
COMMON GOOD ZINE 1 COMMON GOOD ZINE 1 

SOME NOTES ON SOME NOTES ON 
COMMON GOOD COMMON GOOD 

AND THE DEBATES AND THE DEBATES 
ON COMMONINGON COMMONING

(STUDY RESOURCE)(STUDY RESOURCE)





CONTENTSCONTENTS

INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION

• page 10–14 •

AUDIO TRANSCRIPTIONS 1 (A MATTER OF PRECEDENTS)AUDIO TRANSCRIPTIONS 1 (A MATTER OF PRECEDENTS)

• page 15–63 •

THE SCOTTISH CONTEXT OF COMMON GOODTHE SCOTTISH CONTEXT OF COMMON GOOD
•

Emma Balkind, ‘Introduction: Surveying the commons’ from ‘Estovers: Practice based  
research on the concept of the commons within contemporary art’

•
Simon Yuill, ‘The Uncommonality of the Commons’

•
Andy Wightman, ‘Common Good: A Quick Guide’  

•
Common Good Detective Work

• page 64–105 •

DEBATES ON COMMONING DEBATES ON COMMONING 
•

An Architektur ‘On the Commons: A Public Interview with Missimo De Angelis and 
Stavros Stavrides’ from e-flux Journal #17

•
Anette Baldauf, Vladimir Miller, Annette Krauss, Mara Verlic, Moira Hille, Hong-Kai 

Wang, Mihret Kebede Alwabie, Julia Wieger, Tesfaye Beri Bekele,  
Stefan Gruber, ‘Study of/as Commoning’, (Journal for Artistic Research, Issue #19) 

•
Silvia Federici, ‘Feminism and the Politics of the Commons’ from ​‘​Re-enchanting  

the World’

COLOPHONCOLOPHON



44



ZINE RESEARCH RESOURCE:  
A MATTER OF PRECEDENTS

A Matter of Precedents is a research resource that has evolved 
through multiple forms, such as an installation, a map, 
study walks, a website and three zines. You are looking at 
Zine Nr 1 at the moment.

In Summer 2022 a first iteration of the research resource was 
presented at Collective in the City Observatory Library, 
Edinburgh, titled A Matter of Precedents. It included a study 
board, a map of common good sites in Edinburgh (based  
on the 2018/19 and 2020/21 Edinburgh City Council 
Common Good Registers), and an audio collection of recorded 
interviews with those involved in the particular activa- 
tion of the common good at the City Observatory reopened 
in 2018 under the custodianship of Collective, a con
temporary art organisation. With manifold input by cultural 
workers who have encountered issues surrounding the 
common good in their own communities and work, the 
research resource attempts to demystify and expose  
some of the legal mechanisms and institutional processes 
around publicly owned items. In May, we – Annette 
Krauss, Alison Scott, and Frances Stacey – together with 
many collaborators engaged in two in-person walks to 
gather around and discuss other common good sites in the 
city. We walked and talked along two routes in central  
Edinburgh taking in a variety of sites, objects and spaces 
held in the common good, exploring and imagining  
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forms of custodianship, collective ownership, maintenance, 
and community use of these sites.

Here, in print, we are pleased to make available further 
aspects of the resource, launched in tandem with an online 
presentation where you can listen to the interviews  
made in the first part of the project A Matter of Precedents. 

This print resource is formed of three zines. They act as records 
of the project, as a reader and an invitation for further 
study: holding transcripts of recorded conversations, online 
material, previously published articles, and two newly 
commissioned texts. Much of this gathers in printed form 
the contributions made for the display in the Library  
at Collective – whether that be audio interviews or material 
added to a study board – and contributions offered as  
part of the common good walks. 

CONTENT OF THE THREE ZINES

The three zines feature topics and items that closely follow 
the structure of the online resource, starting zine one  
(that you are looking at right now) which covers general 
notes on the common good in Scotland and materials  
that situate this in relationship to wider debates on com-
moning. Zine two unfolds material contextualising  
Collective’s specific relationship to common good through 
their inhabitation of the City Observatory as a site held  
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in common good. Zine Two is divided into two chapters 
“Administrative Chores: The Labour of The Common 
Good”, gathering administrative-organisational material 
related to common good in Edinburgh, and “Common 
Good and Colonialism” exploring aspects of the relationship 
with colonial legacies. Zine three looks toward other  
struggles surrounding the common good and documents the 
Study Walks along common good sites in Edinburgh.  
The various angles from which this documentation takes 
place hopefully spur re-imaginings of common good  
in Scotland and offer avenues for further study. 

All in all, the three zines attempt to share information on 
the common good in the spirit of open access and free  
distribution, and connect this particular form of Scottish 
commons to wider discourses and learning. 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON THE RE-
SEARCH PROJECT A MATTER OF PRECEDENTS

A Matter of Precedents examines the City Observatory’s status 
and designation as a ‘common good asset’. The ‘common 
good’ is a form of collective property, unique to Scotland, 
comprising buildings, land, structures, and monuments 
gifted to the people of a specific historic burgh. Categorised 
as ‘common good’, these items are today managed by  
local councils and their partners for the good of the people. 
This study is developed in dialogue with a number of  
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people involved in Collective’s redevelopment of this site, 
alongside artists, cultural thinkers and others. 

Developing on Annette’s long-term research on the commons,  
A Matter of Precedents considers the specificity and lack  
of visibility of the Scottish commons, particularly in Edin-
burgh; and draws on Collective’s journey to the City  
Observatory as a way to study the (imaginative) potential 
of the ‘common good’ as a particular legal, historically 
philanthropic, early capitalist anomaly entangled with co-
lonial histories.

In the face of the increasing pressures of commercialisation 
and privatisation of public space in our cities, A Matter  
of Precedents seeks to understand the obligations, responsi-
bilities, and restrictions around the use of common good 
items as opportunities for public agency.

Alongside this specific focus on the common good, the 
project takes an intersectional approach, considering  
the relevance of colonial, feminist, and educational histories 
in Edinburgh. It seeks to (un)learn from ongoing debates 
around colonial cultural heritage, and practices of reparative 
justice, while unpacking the philanthropic principles  
of educational Enlightenment projects. These convergences 
are explored through the input of different stakeholders, 
and with those participating in the walks, and now unfold 
in yet a different constellation, here, in the three zines.
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Annette Krauss 
Artist, educator, and writer Annette Krauss has been working 
with Collective in Edinburgh, Scotland over several  
years on A Matter of Precedents, a research project exploring 
the ‘common good’. Annette’s collaborative work is  
dedicated to practices of ‘unlearning’ and ‘commoning’,  
addressing questions of institutional responsibilities,  
feminism, and privilege.

Alison Scott 
Alison Scott is a Scottish artist, writer and art-worker often 
working with other artists on collaborative and research- 
led projects. She has been assisting Annette closely with the 
research and production for A Matter of Precedents.  
Recent projects in print, film and performance work through  
feminist approaches to weather, land, and the inherited  
environment. 

Frances Stacey
Frances Stacey is a curator and producer who collaborates 
with artists, filmmakers, and others to develop new  
commissions, films, exhibitions, and pedagogical programmes. 
As a freelance producer she has supported the develop-
ment of A Matter of Precedents with Annette and Alison, 
informed by experiences working with Collective from 
2013 – 2020 and co-producing in the context of ongoing 
socio-political struggles.
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The following transcriptions are derived from the recorded conversations that 
were held during the first phase of the project A Matter of Precedents. The  
conversations took place between the artist Annette Krauss and key people 
involved in Collective’s activation of the City Observatory as common good,  
and with artists and researchers who have encountered issues surrounding the 
common good in their own work and communities. 

The transcriptions were produced as working files for the audio installation in  
the library at Collective. They are summary transcriptions and in some cases 
word by word. Extracts from the recorded conversations can be accessed online
www.collective-edinburgh.art/held-in-common-goodwww.collective-edinburgh.art/held-in-common-good

Part 2 and 3 of the audio transcriptions can be accessed in Common Good 
Resource ZINE 2 and 3.

SOME NOTES ON COMMON GOOD  
AND THE DEBATES ON COMMONING
 

AUDIO-TRACK 1 
Part 1. Notes on the history of common good in Scotland;

in conversation with artist and researcher Simon Yuill, 18.8.2021 (7.10min)
 

Present during conversation: Annette Krauss, Alison Scott, Simon Yuill

 
00:09:47

COMMON GOOD – INHERITANCE FROM THE BURGH SYSTEM
Simon Yuill describes how the common good system relates to the old burgh 
system and burgh boundaries that led to some assets being forgotten about as 
local government was re-organised into the current county and city council sys-
tem. Councils’ approaches vary, and assets got amalgamated with other things. 
Simon makes the point that common good seems to be strongest in politically 
conservative areas, which he thinks is because the more progressive eg. Labour 
led councils in the 1970/ 1980s would have thought it as anachronistic of that 
philanthropic era. So, they did not see it as something relevant to a modern, post-
war welfare state. The connections become haphazard and disappear as the coun-
cils don’t know what to do with the assets. He describes how this is the case in 
Glasgow too – the common good being pretty much neglected and not made use 
of. The value of the assets has plummeted from the 1970s to today. He discusses 
how, in Edinburgh, the city (and therefore Common Good fund) only makes ~£1 
a year from the common good land at Waverley Market, because no one saw the 
use of it. 
 
BOURGEOIS PHILANTHROPY
Simon describes the ‘burgess’ of the burghs as the Scottish bourgeoisie and the 
infrastructure of the emergent capitalist cities in Scotland. Aberdeen and Edin-
burgh foremost of these burghs ‘free cities’. Linked with early emergence of cap-
italist structures in Europe in the 15th, 16th century. Aspects predate this, com-
bined with element of mediaeval township systems, therefore aspects of more 
historic commons, eg. drying greens, common grazing (e.g. Princes St Gardens, 
used to be sheep up to 20th c, similarly meadows, Arthur Seat), cattle markets. 
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http://www.collective-edinburgh.art/held-in-common-good 
https://soundcloud.com/collectiveedinburgh/what-is-common-good-part-1/s-ZNX41hUOvPQ?in=collectiveedinburgh/sets/held-in-the-common-good/s-FM3zYqQcaml&si=0164fc60bc0d4b4397e327ddef8359c7&utm_source=clipboard&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=social_sharing


Elements of common good absorbs this and combines with the philanthropic 
model – leading to the ‘odd’ things that are included within Common Good.  
 
TENSIONS OF WHY TO USE OF COMMON GOOD
At the time Simon interviewed Andy Wightman, he also met up with various 
community activists linked to common good in different parts of Scotland, and 
some, like the one in the Caltongate are re radical/ leftwing/ about working class 
politics. But others less so – such as a case in the borders, which was more about 
respecting philanthropy, and the ‘scandal’ of the common good was not about the 
lack of benefit to the local community, but about how the memory of those that 
had donated to the common good was not being respected. He reiterates how the 
1970s/ 1980s Labour led councils would have rejected the idea that we should 
honour the ‘worthies’ of the past – so these associations lead to its neglect, as well 
as administrative oversight and general negligence.
 
COMMON GOOD AS INCLUDING ‘NON-RIVALROUS GOODS’  
TO FACILITATE CAPITALISM 
Simon describes the mix of resources mercantile capitalist towns required and the 
creation of a ‘non-rivalrous-good’ form of commons – following political philos-
opher Elinor Ostrom’s take. This is the idea that there are certain resources that 
enable markets to happen which have to be outside the market. So the common 
good was part of this early structure. As well as historical commons to do with 
community resources; also markets that are needed to be ‘non-rivalrous’ to make 
a competitive capitalist playing field. He discusses the link to time and capital 
and Calton Hill as part of this: the synchronisation of time is a key issue in the 
emergence of industrial capital, and that is what Calton Hill’s timekeeping re-
sources enabled. Factored into the restructuring of time, as a utility that orders 
labour and distribution of goods. Positioning assets within the common good was 
a way of making them non-rivalrous entities that were required for the markets 
to operate. (00:16:47)

 
 

AUDIO-TRACK 2
Part 2. Notes on common good and time;

in conversation with Simon Yuill, 18.8.2021 (5.10min)

 
00:17.09 

CAPITALIST TIME AND COMMONS TIME 
Simon describes how the synchronisation of time was one of the key developments 
in the emergence of industrial capital, eg. the wage, the railway system, logistics 
that facilitate the exchange of goods. Prior to centralised timekeeping, there was 
localised time eg. the church. Synchronised time was a necessary development 
towards the emergence of modern capitalism. This enables a shift from time as a 
‘customary’ commons – time thought of as festivals, seasons, family histories or 
‘people’s time’ – to the structured time of capital. This is still necessary for systems 
such as the internet: time needs to be outside of market control in order to create 
a point of non-rivalry for competition to then occur. 
 
Simon talks about the difference between ‘commons time’ and ‘commoning time’ 
– and the move of time to becoming an asset, as it is necessary for the market to 
happen. In this sense, Calton Hill’s timekeeping mechanism being held within 
the common good was a way of creating that ‘non-rivalrous’ asset – through the 
mechanisms available at the time (state owned assets didn’t exist in the same way). 
He talks about the tensions between philanthropy, customary commons (pastures 
etc), and the emergence of infrastructures for modern capitalism. (00:22:26)
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https://soundcloud.com/collectiveedinburgh/what-is-common-good-part-2/s-H9g1buZDCGc?in=collectiveedinburgh/sets/held-in-the-common-good/s-FM3zYqQcaml&si=6dbca7b415cd4b018abfcc27b178e3c9&utm_source=clipboard&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=social_sharing


AUDIO-TRACK 3
Part 3. Notes on common good and colonialism 

in conversation with researcher Emma Balkind, 31.8.2021 (2.30min)
 

Present during conversation: Emma Balkind, Annette Krauss, Alison Scott

 
00:32:32

COMMON GOOD AS COLONIAL MECHANISM, MAGNA CARTA, ESTOVER 
Emma Balkind mentions research on abolitionist Frederick Douglass’ work in 
Scotland and the Send Back the Money campaign – and how in Scotland we’re 
very bad at acknowledging ongoing colonial effects and where the actual money 
for our society’s wealth came from. She supposes that a lot of the money that cre-
ated the common good funds and assets, or perpetuated them, could have come 
from the slave trade and/or imperialism. One of the central questions remains, 
where did the money come from; who was managing it? She describes her work 
on the commons and ‘estover’ which is the right for women to forage – which 
only came about from women’s subjugation; they couldn’t own property – so it 
was to save women from being completely destitute and potentially being desig-
nated a witch. The law of the commons was taken by colonial means around the 
world through the Magna Carta and the Forest Charter, but those rights were 
not afforded to the slaves in those countries: the arrival of that law in fact made 
those people’s lives a lot worse in some respects, e.g. by destroying indigenous ways 
of sharing and cooperation. She introduces the idea and introduction of common 
law itself as a colonial mechanism. (00:34:39)

Simon Yuill is an artist, researcher, and writer based in Glasgow whose work includes the use of interview and research processes, 
film, publishing and custom software systems.

Emma Balkind is a writer, researcher and educator currently training in Data Analysis. Previously, she was a Teaching Fellow in 
Visual Culture at Edinburgh College of Art at the University of Edinburgh where she was Course Leader for Year 3 and  
Masters elective ‘What is the commons? Participation, objects and place in contemporary art’. Emma completed her  PhD ‘Estovers: 
Practice based research on the concept of the commons within contemporary art’ with Glasgow School of Art in 2018. 
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https://soundcloud.com/collectiveedinburgh/what-is-common-good-part-3/s-jBpzHdayTRZ?in=collectiveedinburgh/sets/held-in-the-common-good/s-FM3zYqQcaml&si=005c746b3ee644ec94862c7ae5704a11&utm_source=clipboard&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=social_sharing


Matter of Precedents Study Board in the library at Collective, Edinburgh, Summer 2022. Matter of Precedents Study Board in the library at Collective, Edinburgh, Summer 2022. 
Photograph courtesy of Tom Nolan, 2022. Photograph courtesy of Tom Nolan, 2022. 
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It is evident that managers are replacing art historians and curators as the heads of 
institutions. Between the globalised world of the market and a society ruled by an 
administrative regime, we have to find a space of resistance, a space in common. There 
is also an element of urgency in this: together we are stronger and we need muscle at a 
time when the market and bureaucracy are so strong. You need the strength — the legal 
strength — of being together… 
 
Canon or counter-canon is not the issue. That is too modernistic, it tries to disclose a 
truth, and our proposal is not about that. The separation of research, academics, theory 
— I have always hated it. Also between the artistic or scholarly side of the museum and 
its management. We have to break with this modern — modern since the seventeenth 
century — idea of subject against subject, or the subjective versus the objective, etc. It’s 
about something else — about relationships, about being in common, and not about 
absorbing one into the other. 
 
 
Quote from Manuel Borja-Villel, Director of Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina 
Sofía, Madrid (Zonnenberg, 2015) 
 

 

Emma Balkind, ‘Introduction: Surveying the commons’; ‘Estovers: Practice based re- Emma Balkind, ‘Introduction: Surveying the commons’; ‘Estovers: Practice based re- 
search on the concept of the commons within contemporary art’, Joint portfolio  search on the concept of the commons within contemporary art’, Joint portfolio  
with dissertation submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of with dissertation submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy (Glasgow School of Art, 2018) Doctor of Philosophy (Glasgow School of Art, 2018) 

Emma Balkind (2018) Creative Commons Attribution. Non-Commercial Share-Alike 4.0 Emma Balkind (2018) Creative Commons Attribution. Non-Commercial Share-Alike 4.0 
International License. International License. 
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Introduction: Surveying the commons 

 

This research focuses on the concept of the commons as it relates to contemporary art today, 

relating the idea that the commons has become a central notion in discursive practice. 

My thesis is not intended to be a complete survey of the commons, but a reflection of the 

current status of the term through discursive practice. I believe that an understanding of the 

concept of the commons in relation to art is still in the early stages of development as is 

reflected in the recent selection of articles on the topic in art journals such as Open! 

Commonist Aesthetics (2015) and e-flux journal no. 17: In Search of the Postcapitalist Self 

(2010), but mostly in presentations at symposia organised by and in tangent to art 

institutions. 

When I began my PhD, I believed that I would be relating the idea of the commons through 

a speculative methodology. It seemed that many of the papers and discussions which were 

happening in relation to the Occupy movement were trying to envision the development of 

new ways of living and an alternative to the austerity which was widely instituted by Western 

governments after the financial crash of 2008. 

As I continued my studies and completed my initial literature survey, the response that I 

received from the board at my institution was ‘this is all very interesting, but what does she 

mean by the commons?’ I realised at this point that it was not enough to simply assume that 

the commons was something already in existence, that could be called to in order to fix the 

current state of things, but I must actually detail what I and other people meant when making 

this reference to the commons.  

I also realised that ideas of the commons are extremely wide ranging and at times do not 

follow a coherent order. The UK is a good place to study the commons because we do have 

some forms of commons written into our laws in Scotland and England. However, the idea 

of the commons as a concept in law is not usually the thing that is being referred to when 

people call for the commons today. So, what is it that activists, theorists and cultural workers 

are referring to? 

My own interest in the commons came out of my MA thesis in Contemporary Art Theory 

at Edinburgh College of Art (2011), which was in part a case study of the thwarted projects  
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Fig.1 Architectural rendering of Northern Lights at Union Terrace Gardens (2008)  

Fig.2 Protest by citizens of Aberdeen against the Wood Group plan for city square (2011) 
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of Peacock Visual Arts and latterly The Wood Group to 

build on Union Terrace Gardens, a piece of common 

good land in the centre of Aberdeen. I had worked at 

Peacock in 2008 and wanted to make sense of what had 

happened when the Northern Lights project, for a new 

gallery space and workshops, was defeated. 

At the point of writing that thesis, the Millbank student 

protests (see Hancox, 2011), Occupy movement and 

various other initiatives and protests were calling out for 

the commons as it related to the public realm and I 

realised that there must be some connection between the 

exploitation of a public garden in Aberdeen and the aftermath of the global economic crash 

in 2008 which led to these international protests and occupations. I made my PhD 

application with a digitisation of a protest placard from Occupy Stockholm as the cover: 

'Equal access to our resources starts with making sure our commons remain common’. 

My initial research questions were: If the Commons needs a community, how does the 

Commons relate to contemporary notions of Public Art and Engaged Practices? How might 

an engagement with the Commons be beneficial to the organisation of cultural spaces? Can 

the Commons project create a new space outwith existing paradigms of cultural organisation 

and practice? If this is not so, how does the Commons frame these existing practices 

differently than a neo-liberal approach?  

