by 
conjoining them. Two artificial constructions put together make for a 
third artificial contrivance, not for a solution to a problem that was very 
consciously rendered insoluble at the birth of the seventeenth century—
somewhere between Thomas Hobbes and Robert Boyle, to point out 
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a locus classicus of our history of science.19 Since Nature was invented 
to render politics impotent, there is no reason why a politics of Nature 
would ever deliver its promises.


Back to the sixteenth century?


Because of the slow demise of Nature, I now have the feeling, much 
like Stephen Toulmin,20 that we are actually closer to the sixteenth 
century than to the twentieth, precisely because the agreement that 
created the Bifurcation in the first place now lies in ruin and has to 
be entirely recomposed. This is why we seem to experience a sense 
of familiarity with the times before its invention and implementation.21 
When rationalists deride the time before the “epistemological break,” 
to use Louis Althusser’s favorite (and fully modernist) expression, it 
is because this earlier “episteme” was making too many connections 
between what they called the micro- and the macrocosm. But is this 
not exactly what we now see emerging everywhere under the name of 
“postnatural”? The destiny of all the cosmos—or rather kosmoi—is fully 
interconnected now that, through our very progress and through our 
proliferating numbers, we have taken the Earth on our shoulder—as 
is made so clear by the striking neologism “Anthropocene,” this newly 
named geological era that kicked off with the Industrial Revolution and 
its global consequences. 


Of course, what is entirely lost today is the notion of a harmony 
between the micro- and macrocosm. Yet, that there is, and that there 
should be, a connection between the fates of these two spheres seems 
obvious to all. Even the strange Renaissance notion of sympathy and 
antipathy between entities has taken an entirely new flavor now that 
animals, plants, soils, and chemicals are indeed acknowledged to have 
their friends and their enemies, their assemblies and their websites, their 
blogs and their demonstrators. When naturalists introduced the word 
“biodiversity,” they had no idea that a few decades later they would have 
to add to the proliferation of surprising connections among organisms 
the proliferation of many more surprising connections between political 
institutions devoted to the protection of this or that organism. While 
naturalists could previously limit themselves, for instance, to situating 
the red tuna in the great chain of predators and prey, they now have to 
add to this ecosystem Japanese consumers, activists, and even President 
Sarkozy, who had promised to protect the fish before retreating once 
again when confronted with the Mediterranean fishing fleet. I have this 
odd feeling that the new red tuna, whose territory now extends to the  
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sushi bars of the whole planet and whose ecosystem now includes friends 
and enemies of many human shapes, closely resembles the strange 
and complex emblems that were accumulated during the Renaissance 
in cabinets of curiosities. The order is gone, to be sure, and so is the 
dense and agreed upon set of allusions and metaphors from Antiquity, 
but the thirst for mixed connections is the same. Once again, our age 
has become the age of wonder at the disorders of nature.22


Four centuries later, micro- and macrocosm are now literally and not 
simply symbolically connected, and the result is a kakosmos, that is, in 
polite Greek, a horrible and disgusting mess! And yet a kakosmos is a 
cosmos nonetheless. . . . At any rate, it certainly no longer resembles 
the Bifurcated nature of the recent past where primary qualities (real, 
speechless, yet somehow speaking by themselves, but alas, devoid of 
any meaning and any value) went one way, while secondary qualities 
(subjective, meaningful, able to talk, full of values, but, alas, empty of 
any reality) went another. In that sense, we seem to be much closer than 
ever to the time before the famous “epistemological break”—a radical 
divide that has always been thought but never actually practiced.23 When 
Alexandre Koyré wrote From the Closed World to the Infinite Universe,24 little 
could he predict that barely half a century later the “Infinite Universe” 
would have become an entangled pluriverse all over again! 


But there is no way to devise a successor to nature, if we do not tackle 
the tricky question of animism anew.25 One of the principal causes of the 
scorn poured by the Moderns on the sixteenth century is that those poor 
archaic folks, who had the misfortune of living on the wrong side of the 
“epistemological break,” believed in a world animated by all sorts of entities 
and forces instead of believing, like any rational person, in an inanimate 
matter producing its effects only through the power of its causes. It is 
this conceit that lies at the root of all the critiques of environmentalists 
as being too “anthropocentric” because they dare to “attribute” values, 
price, agency, purpose, to what cannot have and should not have any 
intrinsic value (lions, whales, viruses, CO2, monkeys, the ecosystem, or, 
worst of all, Gaia). The accusation of anthropomorphism is so strong that 
it paralyzes all the efforts of many scientists in many fields—but especially 
biology—to go beyond the narrow constraints of what is believed to be 
“materialism” or “reductionism.” It immediately gives a sort of New Age 
flavor to any such efforts, as if the default position were the idea of the 
inanimate and the bizarre innovation were the animate. Add agency? 
You must be either mad or definitely marginal. Consider Lovelock, for 
instance, with his “absurd idea” of the Earth as a quasi-organism—or 
the Navis with their “prescientific” connections to Eywa.26
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But what should appear extraordinarily bizarre is, on the contrary, the 
invention of inanimate entities which do nothing more than carry one 
step further the cause that makes them act to generate an n+1 outcome, 
which is in turn nothing but the cause of an n+2 outcome. This conceit 
has the strange result of composing the world out of long concatenations 
of cause and effect where (this is what is so odd) nothing is supposed to 
happen, except, probably at the beginning—but since there is no God 
in these staunchly secular accounts, there is not even a beginning. . . . 
The disappearance of agency in the so-called “materialist world view” 
is a stunning invention, especially since it is contradicted every step of 
the way by the odd resistance of reality: every consequence adds slightly 
to a cause. Thus, it has to have some sort of agency. There is a supple-
ment, a gap between the two. If not, there would be no possible way of 
discriminating causes from consequences. This is true in particle physics 
as well as in chemistry, biology, psychology, economics, or sociology. 


Thus, although in practice all agencies have to be distributed at each 
step of the whole concatenation, in theory nothing goes on but the 
strict and unaltered transportation of a cause.27 To use my technical 
language, although every state of affairs deploys associations of media-
tors, everything is supposed to happen as if only chains of purely passive 
intermediaries were to unfold.28 Paradoxically, the most stubborn realism, 
the most rational outlook is predicated on the most unrealistic, the most 
contradictory notion of an action without agency. 


How could such a contradictory metaphysics have the slightest bearing 
on our ways of thinking? Because it has the great advantage of ensur-
ing the continuity of space and time by connecting all entities through 
concatenations of causes and consequences. Thus, for this assembly 
no composition is necessary. In such a conception, nature is always already 
assembled, since nothing happens but what comes from before. It is 
enough to have the causes, the consequences will follow, and they will 
possess nothing of their own except the carrying further of the same 
indisputable set of characteristics. Let these automatic causal chains 
do their work and they will build up the cage of nature. Anyone who 
denies their existence, who introduces discontinuities, who lets agency 
proliferate by pointing out many interesting gaps between causes and 
consequences, will be considered a deviant, a mad man, a dreamer—in 
any event, not a rational being. 


If there is one thing to wonder about in the history of Modernism, it 
is not that there are still people “mad enough to believe in animism,” 
but that so many hardheaded thinkers have invented what should be 
called inanimism and have tied to this sheer impossibility their defini-
tion of what it is to be “rational” and “scientific.” It is inanimism that 







483“compositionist manifesto”


is the queer invention: an agency without agency constantly denied by 
practice. 


This is what lies at the heart of the Modernist Constitution. And as 
Philippe Descola has so nicely shown, what makes it even odder is that 
this inanimism (he calls it naturalism) is the most anthropocentric of all the 
modes of relation invented, across the world, to deal with associations 
between humans and nonhumans.29 All the others are trying to underline 
agency as much as possible at each step. They might often seem odd 
in their definition of agency—at least to us—but if there is one thing 
they never do, it is to deny the gap between causes and consequences 
or to circumscribe agency by limiting it to human subjectivity. For the 
three other modes discussed by Descola, namely animism, totemism, 
and analogism, the proliferation of agencies is precisely what does not 
introduce any difference between humans and nonhumans. 


This is why rationalists never detect the contradiction between what 
they say about the continuity of causes and consequences and what they 
witness—namely the discontinuity, invention, supplementarity, creativity 
(“creativity is the ultimate” as Whitehead said30) between associations 
of mediators. They simply transform this discrepancy (which would 
make their worldview untenable) into a radical divide between human 
subjects and nonhuman objects. For purely anthropocentric—that is, 
political—reasons, naturalists have built their collective to make sure 
that subjects and objects, culture and nature remain utterly distinct, 
with only the former having any sort of agency. An extraordinary feat: 
making, for purely anthropocentric reasons, the accusation of being 
anthropomorphic into a deadly weapon! In the fight to establish the 
continuity of space and time without having to compose it, it has been 
the most anthropomorphic individuals who have succeeded in rejecting 
all the others for practicing the most horrible, archaic, dangerous, and 
reactionary forms of animism.


Although this might seem too technical a point, it is important not to 
confuse such an argument with the plea against reductionism with which 
it is in great danger of being confused. In all disciplines, reductionism 
offers an enormously useful handle to allow scientists to insert their in-
strumentarium, their paradigms, and to produce long series of practical 
effects—often entire industries as is the case with biotechnology.31 But 
success at handling entities by generating results and entire industries 
out of them is not the same thing as building the cage of nature with 
its long chains of causes and consequences. It is actually the opposite: 
what reductionism shows in practice is that only the proliferation of 
ingenious detours, of highly localized sets of skills, is able to extract 
interesting and useful results from a multitude of agencies.32 Consider 
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how fabulously useful the “Central Dogma” of the first versions of DNA 
was in beginning to unlock the power of genes: and yet no active bi-
ologists now believe that these earlier versions could be of any use for 
building the “naturalistic” definition of what it is for an organism to live 
in the real world.33 There is a complete—and continuously growing—
disconnect between efficient handles and the staging of nature. Once 
you put to one side this proliferation of clever skills, you are not defin-
ing the nature of things, you simply enter into something else entirely: 
the spurious continuity of nature. And the same thing could be shown 
every time you move from reductionist handles to reductionism as a 
philosophical—that is, a political—worldview.


Compositionists, however, cannot rely on such a solution. The con-
tinuity of all agents in space and time is not given to them as it was to 
naturalists: they have to compose it, slowly and progressively. And, 
moreover, to compose it from discontinuous pieces. Not only because 
human destiny (microcosm) and nonhuman destiny (macrocosm) are 
now entangled for everyone to see (contrary to the strange dream of 
Bifurcation), but for a much deeper reason on which the capture of the 
creativity of all agencies depends: consequences overwhelm their causes, 
and this overflow has to be respected everywhere, in every domain, in 
every discipline, and for every type of entity. It is no longer possible to 
build the cage of nature—and indeed it has never been possible to live 
in this cage. This is, after all, what is meant by the eikos of ecology.34 
Call it “animism” if you wish, but it will no longer be enough to brand 
it with the mark of infamy. This is indeed why we feel so close to the 
sixteenth century, as if we were back before the “epistemological break,” 
before the odd invention of matter (a highly idealist construct as White-
head has shown so well).35 As science studies and feminist theory have 
documented over and over again, the notion of matter is too political, 
too anthropomorphic, too narrowly historical, too ethnocentric, too 
gendered, to be able to define the stuff out of which the poor human 
race, expelled from Modernism, has to build its abode. We need to have 
a much more material, much more mundane, much more immanent, 
much more realistic, much more embodied definition of the material 
world if we wish to compose a common world.


There is also a reason that would have seemed important in the six-
teenth century but which is a hallmark of our own—namely the prolifera-
tion of scientific controversies. This is a well-known phenomenon, but it 
is still vital to emphasize it at this juncture: what makes it impossible to 
continue to rely on the continuity of space and time implied in the notion 
of nature and its indisputable chains of causes and consequences is the 
foregrounding of so many controversies inside the sciences themselves. 
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Once again this phenomenon is lamented by rationalists who still wish 
to paint science as capable of producing incontrovertible, indisputable, 
mouth-shutting matters of fact. But, if I dare say so, the fact of the mat-
ter is that matters of fact are in great risk of disappearing, like so many 
other endangered species. Or else they deal with trifling subjects of no 
interest to anyone anymore. Rare now are topics where you do not see 
scientists publicly disagreeing among themselves on what they are, how 
they should be studied, financed, portrayed, distributed, understood, cast. 
Facts have become issues.36 And the more important the issue, the less 
certain we are now publicly as to how to handle it (think of the fracas 
around the H1N1 influenza virus in 2009, or “climategate”). And this 
is good . . . at least for compositionists, since it now adds a third source 
of discontinuity forcing all of us—scientists, activists, and politicians 
alike—to compose the common world from disjointed pieces instead of 
taking for granted that the unity, continuity, agreement is already there, 
embedded in the idea that “the same nature fits all.” The increase of 
disputability—and the amazing extension of scientific and technical 
controversies—while somewhat terrifying at first, is also the best path 
to finally taking seriously the political task of establishing the continuity 
of all entities that make up the common world.37 I hope to have made 
it clear why I stated earlier that between nature and politics one has to 
choose, and why what is to be critiqued cannot be composed.


No future but many prospects?


Critique, nature, progress: three of the ingredients of Modernism that 
have to be decomposed before being recomposed. I have had a quick 
look at the first two. What about the third, namely, progress? I want to 
argue that there might have been some misunderstanding, during the 
Modernist parenthesis, about the very direction of the flow of time. I 
have this strange fantasy that the modernist hero never actually looked 
toward the future but always to the past, the archaic past that he was 
fleeing in terror. 


I don’t wish to embrace Walter Benjamin’s tired “Angel of History” 
trope, but there is something right in the position he attributed to the 
angel: it looks backward and not ahead. “Where we see the appearance 
of a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe, which unceasingly 
piles rubble on top of rubble and hurls it before his feet.”38 But contrary 
to Benjamin’s interpretation, the Modern who, like the angel, is flying 
backward is actually not seeing the destruction;39 He is generating it in his 
flight since it occurs behind His back! It is only recently, by a sudden 
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conversion, a metanoia of sorts, that He has suddenly realized how much 
catastrophe His development has left behind him. The ecological crisis 
is nothing but the sudden turning around of someone who had actually 
never before looked into the future, so busy was He extricating Himself 
from a horrible past.40 There is something Oedipal in this hero fleeing 
His past so fiercely that He cannot realize—except too late—that it is 
precisely His flight that has created the destruction He was trying to 
avoid in the first place. Oedipus, pursued by dikè, the Fate who reigns 
even over the gods, was tragic. But with the Moderns there is no god 
and thus no tragedy to expect. Simply a gigantic, myopic, bloody, and 
sometimes comical blunder—just like the botched attack of the “people 
from the Sky” against Eywa. I want to argue that Moderns had never 
contemplated their future, until a few years back! They were too busy 
fleeing their past in terror. A great advance would be made in their 
anthropology, if we were able to discover what horror they were escap-
ing that gave them so much energy to flee.41 What the Moderns called 
“their future” has never been contemplated face to face, since it has 
always been the future of someone fleeing their past looking backward, 
not forward. This is why, as I emphasized earlier, their future was always 
so unrealistic, so utopian, so full of hype. 


The French language, for once richer than English, differentiates “le 
futur” from “l’avenir.” In French, I could say that the Moderns had “un 
futur” but never “un avenir.” To define the present situation, I have to 
translate and say that the Moderns always had a future (the odd utopian 
future of someone fleeing His past in reverse!) but never a chance, until 
recently that is, to turn to what I could call their prospect: the shape of 
things to come. As it is now clear from the ecological crisis, one’s future 
and one’s prospect (if one takes on board these two words) bear almost 
no resemblance to one another.42 What makes the times we are living 
in so interesting (and why I still think it is useful to make this manifest 
through a manifesto) is that we are progressively discovering that, just at 
the time when people are despairing at realizing that they might, in the 
end, have “no future,” we suddenly have many prospects. Yet they are so 
utterly different from what we imagined while fleeing ahead looking back-
wards that we might cast them only as so many fragile illusions. Or find 
them even more terrifying than what we were trying to escape from. 


Faced with those new prospects, the first reaction is to do nothing. 
There is a strong, ever so modernist, temptation to exclaim: “Let’s flee 
as before and have our past future back!” instead of saying: “Let’s stop flee-
ing, break for good with our future, turn our back, finally, to our past, and 
explore our new prospects, what lies ahead, the fate of things to come.” 
Is this not exactly what the fable of the crippled Jake abandoning his 
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body for his avatar is telling us: instead of a future of no future, why not 
try to see if we could not have a prospect at last? After three centuries 
of Modernism, it is not asking too much from those who, in practice, 
have never managed to be Moderns, to finally look ahead.


Of course what they see is not pretty—no prettier than what was un-
folding in the spiritual eyes of the Angelus Novus. To be sure, it is not 
a well-composed cosmos, a beautiful and harmonious Pandora Planet, 
but, as I said, a rather horrendous kakosmos. How could the Moderns 
have succeeded in assembling anything properly while not looking at 
it ! It would be like playing the piano while turning one’s back to the 
keyboard. . . . It is impossible to compose without being firmly attentive 
to the task at hand. But, horror of horrors, it does not have the same 
features as the archaic past from which they fled in terror for so long. 
For one good reason: from this horror you cannot flee! It is coming at 
you.43 It’s no use speaking of “epistemological breaks” any more. Flee-
ing from the past while continuing to look at it will not do. Nor will 
critique be of any help. It is time to compose—in all the meanings of 
the word, including to compose with, that is to compromise, to care, 
to move slowly, with caution and precaution.44 That’s quite a new set of 
skills to learn: imagine that, innovating as never before but with precau-
tion! Two great temptations here again, inherited from the time of the 
Great Flight: abandon all innovations; innovate as before without any 
precaution. The whole Modernist paraphernalia has to be remade bit 
by bit for the tasks that now lie ahead and no longer behind. Oedipus 
has met the Sphinx and she said: “Look ahead!” Was this not what she 
was actually alluding to with this odd simile: “Which creature in the 
morning goes on four legs, at midday on two, and in the evening upon 
three, and the more legs it has, the weaker it be?” Well, the Moderns of 
course, now knowing full well that they are blind and fumbling in the 
dark and that they need a white cane to slowly and cautiously feel the 
obstacles that lie ahead! The blind led by the blind are in great need 
of new captors and sensors—yes, new avatars.


What do the two manifestos have in common?


Why do I wish to reuse the oversized genre of the manifesto to explore 
this shift from future to prospect? Because in spite of the abyss of time, 
there is a tenuous relation between the Communist and the Composi-
tionist Manifesto. At first sight, they seem utterly opposed. A belief in 
critique, in radical critique, a commitment to a fully idealized material 
world, a total confidence in the science of economics—economics, of all 
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sciences!—a delight in the transformative power of negation, a trust in 
dialectics, a complete disregard for precaution, an abandon of liberty in 
politics behind a critique of liberalism, and above all an absolute trust 
in the inevitable thrust of progress. And yet, the two manifestos have 
something in common, namely the search for the Common. The thirst for 
the Common World is what there is of communism in compositionism, 
with this small but crucial difference: that it has to be slowly composed 
instead of being taken for granted and imposed on all. Everything hap-
pens as if the human race were on the move again, expelled from one 
utopia, that of economics, and in search of another, that of ecology. Two 
different interpretations of one precious little root, eikos, the first being 
a dystopia and the second a promise that as yet no one knows how to 
fulfill. How can a livable and breathable “home” be built for those errant 
masses? That is the only question worth raising in this Compositionist 
Manifesto. If there is no durable room for us on Pandora, how will we 
find a sustainable home on Gaia?


Sciences Po, Paris
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Chapter from: The Wealth of the Commons


GREEN GOVERNANCE: ECOLOGICAL SURVIVAL, 


HUMAN RIGHTS AND THE COMMONS


By David Bollier & Burns H. Weston


At least since Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, we have known about humankind’s 


squandering of nonrenewable resources, its careless disregard of precious life species 


and its overall contamination and degradation of delicate ecosystems. In recent decades, 


these defilements have assumed a systemic dimension. Lately we have come to realize 


the shocking extent to which our atmospheric emission of carbon dioxide and other 


greenhouse gases threatens Planet Earth.


If the human species is going to overcome the many interconnected ecological 


catastrophes now confronting us, this moment in history requires that we entertain 


some bold modifications of our legal structures and political culture. We must find the 


means to introduce new ideas for effective and just environmental protection – locally, 


nationally, regionally, globally, and points in between.


