In Common

The architects of our lives are divided. There are those who insist
that there is still no alternative to neoliberalism. Despite the
many crises it has provoked, they continue to push for compe-
tition in every sphere of life, to widen the wealth gap, to ignore
climate change and to pursue the steady dispossession of our
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Then there are those advocating change, those who seek to
persuade us that capitalism can be saved from itself. They conceal
capitalism behind a human face. They tell us that environmental
disaster can be averted through technological solutions. They
say that deeply rooted social injustices can be cured with a little
more economic growth. That we'll be safer with more police on
our streets.

And yet, we know that capitalism is dying, that its lies have
been unmasked, that its grip on our world and our lives is
maintained only through expropriations, dependency and
commodified desires. In Common is a collection of works that
see an end to capitalism without apocalypse. It provides us with
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Infroduction: Omnia Sunt Communia

Our time

Our time is a time in which ever-devastating crises combine
together to add further sorrow to the already many existing
ones. As individuals we sense tremendous powers out there
moving things around in directions we do not control, while
fear and anxiety, often projected into xenophobia and racism,
build in ways that are directly proportional to our dependence
on those powers and our precarious status. In such critical
conditions there are winners and losers, those who profit from
the crises and those who lose out, and most people, as usual, feel
they are going to lose out. For example, the ever-faster melting of
polar ice, the changing of the seasons, the erratic intensification
of extreme atmospheric events, and of the politicians’ charade
on climate change, are elements of the climate crisis in the sense
that some people are working to profit from it while most of the
world’s population will suffer if they do not have the means to
adapt, unless a radical change in the way we (re)produce our
lives occurs. Silences and illusions are packaged as progress;
there’s no cause for alarm after all, we are often told, we will one
day hire engineers who will design big vacuum cleaners to suck
up all the excess carbon dioxide and store it in old oilfields, and
build big walls to protect the richest cities. Their safety will of
course be ‘assured, just as the nuclear plants of Fukushima were
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2 [INTRODUCTION

proclaimed safe before it contaminated vast areas of Japan and
the Pacific Ocean following an earthquake and tsunami. While
some scientists pipe bad news amplified on social networks,
other scientists are thinking to blame humans for all the problems
thinking we have moved to an unpredictable and life-destroying
era dubbed the Anthropocene (Steffen et al. 2015) - although it
should be called the Capitalocene (Moore 2014), since it is the
profit-driven capitalist mode of production that is destroying
pretty much every life system on earth (from biodiversity to
fish stocks, from forests to relatively stable climate and water
sources) even while many humans are trying to save it through
struggles and alternative practices (Armiero and De Angelis
2017). Then again, the paladins of capitalist development tell us
the fable that life on earth can be re-engineered in labs, selected
to be useful, to be pretty, to substitute the loss of species, at least
partially, dependent on the scale of investment in biotechnology
research and development (R&D). From the point of view of the
reproduction of capital, the environmental crisis is not that bad:
by destroying things it allows for the creation of new things at a
profit or, in the mythology of the ‘weak sustainability approach,
human-made capital can perfectly substitute for natural capi-
tal, at a profit. Schumpeter, after all, already defined capitalism
as ‘creative destruction, and now capital is in the business of
destroying life with a plan of creating new life in the lab, artificial
life more compatible with the needs of accumulation.

Another critical element is the impact of the crisis of 2007-8
and the perpetual austerity that followed with its vicious cuts to
the remnants of welfare and the wage, the major intensification
of inequalities, the implosion of the ‘middle’ (working) class, as
well as the new wave of enclosures such as land grabs in Asia and
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INTRODUCTION 3

Africa, and neoliberal governments’ preservation of the global
financial system from mortal collapse, a favour not returned by
the banks, which instead insist that austerity should become
the permanent regime to enable governments to save enough
money to repay their debts to the banks and prevent future
collapse. I wrote this book in the midst of a major exodus from
war-torn regions, the multiple conflicts in Syria, the repeated
bombing of civilians in Gaza, the boats in the Mediterranean
Sea that often turn into coffins for the thousands of African and
Middle Eastern migrants attempting a journey to safety and
hope, where for many there is instead detention camps, xeno-
phobia and the lowest wages. Walls have been built in Europe
to regulate the flow of migrants and refugees — women, men
and children - or to keep them out entirely, out in the cold, in
wretched conditions, in an existential limbo with a destroyed
past, no future and a precarious present. Moreover, whatever
dimension of social reproduction we look at, precarity, the
condition of existence in which there is little or no predicta-
bility or security, is everywhere: in the means of life (casual
work contracts, low wages, all forms of debt), in the foods we
eat (whenever we think of their ingredients and trace their
production, interrogate their manipulation by agribusiness or
the potential impact on our health), in housing condition and
housing rights, in the growing racism and xenophobia, and so
on. The capitalist neoliberal plan is no plan for the rest of us
who are making social concerns and social reproduction the
centre of our collective preoccupations. Under the neoliberal
plan, each person must devote her life to sustaining competi-
tion, in conditions of ever-increasing resource constraints and
corrupted goals, which reproduce the same collective problems.
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4 [INTRODUCTION

The only plan is to increasing precariousness of every aspect of
life, again at a profit for capital.