In what ways might speculation on Commons and Commoning be productive towards 

creating a new constitution and cultural policy change? As a seemingly utopian project, is a 

consideration of Commons sufficient to affect the real change needed, to reverse capital-

centric governmental attitudes to culture? 

Today the questions have changed to be more specific: What is the concept of the commons 

when it is referred to in contemporary art? For what reasons is it being employed as a concept 

Fig.3 Occupy Stockholm poster (2012) 
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in discursive practices? (You may notice through the thesis I have also dropped the 

capitalisation of Commons to commons to reflect its styling in general usage). 

My submission takes the form of a combined portfolio and thesis, reflecting on the practice 

based research. This thesis draws together the literature survey which is needed to begin to 

understand the background of this topic. It then continues through a discussion of political 

philosophy, in particular, the notion of ‘the common’ as it relates to community. After 

which, there is a survey chapter on the role of the commons within art, followed by a chapter 

on the portfolio. Finally there is an analytical chapter reflecting on the practice based 

research undertaken. In addition to this I have created a suggested commons syllabus with 

the artistic-researcher in mind. The accompanying portfolio comes in two parts: a printed 

booklet of transcripts from a selection of projects which I variously organised and took part 

in through the course of my PhD research, which is partnered with a USB ‘stick’ containing 

the original audio from these projects and of second and third year progression 

presentations. 

Chapter one is a literature survey of some of the key texts in commons theory, and also 

comprises some texts about neoliberalism and subjectivity such as Lazzarato’s The Making 

of Indebted Man (2012). This chapter acts as a chronological perspective of the development 

of the concept of the commons as it relates to my research. Contemporary art is discussed in 

this chapter in the activities of 16 Beaver, David Joselit’s book After Art and his position on 

Relational Aesthetics, a discussion of works on Greenham Common by female artists 

Condorelli, Margaret Harrison and Lucy Reynolds, and through Jodi Dean’s critiques of art 

activism. 

 

The second chapter is presented in two parts. The first section leans towards an analogy of 

the falsehood of 'the common' as necessarily good or utopian, and a demonstration that 

perversion and destruction is often in existence within iterations of the commons. The 

second section is an edit of the essay ‘The commons subject/The subject of community’ 

which was published by Camera Austria in 2015. The text deals with the notion of the 

individual who is subject to the relation of the commons and how this often sits either 

alongside or against an idea of community. This chapter considers contemporary art from 

a show and publication by Camera Austria, the writings of the artist and philosopher 
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Matteo Pasquinelli, a painted portrait of Jimmy Wales Portrait by the artist Pricasso, the 

MAP reading group Sick Sick Sick, and essays by the artist Celine Condorelli. 

 

Chapter three is a contextual chapter on art and the commons, and in a sense this acts as a 

justification for my project. In this chapter I present other projects which have dealt with the 

commons in a discursive sense in the last few years and what themes were being investigated 

in this work. This is where I situate where my research questions came from and what the 

field looks like now. The artworks in this section are presented as a record of the commons 

in contemporary art history, rather than as a critical reflection on their merits. Due to the 

ongoing development of this topic within curation and art practices, I felt that this was the 

most appropriate way to document the use of the commons as a term within contemporary 

art at this time. The contemporary art in this section covers the curation of Biennales 

Documenta13 and KW at the Berlin Biennale and the Athens Biennale Agora, programming 

at Casco and BAK in Utrecht, the art of Amy Balkin and Clive Gilman, and curated 

programmes including Atelier Public and Open Field. 

 

In the fourth chapter the background of the portfolio of practice is presented, with 

descriptions of how each event was organised and the context for each of these discussions. 

All of the portfolio — the projects Estovers Part 1 and 2, GoMA, Jupiter Artland, Collective 

and Transmission are detailed in this chapter. Contemporary art projects appear in this 

chapter with engagement in the work of artists including Tessa Lynch, Eastern Surf, Modern 

Edinburgh Film School,  and Victor and Hester. 

 

Chapter five presents an analysis of the practice and theoretical research. What did I learn 

about the concept of the commons as it is used in contemporary art while working on the 

projects presented in the practice portfolio, and what themes are represented in these 

discursive projects? From this point in the thesis, the art which is discussed here reflects 

primarily on the practice which I undertook, and which is documented in Chapter 4 and in 

the Portfolio. 

 

Chapter six presents notes towards a suggested syllabus on the commons, which is intended 

as an extension to the contribution to knowledge. The contribution to knowledge is a 

representation of commons projects in relation to contemporary art, and the ‘suggested 
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syllabus’ reader which provides a context-specific route through a collection of texts about 

the commons. There is just one university which I have found to have begun to make space 

for theories and knowledge on the commons for students studying art and visual culture. 

This syllabus acts as a counter to what Goldsmiths created in 2014 to allow for more 

discussion of areas of study of the commons which lie closer to the concerns and output of 

practice and theory related to contemporary art, and focusing less on political economy and 

enclosures and more on a constructive depiction of the commons. I believe this is the most 

open and practical way I can give over the knowledge I have accrued. 

 

Finally, the conclusion revisits the work undertaken: considers the scope of what has been 

included, how the notes toward a syllabus work as a means to allow for ongoing discursive 

practices related to the commons, and how I am developing some themes of the research 

through a collaboration with CCA with the group Invisible Knowledge. This submission is 

therefore a survey of what I have learned and over the course of three years of study and 

practice. It is my hope that each individual section of the project can stand alone as an 

informative element, but that together these sections can provide a general overview of the 

commons via a practice-based approach from within the research department of an art 

school. 

 

Epistemology of the practice-based commons project 

 

The theory of knowledge which this thesis embraces is that the commons itself is not only a 

descriptive term, but also a practice. The commons is something which exists as a 

production: to exist, it must be reiterated. So, the practice involved in the production of this 

thesis was about calling to this idea in public.  

 

The concept of the commons is about providing space: in this case, for discussion. The 

projects which were undertaken were a practice engaged in a discussion of the commons 

through a form which relates the commons. 

 

My practice has been one which has involved making space for discussion of the commons 

by others, something which was both an amelioration of the lack of discussion present in a 
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preliminary research on the commons, and also a means to reflect on the concept in public. 

Again, breaking open the process of research.  

 

The thesis gave me a place to further develop discussions around philosophy and other 

existing artistic projects on the commons as a topic, while also reckoning with it in practice 

by creating space and accepting the creation of spaces by others which considered this topic. 

Further extension of the publicness of these projects came about through the publishing of 

the content which was created in these spaces. 

 

My practice in the research process of this thesis was one of producing discursive projects 

which presented me with a jumping off point for my research but latterly also were 

reflections on research I was undertaking, in a non-linear process. 

 

Throughout the course of the PhD, I have strived towards making my research as open as 

possible. I realized that this was not the norm during the research methods course, when an 

architecture professor told us how he had successfully hidden every part of his thesis writing 

from his studio mate by building a wall around himself and never speaking about his work 

to anyone in public. In hearing this, I knew that in my research I wanted to be true to the 

openness of the commons and that to do well by my topic, I needed to be out in public 

discussing and presenting ideas. Considering something which is often quite a grassroots 

concept within academic structures led me to constantly readdress my approach, looking at 

which parts of the research process should be modified or updated to deal with the ethics 

and open structural dynamic which comes from commons projects. 

I believe that this particular combination of active practice-based projects and surveying the 

topic from an interdisciplinary perspective could form a new way forward for the academy. 

This kind of approach is something which I made a case for at the interview stage, and so I 

was pleased when I saw that the Universities of Stirling and Dundee would inaugurate the 

Centre for Scotland’s Land Futures, bringing ‘…together perspectives from across the 

humanities – history, geography, economics, art, English, law and philosophy – in the 

process helping address a gap in the nation’s knowledge and perception of the use of land.’ 

(Isles 2015) While not strictly addressing all of the same issues as CSLF, it feels that there is 

a fledgling model of research being developed towards a new kind of study of concepts 
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related to land and living arrangements. I hope that the work I have undertaken in this thesis 

project can feed into such an approach. 

I have a discursive practice of programme curation, producing public-facing events and 

working in collaboration with contemporary artists to articulate the aesthetic and political 

elements of their work. The rationale of my practice in this research is informed by the 

methodology of the Estover. This history of this concept is described in further detail in 

Chapter 1, but for the purposes of describing the methodology briefly here, the Estover is a 

means to open up the research process. It acts as a bridging point between practice-based 

research outside of the academy and the academic form of the PhD thesis, using active 

discussion in order to produce outcomes in practice which otherwise would not be available 

through traditional modes of archival research.  

 

The concept of the commons is a relatively new concept within contemporary art and within 

it there is an existing methodological imperative for the commons to exist as an open 

platform for all to access. Allowing others into my research methodology breaks the primacy 

of the researcher and has allowed for a more open and interactive framework, taking account 

of a fluid research process. The practice would be driven by research and the research was 

informed by practice.  

 

It was a process which fed itself and returned issues from within art to theory and from 

theory to art. Therefore, the progression of the practice happened in tandem with the 

production of the thesis. I worked as an organiser and a researcher, but also was present in 

other people's projects as a collaborator. (Note: While the production of practice for this 

project took place in collaboration with others, the production of the thesis was all of my 

own work!) This shifting position between individual study and collaboration is something 

which informs the approach and tone of the thesis and also ties into the methodological 

imperative of the Estover as a framing device.  
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Considering different registers 

 

It is important to note here that the tone of this thesis differs according to the chapter and 

the stage of the PhD I was in while I was writing it. As a result, this thesis does not always 

use a traditional / authoritative academic tone, and the voice of the project differs greatly at 

times through different sections of the thesis. Each chapter reads differently: some are 

conversational, some are more theoretical, some are reflective. The relatively formal voice of 

the literature survey gives way to more experimental approaches of writing in the philosophy 

chapter. The analysis of practice is conversational, while the syllabus is in an embryonic 

form. 

 

The structure of the finished thesis is a partially synthetic form. Throughout the time of 

writing the thesis, I was taking part in activities of practice. This is not to say the thesis doesn't 

follow the linear progress of work, but more that each chapter both consciously and 

unconsciously was affected in tone by the activities which happened alongside it. I also felt 

that the tone of the thesis should take on some feeling of the approaches which I had to 

undertake in order to write particular chapters. The concept of the commons is diverse, and 

so is the selection of expected academic presentations one must make on methodology, 

practice, theory, contribution to knowledge, literature survey and so on. The change of tone 

within the thesis is perhaps a result of this, and at times – particularly in Chapter 4, where I 

recount the practice undertaken – is tinged with discursive aspects of the projects which I 

was working on while I was writing. 

 

Since each chapter has a different function and therefore presents differently, I have tried to 

link these chapters together as neatly as I can, but I think that some of the wildness of the 

activities does percolate through at times. Since part of the methodology of the Estover 

involves some existence both inside and outside of the structures that support it, each time I 

am required to be academic I also still have a foot outside in practice. Each time I am 

participating in practice I am thinking about how to process this information in relation to 

theory and contribution to knowledge. I would go as far as to consider that the tone changes 

in part to provide a reiteration of the methodology employed over the course of the thesis 

and portfolio. 
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The portfolio itself ranges between pre-scripted and unscripted presentations, performance, 

discussion and published essay. There is a looseness in this presentation of thoughts, and 

although the thesis takes more of an academic approach out of necessity, some of this 

looseness remains. The timing of the thesis and the way it has to draw on many different 

themes and disciplines is also reflected in this. It is my intention that it should come across 

as having energy and perhaps not too many ties to disciplinary expectations, while also 

fulfilling the expected function of a thesis of doctoral standard. 

 

 

 

 

 

2626

Em
m

a B
alkind

, ‘Intro
d
uc

tio
n: S

urve
ying

 the
 c

o
m

m
o

ns’; ‘Esto
ve

rs: P
rac

tic
e
 b

ase
d
 re

se
arc

h o
n the

 c
o

nc
e
p

t o
f the

 c
o

m
m

o
ns w

ithin c
o

nte
m

p
o

rary art’
Em

m
a B

alkind
, ‘Intro

d
uc

tio
n: S

urve
ying

 the
 c

o
m

m
o

ns’; ‘Esto
ve

rs: P
rac

tic
e
 b

ase
d
 re

se
arc

h o
n the

 c
o

nc
e
p

t o
f the

 c
o

m
m

o
ns w

ithin c
o

nte
m

p
o

rary art’



T U   C
S Y

G, 31 A 2013

So as Emma said I want to talk a bit about the complexities and contradic-
tions of the commons and I’m also going to focus a bit more on specific
historical commons in Scotland. To some extent the various definitions of
the commons that we’ve heard today already to me suggest a problem in
the concept. It’s become so broad as to include everything and I would ar-
gue it’s becoming almost like a constitutional equivalent of organic food or
fair-trade coffee. It seems to be a good thing but yet it’s so … has lile sub-
stance to it and to an extent a lot of the discourse around the commons is
in danger of undermining what might be the actual possibilities for alterna-
tive or transformative politics that might come from that. And there’s a real
danger of this just becoming an empty talking point rather than any actual
movement as such.

Part of my interest comes, and part of my more critical take on it, comes
from the fact that I am a programmer as well as an artist. I’ve been involved
in what’s called Free/Libre Open Source Soware¹ … which is a kind of
movement … not really amovement at all … a form of programming practice
that emerged in the 80s, as a … initially as a critical stand towards the com-
mercialization of programming but which has become a widespread norm
within soware production and spreading towards other forms such as so-
cial media. ere have been interesting developments in how that’s evolved

¹Free/Libre Open Source Soware is normally abbreviated as FLOSS. In the late 1990’s and
early 2000’s there was significant interest in FLOSS as a model for radical artistic practice of-
ten referring back to the strategies and practices of Situationism, Neoism, Conceptual Art and
Mail Art. e emphasis within FLOSS upon programmers building their own tools and infras-
tructures, such as the GNU/Linux operating system, aligned well with the ideas of autonomous
structure and self-institution within artist-run practice. Early examples of the overlap between
FLOSS forms of production and artist-run practice include the Festival of Plagiarism events in
London and Glasgow, 1989-1990 (Home 1989, Photostatic 1989 and Bloch 2008), the Copenhagen
Free University, 2001-2007 (Heise and Jakobsen 2007), and the University of Openess, 2002-2006
(Albert 2007). ese developed alongside the emerging hacklab scene which grew out of the con-
joining of anarchist and Autonomist social centres with free public computing labs running on
salvaged recycled equipment. As FLOSS became increasingly incorporated into mainstream com-
puting business and the hacker ethos was appropriated as a means of branding various forms
of exploitative volunteerism, the potential of FLOSS as a form of technologically enabled radical
praxis largely evaporated. Essays on FLOSS and artist-run practice includeAlbert 1999 andCramer
2000 – Cramer was also a participant in the Festival of Plagiarism. e political tensions and con-
tradictions within FLOSS are discussed, by way of comparison with the politically informed Free
Improvisation music ensembles of the late 1960’s such as the Scratch Orchestra, in Yuill 2008. For
a critique of exploitative volunteerism in digital culture as a form of ‘free labour’ see Terranova
2003.

1Simon Yuill, ‘The Uncommonality of the Commons’, Glasgow, 31 August 2013. Originally Simon Yuill, ‘The Uncommonality of the Commons’, Glasgow, 31 August 2013. Originally 
published in ‘Uncommon Slime Kraft’, Frontiers in Retreat/ Scottish Sculpture  published in ‘Uncommon Slime Kraft’, Frontiers in Retreat/ Scottish Sculpture  
Workshop, 2018. Transcript from a talk originally commissioned by Emma Balkind as Workshop, 2018. Transcript from a talk originally commissioned by Emma Balkind as 
part of Estovers. part of Estovers. 
  
Available at: Available at: https://www.ssw.org.uk/simon-yuill/https://www.ssw.org.uk/simon-yuill/ and  and https://simonyuill.info/https://simonyuill.info/
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and the contradictions within the politics of that arena. And it’s been one
of the main things that has stimulated my interest in this discourse of the
commons.

e other thing is a long-standing interest in self-organisation and self-
organised structures, particularly self-organised forms of production and
that partly comes from as a teenager I was involved with anarchist groups
in Edinburgh and was exposed to that form of politics from quite a young
age and that informs some of my interests and to some extent is the starting
point for projects I did recently looking into different forms of commons and
different forms of self-organisation. ese were three projects which exist
as a kind of trilogy and some of them… or material from themwas shown at
an exhibition at the CCA back in 2010 called Fields, Factories and Workshops²
which title comes from a work by Peter Kropotkin a 19th century anarchist
philosopher. I tend to work quite slowly over a long period of time and show
my work as it evolves, so that show back in 2010 was some of that material.
One of the main parts of that project were interviews with different people
which had been transcribed and published online and in the exhibition some
of the transcriptions were shown in printed form.³

e three projects were Stackwalker which started off looking into the
idea of self-organised rural production in Scotland. I ended up focusing from
that broader topic particularly on croing communities and migrant worker
groups within the fishing industry in Scotland partly because these were
two areas where, on the one hand, with croing you had this long history
of self-organisation and commoning, and then within migrant, contempo-
rary migrant worker groups in fishing there was an interesting parallel in
that historically the fishing industry in Scotland has always relied on large
amounts of migrant labour and originally this was largely migrants from
Ireland and Gaelic-speaking communities in the Western Isles. is inter-
nal migration was the basis of the fishing industry in Scotland and now that
kind of migration is … or at the time I was doing the work which began
in 2008, this was mostly migrant workers who were from Poland, Lithuania
and Latvia.⁴ And what I found were people who had set up groups to rep-
resent themselves because it’s an area where unionisation is quite difficult.
e interesting parallels are that historically with … how … not the croing
community as such, but how Gaelic-speaking Scots as an internal migrant
labour force within Scotland in the 19th century had constituted themselves
in, for example, cities like Glasgow where you’ve got smaller organisations
who represented initially people in terms of their birthplace and home affini-

²Centre for Contemporary Arts, Glasgow, 7th August to 18th September 2010.
³e websites for the three projects discussed here are: http://www.stackwalker.org,

http://www.newcommon.org and http://www.giventothepeople.org.
⁴Members from some of the contemporary migrant worker groups in Banff, Fraserburgh and

Peterhead are interviewed in Yuill 2012.
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ties, so you get associations based around people from Lewis, which evolved
into more class-based organisations and ones that formed the basis of early
20th century and late 19th century workers movements led by figures like
John Maclean, Ed McHugh.⁵ So that project I interviewed … from the cro-
ing areas I particularly looked at areas that had been sites of struggle. e
interesting thing about croing is not so much that it represents a timeless
form of farming but rather that it was a site of struggle for land and polit-
ical action around land in the late 19th century and I went to areas where
there’d been various forms of struggle such as land raids and riots and stuff
and spoke with people … in certain cases direct descendents of people who
were involved in this. And these actions went right up to the 1950s. e
contemporary follow-on from that has been the idea of the community buy-
out in areas like Eigg and Assynt where they’ve bought out the land from
private landowners. So that was that project. It touched on other issues such
as land, law and language and where linguistic and ethnic differences were
oen used to normalise class differences and these are some of the legacies
of the way croing is a form that’s been used to naturalise what are really
artificial forms of class construction in Scotland… rather than an indigenous
farming system.

e second project is calledNewCommon. It’s pulling together interviews
from different smaller projects which had been both in England and in Scot-
land that cover areas like commons and the Common Good in Scotland as
well. It includes Andrew Wightman’s interview. It also includes interviews
from communities around the outskirts of Bournemouthwhichwere all built
around … which were council estates built around common land. ere is a
connection between the commons as a kind of historical infrastructure with
the idea of Estovers that Emma has touched upon, and then theWelfare State
as a form of public provision which has to a certain extent replaced and ab-
sorbed aspects of the historical use of the commons. ese included a place,
one calledWest Howe, which is built next to a common called Turbary Com-
mon and Turbary is one of the rights of commoning similar to Estovers. A
Turbary … the rights of Turbage are the rights to gather wood and heathland
materials to use for fire and Turbary Common cites the idea of these rights
into its name. ere’s also an interesting literary relationship there … this
particular part of the country is where omas Hardy is from and omas
Hardy’s fictitious Egdon Heath maps across the same area so these are com-
munities living in the same area asomas Hardy talks about in works such
as Return of the Native. So the themes of class transformation that exist in

⁵For a study of the Gaelic-speaking organisations in 19th century Glasgow see Withers 1998
as well as Charlie Withers’ interview in Yuill 2012. e relation of John Maclean and Ed McHugh
to the struggles in the croing areas is discussed in the interview with Allan Armstrong in Yuill
2012 and in Armstrong 2012.
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omas Hardy’s work are mapped to the contemporary experiences in these
areas.

e project also included work in Hulme in Manchester where you have
a contemporary example of the revival of the common idea. Hulme is most
famous … it was built as an area of 1960s tower block housing that became
derelict in the 1980s and became a large scale squat and it was famous for
Manchester bands like Joy Division and Happy Mondays.⁶ In Hulme the
tower blocks were destroyed in the 1990s but many people that were part of
the squaing movement in Hulme stayed on in the area and have run differ-
ent projects. e house I was staying in is a place called Redbricks whichwas
a set of council houses in Hulme that are run like a kind of unofficial housing
cooperative, so the residents themselves set up a cooperative system within
the council housing system as a form of self-representation. ere was also
efforts there to turn some of the land that had been designated for property
development into a commons in order to block the property development
on that area of land so that was an interesting contemporary variant on the
commoning idea.