We believe that effective and just environmental protection is best secured via 


commons- and rights-based ecological governance, operational from local to global 


and administered according to principles rooted in respect for nature and fellow human 


beings. We call it “green governance.” We also believe that the rigorous application of a 


reconceptualized human right to a clean and healthy environment (or “right to 


environment”) is the best way actually to promote environmental well-being while 
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meeting everyone’s basic needs.


MAKING THE TRANSITION TO A NEW PARADIGM


It is our premise that human societies will not succeed in overcoming our myriad eco-


crises through better “green technology” or economic reforms alone; we must pioneer 


new types of governance that allow and encourage people to move from 


anthropocentrism to biocentrism, and to develop qualitatively different types of 


relationships with nature itself and, indeed, with each other. An economics and 


supporting civic polity that valorizes growth and material development as the 


precondition for virtually everything else are ultimately a dead end – literally.


Achieving a clean, healthy and ecologically balanced environment requires that we 


cultivate a practical governance paradigm based on, first, a logic of respect for 


nature, sufficiency, interdependence, shared responsibility and fairness 


among all human beings; and, second, an ethic of integrated global and local citizenship 


that insists upon transparency and accountability in all activities affecting the 


integrity of the environment.


We believe that commons- and rights-based ecological governance – green governance 


– can fulfill this logic and ethic. Properly done, it can move us beyond the neoliberal 


State and Market alliance – what we call the “State/Market” – which is chiefly 


responsible for the current, failed paradigm of ecological governance. (We capitalize 


“State,” “Market” and Commons here when referrring to them as systems of governance 


and power.)


The basic problem is that the price system, seen as the ultimate governance mechanism 


of our polity, falls short in its ability to represent notions of value that are subtle, 


qualitative, long-term and complicated. These are, however, precisely the attributes of 


natural systems. The price system has trouble taking account of qualitatively different 







types of value on their own terms, most notably the “carrying capacity” of natural 


systems and their inherent usage limits. Exchange value is the primary if not the 


exclusive concern. This, in fact, is the grand narrative of conventional economics. Gross 


Domestic Product represents the sum total of all market activity, whether that activity is 


truly beneficial to society or not. Conversely, anything that does not have a price and 


exists “outside” the market is regarded (for the purposes of policymaking) as having 


subordinate or no value.


What is more, it is an open secret that various industry lobbies have captured if not 


corrupted the legislative process in countries around the world; and that the regulatory 


apparatus, for all its necessary functions, is essentially incapable of fulfilling its statutory 


mandates, let alone pioneering new standards of environmental stewardship. Further, 


regulation has become ever more insulated from citizen influence and accountability as 


scientific expertise and technical proceduralism have come to be more and more the 


exclusive determinants of who may credibly participate in the process.Given the 


parameters of the administrative State and the neoliberal policy consensus, truly we 


have reached the limits of leadership and innovation within existing institutions and 


policy structures.


Still, it will not be an easy task to make the transition from State/Market ecological 


governance to commons- and rights-based ecological governance. Green governance is, 


indeed, a daunting proposition. It entails serious reconsideration of some of the most 


basic premises of our economic, political and legal orders, and of our cultural orders as 


well. It requires that we enlarge our understanding of “value” in economic thought to 


account for nature and social well-being; that we expand our sense of human rights and 


how they can serve strategic as well as moral purposes; that we liberate ourselves from 


the limitations of State-centric models of legal process; and that we honor the power of 


non-market participation, local context, and social diversity in structuring economic 


activity and addressing environmental problems.







Of course, there is also the deeper issue of whether contemporary civilization can be 


persuaded to disrupt the status quo to save our “lonely planet.” Much will depend on our 


ability to articulate and foster a coherent new paradigm of ecological stewardship. 


Fortunately, there are some very robust, encouraging developments now beginning to 


flourish on the periphery of the mainstream political economy. These include insurgent 


schools of thought in economics, ecological management, and human rights aided by 


fledgling grassroots movements, e.g., the Occupy movement and Internet communities. 


Although disparate and irregularly connected, each seeks in its own way to address the 


many serious deficiencies of centralized governments (corruption, lack of transparency, 


rigidity, a marginalized citizenry) and concentrated markets (externalized costs, fraud, 


the bigger-better-faster ethos of material progress). Taken together, these trends suggest 


the emergent contours of a new paradigm of ecological governance.


For all their power and potential, however, none of these movements or their visions can 


prevail without some serious grounding in law. And in this regard we believe the legal 


and moral claims of human rights can be the kind of powerful, mobilizing discourse that 


is needed for real change. Human rights can provide a broad, flexible platform and a 


respected legal framework for asserting the right of everyone to a clean and healthy 


environment.


THE HUMAN RIGHT TO A CLEAN AND HEALTHY ENVIRONMENT


Human rights signal a public order of human dignity, for which environmental well-


being is essential. They consequently challenge and make demands upon State 


sovereignty, and upon the parochial agendas of private elites as well. They trump most 


other legal obligations, being juridically more elevated than commonplace “standards,” 


“laws,” or mere policy choices. And they carry with them a sense of entitlement on the 


part of the rights-holder, and thus facilitate legal and political empowerment.


For these and other reasons, we believe that the human right to a clean and healthy 







environment can be a powerful tool for imagining and securing a system of ecological, 


governance in the common interest. But there are skeptics who say that the right does 


not exist except in moral terms – that it lacks the elements of authority and/or control 


requisite to making it count as law. Are they right? The answer is both “yes” and “no.”


According to the law of the State system, there are at least three ways in which the 


human right to environment is today officially recognized juridically:


● As an entitlement derived from other recognized rights, centering primarily 
on the substantive rights to life, to health and to respect for private and 
family life, but embracing occasionally other perceived surrogate rights as 
well – e.g., habitat, property, livelihood, culture, dignity, equality or 
nondiscrimination, and sleep;


● As an entitlement autonomous unto itself, dependent on no more than its 
own recognition and increasingly favored over the derivative approach 
insofar as national constitutional and regional treaty prescriptions 
proclaiming such a right are evidence; and


● As a cluster of procedural entitlements generated from a “reformulation and 
expansion of existing human rights and duties” (akin to the derivative 
substantive rights noted first above) and commonly referred to as 
“procedural environmental rights,” i.e., the right to environmental 
information, to participation in decisionmaking, and to administrative and 
judicial recourse.


A careful review of each of these official manifestations of the right to environment 


around the world reveals that, however robust in their particularized applications, they 


are essentially limited in their legal recognition and jurisdictional reach. It also shows 


that, as part of our legal as well as moral inheritance, the right to environment needs to 


be taken extra seriously. For this to happen – indeed, for Earth itself to survive and be 


hospitable to life upon it– the right must be reimagined and reinvigorated, and as soon 


as possible.







Juridically, this right is most strongly recognized in its derivative form, i.e., derived 


from other recognized legal rights, rather than in its autonomous form, i.e., legally 


recognized in its own right. When framed autonomously, interestingly, the right is found 


to exist principally – indeed, almost exclusively – in the developing worlds of Africa, 


Asia, and Latin America. There is also a growing sentiment (primarily at the regional 


level so far) to recognize procedural environmental rights.


But at bottom, it seems that as long as ecological governance remains in the grip of 


essentially unregulated (liberal or neoliberal) capitalism, there never will be a human 


right to environment – certainly not an autonomous one, widely recognized and 


honored across the globe in any formal or official sense.


In recent years, however, two attractive alternative approaches have emerged. The first 


approach – intergenerational environmental rights – though firm in legal theory, relies 


heavily on its ability to appeal to the moral conscience. The second – nature’s 


environmental rights – pioneered by the governments of Ecuador and Bolivia, chooses 


to alter the procedural playing field altogether. These nations assert that nature has 


legal rights of its own that must be defended by human surrogates.


Both these approaches go beyond the narrow anthropocentrism of existing law. In their 


legal character they are autonomous rights rather than derivative rights. They look to 


claimant surrogates to enforce the rights. And they are asserted primarily at the official 


national and subnational levels. Politically, both approaches reflect a deep frustration 


with the environmental community’s conventional terms of advocacy and with the 


formal legal order’s deep commitments to neoliberalism.


However, barring some game-changing ecological disaster, huge economic and political 


forces will continue to resist these innovative legal gambits for reasons that are both 


historical and philosophical. Green governance that looks to the Commons points 


toward a different approach for securing a right to a clean and healthy environment. It 







calls for the establishment of a new procedural environmental right, the human right to 


commons- and rights-based ecological governance.


THE COMMONS AS A MODEL FOR ECOLOGICAL GOVERNANCE


A commons is a regime for managing common-pool resources that eschews individual 


property rights and State control. It relies instead on common property arrangements 


that tend to be self-organized and enforced in complex, idiosyncratic social ways. A 


commons is generally governed by what we call Vernacular Law – the “unofficial” 


norms, institutions, and procedures that a peer community devises to manage 


community resources on its own, and typically democratically. State Law and action 


may set the parameters within which Vernacular Law operates, but it does not directly 


control how a given commons is organized and managed.


In this way, the Commons operates in a quasi-sovereign manner, similar to the Market 


but largely escaping the centralized mandates of the State and the logic of Market 


exchange while mobilizing decentralized participation “on the ground.” In its broadest 


sense, the Commons could become an important vehicle for assuring a right to 


environment at local, regional, national, and global levels. But this role will require 


innovative legal and policy norms, institutions and procedures to recognize and support 


Commons as a matter of law.


The Commons represents an advance over existing governance because it gives us 


practical ways of naming and protecting value that the market is incapable of doing, 


and, as already noted, in an essentially democratic manner. For example, the Commons 


gives us a vocabulary for talking about the proper limits of Market activity—and for 


enforcing those limits. Commons discourse helps force a conversation about the “market 


externalities” that often are shunted to the periphery of economic theory, politics and 


policymaking. It asks questions such as: How can appropriate limits be set on the 


market exploitation of nature? What legal principles, institutions, and procedures can 







help manage a shared resource fairly and sustainably over time, sensitive to the 


ecological rights of future as well as present generations?


The paradigm of green governance is compelling because it comprises at once a basis in 


rich legal tradition that extends back centuries, an attractive cultural discourse that 


can organize and personally energize people, and a widespread participatory social 


practice that, at this very moment, is producing practical results in projects big and 


small, local and transnational.


The history of legal recognition of the Commons, and thus the commoners’ right to the 


environment, goes back centuries and even millennia. There were forestry conservation 


laws in effect as early as 1700 B.C. Pharaoh Akhenaten established nature reserves in 


Egypt in 1370 B.C. Hugo Grotius, often called the father of international law, argued in 


his famous treatiseMare Liberum (1609) that the seas must be free for navigation and 


fishing because the law of nature prohibits ownership of things that appear “to have 


been created by nature for common things”(Baslar 1998).1 Antarctica has been managed 


as a stable, durable intergovernmental commons since the ratification of the Antarctic 


Treaty in 1959, enabling international scientists to cooperate in major research projects 


without the threat of military conflict over territorial claims. The Outer Space Treaty of 


1967 declares outer space, the moon and other celestial bodies to be the “province of all 


mankind” and “not subject to national appropriation….”


Commons have been a durable transcultural institution for assuring that people can 


have direct access to, and use of, natural resources, or that government can act as a 


formal trustee on behalf of the public interest – what we call “State trustee commons.” 


Commons regimes have acted as a kind of counterpoint to the dominant systems of 


power because, though the structures of State power have varied over the centuries 


(tribes, monarchies, feudal estates, republics), managing a forest, fishery, or marshland 


as a commons addresses certain ontological human wants and needs that endure: the 


need to meet one’s subsistence needs through cooperative uses of shared resources; the 
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expectation of basic fairness and respectful treatment; and the right to a clean, healthy 


environment.


In this sense, the various historical fragments of what may be called “commons law” 


(not to be confused with the common law) constitute a legal tradition that can advance 


human and environmental rights. These regimes speak to the elemental moral 


consensus that all the creations of nature and society that we inherit from previous 


generations should be protected and held in trust for future generations.


In our time, the State and Market are seen as the only credible or significant forces for 


governance. But in fact the Commons is an eminently practical and versatile mode of 


governance for ecological resources, among many other forms of shared wealth. The 


viability of the Commons has been overlooked not just because of the persistence of the 


Hardin “tragedy” parable and the overweening power of the State/Market, but because 


the Commons exists in so many forms and is managed by so many different types of 


commoners.


IMAGINING A NEW ARCHITECTURE OF LAW AND POLICY TO 
SUPPORT THE ECOLOGICAL COMMONS


For a shift to this paradigm to take place, State law and public policy must formally 


recognize and support the countless commons that now exist and the new ones that 


must be created. By such means, the State, working with civil society, could facilitate the 


rise of a Commons Sector, an eclectic array of commons-based institutions, projects, 


social practices, and values that advance the policy of collective action. Extending to the 


Commons the legal recognition and generous backing the “free state” and “free market” 


have enjoyed for generations would unleash tremendous energy and creativity needed to 


provide better institutional stewardship of our planet. Such recognition of Commons 


could also help transform the State and Market in many positive ways, not least by 


checking the cronyism, corruption and secrecy that currently mark each.







If the Commons is going to achieve its promise as a governance template, however, 


there must be a suitable architecture of law and public policy to support it. We believe 


that innovations in law and policy are needed in three distinct fields:


1. General internal governance principles and policies that can guide the 
development and management of commons;


2. Macro-principles and policies – laws, institutions and procedures – that the 
State/Market can embrace to develop commons and “peer governance”; and


3. Catalytic legal strategies that commoners (civil society and distinct 
communities), the State, and international intergovernmental bodies can 
pursue to validate, protect and support ecological commons thus defined.


General internal governance principles and policies. Ostrom’s eight core design 


principles, first published in 1990, remain the most solid foundation for understanding 


the internal governance of commons as a general paradigm. In a book-length study 


published in 2010, Poteete, Janssen and Ostrom summarize and elaborate on the key 


factors enabling self-organized groups to develop collective solutions to common-pool 


resource problems at small to medium scales:


Among the most important are the following: 1) reliable information is available 


about the immediate and long-term costs and benefits of actions; 2) the individuals 


involved see the resources as important for their own achievements and have a 


long-term time horizon; 3) gaining a reputation for being a trustworthy 


reciprocator is important to those involved; 4) individuals can communicate with at 


least some of the others involved; 5) informal monitoring and sanctioning is 


feasible and considered appropriate; and 6) social capital and leadership exist, 


related to previous successes in solving joint problems (Poteete, Janssen and 







Ostrom 2010).


Ostrom notes that “extensive empirical research on collective action...has repeatedly 


identified a necessary central core of trust and reciprocity among those involved that is 


associated with successful levels of collective action.” In addition, “when participants 


fear they are being ‘suckers’ for taking costly actions while others enjoy a free ride,” it 


enhances the need for monitoring to root out deception and fraud.


If any commons is to cultivate trust and reciprocity and therefore enhance its chances of 


stable collective management, its operational and constitutional rules must be seen as 


fair and respectful. To that end, ecological commons must embody the values of human 


dignity as expressed in, optimally, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and nine 


core international human rights conventions that have evolved from it or those of them 


as may be applicable. As this suggests, both human rights and nature’s rights are 


implicit in ecological commons governance.


Macro-principles and policies. For larger-scale common-pool resources – national, 


regional, global – the State must play a more active role in establishing and overseeing 


commons. The State may have an indispensable role to play in instances where a 


resource cannot be easily divided into parcels (the atmosphere, oceanic fisheries) or 


where the resource generates large rents relative to the surrounding economy, e.g., 


petroleum. In such cases, it makes sense for the State to intervene and devise 


appropriate management systems. State trustee commonstypically manage hard and 


soft minerals, timber, and other natural resources on public lands, national parks and 


wilderness areas, rivers, lakes and other bodies of water, State-sponsored research, and 


civil infrastructure, among other things.


In such circumstances, however, there is a structural tension between commoners and 


the State/Market because the State has strong economic incentives to forge deep 







political alliances with the Market and thus promote an agenda of privatization, 


commoditization and globalization despite the adverse consequences for ecosystems 


and commoners. Any successful regime of commons law must therefore recognize this 


reality and take aggressive action to ensure that the State/Market does not betray its 


trust obligations, particularly by colluding with market players in acts of enclosure.


The overall goal must be to reconceptualize the neoliberal State/Market as a “triarchy” 


with the Commons – the State/Market/Commons – to realign authority and 


provisioning in new, more beneficial ways.2 The State would maintain its commitments 


to representative governance and management of public property just as private 


enterprise would continue to own capital to produce saleable goods and services in the 


Market sector. But the State must shift its focus to become a “Partner State,” as Michel 


Bauwens puts it, not just of the Market Sector but also of the Commons Sector.3


Catalytic legal strategies. Perhaps the most significant challenge in advancing 


commons governance is the liberal polity’s indifference or hostility to most collectives 


(corporations excepted). Accordingly, commoners must use ingenious innovations to 


make their commons legally cognizable and protected. Since legal regimes vary 


immensely around the world, our proposals should be understood as general 


approaches that obviously will require modification and refinement for any given 


jurisdiction. Still, there are a number of legal and activist interventions that could help 


advance commons governance in select areas.


● Devising ingenious adaptations of private contract and property law is a 
potentially fruitful way to protect commons. The basic idea is to use 
conventional bodies of law serving private property interests, but invert their 
purposes to serve collective rather than individual interests. The most 
famous example may be the General Public License, or GPL, which copyright 
owners can attach to software in order to assure that the code and any 
subsequent modifications of it will be forever accessible to anyone to use.4 
The GPL was a seminal legal innovation in helping to establish commons for 
software code.
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●


● A number of examples of eco-minded trusts serving the interests of 
indigenous peoples and poorer countries could emulate private-law work-
arounds to property and contract law in order to create new commons. One 
example is the Global Innovation Commons, a massive international 
database of lapsed patents that enables anyone to manufacture, modify and 
share ecologically significant technologies.5


● The “stakeholder trust” could be used to manage and lease ecological 
resources on behalf of commoners, with revenues being distributed directly 
to commoners. This model is based on the Alaska Permanent Fund, which 
collects oil royalties from state lands on behalf of the state’s households. 
Some activists have proposed an Earth Atmospheric Trust to achieve similar 
results from the auctioning of rights to emit carbon emissions.


● Some of the most innovative work in developing ecological commons (and 
knowledge commons that work in synergy with them) is emerging in local 
and regional circumstances. The reason is simple: the scale of such commons 
makes participation more feasible and the rewards more evident. Salient 
examples are being pioneered by the “re-localization movement” in the US 
and UK, and by the TransitionTown movement in more than 300 towns 
worldwide.6


● Federal and provincial governments have a role to play in supporting 
commons formation and expansion. State and national governments usually 
have commerce departments that host conferences, assist small businesses, 
promote exports and so on. Why not analogous support for commons? 
Governments could also help build translocal structures that could facilitate 
local and subnational commons, such as Community Supported Agriculture 
and the Slow Food movement, and thereby amplify their impact.


● The public trust doctrine of environmental law can and should be expanded 
to apply to a far broader array of natural resources, including protection of 
the Earth’s atmosphere. This would be an important way to ensure that 
States act as conscientious trustees of our common ecological wealth.
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● Various digital networking technologies now make it possible to reinvent the 
administrative process to be more transparent, participatory and 
accountable – or indeed, managed as commons. For example, government 
wikis and “crowd-sourcing” platforms could help enlist citizen-experts to 
participate in policymaking and enforcement. “Participatory sensing” of 
water quality and other environmental factors could be decentralized to 
citizens with a stake in those resources.


MOVING FORWARD


It might be claimed that green governance is a utopian enterprise. But the reality is that 


it is the neoliberal project of ever-expanding consumption on a global scale that is the 


utopian, totalistic dream. It manifestly cannot fulfill its mythological vision of human 


progress through ubiquitous market activity. It simply demands more than Nature can 


deliver, and it inflicts too much social inequity and disruption in the process. The first 


step toward sanity requires that we recognize our myriad ecological crises as symptoms 


of an unsustainable cultural, socioeconomic and political worldview.