The intensification of these critical phenomena, however,
also becomes one of the preoccupations of at least a section of
the establishment and its institutions. The impossibility of
identifying a way out of the current precarious conditions and
multi-faceted crises for them is a question of ‘risk assessment,
that peculiar system of accounting used by military, geopolitical
and financial agencies to suggest the chances that conditions will
develop in a way that destabilises the profit system. The Pentagon,
for example, sees the risk brought by climate change as ‘urgent
and growing, recognising that climate-related security risks
include social impacts, migration and war, as in the case of Syria:

from 2006-2011, a severe multi-year drought affected Syria
and contributed to massive agriculture failures and population
displacements. Large movements of rural dwellers to city centres
coincided with the presence of large numbers of Iraqi refugees
in Syrian cities, effectively overwhelming institutional capacity
to respond constructively to the changing service demands.

(Department of Defense 2015: 4)

Recognising climate change as a ‘present security threat’ and ‘not
strictly a long term security risk; all agencies of the US military
are also considering financial and security meltdown, whether
brought about by energy crisis, financial crisis or dollar collapse.
Consequently they are preparing a new surveillance and security
regime also addressed to the threat of global insurrection and
radicalisation. Between 2007 and 2013, the US National Security
Agency (NSA) obtained access to emails, chat, videos, photos,
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INTRODUCTION 5

stored data, VoIP communications, file transfers, video confer-
encing, logins, and online social networks from pretty much all
data providers. The NSA can also access special targeted commu-
nications without having to request them from the service
providers (Greenwald and MacAskill 2013). With such a massive
amount of available data, past or emerging social movements
and waves of radicalisation are researched in multimillion-dollar
projects such as the Minerva Initiative, a Department of Defense-
sponsored social sciences research programme launched in
2008 ‘focussing on areas of strategic importance to U.S. national
security policy’ This has included studies of social mobilisation
in South Asia, the Middle Fast and North Africa, West Africa
and Central Eurasia. One project, by the Pentagon and Cornell
University, hoped to determine ‘the critical mass (tipping point)’
of social contagions by studying ‘digital traces, for instance
relating to ‘the 2011 Egyptian revolution, the 2011 Russian Duma
elections, the 2012 Nigerian fuel subsidy crisis and the 2013 Gazi
park protests in Turkey’ Another, led by the Pentagon and the
universities of St Andrews and King Juan Carlos ponders ‘who
does not become a terrorist and why?’ (Rasmussen, English and
Alonso 2013). Yet another, led by University College London with
collaborators from Imperial College and the University of East
London and the University of Aarhus, studied the life histories
of NGO members sympathetic to radical causes to focus on “The
Social Ecology of Radicalisation;, capitalising on the knowledge
and method of criminology to investigate places, processes and
systemic processes promoting radicalisation.'

The story that crises are linked to some sort of mobilisation
and social conflict is not new. According to the Economist Intel-
ligence Unit, 65 countries out of 150 (43 per cent) were at high
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6 INTRODUCTION

or very high risk of social unrest in 2014. That is an increase of
19 countries in the high-risk category compared with a report
five years earlier (The Economist 2013). But what is more
interesting than the effects of anticipated social movements
is the fear underlying much of media pronouncement on this.
Venture capitalist Nick Hanauer warns his 1% class, with their
multimillion-dollar houses and private jet planes, that ‘the pitch-
forks are coming’ and that ‘revolutions come gradually and then
suddenly’. London’s The Telegraph reports that a ‘credit rating
agency raised the prospect that future tax rises and spending cuts
could trigger social unrest in a number of countries’ (Conway
2009). Social unrest poses the chance of real apocalypse for the
establishment, and so it is getting ready to repress it: for example,
while the police force in Michigan was one of the first in the USA
to equip itself with military surplus items, including armoured
trucks, grenade launchers and bayonets, in August 2014 in
Ferguson, Missouri, heavily armed police and armoured trucks
clashed with protesters over the Michael Brown shooting.

Will the suspected growing mobilised energy be able to open
a space with the establishment of new institutions, new social
norms and a new regime of values, or is the establishment
forging sufficient means to confront, limit and absorb their
impact? The establishment, or the global 1% as it is called today
- replacing with an accounting sign the more ‘old school’ term
the bourgeoisie — will definitely not give up easily its position of
privilege, and its powers have grown ever more in the years of
the crisis. According to Oxfam (2016) the 62 richest people in
the world — who would comfortably fit inside a London double-
decker bus - have the same total wealth as the bottom half of the
world’s population, or 3.5 billion people. Global inequality has
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INTRODUCTION 7

grown at an astonishing rate since 2010, when 388 of the rich-
est people were required to match the wealth of the bottom half
of the world’s people. Much of this concentration of wealth has
occurred through the neoliberal states’ licensed larceny’ (Hild-
yard 2016): the process of enclosures, expropriations, looting,
financial extraction and tax avoidance (using tax havens) that is
impoverishing the Global South and larger and larger areas of
the Global North. Moreover, the size of the global wealth in the
hands of the richest means that this 1% class has a tremendous
capacity to mobilise financial resources to protect themselves,
either viciously or subtly, for a long time, reinforcing divisions
among the 99% and creating new divisions.

The real problem for most of us is thus our material depen-
dence on this corrupt system aimed at accumulation and
profiteering, which shows scant interest in the resilience of
ecological processes, in the decline in biodiversity,* in the quan-
tity and quality of resources destined for social reproduction,
or in the type and rhythms of work that fails to sustain a good
quality of human life.