Woman in audience Can I interject at this point and ask what’s happening
with the field in Maryhill?

Sorry?
Woman e field in Maryhill in that similar situation.
Do you mean the Children’s Wood field?
Woman Yes
at’s … you shouldn’t ask me (audience laughter), this person’s more

involved than I am. As far as I know that piece of land doesn’t form any kind
of Common Good designation because it was … I’ll talk more on the detail
later. At the moment that is, as far as I understand it, in bureaucratic limbo
basically.

Woman Cos I think the government … the Scoish Government said to the
developers “you shouldn’t really be pursuing this” basically but I haven’t heard
much since.

No … my basic understanding is it’s in bureaucratic limbo which will
last until either the campaign loses strength and the council can push ahead
with the building or the council give up and the land stays as it is.⁷

⁶For a history of Hulme and the squats see http://exhulme.co.uk.
⁷e Children’s Wood is part of North Kelvin Meadow, an area of abandoned council land in

Glasgow that was originally a sports area but has since become overgrown as a wild space. e
local community have adopted the land as a public resource providing numerous events and es-
tablishing outdoor schooling and nursery projects. e council have sought to offer planning
permission to developers to build private housing on the land, which to date the community
have been successful in delaying. ey have two websites, one for the main campaign, http://
northkelvinmeadow.com, and one for the Children’s Wood http://thechildrenswood.com.
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ere have been examples … ere have been examples of where Com-
mon Good Law has been used as a way of preventing commercial planning
in Scotland. Perhaps best known is the Botanics where there were plans to
build a nightclub a few years ago and by identifying that land as Common
Good land the local campaigners were able to prevent that.⁸ Similarly the
project to build a commercial adventure play park in Pollok was also stopped
through invoking Common Good Law.⁹

e third project that covered these issues was called Given To e Peo-
ple which is about a thing called Pollok Free State and Pollok Free State was
originally established as a local protest camp on a section of Pollok Park to
prevent the M77 motorway being cut through that area. is was in the mid
90s … early to mid 90s. It was distinctive in that whilst many of the road
protests of the 90s oen connected with more liberal, middle class environ-
mentalist politics, the Pollok Free State connected itself with working class
politics and the issues of the Pollok housing estate itself and there’s a strong
correlation between the idea of self-determination and class politics over the
use of ground in that area. And… it called itself the Free State, issued its own
passports, it had its own constitution, set up its own university, established
itself as a kind of autonomous republic.

One of the things I’m continuing to look at following from that project is
some other forms of radical republicanism in Scotland which is quite an in-
teresting … groups like the Army of Provisional Government who aempted
to create an equivalent of the IRA in Scotland in the 1970s.¹⁰ ey were most
famous for being linked to the bombing the Clyde Tunnel in 1975 and they
were kind of a, if you like … they were portrayed as a kind of failed ter-
rorist organisation and slightly as a sort of comical organisation but they’re
interesting in that … what I’m interested in is this idea in republicanism of
the the equivalence of the citizen, the body of the citizen and the body of
the state, and how this relates to the politics of the body as a kind of public
politics.¹¹

e last thing I started to look into are Sioll Nan Gaidheal, the Seed of the
Gael, who are Gaelic nationalists, a republican organisation with … quite
an interesting complex history. Began in the mid 70s as well and veered
towards a form of neo-fascist politics. ey were involved in a lot of the
so-called ‘anti white seler’ demonstrations and actions in the 70s and have

⁸“Old land law may thwart nightclub in the Botanics”, Glasgow Herald, Tuesday 20th Novem-
ber 2007, http://www.scottishcommons.org/docs/herald_20071120.pdf.

⁹“Omission of park in Common Good Fund may cost council dear”, Glasgow Herald, urs-
day 29th October 2009, http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/home-news/exclusive-
omission-of-park-in-common-good-fund-may-cost-council-dear-1.929148.

¹⁰Scoish Republican Socialist Movement 2015.
¹¹Agamben 1998 discusses the longer history of this idea. For a history of Scoish militant

republicanism see Young 1996.
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moved towards situating themselves as a green socialist group nowadays.¹²
And this slide towards fascism within republicanism is, the danger of this is
something I’m interested in exploring and I think it’s also part of the spec-
trum of values of the commons as well. By fascism I’m not saying an idea of
totalitarianism but rather a slide towards a politics that’s based on mythol-
ogy, spiritualism and a politics based on things that you cannot question.¹³
And this generalisation of the commons has a danger to it that it becomes
this principle that you cannot question. So it has a kind of … what I would
call a quasi-fascist dimension to it which is somethingwe have to be aware of
and wary of. Also there are different politics of the commons so we have …
again this is an area where if we have a tendency to homogenise things un-
der this one label it leads to a blurring of distinctions which is problematic.
It tends to create an homogenisation of quite distinct and arguably antag-
onistic political viewpoints. In that way I’m reminded of Stewart Home’s
critique of integralist anarchism where he argued that the different strands
of anarchism seeking to integrate one another could never work because,
as he put it, if you tolerate each other you’ll tolerate anything (audience
laughter).¹⁴ It has an inbuilt failure within it …

Some of the distinctive strands of identifying the politics that claims the
commons or makes a claim upon the commons. I think there are four in
particular who have interesting historical significance. One is the idea of
primitive communism and this very much relates to the early … so, for ex-
ample, Peter Linebaugh’s work.¹⁵ He’s looking into the Charter of the Forest
located in historical forms of the commons that Emmawas talking about ear-
lier. And this relates to the idea of primitive communism … Commons and
communism are from the same etymological roots.¹⁶ ey basically both re-
fer back to a form of selements and a management of the land based around
the communes, the community. And this idea of commons as a primitive
form of communism is found in the work of Marx. One of his first writings

¹²e distinction can be made between a militant republicanism that responds to the existing
violence of the state and a ‘fascist’ republicanism that constructs a mythic violence of ethnic dif-
ferentiation, see Sco and Macleay 1990. e ‘fascism’ of Sioll Nan Gaidheal should, of course, be
understod in relation to the more everyday and insidious fascisms of the Orange Order, British
Unionism, BNP, Scoish Defence League, and mainstream parliamentary counterparts, but the
question remains as to how we define the commonality under which different collective politics
are defined. For a discussion of the ‘white seler’ issue in Scotland see Jedrej and Nuall 1996.

¹³A comparison to this is the relation between fascist political theory and environmental is-
sues that emerges in 19th century movements celebrating folk culture and forms of nature-based
spiritualism such as the Völkische Bewegung, see Mosse 1998, and has been mirrored in aspects of
contemporary Deep Ecology and Primitivist Anarchism, see Biehl and Staudenmaier 1995. For the
wider political-philosophical debate discussing this in relation to opposing politics of rationalism
and irrationalism see Balibar 1978.

¹⁴Home 1997.
¹⁵Linebaugh 2008.
¹⁶Linebaugh 2010.
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as a journalist was to write about woodsmen in the Rhineland who had been
fined for gathering wood as their common rights to harvest wood from the
forest had been withdrawn.¹⁷ Similarly Engels discusses primitive commu-
nism in his bookeOrigin of the Family, Private Property and the State where
he cites the forms of communal organisation that existed within German
rural communities up until the 19th century.¹⁸ In many respects croing is
seen as related to this idea of primitive communism.

And another strand, quite closely related, is that of anarchism and by
anarchism I mean classical 19th century anarchism as defined principally
by Peter Kropotkin. Kropotkin identified … who was also an anthropolo-
gist and who’d studied various forms of agricultural structure within areas
around Russia and across Europe … identified this as a kind of model … as
not only a prior form of property and labour organisation but also poten-
tially the model for future organisation. In a sense the distinction between a
communist take on the commons and the anarchist take is that 20th century
communism in the form of state communism looks towards the construction
of the state as the centralisation of all common property, the state becomes
the guardian of the commons, whereas anarchism from the Kropotkin tradi-
tion looks at decentralised forms of commune as an actual political structure
in its own right and seeks to build a new politics around that.¹⁹

Two other political strands very different from this are those of liberalism
and use of the commons within liberal politics and this dates to the 17th and
18th century of thinkers likeWilliam Pey and Daniel Dafoe who talk about
the need to create publicly funded infrastructures through which private en-
terprise could be supported and the modern equivalent of that is probably
Lawrence Lessig who coined the phrase ‘Creative Commons’ and Lessig’s
take on the internet is very much similar to William Pey and Defoe’s con-
cepts of the common.²⁰ e example of liberal commons is something like
the rail network when an infrastructure is built that would be too expensive
and too risky for individual private enterprise and which would be prone
to the market. So by making this a public commons structure the risks of
private enterprise are shied onto the shoulders of society, so it’s a way of
socializing risk. is is a key form of the commons that has emerged within

¹⁷e article is “Debate on the es of Timber”, Rheinische Zeitung, 1842, the significance of
the article in relation to the formation of Marx’s later ideas is discussed in McLellan 1980, p.95–99.

¹⁸Engels 1909, a digital version is available at https://archive.org/details/
originoffamilypr00enge.

¹⁹It is worth noting however that Kropotkin was critical of experiments in Utopian com-
munities that sought to set themselves apart from existing society, see his Proposed Communist
Selement: A New Colony for Tyneside orWearside first published ineNewcastle Daily Chronicle,
20th February 1985, available online at http://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/petr-
kropotkin-proposed-communist-settlement-a-new-colony-for-tyneside-or-
wearside.

²⁰Lessig 1999.
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liberalism. A distinctive aspect of it is that whilst it is oen defined as a
public good and placed under the jurisdiction of public bodies such as the
state, those who gain access to it and benefit from it are oen quite unevenly
distributed. So you’ll see the creation of a public good but in terms of the
benefits that come back from it they are unevenly distributed, so the rail
companies benefit at the expense of passengers rather than a people’s rail
service that is based on an idea of the distribution of the means of travel.
And to one extent that’s demonstrated in the preference for the use of the
word ‘public’ rather than ‘common’, which has a more institutional history
behind it in terms of it’s etymology in Roman law.²¹

A more recent development related to the liberal concept of the com-
mons is a neo-Hayekian concept of commons which is related also to the
neoliberal form. Hayek was an economic theorist of the 20th century who
rejected what he saw as any form of socialist or collective economics, who
believed in highly individualised economics. He even rejected the word
‘economy’ because the word economy in its origins means ‘how to man-
age a household’, as being too collective.²² He believed in a highly individ-
ualised economic structure. Hayek was one of the key influences on the
emergence of neoliberal thinking. What have been called neo-Hayekian el-
ements of thinking that are represented by figures such as Elinor Ostrom
whose Governing the Commons²³ draws upon Hayek’s theories for explain-
ing how commons-based systems worked. In particular she evokes Hayek’s
idea of an ad-hoc economy, the idea of individuals finding common needs
and addressing them through a localized market system. Ostrom’s concept
of the commons interestingly, like Kropotkin, draws upon actual existing
examples and even some of the same examples as Kropotkin, particularly
the Swiss mountain farming systems are both invoked in Kropotkin’s work
e Conquest of Bread²⁴ and Ostrom’s work Governing the Commons. e
conclusions they draw are quite different.

One of the aspects that I think is quite distinctively different is that this
idea of the commons within a kind of neoliberal and Hayekian tradition re-
lates to a form of what’s called domestic economy. e domestic economy
is the … we come back to the idea of the economy of the household, it’s a
small-scale sphere of circulation that may be separate form the mainstream
markets but which enables, for example, the way in which a family might
provide food for itself through a process such as croing. And that, rather

²¹For the longer history of this see Arendt 1998.
²²Hayek preferred the term ‘catallaxy’ emphasizing the principle of exchange rather than that

of collective responsibility suggested in the origins of the term ‘economics’. For a concise history of
the development of neoliberal ideas from Hayek and their application in current economic policy
see Mirowski 2014.

²³Ostrom 1990.
²⁴Kropotkin 2008.
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than being a removal from the market, it is a form of safety valve for the
market. It’s exploited by the markets as a form of safety valve. So, for exam-
ple, domestic economy models can be used to justify the reduction of wages
because the family provides it’s own food and therefore it doesn’t require to
be paid this amount of wages.²⁵

It’s these different political strands or different political claims on the idea
of the common, that we can identify and have to be brought into focus when
discussing ideas of the common and not simply to take the common as an
inherent good in its own right, but to question what the political trajectories
cuing through it are.

So discussing in more detail some forms of the … forms of what might
be called the actual existing commons within Scotland. ere’s croing, the
CommonGood, and community buyouts and they each demonstrate some of
the complexities and contradictions within the idea of the common and how
it might be realised as a form of political activity, how they might support
that.

Firstly, croing. Croing is oen seen as a kind of timeless ancient in-
digenous farming method that’s spread across the Highlands and Islands of
Scotland. It’s oen portrayed like that, for example, in tourism and Scoish
cultural production. is is not the case however. Croing is really a prod-
uct of the industrialisation of rural areas which came into being in the late
18th century and early 19th century. One meaning for the word ‘cro’ in
Gaelic is ‘allotment’ and there’s actually parallels between croing in rural
areas and allotments as they first emerged within urban centres as well.²⁶
Croing carries on certain aspects of the earlier pre-industrial farming sys-
tems which are known as the township system but introduces certain forms
of structure and particular dependency upon … upon the need to sell one’s
labour that were not there … that were not present in townships as such.

e relationship of the township system to the idea of primitive commu-
nism is actually interestingly put forward byAlexander Carmichael whowas
a 19th century folklorist and an amateur anthropologist who was most fa-
mous for gathering Gaelic songs and hymns from the islands.²⁷ Carmichael
himself was not a proponent of communism but he was brought forward to

²⁵“Capitalist accumulation is structurally dependent on the free appropriation of immense
quantities of labour and resources that must appear as externalities to the market, like the unpaid
domestic work that women have provided, uponwhich employers have relied for the reproduction
of the workforce,” Federici 2010. See also Dalla Costa and James 1972. Meillassoux 1981 applies
the concept in relation to the division between rural and urban, indigenous and colonial labour.

²⁶e term refers to the idea of a strip of land that was alloed to someone, see Hunter 2000.
e Gaelic lot (plural lotaichean) can refer both to an allotment or to a cro. For a history of the
politics of urban allotments see Ward and Crouch 1997.

²⁷Carmichael’s most famous work is Carmina Gadelica (1900) a collection of Gaelic hymns,
folk song and poetical forms. For accounts of Carmichael’s work in the Hebrides see Stiùbhart
2008.
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the Napier Commission which was a government body set up in the 1880s
to investigate the civil unrest within the Highlands and areas where cro-
ing was established. In the opening words of his statement to the Napier
Commission he writes … he spoke: “the word commune has unpleasant
associations but being descriptive of the social economy of the Highlands
I shall use it here.”²⁸ And he goes on to explain how the township systems
govern themselves and at the end argues that even though he is in no way
a proponent of communism that these systems should be reintroduced and
it’s interesting that the conclusions of the Napier Commission were broadly
in favour of that. e actual Croing Act which came out in 1886, which
is the legislation that applies to croers to this day, rejected this idea and
instead chose to maintain the new croing system.²⁹

e aspects of primitive communism that Carmichael identified included
various forms of local governance and the use of common grazings and the
idea of a kind of rotation of power within the community so rather than
being … having a head of the community who … who remained in power
from one year to the next there was a regular change — a bit like the Trans-
mission Gallery commiee in some ways (audience laughter). ere was a
conscious rotation of power within the community and also deliberate de-
ferral of power. So he describes these events where people decided who’d
be the head of the community for that year and usually these involved forms
of random selection and a process where the first person would reject the
offer until eventually no one was le to reject it and eventually the role was
taken on. So there was a conscious deferral of power rather than an idea of
acquiescing of power.³⁰ To an extent this represented a vestige of the hybrid
nature of governance and jurisdiction that existed in Highland areas up until
the 19th century, but to many extents croing was one of the methods that
actually brought that to an end rather than continuing it.

In the 18th century we had figures such Henry Home Lord Kames who
was a Scoish legal theorist and mentor to figures such as Adam Smith,
David Hume and John Millar who … one of his main contributions to Scot-
tish law was to revise Scoish law in line with … what’s called the insti-
tutional model which is to move away from a common law basis towards
the idea of defined statue law following the model of Roman law developed
in the Netherlands, towards a rationalistic logical model of law.³¹ Kames …

²⁸Carmichael’s testimonies to the Napier Commission are available at: http://www.
alastairmcintosh.com/general/resources/2010-Carmichael.pdf.

²⁹e proper title for the act is Croers’ Holdings (Scotland) Act 1886. e current version is
available online: http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Vict/49-50/29. For an outline
of current croing law see Agnew of Lochnaw Bt QC 2000.

³⁰e idea of deferral of power is discussed by anarchist anthropologist Harold Barclay, Bar-
clay 1997.

³¹e relation of Scots law to Roman and Dutch law is analysed in Gordon 2007. For a more
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whilst claiming to represent a universal abstract system of law nevertheless
took the principles of mercantile capitalism as the basis for that and that
relates to the stadial theory that Kames and Smith and Millar popularised
in the 18th century.³² is was the idea that society passed through stages
of maturation from early nomadic cultures to early agricultural cultures to
peasant communes to the mercantile society. Kames sought to make the
mercantile society the basis of Scoish law.

Part of that was to reject feudal law. Hewas verymuch against the idea of
lineal land ownership and existing feudal inheritance but for Kames this also
meant doing away with common law and doing away with various forms of
local law that existed in the areas that formed … that allowed forms of self-
organised legal representation.³³ And he actively implemented these ideas.
He was what’s known as a ‘circuit judge’ and travelled around rural areas
of Scotland arbitrating on disputes over land. He was well known for be-
ing incredibly severe with punishments towards people accused of stealing
sheep or going on someone else’s land.³⁴ So we had this movement towards
a homogenization of law in Scotland happening in the 18th century which
did away with much of what might have been existing forms of localised
commons. So in the sense that it’s different from what Peter Linebaugh de-
scribes in England where you have the Magna Carta and the Charter of the
Forest which took some of these existing forms of common and gave them
an institutional form.³⁵

It was in that context that croing came into being. Croing is really a
re-organisation of the land to maximise it for economic profit. One of the
key distinctions between the croing system and township system is that
people are given fixed plots of land, so the allotment concept in the main.
Whereas previously many township systems would rotate land ownership
within the community in the croing system people are given a regulated
piece of land with a fixed size. is was introduced to enable taxation and to
value… to see the community as a financial resource that could be tapped for

political reading see Caffentzis 1994.
³²emost detailed presentation of this wasMillar‘seOrigin of the Distinction of Ranks, 1771.

For an historical analysis of the influence of Scoish Enlightenment thinking on the development
of modern capitalism see Perelman 1984.

³³It is notable that whilst the various localised forms of law and land rights which supported
collective ownership were almost eradicated by the end of the 19th century, feudal law relating
to private ownership continued in Scotland up to 2004. Commonty, the Scoish equivalent of the
English commons land, had almost entirely disappeared by the end of the 19th century, so much so
that the 1927 edition of the Encyclopaedia of the Laws of Scotland defines commonty as “a peculiar
form of common property in land, of great antiquity, but now, by force of private arrangements
or by stress of statute, nearly obsolete.”