Moving to green governance will entail many novel complexities and imponderable 


challenges. Yet there is little doubt that we must re-imagine the role of the State and 


Market, and imagine alternative futures that fortify the Commons Sector. We must gird 


ourselves for the ambitious task of mobilizing new energies and commitments, 


deconstructing archaic institutions while building new ones, devising new public 


policies and legal initiatives, and cultivating new understandings of the environment, 


economics, human rights, governance, and commons.
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blog, at http://blog.p2pfoundation.net/the-new-triarchy-the-commons-enterprise-the-
State/2010/08/25. Peter Barnes has also been an early expositor of the Commons sector, 
especially in his Capitalism 3.0: A Guide to Reclaiming the Commons (2006).


• 3.See essay by Michel Bauwens in Part 5


• 4.See Benjamin Mako Hill’s essay on free software in Part 4.


• 5.See David Martin’s essay on public-domain technologies in Part 4.


• 6.See Gerd Wessling’s essay on the Transition movement in Part 3.
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Commons that Care
Feminist Interventions in the 
Construction of the Commons


Deborah Sielert


Childcare is valuable, critical, beautiful labor. As a form of work, childcare has been 
feminized and devalued in our society.
– Regeneracíon childcare collective


As we did all this, we discovered an incredible secret: the walls that constrain our every-
day lives are riven with fissures, tears and holes…We can peer through them and see 
realities that exist right now, inside this world and inside of ourselves – magical realities 
in which people fashion their world together, everyone feels respected and loved, and 
people are responsible to one another and to a collective vision. The more we practice 
our magic, the more we’re able to notice these holes, tug at their edges, and begin step-
ping through them into what awaits us.1


 – Regeneracíon childcare collective


Feminist and anti-capitalist activists and scholars growingly call for alternative visions of society 
and new ways of living and relating. It is in this context that the commons have become one of the 
key terms in the struggle against neoliberal capitalism and for the creation of alternatives to state 
or market organized properties. These debates and struggles can only be successful if feminist 
perspectives and knowledge are taken into account. Etymologically the word commons shares a 
history with other terms such as communism, community, or communal.2 The commons evokes 
the language and history of pre-capitalist societies and social formations because a new mode of 
production in the form of economies of sharing and/or gifts is struggled for. Here, it is inevitable to 
take postcolonial perspectives into account in order not to construct, romanticize, and appropriate 
a foreign Other. The debates around commons are (and good that they are!) very diverse, allow-
ing for a lot of space and many voices in the project of rethinking what a radical politics nowadays 
can and should be. This diversity and complexity of debates is represented in this essay, which 
has to be seen as something, much like the debates themselves, that is in process. 


Paradoxically, the widespread enclosures and attacks on commons revealed their existence 
and caused the struggles towards defending them. While being a subject of hope and a horizon 
for alternatives to capitalist societies proponed by the radical left, the language of commons is 
also increasingly used (if not appropriated) in the area of governmental policy-making and cor-
porate management. The revalorization of commons in these fields is rooted in the insight that 
the collective management of natural resources can, under certain conditions, be less conflictive 
and more efficient than privatization.3 The awarding of Elinor Ostrom, a political economist and 
leading voice in the field of governing the commons, with the Nobel Prize for Economics in 2009 
or British Prime Minister David Cameron’s policies on the ‘Big Society’ are just two signs for the 
arrival of the a particular understanding of the commons in mainstream economics and political 
discussions. Ostrom provided an analysis and evaluation of how commons are governed that 
proved ideas of the ‘tragedy of commons’ wrong as these are based on the rational-acting homo 
economicus. In the big society paradigm welfare state expenditures are reduced by transferring 
the provision of means of social reproduction from the welfare state to communities, which in 
effect means an unwaged privatization of these activities.


Nevertheless, the commons, standing in the tradition of class struggles, show great potential 
to open up creative spaces of discussion that try to imagine a world in which the reproductive 
needs of humans and non-humans are organized differently, outside the rules of commodity for-
mation. Commoning is a set of diverse practices already happening in the here and now, outside 
the market. The debates on commons are multiscalar, working on the material level of the social 
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relations of production as well as on the level of social imaginaries. Whether in the form of a food 
cooperative, a childcare collective, or an activist camp, commons let us experiment with more equi-
table forms of life and therefore grasp a different world that is not only in the distant future. A static 
idea of a revolution that would precede its initiation is thereby deconstructed. 


There is no one model for another system that should replace the current one. Commons as a 
concept could be a space that globalizes into a political discourse of different local and self-repro-
ducing initiatives outside the market or the state while acknowledging and allowing for difference. 
It is a concept that asks socio-ontological and political questions. Practices of commoning can cre-
ate new ways of relating and bring to the fore new subjectivities. Here, I agree with many feminist 
scholars in the need to deconstruct its hegemonic (if not only possible) form: the autonomous, white, 
male rational (mind and body separated) subject, at whose very basis appropriative and dominating 
relations are inscribed. (Feminist) psychoanalytical perspectives on the topic of subject constitution 
have proved especially useful here. As the history of political struggles has shown, an appeal to unity 
can never overcome the divisions going through the social body, whether they are based on racism 
or sexism. This is not to say that commons can or should sublimate the important work of social 
movements and their demands towards the state. 


Political economist and scientist Massimo de Angelis shows how the positive movement for com-
mons and the negative movement of class (and social movements) are different, but entangled and 
dependent. For no one can protest on the street who has not had food, and chances for a self-sus-
tainable community to survive rise if that community is embedded in a broader political discourse. 
However, we have to be careful to not stress the positivity and creativity of commons debates too 
much. Critique, negativity, and sorrow in the analysis of capitalism and other oppressive structures 
should still be the starting point of every discourse in political movements. Such a method allows 
us to avoid uncritically or over-enthusiastically affirming or reproducing (neo)liberal arguments and 
reduces the danger of appropriation by these majoritarian discourses. The question is: “How do we 
at the same time set a limit to capital while allowing the reproduction of alternative systems that 
disentangle us from it?”4


If the commons are a space to envision a non-capitalist horizon, discussion around the everyday 
reproduction of our lives is inevitable. So far, a lot of the debates around commons are focused on 
knowledge and information, i.e., the potential of the Internet or the commodification of intellectual 
property rights. Very importantly, activists and scholars Silvia Federici and Camille Barbagallo re-
mind us that, ‘no struggle is sustainable that ignores the needs, experiences, and practices that 
reproducing ourselves entails.’5 DeAngelis’ question is rephrased and maybe specified by Federici 
further: ‘How do we struggle over reproductive labour without destroying ourselves, and our com-
munities?’6 It makes a lot of sense here to go back to the long history of materialist feminist analysis 
and struggles around housework and other caring work, as well as feminist attempts to deconstruct 
the autonomous male idea of the subject and the binaries (culture/nature, body/mind, private/public) 
from which it stems.


I want to develop the notions of care work (reproductive work done to reproduce the capitalist labor 
force) and caregiving (alternative ways of caring and relating in our communities) as two sides of the 
coin of reproduction in order to unite two discourses in commons debates. On the one hand there are 
feminist calls for putting care work at the center of discussions on commons. These calls are partly 
grounded in the fact that women, because of their responsibility for reproductive work such as house-
work and childcare, were historically more dependent than men on access to communal resources. 
On the other hand, there are calls for the deconstruction of the autonomous subject in favor of new 
relational subjectivities based on the acknowledgment of difference. Teacher of law and activist Ugo 
Mattei states that, instead of asking whether we have commons, we should ask in how far we are 
commons.7 And Federici claims: ‘No common is possible unless we refuse to base our life and our 
reproduction on the suffering of others, unless we refuse to see ourselves as separate from them. 
Indeed, if commoning has any meaning, it must be the production of ourselves as a common subject.’8 


I do believe that a feminist engagement with both these discourses, for the production of new 
ways of relating and for the recognition of care work as work, can show that they are interdependent 
feminist concerns. Feminist Marxists stress the relational character of devalued reproductive activ-
ities. This devaluation is expressed for example in relatively lower wages in the care sector or the 
non-recognition of housework as work. Aiming to construct subjectivities that exist in relation instead 
of autonomy, other feminist theories (i.e., sexual difference approaches) reveal the maleness of the 
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autonomous subject and the destructive and appropriative nature of the relation of this subject to 
the other. Their common desire is to bring to the fore what is repressed and devalued in current 
societies: subjects are dependent on others. This essay should not be the space for a theoretical 
exploration like this. Rather, I will go on by summarizing some of the insights feminist Marxist 
analysis can give to the commons, their appropriation, and the struggles around care work.


Feminist critiques of political economy, such as that of feminist philosopher Nancy Hartsock, 
argue that the current moment of neoliberal globalization is a phase of accumulation by dis-
possession. Hartsock takes this concept, which describes processes of capitalist enclosures of 
former non-capitalist relations and resources, such as the introduction of women into the glob-
al market via microcredit, from human geographer David Harvey. Most importantly, she argues 
alongside Federici that these processes are deeply gendered. They are this way not only in terms 
of who is affected by these enclosures, but also in their very (ideological) structure. Stemming 
from Marx’s account of primitive accumulation in the transition from feudalism to capitalism, the 
concept shows the deep complicity of the state in providing for the needs of capital. Sociologist 
Maria Mies states that ‘contemporary capitalism [in the nineteen-eighties] needs both colonies 
and housewives to serve as non-market sectors for its expansion.’9 Mies called the discourses 
relegating women to the sphere of the household ‘housewifisation’. Revealing another blind spot 
in most analyses of the global political economy, the feminization of work, political scientists and 
economist Brigitte Young says: 


If we focus on the practices that provide the infrastructure for the production and repro-
duction of global capital, we uncover a multiplicity of work cultures involving real people 
in real places. These include secretaries, pizza delivery persons, cleaning crews, truck 
drivers, dog walkers, industrial service workers, maids, child-care workers, and a host of 
other low-skilled, mostly ‘blue-collar’ workers who have become invisible in the narrative 
of hypermobile capital.10 


For Hartsock, women (and their housewifisation) have become the model for the ‘feminized, virtual 
workers demanded by contemporary global capitalism’ in current times.11 Besides this, Hartsock 
sees four dialectically interrelated processes of accumulation by dispossession. The most funda-
mental one is that primitive accumulation involves a transformation of social reproduction. Femi-
nists regularly exhibit two processes going on in the Global North. On the one hand, care work as 
maintenance for the elderly and infirm is provided more and more by private enterprises under the 
pressure of making profits. These processes are becoming even more violent due to what feminist 
economist Mascha Madörin termed ‘diverging productivities’, meaning that the relative productivity 
of the care sector cannot increase as much as in other sectors of the economy or rather if it tries 
to, an immense loss in quality of the work will follow.12 On the other hand, feminists show the huge 
amount of (care) work undergoing re-privatization. This concerns, for example, the high numbers 
of migrant domestic workers, working during an era of irregular un-free labor, or the fact that wom-
en have to somehow compensate the amount of work welfare states cared for before.


What a historical account of primitive accumulation like this shows us is that capitalism al-
ways needed non-capitalist spheres to survive and these spheres do still exist and are produced 
anew within the transformation of the organization of social reproduction. Enclosed are not only 
pre-existing non-capitalist spheres, but newly created ones, like the welfare state. Harvey says: 
‘[...] Capitalism necessarily and always creates its own ‘other’.’13 These processes of enclosure 
are deeply gendered and have different effects for women and men, women and women. Fol-
lowing this there are two points that can be made. Firstly, class struggles are challenged by the 
cracks that always already went through them and the struggles fought in the domestic sphere. 
Putting the question of reproduction and care work at the center of social movements demands 
is central to limit the power of capital with respect to this sphere. Only if we do so, can the possi-
bilities of creating strong self-reproducing movements and commons evolve. Secondly, seen like 
this, non-capitalist spheres of any kind (i.e., commons) are not implicitly subversive and they are 
always threatened by capitalist enclosures. Strategies of local resistance are therefore not nec-
essarily effective counter hegemonic alternatives. Federici and Babagallo for example underline 
the need to not only organize alternative ways of survival but to explicitly politicize these struggles 
through i.e., networking. The question of how our reproduction as humans is organized has to 
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be central in every common. Political scientist Kevin van Meter states: ‘In seeking to intervene in 
and abolish care work, as we develop systems of care-giving, it is necessary to draw a clear line 
between care work that is imposed and care giving strategies which we incorporate into our own 
communities. Radical movements need to struggle with both these areas.’14 


When finding emancipatory strategies of caregiving, we have to take care not to reproduce the 
gendered and racialized division of labor in care work. And here as well, there is a rich history of 
feminist theory and practice working towards new ways of relating that involve less domination 
and appropriation of others. After an extensive analysis of the maleness of our societies and 
culture that does not allow for difference and that positions ‘women [as commodities] on market’, 
feminist psychoanalyst Luce Irigaray tries to imagine a different social order and community: 
‘Interdependency between subjects is thus no longer reduced to questions of possessing, of ex-
changing or sharing objects, cash, or an already existing meaning. It is, rather, regulated by the 
constitution of [non-exploitative] subjectivity. The subject does not vest its own value in any form 
of property whatsoever. No longer is it objecthood, having or the cost of having that governs the 
becoming of a subject or subjects and the relation among them. They are engaged in a relation-
ship from which they emerge altered, the objective being the accomplishment of their subjectivity 
while remaining faithful to their nature.’15 


There is a flourishing world of artists and theorists that work on these kinds of imaginaries of 
caregiving and relating differently that should be part of debates and politics around commons. 
What this means for our everyday practices of commons and our communities needs to be ex-
plored further. This exploration will be different in different parts of the world and from different 
positions. For some people, both inside and outside of radical movements in the west, this might 
mean finding and building communities that practice caregiving and to challenge the norm of what 
it means to be active. For a precarious domestic worker this might mean finding a way out of her 
isolation, for self-sustainable community living this might mean the defence of this community and 
their means of subsistence.


The concept of the commons, as I hope to have shown, has the potential to be a ground of 
discussion for all the questions of (social) reproduction, different social imaginaries, relationality, 
and subjectivities touched upon in this essay. Moreover, Federici reminds us that the commoning 
of our material means of life is a powerful mechanism to create mutual bonds and collective inter-
ests that go beyond relations of abstract solidarity that are often practiced in radical movements. 
As capitalist social relations are deeply intertwined with patriarchal ones, every struggle from the 
perspective of politics of commons has to be a feminist one.


1 ‘Regeneracíon Vision Statement’ Regeneracíon website, www.childcarenyc.mayfirst.org/?q=node/25.
2 See Manuel Yang and Jeffrey D. Howison, introduction to ‘Commons, Class Struggle and the World’ special issue,  bor-
derlands e-journal 11, no. 2 (2012), p. 1, www.borderlands.net.au/vol11no2_2012/yanghowison_commons.htm.
3 See Silvia Federici, ‘Feminism and the Politics of the Common in an Era of Primitive Accumulation’ in Revolution at Point 
Zero: Housework, Reproduction, and Feminist Struggle (New York: PM Press, 2012).
4 See Massimo De Angelis, ‘Crises, Movements and Commons’ in ‘commons, class struggle and the world’ special issue, 
borderlands e-journal 11, no. 2 (2012), www.borderlands.net.au/vol11no2_2012/deangelis_crises.htm.
5 Camille Barbagallo and Silvia Federici, introduction to The Commoner 15 (2012), www.commoner.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2012/02/01-introduction.pdf.
6 Silvia Federici, ‘Precarious Labor: A Feminist Viewpoint,’ (lecture , Bluestockings Radical Bookstore, NY, 28 October 
2006), www.inthemiddleofthewhirlwind.wordpress.com/precarious-labor-a-feminist-viewpoint.
7 See David Bollier and Silke Helferich, eds., The Wealth of the Commons: A World Beyond Market and State (Amherst, 
MA: Leveller Press, 2012).
8 Silvia Federici, ‘Feminism and the Politics of the Common in an Era of Primitive Accumulation.’
9 Nancy Hartsock,  ‘Globalization and Primitive Accumulation: The Contributions of David Harvey’s Dialectical Material-
ism,’ in David Harvey: A Critical Reader, Noel Castree and Derek Gregory, eds. (New York: Wiley-Blackwell, 2006), p. 185.
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Western, Middle and Eastern Europe, ed. Regina Becker-Schmidt (Opladen: Leske + Budrich, 2002), p. 315.
11 Nancy Hartsock, ‘Globalization and Primitive Accumulation: The Contributions of David Harvey’s Dialectical Material-
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12 Mascha Madörin, ‘Das Auseinanderdriften der Arbeitsproduktivitäten: Eine Feministische Sicht’ Denknetz Jahrbuch 
(2011): pp. 56–71.
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“Here come the commons”
A Critical Evaluation of the 
Commons Paradigm


Jasper Ligthart


During the last two decades, the concept of commons has come to some prominence in the eco-
nomic, ecological, and political sciences. While I feel the commons is an interesting subject for 
theoretical research that may also open avenues for practical (political) action, there are still many 
unanswered questions with regards to the commons paradigm. These include subjects like its 
(purported) origin and history, the reasons for its re-emergence in contemporary discourse, and 
its applicability as a means of social organization. In this essay, I raise some of these questions 
and attempt to provide answers. In order to do that, I first review the meaning and origins of the 
term ‘commons’, and the circumstances surrounding its re-entry into contemporary discourse. 
My aim with this is to provide a mini-archeology of the commons. After that I analyze some of the 
problems we face when trying to apply the commons paradigm to the questions we face today. 
The implicit question in the background of all of this is: “Can the commons be a tool for improving 
social and political justice?” 


A Short and Lacking Archaeology of the Commons


I begin by shortly outlining the meaning and history of the term. Broadly speaking, a common 
(plural: commons) refers to a resource that is being shared among several participants. More spe-
cifically, this sharing is dependent on principles of joint ownership or cooperative management. 
The concept of a common refers to a mode of sharing resources which was prevalent in Europe 
from about the end of the thirteenth through the middle of the nineteenth century. Most towns 
and estates contained so-called ‘common lands’, of which the use and/or ownership was shared 
by many inhabitant ‘commoners’. These commoners were allowed to exercise certain rights in 
these lands. This could, for instance, consist of the right to farm part of the lands, to raise cattle 
or sheep, or to gather resources such as fish, turf (for fuel), or wood. These rights, however, were 
governed by certain rules restricting the types of access. 


The origin of these rights, which were affirmed in the Magna Carta, date back to Roman law. In 
Roman law, there was a differentiation between three types of goods: res privatae (goods which 
had private ownership), res publicae (goods which were owned by the state), and res communes 
(goods which were owned ‘by all’). The third category generally referred to types of goods which 
were available to all, but could not by their nature be appropriated by either individuals or the state. 
For instance free goods such as water, air, and light. Thus they automatically entered into a ‘negative 
community’, that is to say, they were free to take and belonged to the one no more than to the other. 


What is especially significant in discussing this distinction in relation to (post)medieval and pres-
ent-day commons, is that res communes refers to a form of ownership in the full legal sense of the 
word. It is important to realize this in order to be able to distinguish between the three types of goods. 
Both public and private goods could also be made available to all, such as in the case of a privately 
owned park which the owner allows the public to access. However, that does not make them a com-
mon good in the strict sense of the word, since they are still subject to a different kind of ownership.


The way in which the commons functioned for several centuries has been particularly well 
researched in England. It is interesting to note that the practice of using commons as a mode 
of organization in England largely disappeared during a period lasting from about 1750 until 
1850. During this time, common lands were increasingly subject to enclosures. This means they 
transferred into private ownership (res privatae) and were no longer publicly usable. Since many 
peasants were at least partly dependent on the use of these common lands for their livelihood, 
this privatization resulted in a large increase in poverty. It has been argued that, since the period 
in which the commons were enclosed coincided with the Industrial Revolution, the fact that so 
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many peasants moved to the cities in order to become factory workers was a direct result of the loss 
of the commons. It has also been suggested that the capitalists and industrialists used their political 
power in support of these enclosures, in order to gain access to large quantities of inexpensive labor 
power. As capitalism and its modes or organization became increasingly dominant, commons as a 
mode of social organization were largely lost, both in (historical) discourse and practice.1


The term re-entered contemporary science in an influential paper by ecologist Garrett Hardin 
published in Science in 1968.2 In The Tragedy of the Commons, Hardin discusses a situation in 
which all members of a group have access to a common resource. If the individuals in the group act 
purely out of ‘rational’ self-interest, they are likely to use up all of the resource for their own gain, 
without regarding the interests of others or the preservation of the resource itself. The examples 
Hardin focuses on are common natural resources such as clean air and water, which are currently 
being depleted due to over-exploitation by an ever-increasing population. The ‘tragedy of the com-
mons’ refers to the fact that if free access and unrestricted demand for a finite resource are present, 
said resource will eventually be depleted and disappear. 