So, this is our time, corresponding to the contemporary phase
of the too-long neoliberal era - a plan A of a capitalist regime
aiming to develop the most devastating forces of capital by also
criminalising as a ‘free ride’ any instance of redistribution and
conviviality, forgetting that redistribution is occurring all the
time in neoliberalism, but in favour of the rich (Reich 2014). It
could be even worse. If social resistance was not diffused in so
many areas, the neoliberal plan A could march on abolishing
people’s remaining rights, further wiping out environmental
regulation in order to reduce capital’s costs, tightening up surveil-
lance to develop ever more dystopian means of repression. If you
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think we are at the bottom, think again, and be glad that many do
speak out and struggle on: in doing so they are creating a force of
attrition against the neoliberal plan.

So, will growing social movements be able to deliver a new
form of capitalism, or even to push towards postcapitalism, or is
it more likely that they will be overcome by tanks, pepper spray
and old-style bayonets? There is, of course, a section of the estab-
lishment that thinks in terms of a plan B for capitalist regimes.
This section proposes that the state must reverse the current
trend of redistribution, reducing the gap between rich and poor,
and reregulate banks and the financial sector, while adopting a
more vigorous policy to deal with climate change (most likely
with some public investment in megatechnologies). Although
some effective policy of redistribution to the poor and the work-
ing class would be a central aspect of an alternative agenda - a
basic income perhaps - I do not think this would be enough to
deal with the capitalist-generated problems from a capitalist
perspective, without at the same time promoting capitalist accu-
mulation. A plan B won’t work for capital, unless perhaps it is
preceded (like last time) by a huge devaluation of capital and
wages brought about by economic crisis, destruction and massa-
cre on a huge scale (not dissimilar to, if not greater than, that of
World War Two). This is in order to allow the rate of profit to
be high enough for capitalists to start to reinvest again, a rate of
profit which today is at a historic low (Roberts 2016). We have to
remember something else about plan B. Last time round (1945 to
the mid 1970s), the increase in the social wage was accompanied
by an increase in productivity brought about by workers’ relin-
quishing of the control of production to managers, the so-called
productivity deals (De Angelis 2000). This enabled capitalist and
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workers to have the same share of wages/profits within a grow-
ing economy. The ‘old’ new deal was also based on a series of
gendered and racialised exclusions from it, and could only work
again by producing some people as unwaged and others as waged
(De Angelis 2000). A plan B today would not be immune to the
need to exclude, reproduce hierarchies, further discipline and
control, and deeply securitise. Ultimately, however, for plan B to
work for capital, the ‘deal’ must have a positive effect on profita-
bility and not only on the social wage. This means that there has to
be a correspondence between the growth of the social wage rate
(i.e. wages per hour) and the growth of productivity (output per
hour). This would guarantee that profit per hour also increases
at the same level and that the overall wages/profit share remains
more or less constant. Today the deal could be this: a basic income
to all (indexed to inflation would be great and including non-
citizens would be best) plus some key services and rights
(health, education, etc.) versus complete, both-ways flexibility of
labour. If such a deal with capital would allow strong economic
growth (capital’s ultimate desire), we would nevertheless still
be left to deal with the huge environmental consequences, from
biodiversity to global warming and climate change, with their
consequences for many communities around the world: it would
be difficult if not impossible to square the circle of maintaining a
system in which capital accumulation is a priority together with
both a huge reduction in materials extraction and carbon gases
and an increase in biodiversity. The homo oeconomicus dream of
an increasing global middle class, still presented in the develop-
ment manuals, is our collective nightmare.

Perhaps it would be better for the rest of us to start thinking
through the problem of alternative system building within the
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10 INTRODUCTION

context of a society in which capitalist, financial and state poli-
cies are grabbing so much of our time and common wealth.

Plan C

Is it possible to find a collective path towards an exit from capi-
talist production and authoritarian and corrupted state systems
through system change? How do we do that?

In my book The Beginning of History (De Angelis 2007a), I
began to pose the question of alternatives in terms of commons,
value practices that are alternative to that of capital and that are
interlinked by commons networks. By and large, the commons
imply a plurality of people (a community) sharing resources
and governing them and their own relations and (re)production
processes through horizontal doing in common, commoning.
Although commons are institutions ingrained deep in human
history that are prima facie distinct from social movements, in
the last few years we have witnessed several cases of alignment
of social movements to the commons, a commons turn which
offers great potential. We have witnessed several social move-
ments directly linked with the defence of a commons (the Gezi
Park protests in Istanbul in May 2013, for example), the creation
of new commons to face the Greek crisis (the crisis began in
2010 and solidarity is still ongoing in Greece; see boxes 2 and 3),
and the use of commons as an organisational model of struggle
(the indignados in Spain, from May 2011; the Occupy move-
ments in the USA, beginning in September 2011; Box 1). These
are only a few examples. The commons as a political principle
(Dardot and Laval 2015) is extending: from campaigns against
water privatisation in Italy to principles of city administration
(Barcelona, Naples); from the occupation of an old theatre for
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a new type of production in commons knowledge (Teatro Valle
in Rome) to grassroots movements and struggles against enclo-
sures of land and fisheries by multinational corporations around
the world (ejatlas.org) and the self-government of indigenous
territories in the Zapatistas-held areas of southeast Mexico.
What is the general sense of these movements? Could their
very cultural diversity be the early warning sign that something
deeply recomposing is moving within what Bauman (2000)
calls liquid modernity, something that even classical ideolo-
gies such as anarchism, communism and socialism could not
completely grasp?I believe so. I believe there is a social revolu-
tion in the making that, if recognised and able to attract more
energies from people around the world, could give us a chance
to embark on a process of transformation towards postcapitalist
society. My underlying conception of revolution (De Angelis
2014a) is aligned to that of Marx which sees social revolutions
— that is, the growth of alternative modes of production - as
the material condition for any political revolution. A radical
transformation of our world implies that people come together
into communities that develop these alternatives to the logic of
capitalism, multiply them and interconnect them: I understand
commons to be such alternatives. In this book, commons are not
just resources held in common, or commonwealth, but social
systems whose elements are commonwealth, a community of
commoners, and the ongoing interactions, phases of decision
making and communal labour process that together are called
commoning. Like any social systems, they are sites of powers,
and in this book I argue that it is these social powers and social
forces that, if they develop and are oriented towards expansion
and the creation of greater spheres of commons ecologies, could
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12 INTRODUCTION

represent a meaningful challenge to capitalist processes and
statists’ neoliberal policies.