³⁴For accounts of Kames as a judge see Walker 1985 and Ross 1972.
³⁵Even ifMagna Carta has had amore symbolic rather than practical legal influence in England

it nevertheless provided a legal reference point fromwhich opposition to the enclosure of common
land could be substantiated.
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land taxes or water taxes, building taxes and such. And the size of the land
that was given to people was oen deliberately restricted so a family could
only feed itself from what it could produce on that land and not produce
any excess produce and this compelled people … in order to pay the taxes
it compelled them to take up labour which was set by the landowners so
this would be things like the kelping industry or going into fishing and such
like.³⁶ So it’s a mechanism to force scarcity upon the communities and force
people into waged labour. When the Croing Act came into being towards
the end of the 19th century rather than representing the emancipation of
the Highland communities it’s effect for them was as a kind of entrapment
within a problematic system, a kind of legalistic gilded cage. e historian
Allan Macinnes made an interesting point that whilst the Croing Act is
oen celebrated as a being this emancipation or recognition of rights for
Gaelic Scotland it actually brought about an exclusion of rights for many
sections of the Gaelic community.³⁷ Many aspects of Gaelic life actually died
as a result of the Croing Act because they weren’t given any kind of legal
recognition at all. Issues such as communal squaing for example which …
nowadays when you think of squaing you think of ‘illegal’ occupation of
housing but up to the 19th century squaingwas a way in which people who
did not have access to property could be supported by their communities, a
form of welfare … the way that housing was given to widows and such
like this.³⁸ And this was illegalized by the Croing Act so there’s a … how
squaing developed in the 20th century was very much affected by laws
such as those for croing.

What is interesting in the croing communities however is the kind of
growing rebellion against the system that emerged in the mid to late 19th
century. So it’s not the fact that croing in itself which was significant, but
rather the way the different communities rebelled against the system. is
became, around the 1880s with the riots of Bearnaraidh and riots on Skye
… this led to actions of large scale land grabs where people went back onto
the land they’d been evicted from and claimed it back and this process went
right up until the 1950s. It was this ongoing process of protest and land grabs
which led to recognition and set up … which actually led to the Croing
Act. e Croing Act was introduced by the Conservative government and
very much followed the principle that had been applied to Ireland, peasant
proprietorship as a way of tying people into property ownership so that

³⁶e history of this process is charted in Hunter 2000.
³⁷Macinnes 1987.
³⁸In this way squaing relates to commoning rights such as Estovers as in Magna Carta, in

which it states that the widow “shall have meanwhile her reasonable estovers of common,” quoted
in Linebaugh 2008, p.52. Ward 2002 presents an historical study of the role of squaing in this
sense.
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they may be made to feel … so that they are forced into having debts and
dependencies. ey will therefore be less likely to rebel in the future.

What the Croing Act did … what croing did continue were one of
those aspects of commoning, the common grazings, so this was one aspect
that did carry on through that. e space still exists where the common
farming systems are still at play … this is very much, if you like, a kind of
restricted part of the common.

So that’s one history of commons in Scotland and you can see the … the
picture’s not quite as simple as you might think. ere are complexities and
contradictions within it. And interestingly, to some extent, croing is oen
invoked as a model for how farming could develop and what might be a basis
for a future commons-based farming system. Yet croing itself is perhaps
more symptomatic of the problems rather than the possible solution.³⁹

Another historical example is the idea of the Common Good. Emma’s
already introduced the term at the beginning in the more general sense but
it has a very particular history in Scotland. ere is a law called Common
Good Law in Scotland and this is a set of statutes that place particular goods
into public ownership of a kind.⁴⁰ And it doesn’t just mean land. ere’s a
tendency to think of the commons as being land and everyone has the idea
of the rural commons but Common Good is something that emerged within
cities and it’s any kind of asset or resource that might have a common bene-
fit. So it includes land like GlasgowGreen, that’s part of Glasgow’s Common
Good. It also includes things like all the paintings in KelvingroveMuseum. It
includes the city council buildings. It includes many of the public buildings
in Glasgow and many of the cities across Scotland and it includes artefacts
like the robes of the mayor, stuff like this. is is all Common Good. Com-
mon Good has an interesting history. It’s origins lie within feudalism and
the allocation of the commons as a feudal charter, but Common Good Law as
it exists in Scotland now relates far more to the development of the burghs,
so it comes from the urbanisation of Scotland. Also it is due to this tied in
with the emergence of bourgeois culture in Scotland. Burghs … e French
bourge … from which we have bourgeois is the French equivalent of burgh in
Scots and we have the word ‘burgess’ in Scots which is the bourgeoisie. e
Common Good is first defined in charters that were wrien up to define the
powers of free trade centres … Glasgow, Edinburgh … Aberdeen is one and
such. To some extent they’re early forms of liberal commons. ey provide
an infrastructure for the towns people who do not have access to resources

³⁹As Hunter 1991 discusses, what did lead to material improvement in the croing commu-
nities was the establishment of the Scoish Croers Union and organisation around collective
community co-operatives, see also the interview with Kenny MacLennan of the Lewis Croers
Co-operative in Yuill 2012.

⁴⁰A contemporary outline of Common Good Law is presented in Ferguson 2006.
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so it enabled the concentration of power within the city.⁴¹ Bob was talking
about Glasgow Green earlier, that it was given over as a commons because
the housing for workers in the city did not give adequate space for people
to dry their clothing so a field was set aside for people to dry their clothing
and do their washing and that’s Glasgow Green. So it’s this ‘commoning’ of
living resources for the workers, which is used to justify lower wages again,
but as in the case of Glasgow Green we can also see it as a resource claimed
by the workers.⁴²

Another aspect of the Common Good which very much relates to bour-
geois principles of culture is also tied up in philanthropy. One of the key
criteria for something to be Common Good is simply that … one criteria is
that it is used as a public resource but the other is a gi given to the city and
it very much was about the idea of philanthropy to generate the city and
civic virtue. Some of the Common Good campaigners around today … see
the need to preserve the Common Good as being far more about this idea of
respecting philanthropy and respecting this idea of the rich people giing
to the city rather than it being the infrastructure for the common people. So
there’s this angle to it which has to be born in mind.

e interesting thing about the Common Good is arguably not the intrin-
sic nature of it in itself but rather the fact that it can be exploited in order to
… as a kind of legal anachronism really, to bring about arguably to seek to
transfer some power from councils back into communities. To that extent
it has been effective in some of the campaigns that are going on which Bob
has been involved in.⁴³ So the Common Good is … figures like Andy Wight-
man have been championing it to some extent and I think Andy Wightman
actually has a more nuanced take on it.⁴⁴ One of the key things he puts for-
ward is that Common Good Law needs to be radically transformed and that
we have to see this as a kind of legacy that can be reinvented as something
genuine rather than something that’s just a quirk of our heritage.

Lastly, one of the more modern forms of what might be called a form of
commoning in Scotland is the idea of community buyouts which relate both
to croing and to the Common Good in many ways. So when I was doing
Stackwalker I went to the Isle of Eigg which was one of the first islands to be
bought out by it’s local community. I also went to an area on Lewis called
Parc which in the 1890s was the site of major croing rebellion. erewas an
incident known as the Parc Deer Raid where the croers stormed the laird’s
deer forest and slaughtered his deer and it was staged as amedia event.⁴⁵ is

⁴¹Dennison 1998.
⁴²Taylor Caldwell 1988.
⁴³See http://citystrolls.com and https://commgood.wordpress.com.
⁴⁴Wightman 2011.
⁴⁵e raid is described in Buchanan 1996. e raiders arranged for journalists to accompany

them as ‘embedded’ reporters on the event ensuring it received detailed coverage, reproductions
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will give you an idea of the kind of militancy of the croing community in
the 19th century. ey were not people doing community petitions. ere
were oen quite violent forms of protest.⁴⁶ at was the extent to which
they were seen as a threat. Anyway, more recently Parc has been involved
in what is known as an ‘aggressive buyout’ and they’re aempting to buy
back the common land, the grazing lands, of Parc for the community from
the owner.

We also see a similar idea of proposing community buyouts in urban
contexts so Govanhill Baths is a good example in Glasgow where it’s been
proposed that the building will be bought by the community and similarly
it’s been proposed that Kinning Park Complex buy back the building.⁴⁷ is
however highlights what I regard as some of the problematic aspects of the
community buyouts. Some of the community buyouts I’m very sympathetic
to. e Eigg one was a case where you had a negligent landowner who
deliberately treated the island basically as a kind of toy and … people had
restricted access to … people were basically living in houses that had no
central heating, with damp and such and the landowner … the landowner
was deliberately restricting… preventing people from upgrading houses and
such because he liked the quaint look of … this heritage feel of these damp
houses with no heating and such and no toilets. So the community buyout,
which happened at a very early stage of the introduction of the laws, was
argued as a necessary means to address these issues and there were larger
economic problems on Eigg as well.⁴⁸ And that led to the creation of a self-
run island there.

What has become … as the community buyout idea has spread and be-
come more commonplace is a paern where rather than it being based upon
the idea of the community becoming the governors of their own land it’s
more about the idea of the community becoming partners in a business and
it’s about turning the communities into business operations. e commu-
nity buyout laws and the governance of how community buyouts are actu-
ally given to communities demand business plans that demonstrate the way
in which the community generate profit from the process. And this in turn
leads to communities oen commodifying themselves and to come back to
Parc … this is the kind of process you’re seeing there where the community
buyout is driven not so much by the desire to produce local governance or a

of some of the articles are included in Buchanan’s account.
⁴⁶Grigor 2000.
⁴⁷In the case of Govanhill Baths the buyout was imposed on the campaigners as the only

option Glasgow City Council would accept whereas the buyout at Kinning Park Complex has
been promoted by members of management within the building who wish it to develop into a
more commercial venture.

⁴⁸See the interviews with Maggie Fyffe and Neil Robertson in Yuill 2012. e Assynt buyout
was also related to housing issues and to a very deliberate claim to social and historical justice,
see MacPhail 1999.
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decentralization of politics but rather the idea of an economic venture that
commodifies the community. It is also interestingly tied into the fact that
this part of Lewis is where the major land connection for renewable energy
from Lewis to distribute back to the mainland is going to be sited. So poten-
tially the community will become the owners of … or the controllers of the
gateway for this energy source going back to the mainland.⁴⁹ So really it’s a
business plan. It’s got less to do with the idea of decentralization of politics,
of empowerment of the community, and more to do with a business venture
and this is very much the way the community buyout system has gone.

Within the urban context it creates a somewhat … in regard to places
like Govanhill Baths or Kinning Park, the rather contradictory fact that you
have … this is one of the key distinctions of rural and urban ones … whereas
rural buyouts largely are based within communities buying land that is pri-
vately owned and bringing it to a form of public ownership, urban buyouts
are usually based around buying property that is publicly owned already but
puing it into non-council management. And that, for example, is what’s
proposed at Govanhill Baths and it’s been proposed at Kinning Park. ere’s
a contradiction because basically you have the public raising public funds to
buy a public building to put it into public ownership and yet the building
is public in the first place. So rather than being a solution to the problems
of poor governance within councils or solution to problems of the misman-
agement of finances … they’re really symptomatic of it … and community
buyouts in a sense are complicit with the privatisation of public resources.
And in a way they come to epitomise that kind of neo-Hayekian model. It’s
a move towards privatisation, to a fragmentation of resources rather than
providing a collective governance of resources.

We can see therefore that there’s a need to be far more sceptical about the
idea of the commons. Broadly there’s many aspects of it that I support and
am sympathetic to. My interest in looking into these things came from being
aracted to many of these ideas … but there is a need not to take these things
on superficial value, but to question the underlying structures and political
trajectories that are running through them. Another aspect of this, which
comes back to the idea of domestic economy, is the … socialization of risk
and the exploitation of volunteerism which I think are also problems that
haunt the idea of the commons.

I think there’s several misconceptions in some of the ways people look
at the common. One is to think of it in terms of assets rather than labour
and I would argue that the commons should not be a thing that’s thought
of in terms of common assets but rather in terms of the labour that is used

⁴⁹Community ownership is arguably preferable to private ownership under a landowner or
corporate interest but it still follows a neoliberal model of marketization as the principle of gov-
ernance rather than a commoning of power infrastructure for example.
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to produce them, what the relation of labour and governance of assets is.
Assets themselves are not the issue. is is something that Peter Linebaugh
does talk about, the commons of activity: “To speak of the commons as if it
were a natural resource is misleading at best and dangerous at worst — the
commons is an activity and, if anything, it expresses relationships in society
that are inseparable from relations to nature.”⁵⁰ I think we need to be much
more explicit about that. It’s really about how the commons are produced
and how they are reproduced from one day to the next and one year to the
next, what sustains the commons. It’s labour that sustains the commons.
It’s about the people. It’s not about the fact that it’s some kind of naturally
given gi.

e other thing oen related to it is that the commons is oen seen …
therewas a picture up about the idea of alternative economies in relationship
with things like barter economies and gi economies and this is a kind of
rhetoric around the commons that has been quite strongly promoted within
the Open Source sector. Open Source … a guy called Eric Raymond who
is one of the definers of Open Source talks about it as a kind of gi econ-
omy, a giing of code between programmers.⁵¹ is is oen presented as
a kind of intrinsically altruistic act, as though somehow a gi economy it-
self is inherently not a form of capitalism and somehow it’s inherently anti-
capitalist. And yet the analysis of gi economies and work on economies
that people like Marcel Mauss and his book e Gi, which is oen cited
as a source for this kind of idea, actually present gi economies not as a
kind of emancipative form of free exchange but rather as a means through
which hierarchies are structured and maintained.⁵² Gi economies do not
necessarily of themselves create a more equal society as such, they can be
mechanisms of hierarchisation. Similarly, feminist anthropologists such as
Marilyn Strathern and Lisee Josephides have talked about when there is a
distinction between those who make the gis and those who exchange them
and in the studies they have conducted they looked at how women make the
gis or are the gis and men benefit from the process of exchange. is cre-
ates an unevenness within the economy, a dependency which is very similar

⁵⁰Linebaugh 2008, p. 279.
⁵¹Raymond 2000.
⁵²Mary Douglas in her introduction to Mauss writes: “ere are no free gis; gi cycles en-

gage persons in permanent commitments that articulate the dominant institutions.” (Mauss 2002,
p. xii) It is notable that Douglas goes on to present the gi not as the negation but rather the
necessary complement to the market: “e gi echoes Adam Smith’s invisible hand: gi comple-
ments market where the laer is absent. Like the market it supplies each individual with personal
incentives for collaborating in the paern of exchanges.” (Mauss 2002, p. xviii) It is on this basis
that Raymond relates Open Source programming to a gi economy model. e concept of the gi
economy perfectly embodies the neoliberal project of extending market-like systems into every
area of life, even where no money changes hands we are nevertheless inculcated to pursue every
social interaction or deed as though it were a market transaction.
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to that between the proletariat and the capitalist. So the gi economy is not
intrinsically altruistic at all.⁵³

e problem with a lot of the rhetoric of alternative economies is that it
tends to confuse the mechanisms of exchange with the politics of exchange.
So the belief is that money is inherently capitalistic, if we don’t use money
we’ve got rid of capitalism. But capitalism is not simply money, capitalism is
a set of power relations around processes of exchange and those power rela-
tions can be structured around any process of exchange. Barter was themain
means through which Western merchants spread capitalism to the world, as
they began to colonize the Americas and such. So … again what we see here
is the use of what seems like a superficially good idea (alternative economies)
but one that hides the deeper political problems and you’ve got to bring these
to the surface.⁵⁴

And lastly, related to this is the fact that even though you may have
spheres of circulation which internally seek to escape forms of capitalisa-
tion it does not mean that they’re necessarily excluded from processes of
capital. So where you have, for example, an idea of mutual help in order
to create an alternative economy. is oen defines the characteristic of
the Open Source movement and also artist-run practice. Artists help one
another freely to create a bit of work and to create the infrastructures to
produce their work. is in itself does not necessarily mean exclusion from
the problems of capital but rather it’s maybe seen as a kind of resource that
is exploited for capital, and it’s a means through which risk is offset from the
capitalisation itself. So within Open Source soware one of the problematic
points is that Open Source soware frees the companies that use it from li-
ability. ere’s no … the licensing of Open Source soware means there’s
no liability for any problems within the soware. e risk therefore of the
soware failing is projected … not taken by the company that is necessar-
ily marketing it, as Apple have done in quite complex ways, but rather in

⁵³Strathern argues that the concept of the gi is the construct of “a culture dominated by ideas
about property ownership [which] can only imagine the absence of such ideas in specific ways
… [and] sets up its own internal contrasts,” Strathern 1988, p. 18. For Josephides the concept of
the gi is a mystification that, rather than transcending relations of capital, merely hides actual
existing forms of production: “… the egalitarianism of exchange is false, precisely because of its
unacknowledged relationship to production; and the interdependence in production really sup-
ports hierarchical domestic relations,” quoted in Strathern 1988, p. 147. Each gi given incurs a
debt upon both the recipient and the producer, whilst those who perform the exchange accrue
value.

⁵⁴What benefits capital is the way in which money acts as an abstraction of value away from
the processes that create it. Capitalist economic theory has consistently sought to deny the role of
money within economics, and through the development of credit and financialisation, transcend
money as a material store of value and transform it into a pure relation of power. is early insight
of Marx (Marx 1975) has become all the more evident since the abolition of the gold standard in
the Breon Woods system in 1976, the growth of electronic commerce and the fallout of the 2007
economic crisis. See Lazzarato 2012.
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the developer community who are a mix of paid and unpaid people volun-
teering their time to a project.⁵⁵ Similarly, within artist-run practice this is
most endemic in situations like … well things like the Glasgow International
and the way in which artist-run practice is used as a kind of fringe event to
the main festival which creates this platform of activity that is capitalised
as marketing for the city.⁵⁶ As such it represents a … is also used as a kind
of talent pool to pick artists from. So artist-run practice, rather than being
an alternative to a market-driven practice or to institutionally-driven arts
practice, which is historically how it emerged in the early 70s, is nowadays
oen used as a pool, to pool talent, and for the risk of early development
to be born by the artists themselves, rather than it being a distinct practice
in its own right, rather than being a critical action against other forms of
market-driven or state-driven art.⁵⁷

is in a sense is an issue where the promotion of the idea of the com-
mons within artistic practice needs to engage with the commons as a politics
but oen it does not. It oen projects this idea of commons as an inherent
good … of the creativity of the artists. It expresses itself as a selfless com-
munity but fails to recognise the ways in which that energy of creativity
is tapped and exploited as a resource at other levels. Similarly because a
resource in itself may be free or may be free of cost … presented as free,
does not necessarily mean that it’s free of capitalisation if the means to ac-
cess it are controlled and capitalised. Now it’s something we’ve seen both
in the emergence of free resources on the internet and I would argue is also
endemic to the nature of artist-run practice today.⁵⁸

⁵⁵For the individual programmer, working on a voluntary basis upon a Free Soware project,
the waiving of liability was a necessary precaution in protecting that programmer from aggressive
legal action such as the US fondness for litigation encourages, however, when control over, or
marketing of an Open Source project is undertaken by a major corporation, the balance of power
changes and the benefits of off-seing risk are reaped by the company whilst the moral pressure
to put right faulty code becomes a social obligation on the developer community. Whilst the issue
of liability is perhaps not the most significant of complexities within the politics of FLOSS practice
it is one which highlights the ways in which such practices come not only to normalise transfer
of risk away from companies onto individuals but to even seemingly make a virtue of this.

⁵⁶Whilst the Gi Festival was initially framed as a platform for artist-run practice nominally
steered by a commiee of artist-run groups it quickly transformed into a conventional curatorially-
led biennale subsuming artist-run practice into the economic and managerial forms of the creative
industries model, see Gordon-Nesbi 2009.

⁵⁷Artist-run practice becomes an equivalent of the unpaid internships and apprenticeships
throughwhich people enter into fields such as architecture and themedia. e need for individuals
to have a background resource of private capital, such as family wealth, on which they can draw
to support themselves, or as a fallback against risk, limits those who can enter into these thereby
turning such practices into vehicles to reinforce and extend existing class privilege.

⁵⁸e distinction lies between a commons as collectivisation that can reduce necessary social
labour and a commons as social investment underwriting self-enterprise. e emphasis upon a
cultural commons in the absence of more substantive commonings will inevitably tend towards
the laer.
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Origins: Common Good was a phrase coined as early as the 15th century to 
describe the purposes for which Burghs held assets and earned revenues 
under the terms of their Charters.

Common Good land and property, much of which was granted to the Burghs of Scotland in their 
original charters and gifted to the people in subsequent years.

Essentially, the Common Good denoted all property of a Burgh not acquired under
statutory powers or held under special trusts.