Hardin’s article has become highly influential, both as an example of the kinds of social dilemma’s 
inherent in our modes of living together, and as an argument for the necessity of government involve-
ment in the management and preservation of (natural) resources. Thus, in economic and political 
science, the commons were mostly used as a negative example to outline the dangers of providing 
the public with unrestricted access to a common resource. In contrast, promoting and safeguarding 
private ownership of such resources was suggested as a better solution, since being responsible for 
both the costs and benefits of exploiting a resource would supposedly lead to better management.


In 1990, Elinor Ostrom (1933–2012), a political economist, published a highly influential paper 
titled Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action. In this paper,3 she 
analyzes several practices where shared natural resources such as forests (so called common pool 
resources) were being managed by local communities. She argues that in many cases, this has 
been highly successful. In fact, more successful than comparable cases in which the resource was 
being managed by (local) governments or private owners. Hence, Ostrom is highly critical of the 
analysis made by Hardin. She argues that despite the dilemma Hardin describes, natural resources 
which were managed as a commons have in practice been governed far more effectively. This has 
resulted in, for instance, less pollution and less exploitation.


In this article, she also broadens the legal and analytical framework with regards to commons, 
arguing against the overly simplistic concept employed by Hardin. Ostrom identifies five types of 
rights an individual with access to a common resource may have:


(i) access – the right to enter a specified property
(ii) withdrawal – the right to harvest specific products from a resource
(iii) management – the right to transform the resource and regulate internal use patterns
(iv) exclusion – the right to decide who will have access, withdrawal, or management rights
(v) alienation – the right to lease or sell any of the other four rights


In her article, Ostrom also defines eight so-called ‘design principles’ on which the effective governing 
of a commons is dependent, resulting from her research. They refer to both the relationship of the 
common resource to its environment, and the way in which the use of the resource is being governed.4


1A. User Boundaries: Clear and locally understood boundaries between legitimate users 
and non-users are present.
1B. Resource Boundaries: Clear boundaries that separate a specific common-pool re-
source from a larger social-ecological system are present.
2A. Congruence with Local Conditions: Appropriation and provision rules are congru-
ent with local social and environmental conditions.
2B. Appropriation and Provision: Appropriation rules are congruent with provision rules; 
the distribution of costs is proportional to the distribution of benefits.
3. Collective Choice Arrangements: Most individuals affected by a resource regime are 
authorized to participate in making and modifying its rules.
4A. Monitoring Users: Individuals who are accountable to or are the users monitor the 
appropriation and provision levels of the users.
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4B. Monitoring the Resource: Individuals who are accountable to or are the users 
monitor the condition of the resource.
5. Graduated Sanctions: Sanctions for rule violations start very low but become strong-
er if a user repeatedly violates a rule.
6. Conflict Resolution Mechanisms: Rapid, low cost, local arenas exist for resolving 
conflicts among users or with officials.
7. Minimal Recognition of Rights: The rights of local users to make their own rules are 
recognized by the government.
8. Nested Enterprises: When a common-pool resource is closely connected to a larger 
social-ecological system, governance activities are organized in multiple nested layers. 


Given that these design principles are employed in practice, Ostrom argues, effective use and 
protection of a common are possible, avoiding the ‘tragedy of the commons’ Hardin describes.
Since Ostrom published her work there has been a resurgence of interest in the term commons. 
Even more so since she was awarded the Nobel Prize in economics in 2009. It has been argued 
that not just natural resources, but also social and even intellectual resources can be regarded as 
commons. It has been promoted as a mode of social organization and the governing of ownership 
that is superior to both private and public arrangements, since commons ideally combine broad 
(or even open) access with cooperation and responsibility by all participants. Theoretically, this 
notion has been linked to such diverse currents as the anti-globalization movement, (neo)Marxist 
discourse, the struggle against (neo)liberalism, communitarism, and the rise of Internet culture 
and struggle to create new copyright models (e.g. Wikipedia). This does show that the definition 
and conception of a common is all but neatly delineated and defined. As with any concept, under- 
and counter-currents are also present. For instance, some communist theoreticians base their 
notion of common on communality as it is conceptualized in communism, making them critical of 
Ostrom’s ‘mainstream’ views.


In practice, many are trying to develop organizations based on the concept of commons. Ex-
amples in the Netherlands include cooperative daycare, where all parents are supposed to take 
care of the children for one day of the week and the Broodfonds (bread fund) which is disability 
insurance for freelancers. They participate in and manage a shared fund which provides income 
support in case of (temporary) disability or illness. These developments take place against a 
backdrop of budget cuts and austerity in social arrangements all over the world. In many devel-
oped countries the government is retreating from its traditional role of providing social security, 
instead relying on citizens to ‘take charge’ themselves. In areas such as welfare and healthcare 
citizens are being asked to create their own arrangements without resorting to public funding. I 
would argue that this is one of the reasons for the resurgence of interest in the discourse around 
the commons. According to some, the commons framework provides an excellent model to deal 
with the consequences of these changes. In the second part of this essay, I outline some of the 
dangers and caveats in applying the logic of commons to social problems.


Can the commons be used as a tool (method of organization) for 
improving social/political justice?


It has been suggested that creating commons is a good alternative for the problems inherent in 
the management of a resource by either the market or the state. To discuss this thesis, I would 
like to begin by calling into question the suggested sharp dichotomy between state and market 
it contains. Influenced by the increasing dominance of global capitalism, states have been both 
safeguarding and promoting market mechanisms in order to organize the world we live in. Tasks 
that were traditionally seen as the responsibility of the state, such as public transportation, en-
ergy, and social housing, have in many cases been externalized to existing private companies, 
or the institutions performing these tasks have been privatized. Also, during the last century the 
techniques of contemporary management have entered nearly all public service organizations. 
As opposed to historical bureaucracies with their deeply hierarchical and legalistic framework, 
public servants are now subject to the organizing methods of the private sector. Apart from that, 
the democratic functioning of states has been eroded, due to the fact that there are now many 
international companies which influence state and supra-state policies in such fundamental ways 
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(through diverse tactics of manipulation and coercion) that furthering their interests has become 
synonymous with the proper functioning of the state. Furthermore, the aftermath of the financial 
crisis of 2008 has shown that when large private companies (such as banks) fail, the government 
will bail them out. This means that private market risks and losses are being externalized and 
socialized, while profits are not. Thus I would like to argue that the condition we face today is a 
kind of state-market or private-public hybrid.


Interestingly, we see a similar development in the traditional sphere of the market. Companies 
are increasingly being asked to embody and realize (social) values through their actions. New 
discourses, such as the socially or ecologically responsible companies, have appeared. Although 
they can be criticized for their lack of practical success, even recast as shallow PR efforts, this has 
nonetheless been a shift in paradigms. Where private companies were once supposed to define 
the concept of value in purely economic terms, they are now being called upon to justify their 
values and actions in social and ecological terms as well. Improving social conditions which has 
traditionally been one of the main goals of government, has increasingly become a task embodied 
by market actors as well.


I would argue that this hybridization of both state and markets is one of the reasons the 
framework of the commons has recently become popular. In some ways, this is to be expected, 
because the need for a new paradigm is dependent on the void left behind by the retreating 
state, and the disenfranchisement of citizens by the private arrangements that were constructed 
instead. As long as the combined efforts of states and markets were successful (and they have 
been immensely so, since the advent of modern capitalism, at least in a financial sense) there 
was little need for alternatives. But when it turns out they don’t perform so well under conditions 
of austerity, there is a renewed sense of the necessity for collective social engagement. I believe 
there is also a deeper reason for the resurgence of the commons.


In our modern world, there is a parasitic relationship between the domain of the private, the 
organized (i.e., subjected to organizations), and the commodified – and that which is common. 
The common is the unarticulated substrate that allows men to function in the economic machine. 
Surplus like the labor of women in the household (the traditional oikos that is the real basis of 
economy), the fertility of the soil their food grows in, the oxygen the trees are putting out, the care 
parents naturally bestow on their children (when they are young), and the care children give to 
their parents (when they are old). These are all examples that belong to the common. The rela-
tionship is parasitic because the mutual dependency between the two domains is not being articu-
lated or admitted in the dominant discourse. The sphere of the common is conceptualized as only 
relevant once it can be incorporated or absorbed by the sphere of the private or private-public. 


Examples of this include the oft-made argument that (well-educated) women should not work 
part-time, because they aren’t contributing as much economically as they can. The fact that most 
women working part-time spend their time not working on the kinds of natural care relationships 
(e.g., with their children or parents) that belong to the common is seen as irrelevant, or even inim-
ical to (economic) progress. Instead, they should externalize these relationships, for instance to 
professional daycare services, and go to work instead. Another example is in the emissions trading 
system that has been introduced with the Kyoto protocol. It involves creating the ‘right’ to release a 
certain amount of pollutants into the air (a common by definition) within a certain timeframe. These 
rights can then be traded on an international market, allowing companies which use harmful pro-
duction methods to continue their pollution, by buying them from companies which have decided 
to opt for greener methods. For example, a Dutch power company can produce artificial ‘green 
power’ by producing electricity in a coal factory, buying emission rights in Denmark, and tacking 
these rights onto the electricity produced by non-renewable methods. This has created a practice 
where ‘green washing’ has become a profitable activity. Clearly, the same logic is at work here. The 
common of air, and its protection, only becomes relevant once it can be commodified and brought 
into the sphere of the private. Protecting it in its own right, for instance by imposing non-tradable 
limits on emissions based on local air conditions, was not considered a viable option.


Historian Peter Linebaugh has suggested using the term ‘commoning’ for activities aimed at 
building new, and sustaining existing commons. There are two dynamics at work here: one is 
the creation of new commons, to fill gaps left by states retreating from the social sphere (as I’ve 
mentioned earlier) and to achieve other aims such as improving social cohesion, providing social 
goods (such as daycare for children) available for those with limited means, promoting self-organ-
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ization, etc. The other is the defense of existing commons, many of which are located in so-called 
developing countries, against destruction, and appropriation by state and market forces. 


Globalization and the precarization and mobilization of labor play an important part here. In 
many ways, the loss of the commons in the England of the eighteenth and nineteenth century and 
the resulting precarization can be viewed as a symbolic counterpart to the developments of today. 
Traditional certainties on which present-day workers could depend, such as job security, pensions, 
and rising real estate values are no longer dependable. Turning our attention once again to that 
which is common, and creating community-based alternatives could, in theory, be of some benefit. 


However, there are some important caveats. First, I believe it is important to differentiate 
between different kinds of commons. In the digital world, information is endlessly reproducible. 
Since there is no cost associated with allowing open access to this resource, it follows that ‘com-
moning’ everything is a good strategy here. But what may work in the digital world may not work 
in the field of natural resources or social organization. Second, it seems to me important to realize 
that traditional commons were always organized on a small scale. Following Ostrom’s research, 
in order to avoid the ‘tragedy of the commons’ Hardin describes, it is necessary to have both a 
framework of rules regulating access to the resource (rules made by the participants in the com-
mons), and a way of monitoring users. Thus it seems that a common as a mode of organization 
is best suited to an intermediary scale, between the macro and micro levels. This appears to be 
a prerequisite for efficient decision-making processes, and forms of social control that work. This 
means that in practice, the commons paradigm may be only suited for the specific kinds of ques-
tions and problems that exist at this level. 


Also, I would argue against positing a simple historical continuity between eighteenth century 
commons and present-day commons. The problem with assuming such continuities, as Michel 
Foucault writes, is that it instates a myth of origin. Origin suggests it is possible to look for and 
capture the essence of a thing, if only one goes back to its moment of birth. But this is always 
‘something which was already there.’ It takes us away from the real, which is always embodied 
and corporeal, by referring to a past which has been lost. While there have been attempts to link 
modern social commons to historical forms such as the guild system in the middle ages (notably 
by Tine De Moor5), I would advise caution.


After all, present-day commons will by necessity be very different from their historical counter-
parts. For instance, the fact that a common is no longer recognized as a specific form of ownership 
in a legal sense is an important dividing mark. If and until a change in the legal framework can be 
made, a present-day common will often ultimately need to be vested in a form of private property. 
This has important consequences, for example if a social commons ends its life, are its assets 
still ‘common’ in a legal sense? Depending on the form of organization, probably not. Another im-
portant difference is that historical commons referred almost exclusively to natural and renewable 
resources, whereas the commons we speak of today can be social, financial or even intellectual. It 
seems probable that new and different guiding principles will have to be found for this.


All in all, I believe the commons are certainly interesting for the social and political problems 
we face today. But since the modern revival of the commons paradigm is still so new, it is too 
early to draw conclusions about the role it can play in furthering social and political justice. The 
approach advocated by Linebaugh seems to me to be a good starting point, since it is both an 
intellectual intervention and a call for practical action. In my view, the main contribution of the 
commons paradigm so far is that is has brought new (old) ideas into the debate on how we as 
humans wish to live, work, and care together. 


1 For a more in-depth discussion on the affect of capitalism on commons-style organization see Noam Chomsky, ‘The 
Continuing Destruction of Our Commons’ On the Commons (July 2012), www.onthecommons.org/magazine/noam-chom-
sky-continuing-destruction-our-commons.
2 See Garrett Hardin, ‘The Tragedy of the Commons’ Science 162, no. 3859.
3 See Elinor Ostrom, ‘Beyond Markets and States: Polycentric Governance of Complex Economic Systems’ in American 
Economic Review 100 (June 2010), p. 651.
4 Ibid., p. 653.
5 See Tine De Moor, ‘Commons’ krijg je als lid van een gemeenschap en zijn geen koopwaar’ (discussion, dewereldmor-
gen.be, 4 February 2013), www.dewereldmorgen.be/video/2013/02/04/tine-de-moor-commons-krijg-je-als-lid-van-een-
gemeenschap-en-zijn-geen-koopwaar.
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Economic meltdown, or what an iceberg 
can tell us about the economy


J.K. Gibson-Graham


Do you feel part of the economy? That thing that we are told grows or stagnates? That thing that 
is monitored by financial analysts (our modern day sooth-sayers) who interpret fluctuations in in-
terest rates, share prices, trade balances and investment patterns, and take up more time on the 
nightly TV news than the weather report? 


The economy, as we have come to know it, is presented as a machine that dictates our lives 
– it enrols us as employees and employers, as consumers, as property owners, as investors, and 
tells us what is and is not contributing to the economic bottom line. It churns up people and spits 
them out when their wages rise too high. It ‘develops’ by accessing cheap resources, ignoring the 
environmental consequences of depletion and degradation. This machine-economy is seen to 
operate best when left to its own devices – though of course governments are frequently called in 
to repair this part, or regulate that, or bail out some large institution or other. In this vision we are 
not part of the economy, the economy is something that does things to us.


The more we go along with the idea of the economy as an engine that must be fuelled by 
growth, the more we are locked into imagining ourselves as individual cogs – economic actors 
only if we work to consume. But there are many other ways that we contribute economically. The 
machine-economy vision ignores the myriad ways that people and organizations interact to pro-
vide material wellbeing, social and psychological sustenance and environmental care in our world. 


There is work to do to fully reject the idea that the economy is a machine and recognize that 
it has no existence apart from us. This is where our iceberg comes in. We are all familiar with the 
fact that what we see of the iceberg above the waterline is just its tip, perhaps not more than 10% 
of its mass. Well the economy that supports our lives is like that too. 


If we see only the paid wage labour, production for markets, and capitalist business that are 
the focus of the business press, governments and economists, we miss out on a host of other 
practices that constitute our economy. In fact we are only seeing the tip of the economic iceberg. 


Under the waterline are all those activities, organizations, interactions and places that play a 
role in supporting livelihoods. Just think of all the ways we work to meet our daily needs apart from 
having a job and a regular wage. There is the unpaid work that is done in households making food, 
washing clothes, providing clean and nourishing living spaces. There is the volunteer work that is 
done in families and neighbourhoods to care for the young, the elderly, animals and the environ-
ment. There is the work people do in gardens and kitchens, sheds and workshops to self-provision. 
And we can’t forget the dark side of our diverse economy – the hidden unpaid labour of slaves who 
work for no return, other than mere existence, in coercive situations all over the world.


On top of this there’s the work that’s done for payment of a different kind. The self-employed 
often work for very little, other than the rewards of independence that being your own boss (and 
worker) affords. Those in cooperatives work for a negotiated share of the value they create. Some 
people work and are paid in-kind, for example with food, shelter or a share of the harvest. Others 
perform reciprocal labour in that they offer their labour to others in return for the same at some 
later date to harvest, or build, or make something.


Most of us do more than one form of work and yet it is only paid employment in formal busi-
ness institutions that up till now is valued as contributing to the ‘real’ economy. And when we 
look around we see that needs are being met by a whole range of different types of labour that 
is enacted in all kinds of places, not just ‘work-places’. Once we are attuned to the diversity of 
economic practices that surround us the economy is reframed as something that we can start to 
take back and make to work for people and planet. 


Trade is one activity that is being taken back from those markets where the machinery of sup-
ply, demand and price setting stands in the way of ethical encounters. Markets connect us with 
others, especially distant others. They enable us to obtain the things we need that we can’t pro-
duce for ourselves. But while supermarkets and shopping malls are convenient, this convenience 
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is a form of ‘selective seeing’ – it is easy to overlook the cost of our transactions on others and feel 
disconnected from the people and environments that produced the products we buy. 


Increasingly people are becoming more aware of the multiple roles they play as producers, trad-
ers and consumers and are looking to build more direct connections with those who make what we 
need. Transacting does not have to be faceless or exploitative. Fair-trade networks, for example, 
help us to learn about and respect the distant others who produce the coffee we consume or the 
clothes we wear. This movement ensures that distant producers can lead decent lives and their 
environments can be maintained and cared for. Direct people-to-people trade and reciprocal ex-
changes are other ways of enacting ethical interconnections with others. In Japan a national system 
of reciprocal exchange, Fureai Kippu or caring relationship tickets, documents unpaid hours of in-
home care for elderly and disabled people. You can provide care for a disabled neighbour and give 
the tickets to your elderly mother who lives in another part of the country. She, in turn, can receive 
these hours of care from another person who is part of the reciprocal exchange system. You can 
even store up the hours of care you give for use in your own old age!


In a world where certain kinds of expertise are valued way above others, there is a huge range in 
the monetary returns to different kinds of labour. Local trading systems can use time-banks to over-
ride this by valuing an hour of any kind of labour the same. Hour Exchange, in Portland, Maine is a 
time bank that includes doctors at the local health-care centre and low income residents. A one hour 
medical appointment earns the same amount of credit as one hour of window cleaning, fixing cars 
or teaching painting. The ethical negotiation of value comes into community supported agriculture as 
well. Here consumers provide a guaranteed market and income for farmers, and farmers reciprocate 
with fresh food to meet the needs of consumers. This means that producers and consumers share 
the risk of farming – if it’s a good growing season, consumers will receive larger shares of produce, 
but if it’s a poor season, shares will be smaller. In either case the farmer is supported to maintain a 
decent livelihood and not to place too high a demand on the land that sustains us all.


Despite what the economists say the market is not all there is. Our survival is ensured by many other 
transactions that are not mediated by markets that calibrate values, using prices or hours. Think of the 
transactions that involve direct connections such as gifting, gleaning and gathering. All these activities 
involve some kind of (often unsaid) ethical negotiation with other people and environments. Whether 
it is gathering berries or mushrooms, dumpster-diving or free-cycling, presenting wedding or birthday 
gifts, these interconnections contribute to material wellbeing and thus keep our economy afloat. 


As we learn to appreciate the economic diversity that co-exists in our world, we see ourselves 
occupying multiple economic identities, producing many different kinds of value and benefiting from 
the gifts given by our earth and our community. Now, more than ever before, we are being called 
upon to build a different economy – one that nourishes life in all its forms. How we do this is up for 
grabs. One place to start is where we are right now in the public realm of an art space. 


Art is a production, a located practice, a trade or transaction with materiality, with viewers, with buy-
ers. An art space is like a shop, when we step across the threshold we become consuming subjects. Our 
curiosity is aroused. Our taste is challenged. Neither school nor court, the shop/gallery is yet a place of 
learning, negotiation and judgment. Can it be a site for enlarging our economic sensibilities? Can we use 
this familiar site of trade to enter into an expanded realm of transactions and interconnections? 