But where are commons? Many commons are already latent
within society and channel much of the support and resources
through which we reproduce our lives and knowledge. We
are generally born into a commons, even if it only consists of
interactions with our parents or carers, siblings and friends. As
soon as the process of socialisation begins, we reproduce our
subjectivities in bodies and spirit through engagement in social
cooperation that confronts us with the need to develop values
practices and measures that are truly alternative to the subor-
dination of life to profit or that push us to learn to adapt to it
while keeping a distinct identity. Values practices, such as loyalty
to friends, conviviality, mutual aid, care, and even struggles, are
developed in the commons. As soon as these networks of social
cooperation develop into systematic patterns in neighbourhood
associations, cooperatives, social centres, food networks and
social movements (and given the development of communi-
cation and information technologies), these commons-based
forms of social cooperation have the potential to expand and
reshape their boundaries, renew their social compositions,
develop multicultures of horizontality, destabilise official science
- especially that official science promoted by agribusiness or
nuclear engineering — and give rise to commons ecologies, that
is, plural and diverse cooperating commons with institutions
and arrangements we cannot predict. In this way, commons
cannot be reduced to the empirical findings and interpretations
of commons theories, and they do not have a glove fit with any
model put forward by any romantic or radical versions of what
constitute good or socially just systems in the abstract. The very
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fact that commons have to live in environments that include
capitalist and state systems means that their expansion is met
by constraints posited by this social environment. It is up to the
commons, therefore, to develop their own politics to attempt to
shift these constraints, whether this is concerned with fighting
laws that prohibit the sharing of commons-produced seeds, or
the right to a basic income to guarantee a source of income to put
back into the commons, or the rights of communities to decide
that a high-speed train track, a new motorway or a dam cannot
be built in a given territory.

Although commons exist in the here and now, their further
development and interlacing would also enable us to respond to
the inevitable crisis of capital and climate disaster in ways that
amplify commons autonomy vis-a-vis capital and the top-down
logic of states. One broad group of commons activities, I think,
needs to have a privileged role to play (without taking anything
from the importance of the knowledge commons and peer-
to-peer networks in cyberspace), that is, all those activities
that serve the immediate purpose of reproducing life, both of
human beings and of nature. These commons of reproduction
are already being set up spontaneously by many commoners
around the world to address lacks and needs or aspirations for
accessing healthy food, housing, water, social care and educa-
tion. But besides their meeting of needs I believe the further
development of these and similar commons would be such a
crucial strategic asset that they would form the material basis
of a new commons renaissance in many spheres, building its
foundation on these reproduction commons. This is because
not only would they give us the benefit of new communities,
new cultures, and new methods of establishing wellbeing,
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security and trust within complex organisation, they would also
protect us from the whims of financial markets, and, especially,
increase our security and power to refuse the exploitation of
capitalist markets. The more that capital can blackmail us into
poorer conditions, higher insecurity and ever-more gruelling
work rhythms, the less we have the power to refuse its logic.
Conversely, this power grows the more we have alternative
means for our reproduction.

In this book I have developed an approach to the commons
as variegated social systems operating within an environment
in which not only ecological systems but also other, often
contrasting or co-opting, social systems, such as state and capi-
tal, operate. I discuss critically commons theories and extract
some useful elements. I explore commons systemic features,
their interactions to shape systems at greater scale, the develop-
ment of commons ecologies, the strategies of capital to deal with
commons, the relation with social movements, and the complex
possibility that commons could develop into a hegemonic force
to push us into a postcapitalist mode of production. The title of
this book, Ommnia Sunt Communia (All in Common), could have
been the battle slogan of the German Protestant reformer priest
Thomas Miintzer, an important figure in revolutionary Chris-
tianity and the European peasant rebellions of the sixteenth
century, as suggested by the novel Q (Luther Blisset 2003). But it
could also be the ‘confession’ extracted through torture of what
Miintzer’s captors most feared, the spectre of communism: ‘all
things are to be held in common and distribution should be to
each according to his need’ (Miintzer 1988: 437). Add from each
according to their capacities’ and we have the full definition of
modern communism as spelled out by Karl Marx in the Critique
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of the Gotha Programme (Marx 1970): ‘to each according to
their needs and from each according to their capacities’ But my
book is not a book on communist doctrine; it only enunciates a
communist horizon — omnia sunt communia — and discusses the
social forces that are best equipped to embark on the journey:
not people, not the multitude of individual subjects, but the
diverse multitude of the commons, and within them the individ-
ual subjects socialised to the commons, the commoners.