If disposed of since 1975, the proper legal process should have 
been followed and financial receipts should have been credited  
to the Common Good Fund.

These assets were the 
legacy of the former 
burghs of Scotland which 
were wound up in 1975 
when town councils were 
abolished - The funds 
remained the property of 
the people of these towns 
for their own benefit but 
administered by the new 
district councils as they 
were in 1975 and now 
since 1996 by the new 
unitary authorities.

Charter: This 
foundation docu-
ment defines the 
purpose of the 
organization and 
how it will be 
structured  

Common Good is the  
name given to the  
inherited property of the 
former burghs of Scotland 
and consists of a range of  
assets both moveable  
(furniture, paintings,  
regaliva etc.) and heritable 
(land and buildings).

With respect to the 196 burghs 
defined in the Local Government 
(Scotland) Act 1947 (and whose 
Town Councils were wound up in 
May 1975), these assets are held 
by Local Authorities (in other words 
they have legal title) on behalf of the 
inhabitants of the former burghs. 
Title transferred under the terms of 
the Local Government (Scotland) 
Act 1973 because no provision was 
made for any community body to act 
as a successor to the Town Councils.

Other classes of Common Good exist. These in-
clude land forming part of burghs not included in 
the 1947 Act and land owned by former  
Parish Councils and County Councils where it 
was purchased or gifted for the benefit of a 
defined group of people  (in a village or town). 
Such other classes, however, are far less clearly 
defined in either statute of case law and further 
research is needed to determine their fate.

The goal of the Common Good Campaign which this site sup-
ports, is to 
• have an accurate public register of all Common Good assets  
(both heritable and moveable) 
• have full and accurate accounts published for every Common 
Good Fund
• have a new Common Good Act which will define and stipu-
late how Common Good Funds should be managed and which 
will provide a statutory right for communities of burghs to have 
legal title to all Common Good assets.

The removal of our common good has been one type 
of  learning process. The reclaiming of the common 
good will be another. One is about disempowerment the 
other is about re empowerment 

Common Good

PROPERTY

MOVABLE ASSETS

ART GALLERIES

PROFITS

LAND

SCHOOLS

MUSEUMS

PARKS

BUILDINGS

INSTITUTIONS

TOWN HALLS

LIBRARIES

LEGACY

CHARTER

COMMON GOOD

FURTHER RESEARCH

GOALS

1. Begin with what is admitted by the local authority. 
This may be nothing at all, a partial or incomplete list,

1. BEGIN

2. Consult local history sources including 
books, individuals with knowledge (for exam-
ple those who may have worked for the Town 
Council before 1975), local library collections 

and the works of local history societies.

2. HISTORY

3. Consult the burgh records. Many of these are held by  
local authority archive services. You can often find out 

about them on the Council’s website or you can search a 
wide range of archival collections at www.nra.nationalar-

chives.gov.uk/nra. The National Archives of Scotland (www.
nas.gov.uk) also hold some burgh records.

3.BURGH RECORDS

4. To identify the full legal 
history and status of spe-

cific properties, you will 
need to consult the  

 Register of Sasines, the 
Land Register and the 

Burgh Registers

4. IDENTIFY

Remember, that the Common Good 
Fund consists of moveable assets as well 

as heritable assets. Tracing the fate of 
moveable assets is a little bit more tricky. 
Probably the best place to concentrate is 

the records of the Town Council.

REMEMBER

Ultimately, you should be  
seeking to assert and recover 
the assets and value of your 

Common Good Fund.

ULTIMATELY

Your local authority should  
publish a set of Annual Accounts 

and should provide a list of assets 
owned by the Fund.

ACCOUNTS

Acts of 1973 and 1994 for these burghs’ 
Common Good Funds to be transferred to

 District Councils and, later, Scotland’s 
Unitary Authorities.

ACTS 1973 - 1994

COMMUNITY CENTRES
Common Good Act of 1491 that the  

revenues from burgh property and various 
taxes and levies was to be used for the 

 “common good of the town”

ACT OF 1491

The Common Good originated as 
revenues from properties belonging to 

the early Burghs of Scotland.

BURGHS

Properly accounted for and properly managed, 
Scotland’s Common Good can be used to revitalise 

communities and return to them the autonomy and 
 initiative after years of municipal maladministration.

AUTONOMY

Common Good property represents a  
potential source of wealth and investment for 

the public good of your community.

WEALTH

COMMON 
GOOD 
DETECTIVE 
WORK

join the campaign to identify, document and restore your common heritage.

THE BOTTOM LINE…..is that you are looking for property which, on 15 May 1975,
• was owned by the Town Council (may be in name of Magistrates, Corporation etc.)
• had been acquired by them either by gift or acquisition
• had not been acquired using statutory powers(the title deeds will usually narrate if 
in fact it was).
• was not held by a constituted Trust (again the title deeds will reveal if this is the 
case)

LEGAL TITLE

This is your childrens future look after it

Identifying
Restoring 
Documenting

Scottish 
Commons

www.scottishcommons.org

Common Good  
Act 1491

inthecommongood.org

‘Common Good Detective Work’. Available at: ‘Common Good Detective Work’. Available at: www.inthecommongood.orgwww.inthecommongood.org  

6262

‘C
o

m
m

o
n G

o
o

d
 D

e
te

c
tive

 W
o

rk’
‘C

o
m

m
o

n G
o

o
d
 D

e
te

c
tive

 W
o

rk’

http://www.inthecommongood.org


6363

Matter of Precedents, Upside down image of the Canongate Wellhead with text reading Matter of Precedents, Upside down image of the Canongate Wellhead with text reading 
How to study common good together?. Design in collaboration with Benjamin Fallon/ How to study common good together?. Design in collaboration with Benjamin Fallon/ 
Romulus Studio, 2022Romulus Studio, 2022
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An Architektur

On the
Commons: A
Public Interview
with Massimo
De Angelis and
Stavros
Stavrides

An Architektur: The term “commons” occurs in a
variety of historical contexts. First of all, the
term came up in relation to land enclosures
during pre- or early capitalism in England;
second, in relation to the Italian autonomia
movement of the 1960s; and third, today, in the
context of file-sharing networks, but also
increasingly in the alter-globalization movement.
Could you tell us more about your interest in the
commons?
đđđđđđđđđđMassimo De Angelis: My interest in the
commons is grounded in a desire for the
conditions necessary to promote social justice,
sustainability, and happy lives for all. As simple
as that. These are topics addressed by a large
variety of social movements across the world
that neither states nor markets have been able
to tackle, and for good reasons. State policies in
support of capitalist growth are policies that
create just the opposite conditions of those we
seek, since they promote the working of
capitalist markets. The latter in turn reproduce
socio-economic injustices and hierarchical
divisions of power, environmental catastrophes
and stressed-out and alienated lives. Especially
against the background of the many crises that
we are facing today – starting from the recent
global economic crisis, and moving to the energy
and food crises, and the associated
environmental crisis – thinking and practicing
the commons becomes particularly urgent. 
đđđđđđđđđđMassimo De Angelis: Commons are a means
of establishing a new political discourse that
builds on and helps to articulate the many
existing, often minor struggles, and recognizes
their power to overcome capitalist society. One of
the most important challenges we face today is,
how do we move from movement to society? How
do we dissolve the distinctions between inside
and outside the movement and promote a social
movement that addresses the real challenges
that people face in reproducing their own lives?
How do we recognize the real divisions of power
within the “multitude” and produce new
commons that seek to overcome them at
different scales of social action? How can we
reproduce our lives in new ways and at the same
time set a limit to capital accumulation? 
đđđđđđđđđđThe discourse around the commons, for me,
has the potential to do those things. The
problem, however, is that capital, too, is
promoting the commons in its own way, as
coupled to the question of capitalist growth.
Nowadays the mainstream paradigm that has
governed the planet for the last thirty years –
neoliberalism – is at an impasse, which may well
be terminal. There are signs that a new
governance of capitalism is taking shape, one in
which the “commons” are important. Take for
example the discourse of the environmental
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Image found on Wikicommons (searchword: IMF) "Monetary Fund Headquarters, Washington, DC."

“global commons,” or that of the oxymoron called
“sustainable development,” which is an
oxymoron precisely because “development”
understood as capitalist growth is just the
opposite of what is required by “sustainability.”
Here we clearly see the “smartest section of
capital” at work, which regards the commons as
the basis for new capitalistđgrowth. Yet you
cannot have capitalist growth without
enclosures. We are at risk of getting pushed to
become players in the drama of the years to
come: capital will need the commons and capital
will need enclosures, and the commoners at
these two ends of capital will beđreshuffledđin
new planetary hierarchies and divisions.đ
đđđđđđđđđđMassimo De Angelis: Let me address the
question of the definition of the commons. There
is a vast literature that regards the commons as
a resource that people do not need to pay for.
What we share is what we have in common. The
difficulty with this resource-based definition of
the commons is that it is too limited, it does not
go far enough. We need to open it up and bring in
social relations in the definition of the commons.
đđđđđđđđđđCommons are not simply resources we
share – conceptualizing the commons involves
three things at the same time. First, all commons
involve some sort of common pool of resources,

understood as non-commodified means of
fulfilling peoples needs. Second, the commons
are necessarily created and sustained by
communities – this of course is a very
problematic term and topic, but nonetheless we
have to think about it. Communities are sets of
commoners who share these resources and who
define for themselves the rules according to
which they are accessed and used. Communities,
however, do not necessarily have to be bound to
a locality, they could also operate through
translocal spaces. They also need not be
understood as “homogeneous” in their cultural
and material features. In addition to these two
elements – the pool of resources and the set of
communities – the third and most important
element in terms of conceptualizing the
commons is the verb “to common” – the social
process that creates and reproduces the
commons. This verb was recently brought up by
the historian Peter Linebaugh, who wrote a
fantastic book on the thirteenth-century Magna
Carta, in which he points to the process of
commoning, explaining how the English
commoners took the matter of their lives into
their own hands. They were able to maintain and
develop certain customs in common – collecting
wood in the forest, or setting up villages on the
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king’s land – which, in turn, forced the king to
recognize these as rights. The important thing
here is to stress that these rights were not
“granted” by the sovereign, but that already-
existing common customs were rather
acknowledged as de facto rights. 

 The seal of Magna Carta.

đđđđđđđđđđAn Architektur: We would like to pick up on
your remark on the commons as a new political
discourse and practice. How would you relate
this new political discourse to already existing
social or political theory, namely Marxism? To us
it seems as if at least your interpretation of the
commons is based a lot on Marxist thinking.
Where would you see the correspondences,
where lie the differences?
đđđđđđđđđđMassimo De Angelis: The discourse on the
commons relates to Marxist thinking in different
ways. In the first place, there is the question of
interpreting Marx’s theory of primitive
accumulation. In one of the final chapters of
volume one of Capital, Marx discusses the
process of expropriation and dispossession of
commoners, which he refers to as “primitive
accumulation,” understood as the process that
creates the precondition of capitalist
development by separating people from their

means of production. In sixteenth- to
eighteenth-century England, this process
became known as “enclosure” – the enclosure of
common land by the landed nobility in order to
use the land for wool production. The commons
in these times, however, formed an essential
basis for the livelihood of communities. They
were fundamental elements for people’s
reproduction, and this was the case not only in
Britain, but all around the world. People had
access to the forest to collect wood, which was
crucial for cooking, for heating, for a variety of
things. They also had access to common
grassland to graze their own livestock. The
process of enclosure meant fencing off those
areas to prevent people from having access to
these common resources. This contributed to
mass poverty among the commoners, to mass
migration and mass criminalization, especially of
the migrants. These processes are pretty much
the same today all over the world. Back then, this
process created on the one hand the modern
proletariat, with a high dependence on the wage
for its reproduction, and the accumulation of
capital necessary to fuel the industrial revolution
on the other. 
đđđđđđđđđđMarx has shown how, historically, primitive
accumulation was a precondition of capitalist
development. One of the key problems of the
subsequent Marxist interpretations of primitive
accumulation, however, is the meaning of
“precondition.” The dominant understanding
within the Marxist literature – apart from a few
exceptions like Rosa Luxemburg – has always
involved considering primitive accumulation as a
precondition fixed in time: dispossession
happens before capitalist accumulation takes
place. After that, capitalist accumulation can
proceed, exploiting people perhaps, but with no
need to enclose commons since these
enclosures have already been established. From
the 1980s onwards, the profound limitations of
this interpretation became obvious.
Neoliberalism was rampaging around the world
as an instrument of global capital. Structural
adjustment policies, imposed by the IMF
(International Monetary Fund), were promoting
enclosures of “commons” everywhere: from
community land and water resources to
entitlements, to welfare benefits and education;
from urban spaces subject to new pro-market
urban design and developments to rural
livelihoods threatened by the “externalities” of
environmentally damaging industries, to
development projects providing energy
infrastructures to the export processing zones.
These are the processes referred to by the group
Midnight Notes Collective as “new enclosures.”
đđđđđđđđđđThe identification of “new enclosures” in
contemporary capitalist dynamics urged us to
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Image found on Wikicommons (searchword: commoners) "Wigpool Common.This was open land, grazed through commoner's
rights."

reconsider traditional Marxist discourse on this
point. What the Marxist literature failed to
understand is that primitive accumulation is a
continuous process of capitalist development
that is also necessary for the preservation of
advanced forms of capitalism for two reasons.
Firstly, because capital seeks boundless
expansion, and therefore always needs new
spheres and dimensions of life to turn into
commodities. Secondly, because social conflict
is at the heart of capitalist processes – this
means that people do reconstitute commons
anew, and they do it all the time. These commons
help to re-weave the social fabric threatened by
previous phases of deep commodification and at
the same time provide potential new ground for
the next phase of enclosures. 
đđđđđđđđđđThus, the orthodox Marxist approach – in
which enclosure and primitive accumulation are
something that only happens during the
formation of a capitalist system in order to set up
the initial basis for subsequent capitalist
development – is misleading. It happens all the
time; today as well people’s common resources
are enclosed for capitalist utilization. For
example, rivers are enclosed and taken from
local commoners who rely on these resources, in
order to build dams for fueling development

projects for industrialization. In India there is the
case of the Narmada Valley; in Central America
there is the attempt to build a series of dams
called the Puebla-Panama Plan. The
privatization of public goods in the US and in
Europe has to be seen in this way, too. To me,
however, it is important to emphasize not only
that enclosures happen all the time, but also
that there is constant commoning. People again
and again try to create and access the resources
in a way that is different from the modalities of
the market, which is the standard way for capital
to access resources. Take for example the peer-
to-peer production happening in cyberspace, or
the activities in social centers, or simply the
institutions people in struggle give themselves to
sustain their struggle. One of the main
shortcomings of orthodox Marxist literature is
de-valuing or not seeing the struggles of the
commoners. They used to be labeled as
backwards, as something that belongs to an era
long overcome. But to me, the greatest challenge
we have in front of us is to articulate the
struggles for commons in the wide range of
planetary contexts, at different layers of the
planetary wage hierarchy, as a way to overcome
the hierarchy itself. 
đđđđđđđđđđAn Architektur: The notion of the commons
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as a pre-modern system that does not fit in a
modern industrialized society is not only used by
Marxists, but on the neoliberal side, too. It is
central to neoliberal thinking that self-interest is
dominant vis-à-vis common interests and that
therefore the free market system is the best
possible way to organize society. How can we
make a claim for the commons against this very
popular argument? 
đđđđđđđđđđMassimo De Angelis: One of the early major
pro-market critiques of the commons was the
famous article “The Tragedy of the Commons” by
Gerrit Hardin, from 1968. Hardin argued that
common resources will inevitably lead to a
sustainability tragedy because the individuals
accessing them would always try to maximize
their personal revenue and thereby destroy them.
For example, a group of herders would try to get
their own sheep to eat as much as possible. If
every one did that then of course the resource
would be depleted. The policy implications of
this approach are clear: the best way to sustain
the resource is either through privatization or
direct state management. Historical and
economic research, however, has shown that
existing commons of that type rarely
encountered these problems, because the
commoners devise rules for accessing resources.
Most of the time, developing methods of
ensuring the sustainability of common resources
has been an important part of the process of
commoning. 
đđđđđđđđđđThere is yet a third way beyond markets or
states, and this is community self-management
and self-government. This is another reason why
it is important to keep in mind that commons,
the social dimension of the shared, are
constituted by the three elements mentioned
before: pooled resources, community, and
commoning. Hardin could develop a “tragedy of
the commons” argument because in his
assumption there existed neither community nor
commoning as a social praxis, there were only
resources subject to open access. 
đđđđđđđđđđFurthermore, it is important to note that the
problem of the commons cannot be simply
described as a question of self-interest versus
common interests. Often, the key problem is how
individual interests can be articulated in such a
way as to constitute common interests. This is
the question of commoning and of community
formation, a big issue that leads to many open
questions. Within Marxism, there is generally a
standard way to consider the question of
common interests: these are given by the
“objective” conditions in which the “working
class” finds itself vis-à-vis capital as the class of
the exploited. A big limitation of this standard
interpretation is that “objectivity” is always an
inter-subjective agreement. The working class

itself is fragmented into a hierarchy of powers,
often in conflicts of interest with one another,
conflicts materially reproduced by the workings
of the market. This means that common
interests cannot be postulated, they can only be
constructed. 

Comic strip of Marx's Capital explaining "What is Society?"

đđđđđđđđđđAn Architektur: This idea of the common
interest that has to be constructed in the first
place – what consequences does it have for
conceptualizing possible subjects of change?
Would this have to be everybody, a renewed form
of an avant-garde or a regrouped working class?
đđđđđđđđđđMassimo De Angelis: It is of course not
possible to name the subject of change. The
usefulness of the usual generalizations –
“working class,” “proletariat,” “multitude,” etc. –
may vary depending on the situation, but
generally has little analytical power apart from
indicating crucial questions of “frontline.” This is
precisely because common interests cannot be
postulated but can only be constituted through
processes of commoning, and this commoning, if
of any value, must overcome current material
divisions within the “working class,”
“proletariat,” or “multitude.” From the
perspective of the commons, the wage worker is
not the emancipatory subject because capitalist
relations also pass through the unwaged labor, is
often feminized, invisible, and so on. It is not
possible to rely on any “vanguard,” for two
reasons. Firstly, because capitalist measures are
pervasive within the stratified global field of
production, which implies that it hits everybody.
Secondly, because the most “advanced” sections
of the global “working class” – whether in terms
of the level of their wage or in terms of the type
of their labor (it does not matter if these are
called immaterial workers or symbolic analysts)
– can materially reproduce themselves only on
the basis of their interdependence with the “less
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Zapatista "rebel" territory. Photo: Hajor, 2005
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advanced” sections of the global working class.
It has always been this way in the history of
capitalism and I have strong reasons to suspect
it will always be like this as long as capitalism is
a dominant system. 
đđđđđđđđđđTo put it in another way: the computer and
the fiber optic cables necessary for cyber-
commoning and peer-to-peer production
together with my colleagues in India are
predicated on huge water usage for the mass
production of computers, on cheap wages paid in
some export-processing zones, on the cheap
labor of my Indian high-tech colleagues that I
can purchase for my own reproduction, obtained
through the devaluation of labor through ongoing
enclosures. The subjects along this chain can all
be “working class” in terms of their relation to
capital, but their objective position and form of
mutual dependency is structured in such a way
that their interests are often mutually exclusive. 
đđđđđđđđđđAn Architektur: Stavros, what is your
approach towards the commons? Would you
agree with Massimo’s threefold definition and
the demands for action he derives from that? 
đđđđđđđđđđStavros Stavrides: First, I would like to
bring to the discussion a comparison between
the concept of the commons based on the idea of
a community and the concept of the public. The
community refers to an entity, mainly to a
homogeneous group of people, whereas the idea
of the public puts an emphasis on the relation
between different communities. The public realm
can be considered as the actual or virtual space
where strangers and different people or groups
with diverging forms of life can meet. 
đđđđđđđđđđThe notion of the public urges our thinking
about the commons to become more complex.
The possibility of encounter in the realm of the
public has an effect on how we conceptualize
commoning and sharing. We have to
acknowledge the difficulties of sharing as well as
the contests and negotiations that are
necessarily connected with the prospect of
sharing. This is why I favor the idea of providing
ground to build a public realm and give
opportunities for discussing and negotiating
what is good for all, rather than the idea of
strengthening communities in their struggle to
define their own commons. Relating commons to
groups of “similar” people bears the danger of
eventually creating closed communities. People
may thus define themselves as commoners by
excluding others from their milieu, from their
own privileged commons. Conceptualizing
commons on the basis of the public, however,
does not focus on similarities or commonalities
but on the very differences between people that
can possibly meet on a purposefully instituted
common ground. 
đđđđđđđđđđWe have to establish a ground of negotiation