The image of the economy as an iceberg is one way of reframing which practices are included 
and valued as ‘economic’. When we see the whole iceberg above and below the waterline, the 
economy as we have known it melts away. We start to recognize the vast range of practices, places, 
organizations and relationships that contribute to daily survival. What was once seen as ‘alternative’ 
is but part of the already existing diverse economy.


While many practices have been ignored and thus effectively devalued in mainstream economic 
thinking, this is starting to change. Feminists have finally convinced national statistics agencies to 
collect information on caring and domestic labour and volunteer labour. There is increasing interest 
in the contributions of cooperatives and social enterprises towards socially just wealth generation. 
And mainstream business is starting to notice the impact of collaborative consumption in the sharing 
economy and name it as a threat to business as usual. All across the globe people are creatively 
re-engineering economies, innovating with new ways of transacting labour and goods, new mecha-
nisms for distributing surplus and different temporalities of investment and return. 


The economy is ultimately what we make it. We can take it back so that it serves the needs of 
people and the planet more directly. 
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When I tell people that my field of study is in sustainable development, they look at me in a sort 
of admiring way. They seem to think that it holds good promise for my chances on the labor mar-
ket, assuming that business as usual will embrace the newly graduated sustainable developers. 
I asked one of those people why he thought that I would easily find a job after graduating. He 
explained to me the beauty of the idea, as he perceived it: “that we can go on in the same way, 
for a longer period of time.” 


I told him that in my view it is not possible to go on in the same way. As we speak, people in the 
world are already feeling the consequences of climate change. Those who are more dependent 
on their natural environment and who often perceive nature as something that is not only instru-
mental, are especially affected.


The words sustainable development carry a paradox that has been pointed out by many schol-
ars. ‘Emerging’ economies often go through a phase of unsustainability before environmental 
issues get attention. The rising middle class that doesn’t want to breath in the smog of industri-
alization, which made them rich in the first place, will gain power and will make sure that some 
abatement policies will be on the agenda. In that sense development has been the cause of 
unsustainability in the past.


But since sustainability will always become an issue after some time, many economists who 
have a lot of faith in the free market model believe that the markets will automatically sort out 
this issue. This line of thought draws ideas from the famous Kuznets curve and follows this logic: 
in order to solve environmental problems, we need to create these environmental problems first. 
Economists use the very same Kuznets curve to justify rapid and unequal economic growth for a 
happy few. When the economy grows, in other words when gross domestic product (GDP) rises, the 
middle class will gain power and through a ‘trickle down’ principle some money will go to the poor.


Some people phrase these thoughts in a nice way and call it ‘sustainable development’. But it 
can never be ‘sustainable’, especially not from the viewpoint of those who think climate change 
is as a reality now and in the near future. Moreover, it doesn’t mean ‘development’ for the people 
who need it the most. Though, in most places in the world it is the status quo. 


(No) Economic Growth


The Netherlands is in an economic crisis, as are the majority of western countries. Newspapers 
do not predict a sunny future for us, since our GDP will only grow not even one percent.1 People 
have become wary of doing anything that will upset ‘the financial markets’. 


Some environmentalists and environmental economists state that no economic growth is a 
very good thing. They see the economy and the environment as conflicting forces: export-driven 
systems, resource depletion, high emissions, and pollution make GDP grow but are harmful to the 
environment. However, it is impossible to reason that people who live in poor economic circum-
stances and, for example, don’t have access to high quality food, healthcare, and education are 
not allowed to benefit from economic growth. These people have a right to development. 


Dominant neoliberal governments in Europe have instigated increasing austerity measures 
and therefore rising inequality. To support the economy our government cuts back on funds for 
education, healthcare, and the environment, all things that contribute to our social well-being. 
Even though it seems painfully clear that social well-being will always be subordinate to economic 
growth, there is a persistent belief that through the instrument of (industrial) economic growth we 
can increase the social well-being of the people who need it most. 


GDP is the wrong way to measure social well-being, because it does not reflect social well-being 
or the burden its emphasis has on the environment. In export-driven systems resources are ra-
tionally depleted and the environment is left polluted. Often, this happens through shady contracts 
between governments and corporations, the people who actually live in the ‘community’ that is 
dependent on these resources are not entitled to say anything about this.
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(Green) Growth


Growth does not have to be problematic if it comes naturally and if is not a fetishistic endeavor. 
According to the unconventional economist Tomas Sedlacek, our current system which he charac-
terizes as the ‘market democracy’ can be fertile ground for growth. Growth sometimes happens, and 
sometimes does not happen. We should be fine either way. Sedlacek criticizes that today people 
reverse this logic: they consider growth as the precondition for market democracy.2


This fix on growth has been one of the reasons that we now welcome environmentalism on the 
premise that it will be good for our economy. The new green is framed in such a way that by increas-
ing efficiency we are able to solve environmental issues, for example, reusing waste to maximize 
profits. The original contradiction between environmentalism and economy is solved promptly. The 
neoliberal green growth agenda of the current Dutch government does not mention that to them 
those environmental problems that cannot be turned into profitable business are simply not inter-
esting. This could never be the basis of a righteous policy that will ensure a healthy environment for 
future generations and us.


Where capitalism without any ‘repair measurements’ would bluntly put profit before people, the 
mainstream sustainable development discourse focuses more and more on ‘people, planet and 
profit’, putting people on the same level of importance as profit. A truly ethical economy would have 
to put people over profit. Even though it is not hard to make this case from an ethical perspective, it 
is hard to change the mainstream economic debate into an ethical one.


Touching upon these issues briefly always greatly reduces the complexity of this globalized and 
increasingly complex economy. However, I want to make clear that sustainable development phrased 
in the wrong way is unethical and unsustainable. In what follows, I demonstrate through examples an 
ethical way towards sustainable development. While these projects on sustainable development wish 
to attain local community-oriented solutions, the solutions proposed still need to be viewed critically. 


Green Economy


Being too powerless to make large changes in the global economy leads many scholars and activ-
ists to resort to local solutions. One of the reasons is that it is simply easier to realize these alter-
natives on a smaller scale. Environmental scientists Rob Krueger and Julian Agyeman published 
examples in: ‘Sustainability Schizophrenia’ or ‘Actually Existing Sustainabilities’ of US local planning 
offices creating existing sustainabilities without attaching the label of sustainability to them. They 
involved local health and environmental regulation and measures and showed the possibilities of 
sustainability on a local scale. 


Geographers Stephen Healy and Julie Graham3 propose a way of solving the old contradiction 
that sustainable development attains in their article ‘Building community economies: a postcapitalist 
project of sustainable development’ (2008). They look for alternative economic practices that take 
place in or ‘next to’ the current capitalistic market democracy. In those local economies there is room 
for different values. Other things are more important than maximizing surplus, efficiency, or rational 
behavior. These more prescient factors can include a sense of community, collaboration, interde-
pendence, health, fairness, and clean environment. Healy and Graham consider these economies 
that exist next to the global economy as community economies. This term grew out of the feminist 
critique of economic geographer Katherine Gibson and Julie Graham on the dominantly capitalist 
economy.4 The project is ‘post-capitalistic’ because it moves beyond the market and state.


In Healy and Graham’s proposal they make the community the center of the economy, we do not 
have to rationally exploit our resources until we hit rock bottom, which is a very rational and reward-
ing thing to do in an export-driven system. On the other hand, within a community that is dependent 
on that resource for a longer term and which directly feels the consequences of pollution or overex-
ploitation, it is not rational or rewarding at all. A good idea for actual sustainable development is the 
possibility to increase social well-being without the trickle-down principle that is at the foundation of 
capitalist societies. We want to be able to increase social well-being without focusing on the indirect 
and often industrial treadmill of the global economy. Healy and Graham propose two ways in which 
we can do just that:
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1. Increase social well-being directly.
2. Use the surplus that is created for the good of the community and not let it drain out of the 
community.


That doesn’t mean that these types of economies are free from the fluctuations and fake growth 
bubbles in the ‘normal’ capitalist economy. Many activists, documentary makers, and business 
people travel to Mondragon to see the wonder of a town that does not suffer as much from the 
crisis as the rest of Spain. Mondragon is a town in Baskenland where about 40 percent of the 
inhabitants are worker-owners in one of the numerous cooperatives that it contains. Ideally, that 
means that the companies are owned by the employees.5 Most of these cooperatives are industri-
al, creating, for example, car parts or sports equipment. Unemployment rates are 10 percent less 
in Mondragon than in the rest of Spain. Nevertheless, these cooperatives depend on market cap-
italism for their survival. Although sales decrease, it is less damaging for them than for a regular 
business, because the cooperatives are governed in a democratic and social manner. In cases of 
severe economic weather the cooperatives also work together, so people circulate between the 
various cooperatives in town, or are sent back to school. As soon as damage to the environment 
became visible around the globe, Mondragon was able to act collectively and managed to make 
production meet the standards of the ISO 14000 certificate. These standards help companies 
minimize adverse environmental impacts, as well as meeting international standards for heath 
and safe production.6 


To Healy and Graham, striving for a clean and healthy environment does not necessarily 
have to be the starting point in the community economies they offer as examples. The way the 
community economy is organized simply gives more freedom to take environmental measures, 
without, as they phrase it, saying “no” to the economy. They believe that within the community, 
community development and sustainability can be harmonized. Since the cooperatives are com-
munity-owned, it is in their own interest to care for the environment. When the production process 
inflicts damage or pollution on the surroundings it is not in the community’s interest to keep up 
business as usual, as it would be in an export-driven system.


Many scholars who criticize the contradiction in the words sustainable development wish to 
strive for actions that are transformative: only those environmental practices that actually ac-
knowledge that the roots of environmental problems lie in capitalist relations of exploitation of 
people and resources deserve attention.7 It is often difficult to imagine how these practices could 
come into effect on a large scale without having to start anew. Healy and Graham, but also a 
growing amount of literature on the commons that I address in the next section, look for the things 
that are already there on a local scale and which are transformative in the sense that they do not 
reproduce capitalist power relations. In the growing amount of literature on the commons, critical 
voices point to the dangers of co-optation, or seek to embed local practices in a larger strategy. It 
is for this reason that I examine this literature to stress several things that in my view are lacking 
in Healy and Graham’s article. I use the word commons in a similar sense to its use in community 
economies. A common, in the way I see it, is a community-governed recourse and an alternative 
to the state and the market. In this sense a community-owned house or the cooperatives in Mon-
dragon can also be a common. 


There is a precondition for these community economies or commons to be interesting as an al-
ternative to capitalism; they should function in a fundamentally different way. There lies a danger 
in idealizing any common, however. Although I am a common-enthusiast, I think that commons 
should be viewed critically for them to stand any chance of being a viable alternative. Massimo 
De Angelis writes in his essay in The Wealth of the Commons: A World Beyond Market and State: 
‘First, we should not romanticize commons. Actual commons can be distorted, oppressive or 
emancipatory.’8 But De Angelis goes on to warn activists that they should not force commons on 
ideologies, excluding people who do not share the exact same values, naming the example of 
radical social centers that didn’t engage with the local community in which they operated.


However, many ideas that search for strengthening communities and sustainability are co-opted  
by for example urban planning agencies. Urban planning agencies look to develop sustaina-
ble communities. Being resilient communities that stand strong after the municipality build a 
new shopping center or cuts in welfare expenditures. These measures evoke a sense of com-
petition between communities. Rather than being transformative, the policy exists to facilitate 
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the further retreat of the welfare state and the expansion of the influence of large corporations.  
De Angelis writes: 


The question of co-optation is a strategic field of possibilities, one that requires situated 
judgments based on context and scale. For example, many would argue that access 
by commons to markets to meet some of their needs is by definition evidence of their 
co-optation, while in fact it could be a contingent strategy of survival and a precondition 
for their reproduction.


One key variable in defining the outcome of this ambiguity is the wage rate, in both 
its ‘private’ and social component. A lower wage rate reduces, among other things, the 
ability of people to spend time and pool social resources in the commons – to engage 
in commoning.8 


Healy and Graham write a counter argument in their essay A Post-Capitalist Project of Sustain-
able Development. They argue that when they talk in public about their community findings the 
public gives criticism and that this criticism upholds a ‘capitalocentric’ view. 


I will focus on one of these criticisms that is especially important in the light of these discussion 
and that Healy and Graham name ‘complementarity’: ‘In its complementary position, moreover, it 
tends to be seen as deliberately or unintentionally supplanting the state, which is the appropriate 
complement to the market, rightfully charged with capitalist reproduction.’ They state about these 
critiques that: ‘Even, and perhaps especially, those who are critical of economics (and politics) as 
usual are reluctant to let go of capitalism as the dominant or determinant force in the economy.’9


To me Healy and Graham’s critique does not acknowledge a vital and important part in the 
commons discussion. Their argument focuses on the ‘transactions’ that exist in a capitalist sys-
tem that are of a fundamentally different nature. It is crucial that they cause us to remember that 
what people do in their daily life is for a large part not reproducing capitalism. Work, for example 
caring, cleaning the house, working in a community garden, bringing soup to your neighbor, is 
important for our subsistence and in our lives. This work, however, is not wage labor. We have to 
find ways to develop, ways to increase the well-being of people without going through the harmful 
treadmill of industrialization. We want sustainable development! In this light the Healy and Gra-
ham’s proposal is promising, but it is not enough.


First of all we should acknowledge that there exist many economies next to/underneath/in/in 
relation to the capitalist economy. However, dominant power relations are such that the commons 
can be co-opted and communities can even be in competition with one another. Viewed from the 
perspective of sustainability it is vital that we find solutions to dominant forces that exploit resourc-
es until they are depleted, and the surroundings are left polluted.


Second of all we should embed these commons or community economies in a larger frame-
work. Activist and author David Bollier and human rights professor Burns H. Weston for example 
work out a human-rights-based approach in their essay in The Wealth of the Commons (2012). 
They propose several measures that can be taken to protect commons or common-pool resourc-
es and to strive for an altogether more healthy and just governance. I mention it here as it is an 
admirable attempt to embed the concept of the commons in a larger framework that acknowledg-
es the wider and complex context in which community economies or commons take place, are 
born, are co-opted, provide people with subsistence, and make people less dependent on the 
market and state. And to stress the importance of this, I would like to end with a section from their 
conclusion:


 
Yet there is little doubt that we must re-imagine the role of the State and Market, 
and imagine alternative futures that fortify the Commons Sector. We must gird 
ourselves for the ambitious task of mobilizing new energies and commitments, 
deconstructing archaic institutions while building new ones, devising new public 
policies and legal initiatives, and cultivating new under standings of the environ-
ment, economics, human rights, governance, and commons.10 


Bollier and Weston describe the multifaceted challenges that we as commoners or partakers 
in ‘community economies’ face now and will face in the future. It is indeed an ambitious task in 
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which we will not shy away from the word: ‘capitalism’ whilst at the same time we will imagine 
alternatives that go beyond mere criticism, alternatives that are indeed as in the words of Healy 
and Graham: ‘post-capitalist’.


1 See ‘OESO: Nederlandse economie blijft zwak en krimpt licht’ Volkskrant, 19 November 2013, www.volkskrant.nl/
vk/nl/2680/Economie/article/detail/3547456/2013/11/19/OESO-Nederlandse-economie-blijft-zwak-en-krimpt-licht.dhtml. 
See ‘Kortetermijnraming december 2013’, CPB Economische beleidanalyse, www.cpb.nl/cijfer/kortetermijnraming-de-
cember-2013 for the latest predictions of the Central Plan Bureau (CPB). 
2 Thomas Sedlack, ‘Het antwoord op de crisis komt uit Griekenland’, tegenlicht, 2 September 2013, http://tegenlicht.vpro.
nl/afleveringen/2013-2014/griekenland.html.
3 See Julie Graham and Stephen Healy, ‘Building community economies: a postcapitalist project of sustainable develop-
ment’, in Economic Representations: Academic and Everyday, ed. David F. Ruccio (London: Routledge, 2008). 
4 See J.K. Gibson-Graham, The End of Capitalism (as we knew it): A Feminist Critique of Political 
Economy (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1996).
5 I say ‘ideally’ because there are people criticizing the romanization of Mondragon. Around 40 percent of the employees 
are worker-owners, meaning that a hierarchy still exists within the cooperatives. Next to that employees feel a big distance 
between themselves and the management. For more on this take a look at Erik Olin Wright’s Envisioning Real Utopias 
(New York: Verso, 2010), http://realutopias.org/.
6 International Organization for standardization (ISO) For more see www.iso.org/iso/home/standards/management-stand-
ards/iso14000.htm.
7 See Arturo Escobar, ‘Construction nature: Elements of a post-structuralist political ecology’, Futures 28, no. 4 (May 
1996): pp. 325–343. 
8 Massimo De Angelis, ‘Crises, Capital and Co-optation: Does Capital Need a Commons Fix?’ in The Wealth of the Com-
mons: A World Beyond Market and State (Amherst, MA: Leveller Press, 2012) ed. David Bollier and Silke Helferich, http://
wealthofthecommons.org/essay/crises-capital-and-co-optation-does-capital-need-commons-fix.
9 Julie Graham and Stephen Healy, ‘Building community economies: a postcapitalist project of sustainable development’, 
p. 28. 
10 David Bollier and Burns Weston, ‘Green Governance: Ecological Survival’, in The Wealth of Commons, www.wealthoft-
hecommons.org/essay/green-governance-ecological-survival-human-rights-and-commons.








Chapter 1


Introduction: The Big Society in Context


Marina Stott


Anglia Ruskin University


“The Big Society is about a huge culture change… It’s time for something
different, something bold... The Big Society is that something different
and bold”


(David Cameron, Big Society Speech, 19th July 2010)


Just how much of a culture change is the Big Society? Is it really so different to
what’s gone on before? What is the Big Society and what does it mean for the
rest of us? This book is an attempt to answer these questions. This introductory
chapter begins the quest by sketching out the development of the Big Society
idea so far and some reactions to it. Previous attempts to involve and empower
communities will also be briefly discussed to explore the contention that the Big
Society offers nothing new, before outlining the structure of the book. 


The following chapters from an array of contributors across different areas of
expertise and practice will address the question of what the Big Society means for
the rest of us. This book is by no means a definitive and exhaustive account of
what the Big Society is, what it could be or what has been said about it. The Big
Society is an idea that is still emerging, changing shape along the way. This book
is an attempt to make some sense of that idea and contribute to what it becomes.


Genesis
The foundations of the Big Society can be seen in the Conservative Party’s
localism paper, Control Shift: Returning Power to Local Communities, Policy
Green Paper No.9 (The Conservative Party, 2009) in which Cameron calls for a
radical ‘decentralisation to revitalise democracy and strengthen community life’.
This was to be realised through a five pillar strategy in which power would shift
from the state to local communities:
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1. Giving local communities a share in local growth
2. Freeing local government from central control
3. Giving local people more power over local government
4. Giving local people more power to determine spending priorities
5. Removing regional government


Cameron argued in the annual Hugo Young Memorial Lecture that such a
strategy was needed because the state had become far too big and rather than
promote social solidarity had instead promoted selfishness and individualism
(Cameron, 2009). This had undermined the development of responsibility and
innovation, leaving communities that are disconnected, disillusioned and
disadvantaged. Cameron draws upon the work of ‘Red Tory’ Phillip Blond to
characterise the impact of the overbearing state:


the state ... has dispossessed the people and amassed all power to itself ... This
centralisation of power has made people passive when they should be active
and cynical when they should be idealistic. This attitude only makes things
worse - the more people think they can’t make a difference, the more they
opt out from society.


Despite the expansion of the state and doubled public spending, the gap between
rich and poor has widened, youth unemployment is up and social mobility has
stalled (Cameron, 2009). Addressing such issues requires nothing less than:


radical decentralisation to reach every corner of the country...[which] will
trust people to manage their affairs in a way that responds to local needs.
(The Conservative Party, 2009:2)


The ideas underpinning Big Society can clearly be seen here in the Control Shift
document although the concept itself had not yet been articulated. This was to
come later in the Hugo Young Memorial Lecture in November 2009, where
Cameron outlined the Conservative approach to tackling poverty and the need
to ‘roll[ing] back the state’ in order to do so (Cameron, 2009). The role of the
state would be reduced to ‘directly agitating for, catalysing and galvanising social
renewal’ in helping create the Big Society – Cameron’s alternative to big
government (ibid). Aside from mentioning a National Citizens Service for 16
year olds, there is little detail given to the ‘Big Society’ idea or any indication as
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to how it might be implemented. This imprecision did not hinder Cameron’s
persistence in maintaining the Big Society as a key theme of the election
campaign. Indeed, the phrase appears on the first page of the forward of the
Conservatives’ manifesto to capture the essence of the monumental change they
offered.