I am a commoner

You should know that I am a commoner, and therefore I see my
work as a contribution to a common cause, as much as seeding
wheat and harvesting by a convivial collective is a contribution
to the common cause of living. Much as we can discuss appro-
priate food-growing techniques and make collective decisions
that lead to actions, my work is a contribution to the discus-
sion of the social and economic postcapitalist transformation
of our society. The form of that postcapitalism is not for me to
say, since I believe that it will depend on billions of interactions
in power fields that we cannot anticipate. But we can work
towards the building of those power fields, selecting the most
appropriate avenue to do so: strengthening the commons and
maximising their autonomy from state and capital, while still
interacting with the latter when necessary, even attempting
their transformation.

Not long ago I presented a plan, to my association in the
Emilian Appenines, for the local production of an antique strain
of wheat and for the building of what could be the first local
supply chain for the production of bread from that wheat. The
plan followed a year of public meetings and conversations on the
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damage to our intestines and our health in general of modern
wheat, which has been selected to have the very high levels of
gluten necessary to allow mechanised multinational agro-
industry to transform it quickly into bread, pasta, pizza dough,
biscuits and children’s snacks. We realised also that modern
methods of flour milling discard bran and destroy the most
nutritious aspect of wheat, wheatgerm, which is then packaged
and sold as a supplement in pills or dry food in health shops.
We realised that consuming industrial flour-based products is
almost like eating chewing gum, and increases the incidence
of coeliac disease, allergies and gluten sensitivity. The plan to
create a local alternative was discussed, criticised and in the end
supported, even if we could have chosen to abandon it. I see my
contribution in this book as being in the same vein. The mate-
rial in this book is not as detailed as a plan, since the complexity
of social transformation is, needless to say, much greater than
that of producing wheat with limited means, and so I will deal
with this complexity at a greater level of abstraction. I will
not indulge, as in previous works, on the horrors of capitalist
production and state repression, although these are ever-present
in my thinking. My focusing on the path that alternatives carve
out in the present, and my speculation on the broad dynamics
necessary to overcome capitalist production nevertheless share
a deep problematic intrinsic to the wheat plan adopted by my
small association. The latter plan does not take into account the
contingencies of the future — a powerful storm, wild boars or
hungry deer can ruin our crop as much as a new world war or
deepened and more pervasive forms of repression and regula-
tion can push more commons underground. Disastrous climate
change and wars can destroy crops as well as the social relations
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keeping commons together. Political persecution can further
increase the flight of refugees away from their commons which
only in time could be reconstructed anew and in new forms. Iam
aware of all this, as many are, but I am not engaged with scenario
building in this book, only with what I think are the foundational
principles of social transformation towards a commons-based
postcapitalist transformation of our societies.

Moreover, the readership of this book will be, I hope, far larger
that the couple of dozen who belong to my association in Italy,
and they could generate insights to expand the present work in
new directions, or dismiss it as the work of a utopian who does
not spell out the utopia, an idealist who does not abandon a
preoccupation with conditions and power fields, a romanticist
who is the last to romanticise hard work and oppression, and
does not desire to replace the old with the new, but only to let
the old speak to us in new terms. Mine is the attitude of those
specific types of commoners who focus not only on their daily
life but also on pushing the boundaries of commons alternatives
within broader circuits of society. From the moment I release
this book to the public, I am no longer its owner, so I can only
make an appeal to consider it part of our commonwealth: just a
little dot in our collective swing towards omnia sunt communia.

What will follow

Thereis neither prophecy nor mythologyin enunciatinga horizon
such as omnia sunt communia, only a moving principle, a sense
of meta-directionality when applying social forces in specific
contexts of the here and now. On the other hand, the subjects
of this movement, the commons, are not here understood as
individual subjects, but as already systemic subjects within which
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individual subjects are already socialised — at least to a certain
extent — to life in common. It is for this reason that my opening
in Chapter 1 echoes Marx’s opening in Chapter 1 of Capital, just
read from the bottom up. While for Marx the commodity is the
elementary form of capitalist wealth, so for me common goods
are the elementary form of wealth of a postcapitalist world. But
just as Marx’s commodity is itself a contradictory form between
use value and exchange value opening up to the discussion of
capital as a system (De Angelis 2007a), so I posit the common
goods, or commonwealth, as a twofold form opening to the
discussion of commons as systems. I thus offer an understanding
of commons that contrasts with many other contemporary ones.
I continue Chapter 1 with a critical review of some classic
and contemporary understandings of common goods and
problematise their meanings within a concept of commons
as social systems. Notice here that I differentiate between the
commons and common goods, or commonwealth. This is
crucial to my conception, marking a clear differentiation from
the widespread conflating of the two concepts. In this chapter I
set out this differentiation by indicating that the common goods
(commonwealth) are only one element of the commons while
the latter are specific social systems that include also common-
ers (the social subjects) and the activity of doing in common, or
commoning. Notice also that by commonwealth I do not under-
stand a general political statement, only one of the conditions of
existence of particular commons (the other being commoners,
community and commoning). Therefore my use of the term
commonwealth does not align in this book to the understanding
of the term by Hardt and Negri (2009), who regard everything
produced as part of the commonwealth since it is produced in
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common. In their work, the common (singular) is a political
principle that interprets the many struggles around us against
neoliberalism (Bardot and Laval 2015). My approach is different.
Although I share their political stance that, indeed, everything
that is produced on earth is produced by social labour and
therefore we can claim it as commonwealth, in reality this claim
encounters the barrier of property rights enforced by state and
capital, which we cannot overcome by social movements alone.
Such a barrier also exists in the actual structure and subjectiv-
ities of contemporary modes of production, implying that we
are not yet at the point of claiming the wealth produced by all
social cooperation as commonwealth. To reach that point is the
task of the commons (plural) as effective social forces for the
construction of alternatives and of struggle. The expansion of
the commons systems and their greater integration in commons
ecologies is what would allow us, together with social move-
ments, at some point in the future to give effective force to such
a general commonwealth claim. For this very reason, I should
perhaps use the common (singular) only as a sense horizon of
a commons movement, as in my understanding of omnia sunt
communia. Strategic thinking, however, requires to be grounded
in contexts, and the expansion of the commons needs to capture
within them the elements produced outside the commons and
thus develop and change their form.