rather than a ground of affirmation of what is
shared. We don’t simply have to raise the moral
issues about what it means to share, but to
discover procedures through which we can find
out what and how to share. Who is this we? Who
defines this sharing and decides how to share?
What about those who don’t want to share with
us or with whom we do not want to share? How
can these relations with those “others” be
regulated? For me, this aspect of negotiation and
contest is crucial, and the ambiguous project of
emancipation has to do with regulating
relationships between differences rather than
affirming commonalities based on similarities. 
đđđđđđđđđđAn Architektur: How does this move away
from commons based on similarities, towards
the notion of difference, influence your thinking
about contemporary social movements or urban
struggles? 
đđđđđđđđđđStavros Stavrides: For me, the task of
emancipatory struggles or movements is not only
what has to be done, but also how it will be done
and who will do it. Or, in a more abstract way:
how to relate the means to the ends. We have
suffered a lot from the idea that the real changes
only appear after the final fight, for which we
have to prepare ourselves by building some kind
of army-like structure that would be able to
effectively accomplish a change in the power
relations. Focused on these “duties” we tend to
postpone any test of our values until after this
final fight, as only then we will supposedly have
the time to create this new world as a society of
equals. But unfortunately, as we know and as we
have seen far too often, this idea has turned out
to be a nightmare. Societies and communities
built through procedures directed by hierarchical
organizations, unfortunately, exactly mirrored
these organizations. The structure of the militant
avant-garde tends to be reproduced as a
structure of social relations in the new
community. 
đđđđđđđđđđThus, an essential question within
emancipatory projects is: can we as a group, as a
community or as a collectivity reflect our ideas
and values in the form that we choose to carry
out our struggle? We have to be very suspicious
about the idea of the avant-garde, of those
elected (or self-selected) few, who know what
has to be done and whom the others should
follow. To me, this is of crucial importance. We
can no longer follow the old concept of the
avant-garde if we really want to achieve
something different from today’s society.
đđđđđđđđđđHere are very important links to the
discussion about the commons, especially in
terms of problematizing the collectivity of the
struggle. Do we intend to make a society of
sharing by sharing, or do we intend to create this
society after a certain period in which we do not
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share? Of course, there are specific power
relations between us, but does this mean that
some have to lead and others have to obey the
instructors? Commons could be a way to
understand not only what is at stake but also
how to get there. I believe that we need to create
forms of collective struggle that match collective
emancipatory aims, forms that can also show us
what is worthy of dreaming about an
emancipated future.
đđđđđđđđđđAn Architektur: Massimo, you put much
emphasis on the fact that commoning happens
all the time, also under capitalist conditions. Can
you give a current example? Where would you see
this place of resistance? For Marx it was clearly
the factory, based on the analysis of the
exploitation of labor, which gave him a clear
direction for a struggle. 
đđđđđđđđđđMassimo De Angelis: The factory for Marx
was a twofold space: it was the space of
capitalist exploitation and discipline – this could
of course also be the office, the school, or the
university – but it was also the space in which
social cooperation of labor occurred without the
immediate mediation of money. Within the
factory we have a non-commoditized space,
which would fit our definition of the commons as
the space of the “shared” at a very general level.
đđđđđđđđđđAn Architektur: Why non-commoditized? 
đđđđđđđđđđMassimo De Angelis: Because when I work
in a capitalist enterprise, I may get a wage in
exchange for my labor power, but in the moment
of production I do not participate in any
monetary transactions. If I need a tool, I ask you
to pass me one. If I need a piece of information, I
do not have to pay a copyright. In the factory –
that we are using here as a metaphor for the
place of capitalist production – we may produce
commodities, but not by means of commodities,
since goods stopped being commodities in the
very moment they became inputs in the
production process. I refer here to the classical
Marxian distinction between labor power and
labor. In the factory, labor power is sold as a
commodity, and after the production process,
products are sold. In the very moment of
production, however, it is only labor that counts,
and labor as a social process is a form of
“commoning.” Of course, this happens within
particular social relations of exploitation, so
maybe we should not use the same word,
commoning, so as not to confuse it with the
commoning made by people “taking things into
their own hands.” So, we perhaps should call it
“distorted commoning,” where the measure of
distortion is directly proportional to the degree of
the subordination of commoning to social
measures coming from outside the commoning,
the one given by management, by the
requirement of the market, etc. In spite of its

distortions, I think, it is important to consider
what goes on inside the factory as also a form of
commoning. This is an important distinction that
refers to the question of how capital uses the
commons. I am making this point because the
key issue is not really how we conceive of
commoning within the spheres of commons, but
how we reclaim the commons of our production
that are distorted through the imposition of
capital’s measure of things. 
đđđđđđđđđđThis capitalist measure of things is also
imposed across places of commoning. The
market is a system that articulates social
production at a tremendous scale, and we have
to find ways to replace this mode of articulation.
Today, most of what is produced in the common –
whether in a distorted capitalist commons or
alternative commons – has to be turned into
money so that commoners can access other
resources. This implies that commons can be
pitted against one another in processes of
market competition. Thus we might state as a
guiding principle that whatever is produced in
the common must stay in the common in order to
expand, empower, and sustain the commons
independently from capitalist circuits. 
đđđđđđđđđđStavros Stavrides: This topic of the non-
commodified space within capitalist production
is linked to the idea of immaterial labor,
theorized, among others, by Negri and Hardt.
Although I am not very much convinced by the
whole theory of “empire” and “the multitude,”
the idea that within the capitalist system the
conditions of labor tend to produce commons,
even though capitalism, as a system acts against
commons and for enclosures, is very attractive to
me. Negri and Hardt argue that with the
emergence of immaterial labor – which is based
on communicating and exchanging knowledge,
not on commodified assets in the general sense,
but rather on a practice of sharing – we have a
strange new situation: the change in the
capitalist production from material to immaterial
labor provides the opportunity to think about
commons that are produced in the system but
can be extracted and potentially turned against
the system. We can take the notion of immaterial
labor as an example of a possible future beyond
capitalism, where the conditions of labor
produce opportunities for understanding what it
means to work in common but also to produce
commons. 
đđđđđđđđđđOf course there are always attempts to
control and enclose this sharing of knowledge,
for example the enclosure acts aimed at
controlling the internet, this huge machine of
sharing knowledge and information. I do not
want to overly praise the internet, but this
spread of information to a certain degree always
contains the seed of a different commoning
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Image found on Wikicommons (searchword: money) "English 'Money-tree' near Bolton Abbey, North Yorkshire, Papa November
(cc)"

against capitalism. There is always both, the
enclosures, but also the opening of new
possibilities of resistance. This idea is closely
connected to those expressed in the anti-
capitalist movement claiming that there is
always the possibility of finding within the
system the very means through which you can
challenge it. Resistance is not about an absolute
externality or the utopia of a good society. It is
about becoming aware of opportunities occurring
within the capitalist system and trying to turn
them against it.
đđđđđđđđđđMassimo De Angelis: We must, however,
also make the point that seizing the internal
opportunities that capitalism creates can also
become the object of co-optation. Take as an
example the capitalist use of the commons in
relation to seasonal workers. Here commons can
be used to undermine wages or, depending on
the specific circumstances, they can also
constitute the basis for stronger resistance and
greater working-class power. The first case could
be seen, for example, in South African enclaves
during the Apartheid regime, where lower-level
wages could be paid because seasonal workers
were returning to their homes and part of the
reproduction was done within these enclaves,
outside the circuits of capital. The second case

is when migrant seasonal workers can sustain a
strike precisely because, due to their access to
common resources, their livelihoods are not
completely dependent on the wage, something
which happened, for example, in Northern Italy a
few decades ago. Thus, the relation between
capitalism and the commons is always a
question of power relations in a specific historic
context. 
đđđđđđđđđđAn Architektur: How would you evaluate the
importance of the commons today? Would you
say that the current financial and economic
crisis and the concomitant delegitimation of the
neoliberal model brought forward, at least to a
certain extent, the discussion and practice of the
commons? And what are the respective reactions
of the authorities and of capitalism? 
đđđđđđđđđđMassimo De Angelis: In every moment of
crisis we see an emergence of commons to
address questions of livelihood in one way or the
other. During the crisis of the 1980s in Britain
there was the emergence of squatting,
alternative markets, or so called Local Exchange
Trading Systems, things that also came up in the
crisis in Argentina in 2001. 
đđđđđđđđđđRegarding the form in which capitalism
reacts and reproduces itself in relation to the
emergence of commoning, three main processes
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The Navarinou Park in Exarcheia,
Athens 

can be observed. First, the criminalization of
alternatives in every process of enclosure, both
historically and today. Second, a temptation of
the subjects fragmented by the market to return
to the market. And third, a specific mode of
governance that ensures the subordination of
individuals, groups and their values, needs and
aspirations under the market process. 
đđđđđđđđđđAn Architektur: But then, how can we relate
the commons and commoning to state power?
Are the commons a means to overcome or fight
the state or do you think they need the state to
guarantee a societal structure? Would, at least in
theory, the state finally be dissolved through
commoning? Made useless, would it thus
disappear? Stavros, could you elaborate on this?
đđđđđđđđđđStavros Stavrides: Sometimes we tend to
ignore the fact that what happens in the struggle
for commons is always related to specific
situations in specific states, with their
respective antagonisms. One always has to put
oneself in relation to other groups in the society.
And of course social antagonisms take many
forms including those produced by or channeled
through different social institutions. The state is
not simply an engine that is out there and
regulates various aspects of production or
various aspects of the distribution of power. The

state, I believe, is part of every social relation. It
is not only a regulating mechanism but also
produces a structure of institutions that mold
social life. To be able to resist these dominant
forms of social life we have to eventually struggle
against these forces which make the state a very
dominant reality in our societies. 
đđđđđđđđđđIn today’s world, we often interpret the
process of globalization as the withering away of
states, so that states are no longer important.
But actually the state is the guarantor of the
necessary conditions for the reproduction of the
system. It is a guarantor of violence, for example,
which is not a small thing. Violence, not only co-
optation, is a very important means of
reproducing capitalism, because by no means do
we live in societies of once-and-for-all
legitimated capitalist values. Instead, these
values must be continuously imposed, often by
force. The state is also a guarantor of property
and land rights, which are no small things either,
because property rights establish forms of
control on various aspects of our life. Claims of
property rights concern specific places that
belong to certain people or establishments,
which might also be international corporations.
The state, therefore, is not beyond globalization;
it is in fact the most specific arrangement of
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powers against which we can struggle. 
đđđđđđđđđđStavros Stavrides: I am thus very
suspicious or reserved about the idea that we
can build our own small enclaves of otherness,
our small liberated strongholds that could
protect us from the power of the state. I don’t
mean that it is not important to build
communities of resistance, but rather than
framing them as isolated enclaves, we should
attempt to see them as a potential network of
resistance, collectively representing only a part
of the struggle. If you tend to believe that a single
community with its commons and its enclosed
parameter could be a stronghold of liberated
otherness, then you are bound to be defeated.
You cannot avoid the destruction that comes
from the power of the state and its mechanisms.
Therefore, we need to produce collaborations
between different communities as well as
understand ourselves as belonging to not just
one of these communities. We should rather
understand ourselves as members of different
communities in the process of emerging.
đđđđđđđđđđAn Architektur: But how can it be
organized? What could this finally look like? 
đđđđđđđđđđStavros Stavrides: The short answer is a
federation of communities. The long answer is
that it has to do with the conditions of the
struggle. I think that we are not for the
replacement of the capitalist state by another
kind of state. We come from long traditions, both
communist and anarchist, of striving for the
destruction of the state. I think we should find
ways in today’s struggles to reduce the presence
of the state, to oblige the state to withdraw, to
force the state to be less violent in its responses.
To seek liberation from the jurisdiction of the
state in all its forms, that are connected with
economical, political, and social powers. But, for
sure, the state will be there until something – not
simply a collection of struggles, but something of
a qualitatively different form – happens that
produces a new social situation. Until then we
cannot ignore the existence of the state because
it is always forming its reactions in terms of what
we choose to do. 
đđđđđđđđđđMassimo De Angelis: Yes, I agree that is
crucial. The state is present in all these different
processes, but it is also true that we have to find
ways to disarticulate these powers. One example
is the occupied park in Exarcheia, a parking lot
that was turned into a park through an ongoing
process of commoning. The presence of the state
is very obvious, just fifty meters around the
corner there is an entire bus full of riot police and
rows of guards. One of the problems in relation to
the park is the way in which the actions of the
police could be legitimized by making use of
complaints about the park by its neighbors. And
there are of course reasons to complain. Some of

the park’s organizers told me that apparently
every night some youth hang out there, drinking
and trashing the place, making noise and so on.
The organizers approached them, asking them
not to do that. And they replied “Oh, are you the
police?” They were also invited to participate in
the assembly during the week, but they showed
no interest. According to some people I have
interviewed, they were showing an individualistic
attitude, one which we have internalized by living
in this capitalist society; the idea that this is my
space where I can do whatever I want – without,
if you like, a process of commoning that would
engage with all the issues of the community. But
you have to somehow deal with this problem, you
cannot simply exclude those youngsters, not only
as a matter of principle, but also because it
would be completely deleterious to do so. If you
just exclude them from the park, you have failed
to make the park an inclusive space. If you do not
exclude them and they continue with their
practices, it would further alienate the local
community and provide an opening for the police
and a legitimization of their actions. So in a
situation like this you can see some practical
answers to those crucial questions we have
discussed – there are no golden rules.
đđđđđđđđđđStavros Stavrides: I would interpret the
situation slightly differently. Those people you
refer to were not saying that they have a right as
individual consumers to trash the park. They
were saying that the park is a place for their
community, a place for alternative living or for
building alternative political realms. They
certainly refer to some kind of commoning, but
only to a very specific community of commoners.
And this is the crucial point: they did not
consider the neighbors, or at least the neighbors’
habitude, as part of their community. Certain
people conceive of this area as a kind of
liberated stronghold in which they don’t have to
think about those others outside. Because, in the
end, who are those others outside? They are
those who “go to work everyday and do not resist
the system.” 
đđđđđđđđđđTo me, these are cases through which we
are tested, through which our own ideas about
what it means to share or what it means to live in
public are tested. We can discuss the park as a
case of an emergent alternative public space.
And this public space can be constituted only
when it remains contestable in terms of its use.
Public spaces which do not simply impose the
values of a sovereign power are those spaces
produced and inhabited through negotiating
exchanges between different groups of people.
As long as contesting the specific character and
uses of alternative public spaces does not
destroy the collective freedom to negotiate
between equals, contesting should be welcome.
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You have to be able to produce places where
different kinds of lives can coexist in terms of
mutual respect. Therefore any such space
cannot simply belong to a certain community
that defines the rules; there has to be an
ongoing, open process of rulemaking.
đđđđđđđđđđMassimo De Angelis: There are two issues
here. First of all, I think this case shows that
whenever we try to produce commons, what we
also need is the production of the respective
community and its forms of commoning. The
Navarinou Park is a new commons and the
community cannot simply consist of the
organizers. The organizers I have talked to act
pretty much as a sort of commons entrepreneurs,
a group of people who are trying to facilitate the
meeting of different communities in the park, to
promote encounters possibly leading to more
sustained forms of commoning. Thus, when we
are talking about emergent commons like these
ones, we are talking about spaces of negotiation
across diverse communities, the bottom line of
what Stavros referred to as “public space.” Yet,
we also cannot talk about the park as being a
“public space” in the usual sense, as a free-for-
all space, one for which the individual does not
have to take responsibility, like a park managed
by the local authority. 
đđđđđđđđđđThe second point is that another
fundamental aspect of commoning can be
exemplified by the park – the role of
reproduction. We have learned from feminists
throughout the last few decades that for every
visible work of production there is an invisible
work of reproduction. The people who want to
keep the park will have to work hard for its
reproduction. This does not only mean cleaning
the space continuously, but also reproducing the
legitimacy to claim this space vis-à-vis the
community, vis-à-vis the police and so on.
Thinking about the work of reproduction is
actually one of the most fundamental aspects of
commoning. How will the diverse communities
around this park come together to share the work
of reproduction? That is a crucial test for any
commons. 
đđđđđđđđđđAn Architektur: But how can we imagine
this constant process of negotiation other than
on a rather small local level? 
đđđđđđđđđđStavros Stavrides: To me this is not
primarily a question of scale, it is more a
fundamental question of how to approach these
issues. But if you want to talk about a larger-
scale initiative, I would like to refer to the
Zapatista movement. For the Zapatistas, the
process of negotiation takes two forms: inter-
community negotiation, which involves people
participating in assemblies, and negotiations
with the state, which involves the election of
representatives. The second form was abruptly

abandoned as the state chose to ignore any
agreement reached. But the inter-community
negotiation process has evolved into a truly
alternative form of collective self-government.
Zapatistas have established autonomous regions
inside the area of the Mexican state in order to
provide people with the opportunity to actually
participate in self-governing those regions. To
not simply participate in a kind of representative
democracy but to actually get involved
themselves. Autonomous communities
established a rotation system that might look
pretty strange to us, with a regular change every
fifteen or thirty days. So, if you become some
kind of local authority of a small municipality,
then, just when you start to know what the
problems are and how to tangle with them, you
have to leave the position to another person. Is
this logical? Does this system bring about results
that are similar to other forms of governing, or
does it simply produce chaos? The Zapatistas
insist that it is more important that all the people
come into these positions and get trained in a
form of administration that expresses the idea of
“governing by obeying the community” (mandar
obedeciendo). The rotation system effectively
prevents any form of accumulation of individual
power. This system might not be the most
effective in terms of administration but it is
effective in terms of building and sustaining this
idea of a community of negotiation and mutual
respect. 
đđđđđđđđđđYes, establishing rules and imposing them
is more effective, but it is more important to
collectively participate in the process of creating
and checking the rules, if you intend to create a
different society. We have to go beyond the idea
of a democracy of “here is my view, there is yours
– who wins?” We need to find ways of giving
room to negotiate the differences. Perhaps I tend
to overemphasize the means, the actual process,
and not the effective part of it, its results. There
are of course a lot of problems in the Zapatista
administration system but all these
municipalities are more like instances of a new
world trying to emerge and not prototypes of
what the world should become. 
đđđđđđđđđđWe can also take as an example the Oaxaca
rebellion, which worked very well. Those people
have actually produced a city-commune, which
to me is even more important than the glorious
commune of Paris. We had a very interesting
presentation by someone from Oaxaca here in
Athens, explaining how during those days they
realized that “they could do without them” –
them meaning the state, the power, the
authorities. They could run the city collectively
through communal means. They had schools,
and they had captured the radio and TV station
from the beginning. They ran the city facing all
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the complexities that characterize a society.
Oaxaca is a rather small city of around 600,000
inhabitants and of course it is not Paris. But we
had the chance to see these kind of experiments,
new forms of self-management that can produce
new forms of social life – and as we know, the
Oaxaca rebellion was brutally suppressed. But,
generally speaking, until we see these new forms
of society emerging we don’t know what they
could be like. And I believe we have to accept
that!
đđđđđđđđđđAn Architektur: Stavros, you mentioned that
the administration and rotation system of the
Zapatistas should not be taken as a prototype of
what should come. Does this mean that you
reject any kind of idea of or reflection about
models for a future society? 
đđđđđđđđđđStavros Stavrides: I think it is not a
question of a model. We cannot say that some
kind of model exists, nor should we strive for it.
But, yes, we need some kind of guiding
principles. For me, however, it is important to
emphasize that the commons cannot be treated
only as an abstract idea, they are inextricably
intertwined with existing power relations. The
problem is, how can we develop principles
through which we can judge which communities
actually fight for commons? Or, the other way
round, can struggles for commons also be
against emancipatory struggles? How do we
evaluate this? I think in certain historical
periods, not simply contingencies, you can have
principles by which you can judge. For example,
middle-class neighborhoods that tend to
preserve their enclave character will produce
communities fighting for commons but against
the idea of emancipation. Their notion of
commons is based on a community of similar
people, a community of exclusion and privilege.
đđđđđđđđđđPrinciples are however not only discursive
gestures, they have to be seen in relation to the
person or the collective subject who refers to
these principles in certain discourses and
actions. Therefore, reference to principles could
be understood as a form of performative gesture.
If I am saying that I am for or against those
principles what does this mean for my practice?
Principles are not only important in judging
discursive contests but can also affect the way a
kind of discourse is connected to practice. For
example, if the prime minister of Greece says in a
pre-election speech that he wants to eradicate
all privileges we of course know he means only
certain privileges for certain people. So, what is
important is not only the stating of principles,
but also the conditions under which this
statement acquires its meaning. That is why I am
talking about principles presuming that we
belong to the same side. I am of course also
assuming that we enter this discussion bearing