From Big Government to Big Society
The Big Society plan was unveiled in Building a Big Society in March 2010 just
prior to the announcement of a general election. In it, the Big Society is placed
‘at the heart of the Conservative Party’s vision for change’ (The Conservative
Party, 2010a:1) and the Big Society agenda developed across three priority areas
comprising the following:


1. Public service reform 
• The creation of a Big Society Bank from dormant bank accounts to fund


neighbourhood groups, charities, social enterprises and other non-
governmental bodies.


• A leading role for charities, social enterprises and voluntary groups in
delivering public services and tackling social problems.


2. Community empowerment
• Enable parents to start new schools.
• Empower communities to take over libraries and parks, etc that are under


threat.
• Give neighbourhoods greater control over the planning system.
• Enable residents to hold police to account in neighbourhood beat meetings.
• These new powers and rights will create ‘little platoons’.


3. Mass engagement and philanthropy
• Develop the National Citizen Service for 16 year olds to enable them to


develop the skills needed to become responsible and active citizens.
• Increase philanthropy using behavioural economics to make volunteering


and community participation something people do on a regular basis.
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The new policies announced as part of the Big Society plan:


•  Neighbourhood army of 5,000 full-time, professional community
organisers who will be trained with the skills they need to identify local
community leaders, bring communities together, help people start their
own neighbourhood groups, and give communities the help they need
to take control and tackle their problems. This plan is directly based on
the successful community organising movement established by Saul
Alinsky in the United States and has successfully trained generations of
community organisers, including President Obama. 


•  A Big Society Bank, funded from unclaimed bank assets, which will
leverage private sector investment to provide hundreds of millions of
pounds of new finance for neighbourhood groups, charities, social
enterprises and other non-governmental bodies. 


•  Neighbourhood grants for the UK’s poorest areas to encourage people
to come together to form neighbourhood groups and support social
enterprises and charities in these poorest areas. 


•  Transforming the civil service into a ‘civic service’ by making regular
community service a key element in civil servant staff appraisals. 


•  Launching an annual national ‘Big Society Day’ to celebrate the work
of neighbourhood groups and encourage more people to take part in
social action projects. 


•  Providing new funding to support the next generation of social entrepreneurs,
and helping successful social enterprises to expand and succeed.


Source: ‘Cameron Unveils ‘Big Society’ Plan’, Conservatives.com/news/speeches


In the 2010 Conservative Party Manifesto (2010b) the Big Society was presented
as the alternative to big government offering:


a society with much higher levels of personal, professional, civic and corporate
responsibility; a society where people come together to solve problems and
improve life for themselves and their communities; a society where the leading
force for progress is social responsibility, not state control. The Big Society
runs consistently through our policy programme. Our plans to reform public
services, mend our broken society, and rebuild trust in politics are all part of
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our Big Society agenda. These plans involve redistributing power from the
state to society; from the centre to local communities, giving people the
opportunity to take more control over their lives. (2010b:37)


While the functions of the state would be significantly reduced or ‘rolled back’,
there was still nevertheless a key role for the state to play in building the Big Society
– that of enabler rather than provider. The state was essential in implementing the
programme of bottom-up, community-led action that Cameron envisioned:


We will use the state to help stimulate social action, helping social enterprises
to deliver public services and training new community organisers to help
achieve our ambition of every adult citizen being a member of an active
neighbourhood group. We will direct funding to those groups that strengthen
communities in deprived areas, and we will introduce National Citizen
Service, initially for 16 year olds, to help bring our country together. (ibid)


The Great Transition
Big Society transformed from a campaign ideal into a policy programme on 19th
May 2010. During the official launch Cameron referred to his new vision of
society as:


The start of a deep and serious reform agenda to take power away from
politicians and give it to people (Number 10, online).


Although Cameron declared that building the Big Society was the responsibility
of all departments of government, two ministers in particular are likely to play
a key role in its implementation. Nick Hurd, Minister for Civil Society, will
ensure it is easier to run a charity, social enterprise or voluntary organisation and
strengthen the sector so it can contribute to building the Big Society in the way
that Cameron envisioned. Greg Clarke, Minister for Decentralisation will ensure
that bureaucracy and regulation do not stifle locally-led innovation or interfere
with the [government-led] implementation of delivering bottom-up solutions
to social problems (Clark, 2010). 


The process of decentralisation is one of the methods required to deliver the Big
Society. It was this method of decentralisation that Cameron focused on during the
re-launch of the Big Society. In his Big Society Speech (2010) in Liverpool, Cameron
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explained his vision of the new order in which a huge culture change was imminent
and necessary. The society towards which we are striving is one where:


…people, in their everyday lives, in their homes, in their neighbourhoods,
in their workplace…
…don’t always turn to officials, local authorities or central government for
answers to the problems they face …
…but instead feel both free and powerful enough to help themselves and
their own communities.
It’s about people setting up great new schools. Businesses helping people
getting trained for work. Charities working to rehabilitate offenders.
It’s about liberation –the biggest, most dramatic redistribution of power from
elites in Whitehall to the man and woman on the street
You can call it liberalism. You can call it empowerment. You can call it
freedom. You can call it responsibility. I call it the Big Society.


(Cameron, 2010) 


The beginning of the redistribution of power came with the announcement of
four ‘vanguard’ communities during this re-launch speech where the process of
decentralisation would start. They are:


•  Eden Valley, Cumbria, 
•  Windsor and Maidenhead, Berkshire
•  Sutton, Greater London
•  Liverpool, Merseyside 


These places represent the ‘great training grounds of change’ and will be helped in
their endeavours by DCLG officials who will also assist them in identifying trained
community organisers. They represent the ‘first territory on which real and ultra local
power is a reality – and the Big Society is built’; all simply because they asked for
more power and control (ibid). And so the great transition begins (Lord Wei, 2010a).


If we are to believe the musings of the ‘Red Tory’ Phillip Blond, who claims there is
a ‘massive demand from local communities to run public services’ (in Hasan, 2010)
and the architect of the Big Society, Lord Wei, who claims there are ‘large numbers
of people willing to get involved’ (2010b), then this is only the beginning and there
will be more demands for power and control and running services to come. 
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The Big Society Network
The successes of the Big Society are already being paraded online at the Big Society
Network. In the ‘Big Society in Action’ section there are details on how to ‘get
involved’ either as an individual by giving to charities through ‘Just Giving’ or
setting up a Neighbourhood Watch Scheme; or as a group by saving a post office
or community centre through the Asset Transfer Unit or turning an empty shop
into one of these with the Empty Shops Network. Alternatively, you can simply
suggest a project that is already well underway – a community-led, grassroots
project that has grown organically and independently of the new re-imagined state
rather than under government instruction (the Big Society Network, 2010). 


The other crucial function this online presence serves is to tell the rest of us (and
perhaps some Conservative party members, too) what the Big Society actually is:


We hope it does a better job of explaining both Big Society and the Network’s
role in it and gives a wider perspective on the panoply of Big Society
discussions and actions going on.


The following is how the Big Society Network are currently defining Big Society:


The Big Society is a society in which individual citizens feel big: big in terms
of being supported and enabled; having real and regular influence; being
capable of creating change in their neighbourhood. Does our society pass this
test at the moment?


People have interpreted the ideas and vision in different ways, but we see the
core of the big society as three principles:


•  Empowering individuals and communities: Decentralising and
redistributing power not just from Whitehall to local government, but also
directly to communities, neighbourhoods and individuals 


•  Encouraging social responsibility: Encouraging organisations and
individuals to get involved in social action, whether small neighbourly
activities like hosting a Big Lunch to large collective actions like saving the
local post office 


•  Creating an enabling and accountable state: Transforming government
action from top-down micromanagement and one-size-fits-all solutions to
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a flexible approach defined by transparency, payment by results, and
support for social enterprise and cooperatives 


This is a bottom-up vision, not a government program dictated from the state to
citizens. Big Society is about a cultural change where people “don’t always
turn to officials, local authorities or central government for answers to the
problems they face but instead feel both free and powerful enough to help
themselves and their own communities.” (my emphasis) 


The flagship policies of this ‘bottom-up vision’ include:


•  Big Society Bank – used to finance social enterprises, charities and
voluntary groups.


•  Training 5000 new community organizers
•  National Citizen Service
•  The Localism Bill – planning system reform to empower neighbourhoods


and public service reform to enable independent employee owned co-ops.


Just below this information on the website is the following:


Note: The Big Society Network is not involved in the design or delivery of these
policies; please contact the relevant government department for more information.


The Big Society Network is, according to their own website in the sections ‘Who
Are We’ and ‘What is the Network?’:


‘a small team of citizens, social entrepreneurs, community activists and
professionals; frustrated citizens.’


So, on the one hand, the Government is not responsible for the Big Society, it is to
be ‘citizen-led’. Neither, on the other hand, are those very citizens, for and by whom
the Big Society Network is being developed, involved in the Big Society. Just who is
to be involved if not the citizens from Big Society Network and not the government?


Despite schemes such as the Big Society Network and Cameron’s best attempts at
launching and re-launching Big Society, many have little or no idea what it actually
is. An Ipsos-Mori survey commissioned by the RSA in September 2010 revealed
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that 55% of people had not heard of the Big Society. Of those who had heard of
it, 54% thought it wouldn’t work in practice and 57% thought it was just an excuse
for the government to make public service cuts (IPPR and PwC, 2010).


Some concepts and ideas burst onto the political scene or make some otherwise
rather grand entrance and are enthusiastically embraced by all (or most) to
permeate all areas of policy. In other words, they ‘go viral’ (Stott and Longhurst,
this volume). For example, the community cohesion agenda was borne out of riots
between communities living ‘parallel lives’ and quickly became embedded in
policy and practice (Cantle, 2001; Institute of Community Cohesion). Similarly,
the concept of social capital proliferated policy after lying dormant for decades
and is now standard parlance in debates on how best to address poverty,
disadvantage and inequality (see for example Halpern, 2004). While social capital
experienced a somewhat less dramatic entrance than community cohesion, it was
certainly no less influential and widespread. For the Big Society, there has been a
much less remarkable reception, not just from the opposition as one might expect,
but from Cameron’s own cabinet members who have failed to embrace it with
the same enthusiasm. It is an idea that only Cameron believes in (Burns, 2010).


The Big Society Reception
The notion of the Big Society has so far been met with scepticism, optimism,
indifference and some confusion from politicians (even Conservatives!),
practitioners, academics and the general public. A cross-section of these reactions
are presented in the following chapters. 


For the optimists, the Big Society may at last provide the opportunity for local
communities to finally exercise some real influence over what happens in their
locality (Wood and Brown, this volume). At the very least, there is an opportunity
for some recognition for those already engaged in ‘Big Society’ activities long
before they were defined as such (Wyler, this volume). The sceptics however, see
the Big Society as a smokescreen for swingeing cuts across the public sector, leaving
little option for anything other than ‘DIY’ service provision by local communities
(McCall, this volume). Furthermore, once the cuts take hold, the ability of local
communities, social enterprises or charities to realise the Big Society is significantly
reduced (Coote, this volume) if indeed it ever existed (Purkis, this volume). The
rest are trying to navigate their way through the Big Society wilderness without
being devoured by the wildlife or getting hopelessly lost. 
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Opportunities
There are some who see the Big Society agenda as a welcome and long awaited
opportunity to contribute to the creation of the ‘good society’, from the bottom-
up (for example see Sir Stuart Etherington, 2010). Rather than see community-
run services as a necessary response to spending cuts, the emphasis is on the
aptness of reducing or fundamentally changing the functions of the state. This
then releases opportunities for communities and community groups to do what
they have [presumably] always wanted – to have more control and responsibility.
For example, Big Society Works, established by former Sport England regional
lead for Yorkshire Anne Ibrahim, sees the current era of financial prudence as
the ideal time for capable communities to reach their full potential:


In short, fewer publicly funded services exposes a gap in the market for able
communities to design and deliver their own. This is the biggest opportunity
yet for communities to assert themselves, to demonstrate ownership and pride
and take responsibility for creating a happy, healthy, inclusive community.
(www.bigsocietyworks.com)


We are warned that we can ill afford to ignore this ‘untapped resource’ and miss
the opportunity to design high quality public services. In a similar vein, David
Halpern, Jesse Norman and Lord Wei also see this potential of communities
lying just beneath the surface and support the shift towards subsidiarity. 


David Halpern implores us to ‘give Big Society a break’ because he believes this
is not going to be a ‘passing soundbite’. Writing in Prospect in August 2010,
Halpern refers to his own recent publication The Hidden Wealth of Nations in
which he asserts that the non-market reciprocity or ‘economy of regard’ which
describes things such as exchanging gifts, looking after each other or making
dinner, has been overlooked and reflects a significant amount of GDP if
calculated in economic terms. This is illustrated on a neighbourhood blog where
a contributor claims that if everyone swept snow off the pavement in front of
their own home (approximately 8 meters), this could save the local council about
£10 million (Ataubin, 2010). This ‘hidden wealth’ of reciprocity, relationships,
and trust is being ‘unlocked’ across Europe already. For example, there are
‘patient hotels’ in several European countries where patients stay in what looks
and feels like a hotel for the duration of their hospital treatment, chronic
conditions. Friends and/or family members are taught how to clean wounds, put
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in drip lines and manage their own treatment. They achieve better clinical
outcomes at lower costs and score higher on patient satisfaction than
conventional hospitals (Halpern, 2010b). 


Jesse Norman is an enthusiastic cheerleader for the Big Society, presumably because
he fundamentally believes in the spirit of the agenda, but also because he says
finding an alternative approach is no longer optional. The state is no longer fit to
fulfil the role of public service provider and we have reached the limits of the idea
of the state as the remedy for social and economic failure. The matter is now
pressing, mandatory. He claims that the Big Society is an idea which transcends
conventional labels and political categories of left and right. A fundamental rethink
on the very nature of society is needed. The new compassionate conservatism is
that rethink and the way forward (2010:6-8). Norman asserts that the Big Society
is being vigorously implemented and will amount to the most thoroughgoing
attempt for a century to redefine the relationship between the individual, the state
and public and private institutions - ‘Conservative in inspiration and radical in
execution – Disraeli would be proud’ (2010:199).


This newly defined relationship between the individual, the state and institutions
is underpinned by a Red Tory philosophy, promulgated by the Conservatives’
philosopher-king and director of think tank ResPublica, Phillip Blond (Derbyshire,
2009). Indeed, ResPublica claims almost full credit for the birth of the Big
Society idea and is not afraid to applaud itself for doing so (ResPublica, 2010a).


Red Toryism or communitarian civic conservatism as Phillip Blond describes it,
seeks to redistribute capital and capacity more equitably throughout society and
devolve responsibility and accountability to localities and communities through
a process of decentralisation, which would reinvigorate civil society (ResPublica,
ibid). Blond argues that both the left and the right have damaged society; the
left by creating a ‘benefits culture’ of redundant, welfare-dependents wholly
lacking in ambition or aspiration through state activity; while the right promoted
self-advancing individualism through the market (Blond, 2010:15,291). These
‘markets without morality’ must be replaced with a kind of ‘capitalism with a
conscience’ (Derbyshire, 2010). Perhaps more aptly, capitalism with a local face.
The influence of Phillip Blond’s Red Toryism is examined more fully by Mark
Smith’s chapter in this volume tracing the intellectual and ideological roots of
Big Society. 
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The other key architectural figure in the Big Society blueprint is Nat Wei – now
Lord Wei and government advisor on Big Society – who also co-founded the Big
Society Network. Lord Wei keeps interested parties up to date on the ‘great
transition’ from ‘broken society’ to the Big Society on his blog (Nat Wei’s Blog).
In it, Lord Wei says he is struck by the number of ordinary people the Big Society
idea has resonated with, despite it being a difficult idea to ‘get your head around’,
the latter which he attributes to the ‘organic and evolutionary nature’ of the
concept (2010c). This ‘evolution’ from ‘political concept to independent citizen-
led movement’ to which Lord Wei refers will help remove barriers to mass
participation, the lynchpin of the Big Society. 


Lord Wei is sceptical of those who claim they are unable to participate because of
a lack of time and offers a solution to the limitations of the 24 hour clock. However,
in the first instance, Lord Wei insists that we (that’s you and me) actually do have
time to participate, it’s just that currently we use this time for some inconsequential
activity, such as watching television or during ‘Twixtmas’ (2010b). This is that
period of time in-between Christmas and New Year when many cherish the
opportunity to spend some much deserved time with their families, many of whom
they may not have seen for some time given the dispersal of extended families in
contemporary societies, and/or re-charge their batteries at the end of a long year
of work. Such a rest is surely deserved, after all Britain has some of the longest
working hours in Europe (BBC News, 2002; The Spectator, 2008). For ‘those who
genuinely lack time, they can trade it’ claims Lord Wei (2010b). These are likely
to be ‘single parents, busy working people or students’ who can ‘barter
services...share childcare arrangements or caring for the elderly to save and release
time’ (ibid). Even the time spent waiting in a queue or recovering from an operation
could be harnessed according to Lord Wei. The opportunity to build the Big
Society is there if only people cared enough to get involved (ibid). 


Pragmatists
Straddling a kind of middle ground between the supporters and critics of the Big
Society idea are those who take a more pragmatic approach. In the recent Spending
Review, the Office for Civil Society (OCS) were allocated £470 million in total
and an additional £100 million Transition fund for those whose funding streams
look precarious. Many Voluntary, Community and Third Sector organisations will
maximise the government’s offer of a key role for the sector across the three strands
of the Big Society plan to shape and provide services where the state has failed
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(OCS, 2010). For example, the DTA are already looking at ways to secure a more
strategic position and have identified some areas of potential opportunities: 


1.  Access to public assets: Many public bodies and Local Authorities will
be looking to dispose of their physical assets; sometimes on a massive
scale. Whilst many will in fact be liabilities, some could find a new life
in community ownership, there may be opportunities for local groups
to acquire these assets. For expert advice around asset transfer contact
the asset transfer unit www.atu.org.uk 


2.  Right to bid for running local services: Some development trusts could
use this new right to take over a local library, a park or some other local
service if they can demonstrate they would run it better than the Council. 


3.  Better opportunities to deliver public services:  with a new recognition
of social outcomes, and the government’s commitment to supporting
social and community enterprises we could see new opportunities
emerge for social enterprises and development trusts to gain new access
to public sector contract.


(Source: The Big Society Policy Briefing, October 2010, DTA)


Details of how these may be taken forward have recently been published in a
jointly-authored paper by DTA Director Steve Wyler and Red Tory Phillip Blond,
To Buy, To Bid, To Build: Community Rights for an Asset Owning Democracy. This
outlines how best to enable local communities to take over the running of ‘state’
owned assets for the benefit of local communities. At its launch, it was praised by
Charlie Elphick, MP for Dover and Deal, who is leading the attempt by local
townspeople to bid for the Dover Port Authority “one of the most important
papers I have read in the past 10 years” (ResPublica, 2010). Andy Brady (this
volume) ponders the consequences for social enterprises of such a partnership.


Organisations, such as the Community Development Foundation see the Big
Society agenda as an opportunity to draw attention to the work undertaken and
how it can contribute to the Big Society. The Community Development
Foundation draw upon the work of Gilchrist et al and the findings of an ESRC
funded project – Identities and Social Action, 2004-2009 to emphasise the
importance of community development work in facilitating the social action that
will underpin the Big Society (www.cdf.org.uk). 
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Others, such as ICoCo, have seen the Big Society agenda as an entrepreneurial
opportunity to generate additional income. ICoCo is offering a service to local
authorities and their partners to carry out an assessment of their activities to see if
and how these contribute to the Big Society plan. This ‘Gearing Up’ package includes:


Gearing up for Big Society rapid action
A new two day facilitation package from ICoCo will help local authorities
and their partners understand what the Big Society means, whether to
engage with it and how to do so.


Facilitated in your locality, the Gearing up for Big Society rapid action
package will provide a conceptual challenge based upon real practical
issues in your local area.


It is also an opportunity for you to inform Central Government what Big
Society means for you and to help shape the agenda.


In part we want to help you self-assess where you already measure up to
Big Society. More importantly, we want to help you to gear up for Big
Society and be able to contribute to a national bank of emerging
knowledge and experience about what Big Society means at local levels. 