Having posited commons as a system, in Chapter 2 I review
my initial basic conceptual toolbox with respect to systems.
The conceptual toolbox here is basic to the extent I am using a
penknife to dig a hole instead of a shovel. In the definition of
power, for example, I refer to a formulation that is little used in
my usual radical circles - that of Kurt Lewin - without much
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reference to the power masters, such as Weber, Foucault, Mann
or Lukes. It is not that their writing on power - fundamental for
generations — is unimportant for the conception of the commons;
in many of my notes and previous publications they are evidently
important. But I needed tools that I could use effectively and
rapidly to explain my intuitions on how the commons could
turn into social forces and move on. Lewin’s idea of force field is
similar to something my teacher and friend Harry Cleaver of the
University of Texas at Austin told me when I was a postgraduate
student in the late 1980s, to explain to me that every category of
Marx’s Capital is a category of class struggle. As a Newtonian
physicist he drew on a paper towel two arrow lines pushing in
different directions, thus representing ‘conflicting’ social forces,
the length of the arrow summarising its force and the orientation
of the arrow its direction or objectives, desires or aspirations.
The beauty of Kurt Lewin’s notion of force field is also that he
connects the notion of values, power and goals to that of force
field, making these key concepts variations, modulations or devi-
ations on the same ‘substance’ In subsequent chapters I translate
this ‘substance’ in terms of labour — whether in the social form
of commoning for the commons or in that of exploited abstract
labour for capital. I use Lewin’s conceptualisation as loosely as I
can to give this insight a grounding and to understand both capi-
tal and the commons as qualitatively and opposed social forces,
hence able to construct the world in different ways, often oppos-
ing and clashing, other times cutting deals.

In Chapter 3 I briefly discuss the general characteristics
of two of the three elements constituting the commons, that
is, commonwealth (or common goods) and community, the
plurality of commoners and the set of their relations. I leave a
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fuller discussion of this crucial element, that of commoning, to
chapters 6 and 7, that is, until after I disentangle other system
properties of the commons.

I do this in chapters 4 and 5, where I discuss the insights on
the commons we can obtain from two important but gener-
ally unrelated authors, whom I will draw from to illustrate two
aspects of my analysis. One, discussed in Chapter 4, is Elinor
Ostrom, Nobel prizewinner in economics in 2009 for her life’s
work on the commons. The other, discussed in Chapter s, is Karl
Mary, the critic and revolutionary, for his work on the capitalist
mode of production as a system geared towards accumulation
and riddled with class struggle. Since my analysis posits the
commons as a system inserted within fields of power relations
vis-a-vis capital and state, which in its neoliberal form is only a
champion of capitalist interests, by discussing Ostrom and Marx
in two successive chapters I am able to review critically what
each author leaves out in her or his work. Ostrom lacks a critical
stance on the often-threatening environment, including capital
and the state, that most commons experience, and the capability
of commoners to give rise to commons even when she logically
excludes the possibility. Marx leaves out the (re)productive force
that the commons constitutes in the very capitalist world that he
describes and analyses.

The great work of Elinor Ostrom is foundational to the theory
of the commons, much as Adam Smith’s and David Ricardo’s
work were foundational to the theory of the capitalist economy.
In Chapter 4 I also develop some further conceptual tools that
revise Ostrom’s notion of resources and expand the concept of
common resources to include what conventional economics calls
‘private goods.
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In Chapter 5, on Marx, I derive the formula of the commons
- a system-like stock-and-flow circuit modelled on Marx’s
circuit of capital. Here I build on the feminist debates of the
1970s criticising Marx for disregarding the circuit of reproduc-
tion of labour power. I reproduce this circuit of reproduction of
labour power and argue that itself it is but a moment of a broader
circuit, that of the (re)production of commons. In this chapter
I reveal the commons popping out of our daily life in which
capitalist production, the anathema of commons, is coupled to
systems that reproduce labour power. In this section I discuss
the system of the ‘economy’ as the articulation between two
circuits introduced by Marx in the first volume of Capital: the
selling-in-order-to-buy system, which we, commoners, do in
order to live with limited means in relation to the powers within
society, and the buying-in-order-to-sell system of capitalist
profit logic. This allows me to introduce the dramatis personae
whose actions and communication loops give rise to the inter-
play of commoners and capitalists. I then break down the two
circuits to reveal the realities of production behind them. While
the analytical breaking down of the capital circuit does not reveal
anything more than what Marx taught us - that is, exploitation
within a capitalist valorisation system - in breaking down the
selling-in-order-to-buy circuit I discover the variegated world
of commons. This selling-in-order-to-buy circuit is nothing
more than a membrane of interchange between commons and
capital systems, the boundary separating commons from capital.
As a subset of a larger commons circuit, the simple selling-in-
order-to-buy circuit only appears as contingently necessary, and
different commons may be distinguished by the degree of their
dependence on capital’s monetary circuits.
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The question of commons governance is one of self-man-
agement horizontality and participation, which is a moment
of commoning, the doing in common. I devote the next two
chapters to commoning. I wrote most of Chapter 6 right after
a four-month trip to various areas of Ecuador, Bolivia and Peru
in 2010 while on sabbatical leave. It describes techniques of
mobilisation of social labour to do commoning. In these areas
I discovered that there are two main ways to mobilise social
labour for the commons: as a moment in a network of reci-
procity (reciprocal labour) or as a call from a recognised node
in a network in which all the community participates (commu-
nal labour). In each case, a dense cultural, social and affective
lattice obviously defines the costs and benefits of participation
or absence from the activity. What is remarkable to me, however,
is that on the surface, these modalities of mobilisations were and
are also operating in European and North American cultures.
From this perspective, therefore, indigeneity is something that
is crucially not an exotic phenomenon of distant societies, but a
phenomenon of the commons everywhere, albeit expressed in
different cultural forms.