some marks of certain struggles, otherwise it
would be a merely academic discussion.
đđđđđđđđđđAn Architektur: Let’s imagine that we were
left alone, what would we do? Do we still need
the state as an overall structure or opponent?
Would we form a state ourselves, build
communities based on commons or turn to
egoistic ways of life? Maybe this exercise can
bring us a little further . . . 
đđđđđđđđđđMassimo De Angelis: I dare to say that “if
we are left alone” we may end up doing pretty
much the same things as we are now: keep the
race going until we re-program ourselves to
sustain different types of relations. In other
words, you can assume that “we are left alone”
and still work in auto-pilot because nobody
knows what else to do. There is a lot of learning
that needs to be done. There are a lot of
prejudices we have built by becoming – at least
to a large extent – homo economicus, with our
cost-benefit calculus in terms of money. There is
a lot of junk that needs to be shed, other things
that need to be valorized, and others still that we
need to just realize. 
đđđđđđđđđđYet auto-pilots cannot last forever. In order
to grow, the capitalist system must enclose, but
enclosures imply strategic agency on the part of
capital. Lacking this under the assumption that
“we are left alone,” the system would come to a
standstill and millions of people would ask
themselves: What now? How do we reproduce
our livelihoods? The question that needs to be
urgently problematized in our present context
would come out naturally in the (pretty much
absurd) proposition you are making. There is no
easy answer that people could give. Among other
things, it would depend a lot on power relations
within existing hierarchies, because even if “we
are left alone” people would still be divided into
hierarchies of power. But one thing that is certain
to me is that urban people, especially in the
North, would have to begin to grow more food,
reduce their pace of life, some begin to move
back to the countryside, and look into each
other's eyes more often. This is because “being
left alone” would imply the end of the type of
interdependence that is constituted with current
states’ policies. What new forms of
interdependence would emerge? Who knows. But
the real question is: what new forms of
interdependence can emerge given the fact that
we will never be left alone? 
đđđđđđđđđđConcerning the other part of your question,
yes, we could envisage a “state,” but not
necessarily in the tragic forms we have known.
The rational kernel of “the state” is the realm of
context – the setting for the daily operations of
commoners. From the perspective of nested
systems of commons at larger and larger scales,
the state can be conceptualized as the bottom-
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up means through which the commoners
establish, monitor, and enforce their basic
collective and inter-commons rules. But of
course the meaning of establishing, monitoring,
and – especially – enforcing may well be
different from what is meant today by it. 
đđđđđđđđđđStavros Stavrides: Let’s suppose that we
have been left alone, which I don’t think will ever
be the case. But anyway. Does that mean that we
are in a situation where we can simply establish
our own principles, our own forms of commons,
that we are in a situation where we are equal? Of
course not! 
đđđđđđđđđđA good example is the case of the occupied
factories in Argentina. There, the workers were
left alone in a sense, without the management,
the accountants, and engineers, and without
professional knowledge of how to deal with
various aspects of the production. They had to
develop skills they did not have before. One
woman, for example, said that her main problem
in learning the necessary software programs to
become an accountant for the occupied factory,
was that she first had to learn how to read and
write. So, imagine the distance that she had to
bridge! And eventually, without wanting it, she
became one of the newly educated workers that
could lead the production and develop strategies
for the factory. Although she would not impose
them on the others, who continued to work in the
assembly line and did not develop skills in the
way she did, she became a kind of privileged
person. Thus, no matter how egalitarian the
assembly was, you finally develop the same
problems you had before. You have a separation
of people, which is a result of material
circumstances. Therefore, you have to develop
the means to fight this situation. In addition to
producing the commons, you have to give the
power to the people to have their own share in
the production process of these commons – not
only in terms of the economic circumstances but
in terms of the socialization of knowledge, too.
You have to ensure that everybody is able to
speak and think, to become informed, and to
participate. All of these problems have erupted in
an occupied factory in Argentina, not in a future
society. 
đđđđđđđđđđAnthropological research has proved that
there have been and still exist societies of
commoning and sharing and that these societies
– whether they were food gatherers or hunters –
do not only conceive of property in terms of
community-owned goods, but that they have also
developed a specific form of eliminating the
accumulation of power. They have actively
produced forms of regulating power relations
through which they prevent someone from
becoming a leader. They had to acknowledge the
fact that people do not possess equal strength or

abilities, and at the same time they had to
develop the very means by which they would
collectively prevent those differences from
becoming separating barriers between people,
barriers that would eventually create
asymmetries of power. Here you see the idea of
commons not only as a question of property
relations but also as a question of power
distribution.
đđđđđđđđđđSo, coming back to your question, when we
are left alone we have to deal with the fact that
we are not equal in every aspect. In order to
establish this equality, we have to make gestures
– not only rules – but gestures which are not
based on a zero-sum calculus. Sometimes
somebody must offer more, not because anyone
obliges him or her but because he or she chooses
to do so. For example, I respect that you cannot
speak like me, therefore I step back and I ask you
to speak in this big assembly. I do this knowing
that I possess this kind of privileged ability to
talk because of my training or talents. This is not
exactly a common, this is where the common
ends and the gift begins – to share you have to
be able to give gifts. To develop a society of
equality does not mean leveling but sustaining
the ability of everybody to participate in a
community, and that is not something that
happens without effort. Equality is a process not
a state. Some may have to “yield” in order to
allow others – those more severely
underprivileged – to be able to express their own
needs and dreams.
đđđđđđđđđđMassimo De Angelis: I think that the gift
and the commons may not be two modalities
outside one another. “Gift” may be a property of
the commons, especially if we regard these not
as fixed entities but as processes of commoning.
Defining the “what,” “how,” and “who” of the
commons also may include acts of gifts and
generosity. In turn, these may well be given with
no expectation of return. However, as we know,
the gift, the act of generosity, is often part of an
exchange, too, where you expect something in
return. 
đđđđđđđđđđMassimo De Angelis: The occupied factory
we just talked about exemplifies an arena in
which we have the opportunity to produce
commons, not only through making gift gestures
but also by turning the creative iteration of these
gestures into new institutions. And these arenas
for commoning potentially exist everywhere. Yet
every arena finds itself with particular
boundaries – both internal and external ones. In
the case of the occupied factory, the internal
boundaries are given by the occupying
community of workers, who have to consider
their relation to the outside, the unemployed, the
surrounding communities, and so on. The
choices made here will also affect the type of
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relations to and articulation with other arenas of
commoning. 
đđđđđđđđđđAnother boundary that comes up in all
potential arenas of commoning, setting a limit to
the endeavors of the commoners, is posited
outside them, and is given by the pervasive
character of capitalist measure and values. For
example, the decision of workers to keep the
production going implies to a certain extent
accepting the measuring processes given by a
capitalist market which puts certain constraints
on workers such as the need for staying
competitive, at least to some degree. All of a
sudden they had to start to self-organize their
own exploitation, and this is one of the major
problems we face in these kind of initiatives, an
issue that can only be tackled when a far higher
number of commoning arenas arise and
ingenuity is applied in their articulation. 
đđđđđđđđđđBut before we reach that limit posed by the
outside, there is still a lot of scope for
constitution, development, and articulation of
subjectivities within arenas of commoning. This
points to the question of where our own
responsibility and opportunity lie. If the limit
posed from the outside on an arena of
commoning is the “no” that capital posits to the
commons “yes,” to what extent can our
constituent movement be a positive force that
says no to capital’s no? 
đđđđđđđđđđAn Architektur: But then, when will a
qualitative difference in society be achieved
such that we are able to resist those
mechanisms of criminalization, temptation, and
governance Massimo spoke about before? What
would happen if half of the factories were self-
governed?
đđđđđđđđđđStavros Stavrides: I don’t know when a
qualitative difference will be achieved. 50% is a
very wild guess! Obviously that would make a
great difference. But I think a very small
percentage makes a difference as well. Not in
terms of producing enclaves of otherness
surrounded by a capitalist market, but as cases
of collective experimentation through which you
can also convince people that another world is
possible. And those people in the Argentinean
factories have actually managed to produce such
kind of experiments, not because they have
ideologically agreed on the form of society they
fight for, but because they were authentically
producing their own forms of everyday
resistance, out of the need to protect their jobs
after a major crisis. Many times they had to
rediscover the ground on which to build their
collectively sustained autonomy. The power of
this experiment, however, lies on its possibility to
spread – if it keeps on enclosing itself in the
well-defined perimeter of an “alternative
enclave,” it is bound to fail.

đđđđđđđđđđI believe that if we see and experience such
experiments, we can still hope for another world
and have glimpses of this world today. It is
important to test fragments of this future in our
struggles, which is also part of how to judge
them – and I think these collective experiences
are quite different from the alternative
movements of the 1970s. Do we still strive for
developing different life environments that can
be described as our own “Christianias”? To me,
the difference lies in the porosity, in the fact that
the areas of experiment spill over into society. If
they are only imagined as liberated strongholds
they are bound to lose. Again, there is something
similar we could learn from the Zapatista
movement that attempted to create a kind of
hybrid society in the sense that it is both pre-
industrial and post-industrial, both pre-
capitalist and post-capitalist at the same time.
To me, this, if you want, unclear situation, which
of course is only unclear due to our frozen and
limited perception of society, is very important. 
đđđđđđđđđđAn Architektur: How would you describe
Athens’ uprising last December in this relation?
At least in Germany much focus was put on the
outbreak of violence. What do you think about
what has happened? Have things changed since
then?
đđđđđđđđđđStavros Stavrides: One of the things that I
have observed is that at first both the leftists
and the anarchists didn’t know what to do. They
were not prepared for this kind of uprising which
did not happen at the very bottom of the society.
There were young kids from every type of school
involved. Of course there were immigrants taking
part but this was not an immigrant revolt. Of
course there were many people suffering from
deprivation and injustice who took part but this
was not a “banlieue type” uprising either. This
was a peculiar, somehow unprecedented, kind of
uprising. No center, just a collective networking
without a specific point from which activities
radiated. Ideas simply criss-crossed all over
Greece and you had initiatives you couldn’t
imagine a few months ago, a lot of activities with
no name or with improvised collective
signatures. For example, in Syros, an island with
a long tradition of working-class struggles, the
local pupils surrounded the central police station
and demanded that the police officers come
outside, take off their hats and apologize for
what happened. And they did it. They came out in
full formation. This is something that is normally
unimaginable. 
đđđđđđđđđđThis polycentric eruption of collective
action, offering glimpses of a social movement,
which uses means that correspond to
emancipating “ends,” is, at least to my mind,
what is new and what inspired so many people
all over the world. I tend to be a bit optimistic
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about that. Let me not overestimate what is new,
there were also some very unpleasantly familiar
things happening. You could see a few
“Bonapartist” groups behaving as if they were
conducting the whole situation. But this was a
lie, they simply believed that. 
đđđđđđđđđđWhat is also important is that the spirit of
collective, multifarious actions did not only
prevail during the December days. Following the
December uprising, something qualitatively new
happened in various initiatives. Take the
initiative of the Navarinou Park in Exarcheia. This
would not have been possible without the
experience of December. Of course, several
anarchist and leftist projects around Exarcheia
already existed and already produced alternative
culture and politics, but never before did we have
this kind of initiative involving such a variety of
people in such different ways. And, I think, after
December various urban movements gained a
new momentum, understanding that we weren’t
simply demanding something but that we had a
right to it. Rejecting being governed and taking
our lives into our own hands, no matter how
ambiguous that may be, is a defining
characteristic of a large array of “after
December” urban movement actions. 
đđđđđđđđđđAn Architektur: We have discussed a large
variety of different events, initiatives, and
projects. Can we attempt to further relate our
findings to their spatial and urban impacts,
maybe by more generally trying to envision a city
entirely based on the commons?
đđđđđđđđđđStavros Stavrides: To think about a city
based on commons we have to question and
conceptualize the connection of space and the
commons. It would be interesting to think of the
production of space as an area of commons and
then discuss how this production has to be
differentiated from today’s capitalist production
of space. First of all, it is important to conceive
space and the city as not primarily quantities –
which is the dominant perception – the
quantified space of profit-making, where space
always has a value and can easily be divided and
sold. So, starting to think about space as related
to the commons means to conceptualize it as a
form of relations rather than as an entity, as a
condition of comparisons instead of an
established arrangement of positions. We have
to conceive space not as a sum of defined
places, which we should control or liberate but
rather as a potential network of passages linking
one open place to another. Space, thus, becomes
important as a constitutive dimension of social
action. Space indeed “happens” as different
social actions literally produce different spatial
qualities. With the prospect of claiming space as
a form of commons, we have to oppose the idea
that each community exists as a spatially

defined entity, in favor of the idea of a network of
communicating and negotiating social spaces
that are not defined in terms of a fixed identity.
Those spaces thus retain a “passage” character.
đđđđđđđđđđOnce more, we have to reject the
exclusionary gesture which understands space
as belonging to a certain community. To think of
space in the form of the commons means not to
focus on its quantity, but to see it as a form of
social relationality providing the ground for
social encounters. I tend to see this kind of
experiencing-with and creation of space as the
prospect of the “city of thresholds.” Walter
Benjamin, seeking to redeem the liberating
potential of the modern city, developed the idea
of the threshold as a revealing spatiotemporal
experience. For him, the flaneur is a connoisseur
of thresholds: someone who knows how to
discover the city as the locus of unexpected new
comparisons and encounters. And this
awareness can start to unveil the prevailing
urban phantasmagoria which has reduced
modernity to a misfired collective dream of a
liberated future. To me, the idea of an
emancipating spatiality could look like a city of
thresholds. A potentially liberating city can be
conceived not as an agglomerate of liberated
spaces but as a network of passages, as a
network of spaces belonging to nobody and
everybody at the same time, which are not
defined by a fixed-power geometry but are open
to a constant process of (re)definition.
đđđđđđđđđđThere is a line of thinking that leads to
Lefebvre and his notion of the “right to the city”
as the right that includes and combines all
rights. This right is not a matter of access to city
spaces (although we should not underestimate
specific struggles for free access to parks, etc.),
it is not simply a matter of being able to have
your own house and the assets that are needed
to support your own life, it is something which
includes all those demands but also goes beyond
them by creating a higher level of the commons.
For Lefebvre the right to the city is the right to
create the city as a collective work of art. The
city, thus, can be produced through encounters
that make room for new meanings, new values,
new dreams, new collective experiences. And
this is indeed a way to transcend pure utility, a
way to see commons beyond the utilitarian
horizon.
đđđđđđđđđđ×e-
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workshop held in the context of the Athens Biennial
2009 as part of “live,” curated by Dimitris Papaioannou
and Zafos Xagoraris. Issue edited by Oliver Clemens,
Sabine Horlitz, Anita Kaspar, and Andreas Müller.
Proofreading by Sasha Disco. See
www.anarchitektur.com.
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A Struggle Called Commoning

In contrast to the more general debates surrounding the commons, this project asserts that the 
promise of the commons does not imply that coming together will be free from friction. On the 
contrary, commons are made against, as well as within, a multiplicity of existing fields of power, 
so that power relations may be negotiated rather than simply reproduced. As different dimen-
sions of power organise the overdetermined terrain of the social, social movements are often 
caught between competing agendas, as well as in the gap between their declared aims and the 
complexity of everyday life. In our research, we called this struggle commoning. This under-
standing of commoning is based on the premise that commons are most productively considered 
a triad: as shared resources, as a community of commoners, and finally as a process of actively 
engaging in the negotiation of rules of access[2] and use. As Peter Linebaugh argues, common-
ing is a verb, a social practice: commons are not yet made but always in the making; they are a 
product of continuous negotiation and reclamation.[3]

For two years, members of the research group spent many days sitting around a table discuss-
ing commons and their manifold potentialities and limitations. We organised a wide range of 
events, including an international summer school called “Commoning the City”[4], where we tried 
to collect and debate the experiences of commoning in different geographic, cultural and political 
settings, while at the same time engaging in a process of coming together. In the context of 
these projects, we tried to counter an often-too-cerebral approach to commoning by bringing 
affective experience and our bodies into contact with our thoughts and ideas. To this end, we 
embarked on collective journeys that included walking forward and backward, listening in com-
mon, joining guided tours, building fragile stick constructions, experimenting with reading, mak-
ing zines, cooking, learning and unlearning. Soon after this event, thousands of people seeking 
refuge from war, persecution and poverty started to arrive in or near to the city of Vienna. In the 
public perception, an ostentatious ‘culture of welcoming’ slowly turned into a decisive anti-immi-
gration stance supported by a political system that thrived on populism and racism. Our theoreti-
cal and artistic reflections on commoning were now forced to confront the effects of aggressive 
un-commoning. As global economic discrepancies accelerated in the aftermath of the 2008 
financial crisis, and as the city of Vienna, itself deeply implicated in the growing divide between 
the Global North and South, East and West, we had to face disturbing questions about the 
relationship between our privileges, the rhetoric of commoning and the persistent conditions of 
colonality. What was the meaning of a study on commoning in the light of such aggressive forces 
of division, violence and domination?

Once these questions were raised, many of the tensions shaking the constituency of the world 
around us also began intruding upon the everyday of our research. Who were we as a group? 
The project was supported by public funding from the City of Vienna (WWTF) and was situated 
in a public art university, the Academy of Fine Arts Vienna. How could we possibly engage in a 
debate on commoning from this position of privilege, relying on benefits which fed visibly and 
invisibly on the distress of others? How could we deal with the uneven distribution of resources 
and privileges within our group, the anger and frustration with the precarity of some and the 
affluence of others, different immigration statuses and abled versus disabled bodies?

We steered our study discussing the commons as a pool of shared resources, having in mind 
Marx’s account of primitive accumulation and the massive waves of enclosure in the woods of 
London, as well as David Harvey’s contemporary variation poignanty called “accumulation 
through dispossession”[5]. We discussed Silvia Federici’s manifesto ‘Wages Against House-
work’. (‘They say it is love. We say it is unwaged work’)[6] co-published in the 1970s. The essay 
questions the Marxist basis of political economy and insisted on the necessity to expand the 
concept of primitive accumulation to include not just the appropriation of land but also of wom-
en’s bodies and their reproductive labor.[7] We recognized the necessity of linking discussions 
on commoning to the long history of colonised lands and bodies, as well as how accumulation in 
global capitalism has always relied on the social production of race.[8] Just as important, we 
agreed that the commons cannot be reduced to a physical space, and that establishing the 
commons as a viable discourse and form of living means embracing the day-to-day negotiation 
of social relations. Building on these premises, we wanted to explore what it means to common; 
in other words, to come together as an equivocal, nonessentialist, and highly unstable ‘we’.
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The Commons Within the Arts

Looking back upon the genealogy of the concept of the commons within the context of the arts, 
we came to realise that in the course of the last decade the commons had become a central 
reference in the programming of alternative project spaces (e.g., Casco Art Institute: Working for 
the Commons, Utrecht[9]) and also major institutions (e.g., ifa[10]) or mainstream art events 
(Vienna, Art Week). In the context of extensive cuts to state funding and many art institutions’ 
uninterrupted politics of colonial acquisition, the interest in the commons in the arts risked perpet-
uating exploitative work relations in the name of the commons (and its alleged political high 
stakes). With these pitfalls in mind, the research project defined commoning the subject as well 
as the intended means of our study. We approached commoning as a possible methodology, a 
modality of social relations, and a collective state of mind that framed our working together. As 
such, the research confronted the complex double tension between the study of commoning and 
study as commoning. While the study of commoning explores more or less conventional paths of 
research, the latter calls for their undoing. Study as commoning challenges the dominant division 
of subject/object that continues to structure the foundation of Western thought. It reflects on the 
challenge of allowing ourselves be dispossessed and repossessed by the ideas and actions of 
others as we study in common.