We will post good practice and the emerging definitions and practice on
the iCoCo practitioner portal and feed back what you said to CLG. 


(Source: ICoCo www.cohesioninstitute.org.uk) 


This expert assessment is carried out over a period of approximately two days by
a team of three people comprising two ICoCo senior practitioners and one Local
Government Idea and Development Councillor Peer, for a mere £3500 plus
actual expenses. I wonder if this was what Lord Wei meant when he said that
organisations needed a greater mix of funding sources? 


There are some for whom this kind of aligning with the Big Society agenda does
not sit well (see McCall, this volume) and for whom the whole plan gives cause
for concern. Criticisms of the Big Society idea are plentiful and varied.


14


Introduction







Concerns and Criticisms
Cameron has stated that he wants the Big Society to be the big idea by which
people remember his government. People may indeed remember Cameron’s Big
Society idea, but not in the way he hopes. Like many other political concepts,
there are criticisms that it is too abstract and vague and so means everything to
everyone and therefore nothing. The Big Society Observatory blog asserts that
the Big Society idea is so big and meaningless that it simply includes everything
and everybody, except Labour (UK Regeneration, 2010). The Young Foundation
fear that it will become ‘little more than a label for a smattering of useful
volunteering initiatives that probably would have happened anyway.’ (2010: 28).
It is a plan with no plan and doomed to fail without the support of a formal
framework of community development and business support (Barratt, 2010). Even
the Tories are not buying it claiming that no one on the doorstep understands
it. It is an idea that refuses to ‘take flight’ (Freedland, 2010).


There are concerns from many that the Big Society agenda is simply an excuse
for swingeing cuts, and cuts that would undermine what the Big Society plan is
trying to achieve. Dave Prentis, general secretary of the union Unison, said: 


Cameron’s Big Society should be renamed the big cop-out. The Government
is simply washing its hands of providing decent public services and using
volunteers as a cut-price alternative. (Churcher and Williams, 2010). 


The Charity Commission says that Cameron could be ‘pulling the rug out from
under’ his own Big Society agenda with the savage cuts. Charities estimate losses of
between £3 and £5 bn, increasing the risk of many going out of business (Boxell,
2010). The chief executive of the National Council for Voluntary Organisations,
Sir Stuart Etherington, expressed concern ‘about the tidal wave of cuts about to hit
the sector’ which will ‘have a detrimental effect on the services received by some of
the most vulnerable people in our society’. The funding issue is the ‘elephant in the
room’ (Churcher and Williams, July 2010). Anna Coote of NEF argues that the
Big Society will leave the poor and powerless behind- ‘Individuals who are already
marginalised by poverty and powerlessness will be left behind by the Big Society,
where everything hangs on how much power is assumed by which groups and
businesses, to do what, for whom and how.’ (2010). The Institute of Fiscal studies
confirms that the poor will be hardest hit by the spending cuts being implemented
by the government as part of ‘rolling back’ the state (Elliot and Wintour, 2010).
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Of course the success of the Big Society is largely dependent on the volunteering
and participatory capacity of the UK citizenry. Although several commentators
already cited believe such capacity lies in abundance just under the surface, several
studies suggest otherwise. The most recent of these is the Ipsos-Mori RSA
commissioned survey referred to earlier and the one upon which Lord Wei relies
to support his contention that the nation is waiting for a participatory
opportunity (IPPR and PwC, 2010). While some of the figures in this survey
seem promising, there are some questions of detail that arise. For example, it
states that 42% of people would attend a regular meeting with their
neighbourhood police team, but it doesn’t say what constitutes ‘regular’. Would
these be weekly, monthly or annually? The implications and consequences of
each are quite different. Also initially promising were the figures for those willing
to participate in a neighbourhood watch scheme of 44%. Again, what precisely
does ‘participate’ in this context entail? Does displaying a neighbourhood watch
scheme poster in a window of one’s home count as ‘participation’? What Lord
Wei does not mention is that across all areas that the survey looked at (education,
public safety and social care) respondents would not be willing to do any of the
options offered to ‘participate’ - 48%, 30% and 27% respectively. Only a paltry
2% would be interested in setting up a school (IPPR and PwC, 2010:10-18).
This will not be what Education Secretary Michael Gove wanted to hear. 


A consistent finding across many reports is that the biggest barrier to participating
is lack of time, despite Lord Wei’s assertion that we can ‘create’ more time (eg.
Hansard, 2009, Low et al, 2007). For those juggling working long hours with
child care responsibilities and many caring for ageing parents as well, to learn they
are now expected to ‘participate’ or ‘volunteer’ in addition to this is likely to feel
like a kick in the teeth. This seems like a contradiction to previous concerns that
parents have not been spending enough time with children or supervising their
activities, contributing to the creation of an ASBO nation (Squires, 2008). 


Research by Thaler and Sunstein (2009) suggest that the key to encouraging
participation is to offer the right kind of ‘nudge’. In other words, finding ways
of enabling and encouraging people to participate in ways that relate to how they
live their lives today. Such a view resonates with past research on participation
and barriers to it which recognise that people will participate at different points
in their lives, for the purposes they choose and at different times. Different kinds
of involvement may be appropriate at different times for different people and
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the goal may not be community control, but rather collaborative, shared decision
making (Jackson, 2001 in Taylor, 2003). Research by Ipsos-Mori in 2009 found
that only one in 20 of the public wanted any involvement in providing services,
one in four merely wanted more of a say and half just wanted more information.
It is likely to be the usual suspects who participate and volunteer – those who
participate in local decision making generally are more likely to be white, older,
better educated, richer, middle-class males while volunteers were typically
women, of higher social grades, in managerial positions, degree educated, and
middle aged (Brodie et al, 2009).


Further criticism of the Big Society agenda comes from those asserting that there
is nothing new in this programme. McSmith says that some of the ideas expressed
by Cameron on mutual help would not have sounded strange to Victorian ears
(July 2010a). Tessa Jowell dismissed the ‘Big Society’ as ‘simply a brass-necked
rebranding of programmes already put in place by a Labour government’. She
added: ‘Funding for a social investment bank and for community pubs was put
in place in March, and residents have been involved in setting council budgets
for a number of years.’ (in McSmith, 2010b).


Hazel Blears echoes the view of Tessa Jowell and argues that many of the ideas
comprising the Big Society agenda have been ‘appropriated’ from her own 2008
Empowerment White Paper (Blears, 2010). This is a question on the lips of many
– Is there anything new about the Big Society agenda?


Old Wine, New Bottles?
There is nothing inherently new in the Big Society idea. Even the phrase itself,
‘Big Society’ does not represent anything new, despite the suggestion from
Cameron’s speech writer Ian Birrell that we have ‘Big Society’ simply because he
could not think of anything better (2010). 


The phrase was used in a report written by Liao Xun in 1986 in the context of
political reform in China. The original paper was entitled ‘Marx and Engels’s
Thoughts on ‘Small Government’ and Current Economic Reform’ and was expanded
and revised before being published in 1988. Later articles and reports solidified
Xun’s thoughts and ideas on ‘small government, big society’ in a book of the
same title in 1991 ‘Small Government, Big Society: Theory and Practice of Hainan’s
New System’ and The results of Openness in 1993. The model he proposes in this
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report reads like a blueprint for Cameron’s vision of the ‘big society’. In it Xun
proposes that the government be stripped of all but the most crucial of functions,
and be responsible for only those that the individuals and organisations of ‘civil’
society cannot deliver. The ‘small government’ that Xun envisioned entailed the
following departments and functions:


•  Political Guarantee System
1.  General Department
2.  Administrative Supervision
3.  Personnel
4.  Law Department
5.  Overseas [Chinese] Affairs


•  Social Service System
6.  Labour Welfare
7.  Physical Training and Public Health
3.  Education and Culture
9.  Minorities and Religious Affairs


•  Development and Organisation System
10.  Trade and Industry
11.  Transport and Resources
12.  Agriculture
13.  Scientific and Technical Development


•  Economic Supervision and Coordination System
14.  Economic Supervision
15.  Economic Planning
16.  Finances and Taxes
17.  Urban and Rural Resources and Environment


In addition, Xun proposed a provincial People’s bank and a Statistical office, the
latter intended to facilitate society’s supervision of the government’s economic
work. These sound an awful lot like the Big Society Bank and the shift towards
more transparency and accountability through publishing of government data.
The crux of the notion of ‘big society’ for Xun is independent, autonomous self-
management. Government functions will be reduced, bureaucracy simplified
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and a great number of social and economic undertakings will be handed back to
individuals, enterprises, social institutions and other social organisations. For
Xun, the individual is the real building block and ownership of assets should be
diverse – including state-owned, locally-owned, collective enterprises.
Furthermore, Xun was striving for democracy at the grass-roots level and wanted
to popularise the social autonomous organisations of villages and towns to
promote the process of democratisation of power in local communities
(Brødsgaard, 1998:190-196). The overarching theme of ‘small government, big
society’ was appropriated as a key political concept by the new political leadership
in the reform work. The Conservatives decentralisation green paper Control Shift
draws upon lessons from abroad in promoting the shift of power from the centre
to the local, referring to the USA, Germany, France and Sweden among others
(2009:7). Given the striking similarities between Liao Xun’s big society idea and
that of Cameron’s, it is surprising that Liao Xun’s work is not mentioned as the
archetype of the current plan1. 


The Empowerment Paper that Hazel Blears accuses Cameron of ‘appropriating’
is Communities in Control 2008.2 This aimed to pass power into the hands of
local communities and give real control to a wider pool of active citizens (pg.12).
Local councils have a strengthened ‘duty to involve’ local communities and
promote democracy while communities are encouraged to become more active
through volunteering, serving on committees, standing for election or running
and managing local services and assets (pg.8-10). 


This was the last for Labour in a long line of policies which sought to ‘empower’
communities and which began soon after Labour took office. The Modernising
Government White Paper (1999) made a commitment to listen to local people and
involve communities in decision making (para. 3.6, 3.7). Giving local communities
more influence in decision making was identified by the Social Exclusion Unit in
the National Strategy for Neighbourhood Renewal (2001) as part of the solution to
entrenched poverty and area deprivation (pg.43-53). A range of funding streams
were established to help ‘empower’ communities and facilitate their involvement
in Neighbourhood Management Schemes and Local Strategic Partnerships. The
emphasis on community involvement and empowerment continued in the 2005
progress report Making It Happen in Neighbourhoods along with calls for it to
continue in the creation of sustainable communities (2005:60-62).
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The Together We Can (2005) strategy for civil renewal aimed to empower
communities to work with public bodies to shape the policies and services that
affect them. This, it argued, would engender a sense of ownership and belonging,
reduce social tensions, crime and fear of crime and improve health and
educational attainment (pg.4). Building on this and Citizen Engagement and
Public Services (2005), David Miliband called for a ‘double-devolution’ of power
from Whitehall to town hall to local communities and citizens to strengthen
communities and promote equality (2006:8). The Strong and Prosperous
Communities White Paper (2006) maintains the theme of empowering
communities, pledging support for communities to have greater involvement in
owning and managing community assets and more control over their lives
(pg.32). This is done primarily through strengthening the role of local authorities
and local councillors as representative bodies of the community (pg.32-36). The
Sustainable Communities Act 2007 provides a channel for people, through their
local authority, to ask central government to take action to promote sustainable
communities. It starts with the premise that local people know best how to
improve their area (LGA online). 


Such a belief has long been asserted by those working closely with communities.
Community development practitioners, many whose views are presented in the
chapters that follow, assert that involving communities in meaningful ways makes
a real and lasting difference and is the key to creating successful, cohesive, vibrant
communities (Power, this volume). Indeed, there has been much talk of
‘empowering’ communities and many policies written, decade after decade, but
little evidence of such talk translating into action. Even the Big Society idea itself,
does not really represent the ‘grass-roots movement’ and power devolution it is
purported by some to be (Lord Wei, 2010c). The Big Society is promoted as
being a bottom-up, citizen-led and organic alternative programme to that of the
previous government which relied too much on top-down, state-led policy. Isn’t
the Big Society being implemented by the government? Doesn’t that make it
inherently top-down? The irony seems lost on most who are eager to jump on
the Big Society bandwagon. 


Policy-makers and politicians seem determined as ever to start anew, ignoring
what has gone before and always intent on reinventing the wheel. There are
lessons to be learnt from the past, if only someone would take the time to look
and apply them (see Stott et al, 2009). Will the Big Society agenda really be any
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different? Will this be the policy that doesn’t just ‘talk the talk’, but will ‘walk
the walk’? Time will tell. 


Structure of the Book
This chapter has attempted to shed some light on the question of what the big
society is and the degree to which it may or may not be different from previous
empowerment agendas. It is likely that just as many questions have been raised
as have been answered. 


The following chapters will focus on what the Big Society means for the rest of
us with each author providing a unique perspective from their own area of
expertise and practice. These are interspersed with case studies of the Big Society
in action, comprising projects and activities in existence prior to the emergence
of the Big Society agenda, lest the government forget that they really did not
invent the empowerment wheel. 


Mark J. Smith gets things going with an exploration of the intellectual roots of
Big Society and argues that interpretations of Big Society are shaped by political
assumptions. Steve Wyler continues the theme of exploring the myriad of these
interpretations in the context of the different ways in which Development Trusts
can contribute to the Big Society. Anne Power purveys a history of community
involvement in order to glean lessons for the present followed by Chanan and
Miller who are also looking for ways in which the Big Society can work. Ben
McCall takes a critical look at power and some of the inherent contradictions of
the Big Society promise to devolve power. Katharine Knox examines Big Society
in relation to ideas of ‘sustainable communities’ and research currently being
carried out by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation on community assets. Anna
Coote explores what the Big Society agenda means for different groups and
sectors and the potential opportunities and pitfalls that are afforded to each.
Helen Haugh looks at some of the ways in which communities can exercise
agency and the challenges to this. Neil Stott and Noel Longhurst develop this
theme and examine the persistence of place-based poverty, arguing for the need
to listen to local communities about what works and what doesn’t. David Wood
and Sylvia Brown continue the focus on ‘community’, outlining the particular
challenges for rural communities. They call for recognition of the differences
between the rural and the urban and the need for solutions to reflect this. 
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Moving away from the ‘community’ theme, Robert Ashton discusses Big Society
as a state of mind, comparing it with Buddhism and says that it offers the chance
for the re-birth of community. Paul Tracey too argues that it can offer
opportunities for new forms of organisation and argues that organisations in
general and the workplace in particular have been ignored so far in the Big
Society discourse. Andy Brady asks what the Big Society agenda means for social
enterprise, given the central role that such organisations are expected to play.
What are the consequences of such a close alignment? In his second contribution
Mark J. Smith draws attention to the issue of environmental responsibility and
the lack of development around this area in the Big Society agenda, calling for
partnerships to include environmental movements.


David Wilson welcomes the need for change and the renewed focus on
empowering local communities but warns that it must move beyond rhetoric if
it is to work. The chapter by Heather Petch marks the first of three that discuss
Big Society in relation to the housing and the voluntary sectors from contributors
Andrew Purkiss and Colin Wiles. The chapters from Belinda Bell and Tim Jones
bring the focus onto money in the Big Society with their respective discussions
on the Big Society Bank – a flagship policy of the Big Society programme; and
on wealth and well-being, the latter a topic that Cameron has already expressed
a keen interest in pursuing. The final chapter from Jess Steele offers a few final
words on how we can make the rhetoric of the Big Society into a reality. 
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Footnotes


1 Finding Liao Xun’s work on big society was not difficult. It did not involve tedious
hours trawling through archives in a dark, dingy library. On the contrary, it was located
through a simple search (“big society”) on Google Scholar during the initial scoping
stages of research for this publication. 


2 The following section taken from Stott et al 2009 Learning From the Past: Building
Community in New Towns, Growth Areas and New Communities.
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Does capital need a commons fix? 


Massimo De Angelis 


Today economic crisis is a capitalist crisis of social stability, not a simple 
recession, that is, a crisis that requires a realignment of class/power relations and 
new systems of governance in order to re-establish growth and accumulation1. 
The last two times in which a real change in capital’s governance occurred (in the 


	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 For a discussion of crisis of social stability as opposed to other forms of crisis, say a 


recession, see De Angelis (2007a). Here social stability is defined as ‘the stability of 
social arrangements and interaction in forms compatible with the accumulation 
process, the extensive commodification of life, particular forms of disciplinary 
processes of market interaction and extraction of work. It is ultimately a stability of 
the coupling between reproduction and production, between the value practices 
centred on life preservation in the broad sense and the value practices centred on the 
preservation of capital. Thus, there are potentially many instances in which social 
stability thus defined enters into crisis: [1] when capital is increasingly unable to 
guarantee access to the goods and services necessary for reproducing bodies and 
social cohesion corresponding to given “class compositions”; [2] or when the 
aspirations of new generations are at odds with the “deals” agreed by older 
generations and their struggles begin to shape the times; [3] or when subjectification 
has gone so far as to erase all hope and bring exasperation to large sectors of the 
population; [4] or when, on the contrary, hope is self-generated by social movements 
that challenge what they believe is the subordination of nature, dignity, peace, justice, 
life to greed, but that we can read as the systemic drive of accumulation; [5] or when a 
combination of these and other factors emerges in particular historical circumstances 
so as to threaten the legitimacy of many of the enclosures and integration practices 
and processes at the root of accumulation.’ Today I believe we are closer to the first 
three of these cases, with some movements touching upon [4]. In any case, ‘these are 
all the cases that, from the perspective of capital’s conatus of self-preservation, 
require strategic intervention beyond mere repression and coercion. What capital 
needs here is an approach that allows the acknowledgment of the problems and 
issues at the basis of the crisis as “social stability”, but at the same time co-opts them 
within the mechanism of accumulation and its value practices’ (De Angelis, 2007a: 
87-88). 
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post-World War II period with the embracement of ‘Keynesianism’ and in the 
late 1970s with the shift to neoliberalism) followed periods of intense social 
struggles that helped social movements imagine alternative socio-economic 
arrangements. Capital, fearing that ‘ideas gripping the masses’ might turn to 
propel a radical transformation, was suddenly willing to shift its ‘governance’ 
paradigm to accommodate some social demands while cutting deals with some 
segments of the movement and displacing the cost of doing the new paradigm 
onto other communities and environments across the globe. Pitting one sector of 
the social body against others has always been a strategy of capital development2. 
But this time, things are getting a bit more complicated. My first thesis is that in 
facing this crisis of social stability capital faces an impasse. By ‘impasse’ I mean 
that vital support for the growth of the social system is no longer forthcoming in 
sufficient degree, especially from the environment in which the capitalist system 
operates.  


Capital, understood as social force organizing social cooperation for the purpose 
of accumulation, has a twofold environment. The first is constituted by social 
systems that reproduce the various facets of life in non-commodified ways. 
Access to money is, at most, only a means through which needs are satisfied and 
not an end in itself, as it is for capital. When the purchased commodities exit the 
market sphere and enter the spheres of social cooperation (households, 
associations, networks, etc.), they often enter the complex, culturally and 
politically diverse and variegated sphere of the commons. It is here that the 
cultural and physical reproduction of labour power, the value-creating 
commodity so critically important for capital, occurs – outside the control of 
capital but, of course, strictly coupled to it.  


The other system that capital depends upon is the ecological systems upon which 
all life and social organization depends. The impasse that capital faces consists of 
the devastation of systems of social reproduction through reductions of wages 
and welfare over the past 30 years as work has become more atomised, flexible 
and precarious. And the increasing inability of natural ecosystems to support 


	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 For an historical and theoretical discussion of how Keynesianism was founded on 


particular deals with sections of the working class, see De Angelis (2000). For a 
theoretical discussion of the relation between capitalist development and social 
stratification, see the interventions in The Commoner, 12(Spring/Summer), 2007. For 
a discussion of the current crisis along the lines proposed here, Midnight Notes 
Collective and Friends (2009).  
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capital in its endless quest for greater resource extraction and cost-shifting 
externalities, such as the free use of the atmosphere as a waste dump3. 


In this sense, capitalism has reached an impasse, the overcoming of which, if 
done in its own terms, will produce a social and ecological apocalypse at worst, 
and an intensification of social conflict at best.  