I also use here some of the categories of the cognitive sociol-
ogist John Fiske to discuss measuring and valuing processes. I
here propose the hypothesis that commoning is the production
of the dance of values as opposed to the capitalist imposition
of abstract labour as the substance of capitalist value. It is a
dance, because in their diversity commoners seeking consensus
- whether through collective choice or constitutional decision,
or through the praxis of their operations — negotiate among
themselves different models of social cooperation in different
contexts and conditions they face.
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In Chapter 7, I interrogate bottom-up commons histories on
autonomy, and I translate the work of evolutionary biologists
Maturama and Varela on cells as autonomous and autopoietic
systems in terms that give insight on commons systems. I also
relate these commons properties of autonomy and autopoiesis to
the production of boundaryand sense. Commoning thus becomes
the foundational source of commons power, it gives forms to
autonomy and autopoiesis, and it shapes the types of boundaries
of commons systems and the ‘sense’ of the commoners.

In Chapter 8 commoning becomes the social force that
connects, creating larger commons systems. I call this bound-
ary commoning, the commoning that exists at the boundaries
of commons systems and that creates social forms of any scale,
opens up the boundaries, establishes connections, and sustains
commons ecologies, or that could reshape existing institutions
from the ground up through commonalisation and create new
ones. I discuss the case of Genuino Clandestino, a network of
small farmers and consumers that has developed an insightful
organisation of food sovereignty in Italy; I demonstrate how
alternatives could develop through boundary commoning. The
development of boundary commoning allows the expansions
of commons systems and the creation of commons ecologies,
patterned exchanges and interaction among different commons.
In this chapter I also discuss my conception of social revolution,
which relies on this expansion, and relate it to political revolu-
tion and postcapitalist transformation.

In Chapter 9 I discuss some issues linked to the question of
commons movements, commons co-optation, and commons
and the public. I argue that what system theorists such as Matu-
rama, Varelaand Luhmann define as ‘structural coupling’ among
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systems allows one system to access and use the complexity
of other systems. Thus, even if it is true that capital can co-opt
commons, the opposite is also true: the commons can access the
complexity of capital systems for their own development. I then
discuss the relation between the system of social movements
and the commons, and I argue that they are both more effective
in social change when they are weaved in virtuous cycles with
their own task: the social movement to shift the subjective and
objective constraints set in place by state and capital, and the
commons to expand in this new space with new commons-based
modes of production. I also argue that boundary commoning
could be extended to the public realm even if the degree of its
commonalisation obviously depends on local conditions and the
social force mobilised by commons.

In Chapter 10 I attempt fully to take stock of the complexity
of the problematic of social transformation towards postcapi-
talism. Clearly, in reality, this transformation does not occur in
a vacuum, but successes for the development of the commons
will depend on the social forces that are deployed and mobi-
lised. I assume a generalised mutation of contemporary social
movements into commons movements. I ask here what are
the general conditions within which these commons move-
ments could succesfully instigate social change. Such a naive
question becomes more grounded if we raise it in the context
of complexity theory and Ashby’s Law of Requisite Variety. This
law tells us that in order for the regulators (or state and capital,
in Marxian language) to be able to regulate society in which also
commons exists, they need to match the complexity of society.
Failing this, the regulators cannot regulate. State and capital can
match the ever-increasing complexity of society only through
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two means: either by reducing the complexity of society through
repression, or by trying to transform it into a form of complex-
ity that is compatible with their processes and the complexity
already present within the capital and state regulators. I argue
that in this instance elements of complexity science can align to
Marx’s proposition that social revolution (as revolution of the
modes of production) is a prerequisite of political revolutions
(taking the ‘winter palace’). Through the synchronisation of
social movements and commons - or commons movements as
defined in Chapter 9 - it would be possible at the same time to
increase the complexity that capital and state cannot in the short
term manage, and to self-govern this new complexity in new
commons ecologies. This is a theoretical proposition certainly,
but the ‘invisible hand’ of Adam Smith was a theoretical proposi-
tion that allowed capitalists to orient themselves when replacing
the feudal privilege with theirs.

Some parts of this book are simpler than others. I do depend
on concepts that are not common currency in social and
political science projects. My only disclaimer here is that the
difficulty is not only in the joining of these important concepts
and theories but, also and more important, in the actual crea-
tion and expansion of alternatives to capitalist production. The
path of social change is not made of plastic, nor is it plastered
with ‘conveniences. In the end, we have only each other, the
commonwealth we still have to claim back, and a life of conviv-
ial commoning.
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Commons as systems
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Chapter 1

Common goods

The twofold character of common goods

The wealth of postcapitalist society as it peeps on the horizon of
the many heterogeneous practices of communities, associations,
peer-to-peer networks and social movements appears in the first
instance as a collection of common goods, a commonwealth. We
need therefore to enquire about this elementary form of post-
capitalist wealth.