Study and Commoning

Our reflection on the many elements, dynamics and effects of study as commoning focuses on a 
series of crystallisation points with the potential for movement and transformation, as much as 
for conflict and uncommoning. In this contribution, these reflections manifest themselves in the 
format of a homonymous series of fragmented conversations titled Study as Commoning. These 
conversations (reproduced here, with yellow background) provide a self-reflective perspective on 
a group’s attempts to engage in commoning. These fragmented conversations and disjointed 
exchanges illustrate how eight researchers from different disciplines reflect on and work through 
the conditions, modalities and implications of a group’s multiple attempts, and failures, to come 
and study together.
 
In The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning and Black Studies (2013), Fred Moten and Stefano 
Harney propose and develop the concept of study as a mode of thinking and doing with others, 
located outside of the thinking and doing that the institution requires. They explore a be-
ing-in-common that seeks refuge in the institution’s basement, in its hidden, unreachable cor-
ners, the so-called undercommons.[11] Affected by the book’s claim of an expanded notion of 
sociality, we approached Harney in an early phase of the research to walk with us into what Jack 
Halberstam, in the introduction of their book calls ‘a wild place’.[12] As Moten and Harney’s 
writing asks us to pay attention to the conditions under which we live and work, including the 
condition of academic labor in institutions (such as their distinct politics of indebtedness and 
‘calls to order’), Harney became an important witness to our many attempts to work with and 
against the conditions of coming together. ‘To become the site for collection, to be collective by 
collection is to cease to be the collector; that is, to cease to be the collector of oneself as the 
pretense for collecting other’, Stefano Harney wrote in his generous introduction to our 
book, Spaces of Commoning. Artistic Research and Making of the Utopia of the Everyday.[13]

During our collective studies, we continuously made use of artistic practices to explore the 
connection between commoning and the utopia(s) of the everyday. Utopia, as the Western 
modernist projection of absolute difference, is often used to mark an innocent beginning, where 
society can start again from scratch. Yet this notion of utopia as radical difference and absolute 
beginning conceals the presence of many violent inscriptions, including that of settler colonial-
ism, and it enables what Karl Hardy describes as the refusal to become unsettled by the ac-
countability to anticolonial critique.[14] By contrast, the concept of a ‘cruising utopia’, as pro-
posed by José Esteban Muñoz, suggests that we ought to emphasize movement and deferral. 
Following on from this idea, the utopia(s) of the everyday offers neither an always-delayed future 
nor a coming together in an idealised space — rather it is a relentless challenge to the everyday. 
It is within this tension that we hope to find guidance for the practices of commoning. This is 
closer to what feminist scholar and activist Silvia Federici calls a ‘commoning with a small c’[15] 
— the often invisible everyday gestures, sonic registers, and visual cues involved in relating. As 
such, the utopia(s) of the everyday also provides an analytical and artistic approach for reflecting 
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on our own attempts to come together — the aims, the longings and frustration. 

In addition, ‘Study Across Time’ and ‘Study Across Borders’ can be read as a documentation of 
our study process and our endeavour to come to terms with the challenges of commoning in 
specific social, space and time-bound situations. Trying to compensate for the project’s more 
homogenous social composition, the group engaged in longer-term cooperations with a range of 
different groups and individuals from different fields and geopolitical settings. In an attempt to 
cross time, our speculations were guided, sparked and also tamed by the generous input of 
different historians and activists. When attempting to study across borders, we were generously 
invited to engage with students and staff members of the Alle School of Fine Arts in Addis Ababa, 
Ethiopia. Working along the fault lines of these cooperations and encounters, these subchapters 
are a modest attempt to address the insufficiency and also indispensability of commoning in our 
search for how to relate differently.

Methodology
‘Study Across Time’ and ‘Study Across Borders’, along with documentation of our fragmented 
conversations, illustrate the limitations of commoning as a methodology when transferred across 
time and space. They demonstrate the necessity to acknowledge the specificities and situated-
ness of the ‘commoners’ involved. While in conventional sociological research the first two 
studies might be referred to as case studies and the third one as self-study, we don’t consider 
them to be self-contained cases; rather, they document very concrete attempts to tackle the 
methodological challenges deriving from the manifold crises we are confronted with. As such, 
they illustrate an endeavour of study that was imbued with omission, projection, miscommunica-
tion, underscored by Eurocentrism and epistemicide, and marked by the violence of making and 
remaking of borders, exclusions and dispossion.[1]

In addition, our research taught us the importance of acknowledging the materiality of the com-
mons — the contestation over, extraction from and theft of land, water and resources. The 
question about land and water was with us all the time, in Vienna as much as in Addis Ababa, 
albeit under radically different conditions. Questions of enclosure were with us when we were in 
the kitchen, in the condominium, on the ocean or in the woods. These sites also allowed us to 
explore the connection between the material and the immaterial scopes of the commons. Our 
various attempts to practice commoning raised questions on how to relate to and learn from 
each other, how to understand knowledge not as something that can be possessed or acquired 
but as a constant process of exchange, engagement and collectivity — a modality of disposses-
sion, to reference Moten and Harney again.[2] As such we tried to engage in a process of “learn-
ing to un/learn” and what Rauna Kuokkanen calls “multiepistemic literacy”[3]. Coming from a 
European art institution that — like most Euroepan institutions — is built on a solid history of 
colonial theft and a continuing legacy of the violent appropriation of bodies, resources, social 
relations that are rarely acknowledged and hardly ever discussed in depth, any claim to com-
moning necessitates both learning and unlearning. It necessitates a reflection on what is under-
stood as knowledge exchange, engagement and collectivity.

Commons and Western Knowledge Production

Thinking of commoning as a way of un/doing social relation indicates a condition as much as an 
ideality that can never be fully realised. As the commons are built within and around, but also 
against, Western ideologies, social relations remain caught between the antagonisms of identity 
and difference. The commons serve as a guiding horizon, often within a Western context of 
liberation, composed of a cluster of imaginations on how we would like to work together, live 
together or be together. Our engagement with the commons illustrated that, as commoners are 
guided by the worldly, situated, and embodied practice of commoning, the commons in the 
making depend on the continuous commitment to scrutiny, so that we may challenge the repro-
duction of hierarchisation and exclusion. In other words, it relies, paradoxically, on our willing-
ness to acknowledge the uncommon premises of coming together.

The commons and commoning are therefore far from all-world concepts; they are, rather, based 
on ideas and practices that have been circulating within Western critical theory and social justice ‘S
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movements. And as capitalism and imperialism operate as violent global forces, the vocabulary 
of resistance thrives on accounts that go far beyond those imposed and lived by the West. The 
lived experiences of indignation, encroachment, sovereignty and world-making articulated by 
different Indigenous and Black scholars, as well as many more from the so-called margins, 
continue to explore how to relate, organise and conceptualise living together, in and with the 
world. Any investigation into the commons cannot do away with the discursive context (the 
discursive framework that embeds debates on the commons) and the addressee (for whose 
liberation do the claims to the commons fight for). If the concept of the commons is the result of 
our ongoing negotiation, we must ask ourselves how we can intervene in the making of the 
commons, and, even more pressing, who are ‘we’ to intervene.

Commons and (Settler) Colonialism

The question of the commons and commoning — its aim, orientation and benefits — also arise 
in the course of writing of this article. Who, we ask ourselves, are we, and who is our audience, 
to whom do we address our writing? We are a group of researchers located at a Western univer-
sity. This journal, JAR, addresses readers primarily residing in the West, as discussion on artistic 
research largely takes place at Western universities. It connects this particular debate to a long 
history of separating disciplines, the hierarchisation and colonisation of knowledge and practices 
that simmer beneath art, knowledge production and structures of power. Art as a discipline 
encloses and defines certain creative practices, adding value as it devalues. It is intimately 
entangled with the colonial condition of modern art academies. Humanist research divides 
subject and object, coloniser and colonised. The latter tends to be displayed, collected and 
interpreted. Following Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s powerful account that ‘research’ is one of the dirtiest 
words in the indigenous world’s vocabulary, what does it possibly mean to ‘do research’ about 
the commons in light of the troubled history of Western epistemologies, their history of speaking 
and acting in the name of the privileged?[4]

Rauna Kuokkanen suggests that to start the process, it is the (Western) academy’s responsibility 
to ‘do one’s homework’. She writes:

(T)he academic responsibility for doing homework on indigenous epistemes has to begin 
from even a more elemental level than examining one’s beliefs, biases and assumptions. It 
has to start from acknowledging the existence of ‘the indigenous’ whether the peoples, 
their epistemes or how they are configured both in the geo-political past and present. This 
necessarily includes recognizing how the global political economy is fuelled by accumula-
tion of capital extracted from indigenous peoples’ territories.[5]

Many Marxist and Post-Marxist theorists at Western academic institutions continue to discuss 
the concept of the commons as a thriving alternative to aggressive enclosure. Yet scholars of 
indigenous studies expressed their frustration with the framing of the commons within leftist 
Marxist politics. Sandy Grande, Eve Tuck, K. Wayne Yang and Glen Coulthard, to name a few, 
argue that Marxist frameworks, and along with them, the so-called ‘return of the commons’[6], 
continue to posit land as property, and therefore never escape the fact of dispossession. As a 
consequence, these scholars ask, what do claims for the commons and the practices of com-
moning mean on land that is stolen? Moreover, what do these claims obscure in the context of 
settler colonial nation-states?

According to Greg Fortier, this tension became most obvious in the commons of the Occupy 
Movement. For Fortier, “the problem with the idea of the commons in settler states is that it 
evades the question of ongoing settler complicity in the project of genocide, land theft, assimila-
tion, and occupation.”[7] Critiques from indigenous scholars therefore evoke the question of how 
to think of the commons as it exists in the very centre of Europe, built on and sustained by 
dispossession, colonialism and racist violence at Europe’s outer borders.

Complementing the critique of settler colonialism put forth by indigenous scholars, postcolonial 
scholars have addressed the commons alongside the history of colonialism as dispossession of 
land, bodies and social relations. Following Franz Fanon, many postcolonial theorists insist that, 
in Europe, primitive accumulation initiated the devastating long-term effects of proletarisation, 
whereas in the colonies, it manifested itself predominantly in the dispossession of land. Peter 
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Kulchyski argues in his study on Indigenous cultural politics, ‘what distinguishes anti-colonial 
struggles from the classic Marxist accounts of the working class is that oppression for the colo-
nised is registered in the spatial dimension — as dispossession — whereas for workers, oppres-
sion is measured as exploitation, as the theft of time.’[8]

With a few exceptions — e.g., Silvia Federici, whose work rethinks women’s investment in the 
commons beyond the boundaries of Europe and the Western idea of land enclosure[9] — the 
political claims for the commons often fail to address the continuities of the colonial condition. 
They rarely address questions about whose land should house the commons, whose resources 
commoning practices are supposed to redistribute, who conceptualises the political utopias that 
enter the academic field, and who profits by this entry.

Finally, indigenous accounts of land also challenge the Marxist critique of primitive accumulation 
and accumulation through dispossession on another level: built on relational ontologies, these 
accounts assert continuity, sustainability, reciprocity and care. Indigenous cosmologies rely on 
an understanding of land that goes far beyond the concept of property. Land cannot be owned, 
humans and non-humans (including animals, spirits and the land itself) share an ecological 
connection: ‘We are this land, and this land is us’, Tewa scholar Gregory Cajete asserts.[10] This 
mode of thinking about place is a profound critique of both Marxists’ and capitalists’ anthropo-
centric notion of the commons and natural resources. Sandy Grande poignantly poses this 
critique when she points at the ‘commodities to be exploited, in the first instances, by capitalists 
for personal gain, and in the second, by Marxists for the good of all.’.[11]

These complex constellations leave commoners with unsettling, and ultimately unresolvable, 
tensions. They are left with what Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang call the necessity of ‘attending to 
what is irreconcilable within settler-colonial relations and what is incommensurable between 
decolonising projects and other social justice projects.’[12]. They, or in this case we, need to 
work on acknowledging the significant absences within Western accounts on the commons and 
start pushing to the forefront what connects the commons and the colonial empire.

Instead of a Conclusion
Commoning, Impossible and Indispensable

The research project taught us that the pursuit of commoning is an impossible task. It is impossi-
ble because of the assorted strains and difficulties of crossing what Boaventura de Sousa 
Santos calls the abyssal line that divides social settings, cutting across, in many and generally 
violent ways, different attempts of coming together. But, we would also argue, in many cases 
these impossibilities are routines of thinking and doing. Believed to be impossible, such attempts 
are re-established in order to legitimize the ongoing (dis)possessions.

In this project, the abyssal line manifests in visa applications and language barriers, in the 
exclusionary mechanisms and predetermined hierarchies performed by Austrian law and politics 
that subtly, or not so subtly, frame the conditions of this research. But the abyssal line is also 
with us as it structures the way we think and act, or neglect to act. It organises the encounters 
within and outside of the group based on what is here and what is always already elsewhere.

Guided by Moten and Harney’s idea of the undercommons, we never truly expected commoning 
to ‘work’ within an educational institution. We rather hoped to catch glimpses despite of the 
framework. Two years of working together taught us that we, as individuals, often weren’t able, 
or willing, to unlearn, give, up, build new, change and break free from the institution. At points, 
we simply didn’t want to, meaning there were many instances in which there was no ‘we’ but a 
gathering of individuals who were in conflict with each other. These conflicts did not unfold along 
a stable dividing line; in other words, they were never ‘just’ about money, language or who was 
taking advantage of the group, but they marked the impossibility of presupposing a ‘we’. It is 
these conflicts that the ‘Study as Commoning’ excerpts reflect on.

Looking back upon the project’s evolution, the beginning saw little self-reflection or transforma-
tion of our institutional affiliations, needs and desires. Originally, the project was designed to ‘S
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question the commons and explore how artistic practices evoke commoning, including questions 
of social justice in general. Soon we felt the urgency to address our own way of relating to each 
other, to a broader research context and to our research in general, but we struggled with how to 
make this happen, and how to look at us as the subject and object of research without reaffirm-
ing our centrality. We continue to struggle with this, even today, at the very moment of writing 
this contribution. How to reflect on the whiteness of Western institutions, on the privileges that 
shape those who are working in them, on Western knowledge systems that define (some of) us? 
And how to engage with all these questions without re-centering those of us who are privileged 
Western subjects?

‘This problem is the failure to acknowledge the permanence of an abyssal line dividing metropol-
itan from colonial societies decades after the end of historical colonialism. Such a line divides 
social reality in such a profound way that whatever lies on the other side of the line remains 
invisible or utterly irrelevant’, writes Boaventura de Sousa Santos in Epistemologies of the 
South: Justice Against Epistemicide.[1] Our engagement with research started to teach (some 
of) us exactly that. It challenged (some of) our ignorance and forced (some of) us to confront 
omissions. The project, too, initially refused to think beyond the commons as a Western frame-
work and take into account the many invisible violations that commons in the West generally 
depend upon. Such a list is long, but includes the ignorance of other ideas, the exclusion of 
other bodies (e.g., through Schengen), the extraction of other resources (e.g., coltan, used in the 
computers we use to convey our ideas), the appropriation of other land (e.g., to grow the cotton 
we wear as we write this text).

The study of commoning as subject and means flourished in some of its objectives and failed in 
others. In many instances, we were lacking tools, techniques and experiences for moving be-
tween heavy institutional structures, everyday routines of thinking and doing, and the desires to 
do differently. Still, we would like to share a set of challenges listed here in alphabetical order to 
make some features of our struggle transparent, and to articulate small achievements and 
failures, so others can build on, refuse or add to our experiences of studying together:

Accessibility: It is important to find ways to share both the process and products of the re-
search. While realising a research project, it is important to keep in mind multiple forms of public 
and provide open access to the insights gained and developed.

Beneficiaries: In the context of a research project, it is important to ask: who is able to submit a 
research proposal? Who benefits from it? Who writes the outline of such a project? Who can 
participate? In the everyday life of our project, we failed to regularly address questions of the 
research’s beneficiaries: who will be included, whose language is spoken, and whose knowledge 
appropriated? Only some of the researchers addressed the danger of implementing diversity 
politics that only benefit Western and Eurocentric institutions. We need to meaningfully engage 
with questions of accessibility, refuse diversity tokenism and ensure leadership and funding for 
those whose knowledge is ordinarily exploited by Western institutions.

Economic redistribution, or study with, rather than about: In our research proposal, the 
budget did not consider payment for co-researchers. But projects should also provide payment 
to students who invest extra time and energy. In a world that thrives on uneven wealth distribu-
tion, finding ways to think about fair payments among core researchers and all contributors is 
crucial.

Free education, or supporting life: In the first year of the project, we had the opportunity to 
organise an international summer school. The summer school was free of charge, and during the 
ten days we provided food and drinks without cost for the participants. This enabled an important 
social constellation: we sat, worked and ate together. We are used to paying for the things that 
keep us alive; commoning has to re-evaluate this condition.

Mutuality of institutional cooperations: The decision to travel to Addis Ababa and collaborate 
with students and teachers of the University of Addis Ababa was motivated by the vision of using 
the project to support existing, but fragile, institutional relations between the Alle School and the 
Academy of Fine Arts Vienna. The project has taught us that asking questions such as who can 
travel where is vital if we are to commit to the mutuality of this institutional cooperation.
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Intellectual property rights: In the course of the research project, we rarely talked about 
intellectual property. We avoided the question of how to deal with ideas that might enable some 
to secure professional positions, or realise new career steps, another project, or profit. In retro-
spect, as long as we are working under Western systems of law, it seems necessary to devise 
and agree upon contracts with each other.

Shared knowledge: The initial project proposal was written by a small group of people, most 
members of our group joined the project at a later point. As a consequence, the aim and meth-
odology changed dramatically between the start and end dates. After nearly one year of working 
together, we were able to reformulate our proposal. This entailed an in-depth negotiation of ideas 
and languages within a group of researchers from different fields.

Spatial redistribution, or the location of study: Our working space was located in a newly 
established temporary use project, where local artists and small businesses were invited to 
meet, work together and develop a common space in exchange for lower rent costs. However, 
the umbrella project — like most temporary use projects — was designed to nourish a vivid local 
cultural scene, ultimately enticing real estate investment. Thus, when thinking about how to 
support communal use and the right to the city, it is key to think about space not only in abstract 
but also in very specific terms — as the place we inhabit in our everyday life.

The ‘Study as Commoning’ suggests that, at times, commoning seemed an utterly naïve and 
impossible endeavour — particularly in light of the many hierarchies and undisputed privileges 
manifest in our research project. Does ‘Study as Commoning’ also suggest the indispensability 
of commoning? As hierarchies, inequalities and undisputed privileges shape our lives and we 
enable and enact them again and again, we recognize an obligation to work towards common-
ing.

In ‘Study Across Time’, looking backward sparked our imagination for a possible, alternative 
future, but the investigation was unable to counteract what accumulated as a largely invisible 
current of the Vienna settlers’ movement — the growing antagonism that would lead to a violent 
mass movement based on anti-Semitism. Nor could the aims of the settlers’ movement be 
reconciled with the violence imposed on colonial countries to ensure the supply of cheap com-
modities, land and laboring bodies. In many ways, the frictions that emerged in the first two 
studies could be investigated more fully in the third study, ‘Study Across Borders’, which explicitly 
engaged with the immediate effects of the abyssal line. It was here that the inadequacy of the 
concept of commoning became most apparent, but also drew attention to the urgency to develop 
new modalities of encounters in spaces divided by border. We learned that commoning is impos-
sible for several reasons: first, because no support structure employed by a group of individuals 
is able to outweigh the violence of existing legal systems. Secondly, because the project is 
fraught with complicity: situated on the privileged side of the abyssal line, it often reaffirms, rather 
than challenges inequalities. Cooperations and, in effect, cash flows, rely on the invitation — and 
benevolence — of Global Northern partners, reaffirming hierarchical positioning in the South and 
North. The latter are reduced to objects rather than agents staking a claim in social transforma-
tion. Due to the legacy of colonialism, thousands of years of oppression will not be undone by 
‘just being nice’, writes Nikita Dhawan following Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, nor will it be undone 
by moral imperialism or solidarity tourism. Instead, Dhawan poses self-doubt and modesty as 
important aspects of an ethico-political practice she calls ‘impossible solidarity’. Insisting on the 
necessity to confront an unresolvable dilemma, Dhawan writes: ‘Our speech is parasitical on the 
subaltern’s silence; however, our silence is no guarantee that the subaltern will be heard. Our 
solidarity efforts are indispensable and yet inadequate. We exist in this double bind, a working 
without guarantees, which bears within itself the necessity of its own critique, where the ethical 
interrupts the political.’ [2]
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