How can capital overcome this impasse? The difficulty lies in the fact that if the 
system has to survive it will have to continue to push for strategies of growth (i.e. 
accumulation). Capital’s systemic necessity for growth derives not only from its 
elemental need for accumulation through a cost-cutting and cost-externalizing 
process of competition. Growth is also necessary as a way to reconcile a profit-
maximizing mode of production with hierarchical modes of distribution. If ‘all 
boats are lifted by a rising tide’, there will be less pressure to address inequality 
and redistribution called upon by struggles for social justice.  


Yet today, all the strategies and fixes available for capital to pursue growth in the 
world system, will only intensify the crisis of social and ecological reproduction, 
amplifying and widening the range of resistance even if there is no focal, 
programmatic point. Capital is therefore pressed to shift the mode of governance 
of social relations, or at least to fine-tune neoliberal governance in such a way to 
contain the costs associated to the crisis of social reproduction and limit public 
expenditures necessary to police and control the rebellions generated by the 
crisis. In either case, capital needs other systems and forms of sociability to 
fortify its agenda. The ‘fix’ needed by capital in condition of crisis of social 
stability cannot rely only on the usual fixes to adopt in times of cyclical 
recessions, that is periodic crises of over-accumulation that can be dealt with only 
with relocation of investment, localized devaluation of assets and labour power 
(De Angelis, 2007a: 270, n. 17) or spatial fix (Harvey, 1999), that is, the creation 
of the built environment to displace crisis. 


This leads me to my second thesis: to solve or at least to address this impasse 
capital needs the commons, or at least specific, domesticated versions of them. It 
needs a commons fix, especially in order to deal with the devastation of the social 
fabric as a result of the current crisis of reproduction. Since neoliberalism is not 
about to give up its management of the world, it will likely have to ask the 


	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 It may be worthwhile to point out that this language of systems I use here is not a 


replacement for ‘class’ and ‘power’ based discourses. As I discuss in De Angelis 
(2007a), the effects of class struggle given certain power relations, and its 
precondition as a particular class composition, are both occurrences within capital’s 
systemic dynamics.  







ephemera: theory & politics in organization  13(3): 603-615 


606 | note  


commons to help manage the devastation it creates. And if the commons are not 
there, capital will have to promote them somehow.  


On the other hand, commons are also systems that could do the opposite: they 
could create a social basis for alternative ways of articulating social production, 
independent from capital and its prerogatives. Indeed, it is difficult today to 
conceive emancipation from capital – and achieving new solutions to the 
demands of buen vivir social and ecological justice – without at the same time 
organizing on the terrain of commons, the non-commodified systems of social 
production. Commons are not just a ‘third way’ beyond state and market failures; 
they are a vehicle for claiming ownership in the conditions needed for life and its 
reproduction. The demands for greater democracy since the 1970s now 
exploding worldwide in the face of the social and economic crisis, are really 
grassroots democratic demands to control the means of social reproduction. 
Democratic freedoms imply personal investments and responsibilities, and 
commons are vehicles for negotiating these responsibilities and corresponding 
social relations and modes of production through what Peter Linebough calls 
‘commoning’. 


Hence, there is in fact a double impasse, for both capital and the social 
movements. Capital needs the commons to deal with the crisis as much as social 
movements need to confront capital’s enclosures of the commons in order to 
construct serious alternatives and prevent capital’s attempts to co-opt the 
commons. Hence, it is crucial not only to defend existing commons from 
enclosures, but also to shape new commons as they become a crucial terrain of 
struggle. This value struggle lies at the heart of the commons’ potential as a 
social system and force that might overcome the hegemony of capital. This 
struggle between the value-generating logic of the two systems has not been 
sufficiently addressed in commons literature.  


Commons and capital as social systems 


When we speak of commons and capital as social systems, we in the first place 
point at their unity, that is their common character in relations to non-social 
systems, what distinguishes them from non-social systems (for example a 
psychic, a biological or a mechanical system). In this sense, both commons and 
capital involve processes of self-reproduction, which in turn involve people and 
expenditure of their life-energies, involve communicative processes, the 
establishment of goals, and involve particular social relations. Autopoietic 
organization is a term we use to indicate processes of systems reproduction. An 
autopoietic system reproduces the elements it consists of through these elements 
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themselves and their operations. Social systems are autopoietically closed in the 
sense that while they use and rely on resources from their environment, those 
resources are only the substrata of the systems’ operations. To clarify, although 
these resources are necessary, it is not these resources that generate the 
autopoietic operations of the social system, but every type of social system 
develop its own system-generated autopoietic operations. In the process of 
operating, they re-produce the social relations through which they operate4. 
Autopoiesis applies to the commons as to any other social system, although in 
different modes. We could thus reframe the Marxian concept of mode of 
production in terms of the specific ways in which autopoiesis occurs and is 
structured. 


Thus, when we speak of commons and capital as social systems, we speak of 
them as having a distinct autopoietic organization from, say, biological or psychic 
systems. On the other hand, when we speak of commons and capital as distinct 
social systems, the character of this distinction cannot be attributed to the 
particular structural elements comprising them. For example, both commons 
and capital may employ high or low tech, make use of oil or not, have functions 
that require a certain level of authority, may or may not have a community 
divided into wealth hierarchies, although we expect these divisions to be far less 
in commons systems. Talking about commons therefore does not mean to talk 
about utopia, nor when we say capital we are pointing to dystopia. We certainly 
do not believe that capital can walk us to utopia, since its own conatus of self 
preservation is boundless accumulation, and the processes for actualising the 
latter are not only environmentally destructive, but also socially divisive and 
exploitative. But we certainly cannot claim that an expanded reproduction of 
commons will lead us inevitably to utopia, since ‘utopias’, to put it with Eduardo 
Galeano, are just ‘horizons that allows us to walk’5 but the actual ‘walking’, or the 
process of evolution of commons that is in front of us, is a journey filled with 
challenges and power struggles, whose result nobody can anticipate. What we 


	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 This broadly follows Luhmann’s (2012) idea of social systems as self-referential 


(operationally closed) systems. Systems consist of operations, while operating is what 
systems do. Autopoiesis literally means ‘auto (self)-creation’ (from the Greek: αυτό – 
auto for ‘self’; and ποίησις – poiesis for ‘creation or production’), or auto-
reproduction. The term was originally introduced by Chilean biologists Humberto 
Maturana and Francisco Varela (1972). The term was originally used to explain the 
emergence and reproduction of biological cells and bodily systems such as the 
metabolic system.  


5 ‘Utopia lies at the horizon. When I draw nearer by two steps, it retreats two steps. If I 
proceed ten steps forward, it swiftly slips ten steps ahead. No matter how far I go, I 
can never reach it. What, then, is the purpose of utopia? It is to cause us to advance.’ 
Translation taken from http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/33846-utopia-lies-at-the-
horizon-when-i-draw-nearer-by. 
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can claim though is that the autopoietic organizations of commons and capital 
have a distinct character. The key questions therefore are: what is the 
organization that defines commons as a class of social systems? And what is the 
organization that defines capital as a class of social systems? 


Commons are social systems in which not only resources are shared and 
communities set rules for this sharing, but the goal of autopoiesis is the 
reproduction of these shared resources and communities. The commons and 
their elements (communities and pooled resources) occur both at the beginning 
and at the end of a social process of commoning, of social cooperations among 
commoners6. All the same, in the money circuit of capital, money occurs both at 
the beginning and at the end of the process of expanded reproduction, or 
accumulation7. This illustrates the fact that the commons and money are an end 
in themselves in the two different systems, or, to put it in another way, they are 
autopoietically closed self-reproducing systems, systems that reproduce 
themselves, through the renovation of their elements and the recasting of their 
relations. While in one case, commons are for commons sake (and money at 
most an instrument for the reproduction of the commons), in the other case, 
capitals are systems in which money is for money’s sake (and labour power and 
the environment at most an instrument to perpetuate accumulation).  


An immediate conclusion about the specific autopoietic requirements of each 
system is that what we conventionally call ‘economic growth’ – which 
incidentally links to growth of greenhouse gases – is only an indispensable 
requirement for the sustainability of capital systems, not of commons systems. 
In principles, commons systems could reproduce themselves in a condition of 
what some environmentalist thinking has called ‘a-growth’ 8  without at all 
undermining their expanded reproduction as autopoietical systems and 
improvement in the quality of their processes. Thus, overall reduction of GDP 
could at the same time be compatible with a betterment of living conditions 
through a) extension and pervasiveness of commons circuits, for example 
coinciding with relocalisation of many production chains (such as food and basic 
light manufacturing), the deep democratisation of many state functions, the 
communalisation of public utilities, the de-commodification of knowledge, 
education and culture, and b) the extension of the realms of non commodity 


	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Peter Linebaugh (2008) rediscovered the use of this verb among the XIIIth Century 


English commoners describing their activities in the forest commons.  


7 With this I mean circuits based on the M-C-M’ formula (i.e. money-commodity-more 
money) that Marx discusses in Chapter 3 of Capital. For a discussion of contemporary 
capitalism following Marx’s circuits analysis, see De Angelis (2007a).  


8 For a discussion of this thesis see for example Latouche (2009). 
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exchanges, such as administrative or gift exchanges in Polanyi’s tradition, and 
globalising solidarity economies. Indeed, both a) and b) can and have been 
conceived as part of virtuous hybrids with market functions, to the extent that we 
link them to simple commodity circuits (and not capital circuits). Take for 
example Community Supported Agriculture schemes. They do involve both 
commodity exchanges (i.e. farmers selling produce to consumers) and at the 
same time commoning between consumers and small farmers to negotiate 
quality, quantity and price of produce guaranteeing an income to farmers.  


To regard commons as autopoietic social systems that operate outside of capital 
in terms of their own operations, allows us to locate them either outside or inside 
capital’s organizations. Thus we find commons as community organizations and 
associations, social centres, neighbourhood associations, indigenous practices, 
households, peer-to-peer networks in cyberspace, and in the reproduction of 
community activities that are organized within faith communities9. However, we 
also find commons on the shop floor of capitalist factories and offices among co-
workers supporting one another, sharing their lunch and developing forms of 
solidarity and mutual aid, or even organizing a strike, that is reproducing 
autopoietical systems that from the point of view of their own operations are quite 
distinct if not clashing, with the autopoiesis of capital. It is indeed only at the 
point of their distinct autopoiesis that we encounter the untranslatability between 
commons and capital. 


Commons and capital 


The relation between commons and capital is necessarily ambiguous, since their 
co-dependence and co-evolution makes it difficult to point out which of the two 
systems uses the other. This ambiguity can best be illustrated by looking at the 
paradigmatic role that the ‘village commons’ have in relation to capital. In a 
classic study, the anthropologist Claude Meillassoux argued that the work of 
reproduction and subsistence going on in the village commons in South Africa 
(mostly carried out by women) allows male labourers to migrate and be available 


	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 We must clarify here that my use of the term ‘commons’ does not necessarily match 


with the terms, institutional configurations and self-identities used by the members 
of a different variety of non-capitalist associations. For example, it is argued that the 
idea of commons does not work with indigenous communities, since, owing to 
different genealogies and practices, they talk about the ‘communal’. (Mignolo, 2011) 
However, it is also true that catholic churches talk about ‘communion’, household 
members refer to families, neighbourhood associations talk about communities, 
many African people identify in tribes, and urban activists in Europe talk about 
‘social centres’. In my take, all these are different modulations of the theoretical 
construct I refer to as commons.  
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for employment for cash crop or other types of waged work. The work in the 
village commons reduced the cost of reproduction of these male workers since 
capitalists who hired them did not have to pay for the cost of their upbringing, or 
contribute to any social security in case of illness, unemployment or old age 
retirement (Meillassoux, 1981: 110-111). But Meillassoux also recognised the 
ambiguous character of the contemporary village commons. If the subsistence-
producing commons is too ‘unproductive’, capital loses important aspects of the 
‘free gift’ of labour power, while if it is too ‘productive’, fewer workers would 
migrate out of the village commons, pushing wages up (Caffentzis, 2004). 


In other words, the relation between the commons and capital is a relation 
between two autopoietic social systems of production whose mutual interlocking 
and metabolic flows are regulated by the internal dynamic in each system.  


This ambiguity at the heart of the relation between commons and capital means 
that questions of social powers (understood as access to resources and the sense-
orientation of the commoners vis-à-vis capital) can be pivotal. The social 
contingencies of this struggle mean that questions of whether a commons can be 
co-opted cannot be addressed ideologically. The question of co-optation is a 
strategic field of possibilities, one that requires situated judgments based on 
context and scale. For example, many would argue that access by commons to 
markets, for example to meet some of their needs, is by definition evidence of 
their co-optation, while in fact it could be a contingent strategy of survival and a 
precondition for their reproduction.  


One key variable in defining the outcome of this ambiguity is the wage rate, in 
both its ‘private’ and social component. A lower wage rate reduces, all other 
things being constant, the ability of people to spend time and pool social 
resources in the commons – to engage in commoning. 


Some current examples of commons co-optation 


The increasing dependence by capital on the commons does not curb its desire to 
enclose commons, however, as we see, for example, in the recent international 
land grabs now underway10. Rather, it is likely that, in addition to enclosures, 
capital will also attempt to use commons to fix many social problems created by 
the crisis and co-opt the commons as a possible challenge to capital’s 
management. Enclosures (the appropriation and expropriation of commons 
resources) and commons co-optation (the use of commons to work for capital 


	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 See essay by Liz Alden Wily at http://wealthofthecommons.org/essay/global-land-


grab-new-enclosures. 
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and not simply for the reproduction of commons themselves)11 seem to be the 
two complementary coordinates of a new capitalist strategy. 


This can be seen in the World Bank’s approach to development in the Global 
South. For years it has emphasized the importance of some aspects of commons 
management, such as pooled resources, community participation, and ‘trust’ as 
social capital, all other things being constant. Whereas communities may create 
credit associations to pool savings and self-govern their distribution through 
‘financial money commons’ (Podlashuc, 2009), development agencies rely on 
the same principles to tie communities to banks and microcredit institutions and 
so promote their dependence on global market circuits. In this fashion bonds of 
solidarity and cooperation that are nurtured in commons are turned into mutual 
control and the threat of shame to serve market interests (Karim, 2008). 


In Britain, a coalition government of conservatives and liberal democrats have 
overseen massive cuts in public spending since 2010, and now are promoting a 
vision of ‘Big Society’ that claims to support community empowerment to 
address social upheavals. The agenda of the neoliberal era is continuing apace, as 
if no crisis has happened, even as the ruling class clearly recognises the social 
and environmental problems caused by this agenda. Unlike Margaret Thatcher in 
the 1980s, who said that society ‘does not exist’, the conservative prime minister 
Cameron wants to turn it into a ‘Big Society’ – continuing a strategy of 
community involvement already pursued by New Labour in the UK, as well as by 
governments in the US and Canada (De Filippis et al., 2010: ch. 4). According to 
Cameron, governments urgently need to ‘open up public services to new 
providers like charities, social enterprises and private companies so we get more 
innovation, diversity and responsiveness to public need’ and to ‘create 
communities with oomph’.  


But this approach requires recognizing that resources are not simply financial, 
but the resources that lie dormant in fragmented and atomised communities, 
and need to be activated through some form of commoning. People need to take 
matters into their own hands by, for example, connecting diabetes patients, the 
elderly or the marginalised youth into self-help groups12. There is of course 
nothing new about the idea of mobilising communities to clean up their 
neighbourhoods. But what seems to be emerging in discourses such as the ‘Big 
Society’ is a commitment to a faster speed and scale of change, since, as widely 
recognised, social innovation can take a long time to be adopted.  


	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 In system theory co-optation can perhaps be translated as ‘structural coupling’. 


12 In the U.K., this type of approach taps into the work of social entrepreneurs such as 
Hilary Cottam and Charles Ledbeater of www.participle.net. 
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Another discourse pioneered by capital to use the commons to serve its interests 
is the idea of ‘sustainable communities’; a term used in urban planning and 
design circles when proposing new financial centres, shopping malls or mega-
venues like the Olympics. The basic idea of ‘sustainable communities’ is that 
they ‘can stand on their own feet and adapt to the changing demands of modern 
life’ (ODP, 2003). In other words, they do not decline while facing the on-going 
transformations that the relentless, ever-changing requirements of the global 
economy impose. But this idea – with its emphasis on education, training, 
environment, governance, participation, and, of course, sustainability, amounts 
to an oxymoronic utopia. It is a vision in which communities never seem to tire 
of playing competitive games with other communities somewhere else in the 
world in order to overcome the disruptions and inequalities of wealth and 
income inflicted by competitive markets. In this way ‘commoning’ is annexed to 
a divisive, competitive process in order to keep the whole game going. This 
oxymoronic ontology of our condition seems to be the key to the sustainability for 
capital (De Angelis, 2007b). 


In all these cases, commoning is turned into something for a purpose outside the 
commons themselves. The purpose is not to provide alternatives to capital, but to 
make a particular node of capital – a region or a city – more competitive, while 
somehow addressing the problems of reproduction at the same time. But we 
must take heart in the fact that, in spite of capital’s strategies to use a commons 
fix to the problems it creates, while never really solving them, commons may well 
be part of a different historical development. The spectre of commonism is 
already starting to haunt the globe. 


Conclusion 


Writing in prison at a time of the consolidation of fascism in Italy, Antonio 
Gramsci wrote in an often-quoted passage: ‘The old world is dying away, and the 
new world struggles to come forth: now is the time of monsters’ (Gramsci, 1971). 
A monster is an imaginary or legendary creature that combines parts from 
various animal or human forms. Fascism and Nazism were one type of this 
monster. Stalinism was another. Today, the articulation between capital, a system 
that recognises no limit in its boundless accumulation, and a system that must 
recognise limits because it is only from within limits that it can reproduce life, 
love, affects, care and sustainability, may well give way to another monstrous 
social construction… or not.  


Much will depend on us. Whether the avenue ahead is one of commons co-
optation or emancipation, is not a given. It will depend on political processes that 
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have yet to be developed. Although a critical analysis of capital is necessary, it is 
not sufficient. The ‘cell’ form of the social force that is responsible to establish 
and reproduce life (or alternatively, fail to sustain life, depending upon the power 
relations), and by this to abolish capital, we call today ‘the commons’. By cell form 
I here mean the general social form upon which this movement can be 
generated, the sine qua non without which no weaving of cells into a new social 
fabric without oppression, exploitation and injustice is possible. The commons is 
the cell form within which social cooperation for life-reproduction generates 
powers-to13 – the only basis by which people can multiply their powers to the nth 
degree through networked commons that overcome the boundaries of locality 
and challenge the power-over the commons established by different forms by 
capital.  


There are at least two things that need to be taken into consideration in order to 
develop powers-to as an effective force. First, we should not romanticise 
commons. Actual commons can be distorted, oppressive or emancipatory. When 
we enter the system-like loops of an established commons, we immediately 
notice what’s at odds with our best-held values, believes and cultural mores. Too 
often however we decide to judge the commons on the basis of the values they 
express in relation to ours. Some activists tend to build communities based on 
political affinity, other on the basis of religious faith.  


In these identity-based commons, a clear boundary is established around the 
commons that prevent it from expanding unless the outside embraces the values 
of the inside. ‘Conversion’ here is the main mechanism of commons 
development, a mechanism, however, so inadequate from the perspective of the 
challenges of building an alternative to capital in the midst of an emergent crisis 
of social reproduction. I have run across radical social centres that refused to 
engage with the local community on the terrain of reproduction because the 
cultural marks of that community did not match with the principles of the 
activists. Thus, instead of triggering a process in which these cultural marks 
could be engaged on the terrain of practice with the local community – for 
example by promoting forms of communalisation of reproduction such as child 
or elder care – clear identity boundaries were embedded in the social centre 
commons, thus ensuring its insularity and vulnerability. Identity politics here is a 
barrier to the development of new emancipatory identities through commoning.  


	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 For a discussion of power-to as contrasted to power-over see Holloway (2002). For a 


critical engagement in light of the problematic of the organization of alternatives to 
capital see De Angelis (2005). 
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Second, capital can be confronted only to the extent that commons of social 
reproduction, and of everyday life reproduction in particular (Federici, 2011), are 
developed as key sources of powers-to. The social reproduction commons are 
those commons developed out of the needs of its participants to reproduce some 
basic aspects of their own lives: health, food, water, education, housing, care, 
energy. The development of these commons is strategically crucial in developing 
emancipatory and progressive alternatives. Such commons must address 
people’s basic needs and that empower them to refuse the demands of capital by 
offering access to alternative means of life. 
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