Common goods have a twofold character, revealed in the first
place by their own name, which combines a substantive (good)
with an adjective (common). They are ‘goods’ in the sense of
being social objects of value, use values, objects (whether tangi-
ble or not) that satisfy given socially determined needs, desires
and aspirations. They are common goods, in the sense that they
are use value to a plurality. Thus, in the first instance, common
goods are use value for a plurality.

However, this is not sufficient to define common goods in
the postcapitalist sense. An airport lounge is a use value to a
plurality, as is any public space, a city, a train, a park, a school
or a street. Also, any mass-produced commodity is a use
value to a plurality in the sense that it serves the necessary or
acquired needs of a subset of a population, although this cup,
this computer, this car is a use value to me. What is common to all
these cases is that the plurality is largely silent; it is only a passive
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user or consumer of these goods. To make it a common good,
the plurality needs to come alive as a plurality of commoners,
by claiming ownership of that good. To claim ownership is not
simply a question of defining property rights in the legal sense. A
plurality that claims ownership of one or more use values is one
that, in different forms, given situations and contexts, not only
uses or accesses that use value, but that also governs its produc-
tion and reproduction, its sustainability and development. In
thus doing, the plurality shapes a relationship to that good and to
the environment within which it is produced, while the subjects
of that plurality govern the relations with one another. This
plurality therefore also creates other values besides the use value
of the common goods. It creates relational values, by measuring,
assessing and giving particular sense to the models of social
relations through which the common goods are (re)produced
and their use value is distributed among the commoners. In thus
doing, and to the extent that the plurality sustains that claim
of ownership, the common good is turned into an element of
a common system or, briefly, a commons:' this built space is an
element of the self-organised social centre in Milan; these pipes
are an element of the water associations in Cochabamba, Bolivia;
these garden tools are an element of my community garden in
the Modena Apennines; this knowledge and know-how are
elements of a peer-to-peer network in cyberspace.

The twofold character of a common good, therefore, is this:
on the one hand it is a use value for a plurality; on the other
it requires a plurality claiming and sustaining the ownership
of the common good, and this can be done only through the
creation of relational values, that is, values that select the ‘goods
and bads’ of social action while at the same time sustaining
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and (re)producing one another, social relations, social practice
and the ecology in which social practice is embedded. Thus the
initial sentence of this chapter stands now to be corrected. The
wealth of postcapitalist society also includes this normative and
relational wealth.

This implies that the common good coincides with a force
field that, if the commons are produced in a contest of capitalist
domination, will often be oriented by goals that run opposite
to capitalist production. Indeed, the twofold character of the
common good is distinctively different from the twofold char-
acter of the commodity in a social system dominated by capital,
as discussed by Marx (1976) in the first chapter of Capital. The
commodity is a use value and an exchange value. However the
latter is not the result of a plurality taking ownership of the
good produced in common (in a factory, an office, through a
diffused network of producers held together through compet-
itive markets, etc.), but the result of an individualised plurality
divided in wage and wealth hierarchy and set to compete for
livelihood against one another and for which their common
condition of production is a matter of insignificance, an unprob-
lematised given, a fact of life one does not even try to question
or govern in some way, and therefore an alien force. In capitalist
commodity production, value presents itself as exchange value,
neither good nor bad but a ratio: pounds per carton of milk;
euros per smart phone; dollars per hamburger. Values here
induce force only within a systemic integration with other capi-
talist producers who take these ratios as a benchmark to meet
or beat in order to reach their own goals of profit. The values of
conviviality, social justice and ecological balance as well as the
goal of livelihood get squeezed out by this incessant competitive
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struggle, which instead shows what such a systemic integration
really values: growth for growth’s sake. This value, this induce-
ment to a social force field that ultimately produces increasingly
social injustice, accelerates global warming and establishes the
horror of Capitalocene, occurs within capital systemic loops
that impose measures, assessments and sense production that
are heteronymous to (outside) the producers themselves, thus
giving rise to exploitation, widening power hierarchies and envi-
ronmental catastrophe.” This is possible to the extent that social
conflict — in the form of class and community conflict - has
insufficient direction and force in constituting a balancing feed-
back mechanism for the definition of commodities’ exchange
values, and the constitution of the what, the how, the how much,
the who and the why of production.

The twofold character of common goods is at the basis of
our understanding of commons as specific social systems, very
different from capital, which if they develop into a strong enough
social force can contrast with and replace capital production.
The twofold character of the common good contains two basic
elements — one objective (the ‘common goods’) and one subjec-
tive (an ownership claiming a plurality of subjects) - that give us
an entry point to understand commons as social systems.’ The
potential dynamism and movement of these commons social
systems emerges from two interconnected processes.

One is internal to the commons itself, and defines the modes
in which a plurality of subjects establishes their ownership to the
common goods and the forms of the social relations they set in
place, negotiate or even contest. For example, in Zapatistas-held
areas of Mexico, the indigenous communities together hold
the territories and the land as commons, but women therein
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constitute social movements to question women’s subordinate
position in the communities. Here commons are also centred on
social conflict, but a conflict that is reconciled with itself in the
sense that it is not concealed, marginalised and brushed aside
as ‘deviance’ but instead acknowledged as the key expression of
democratic vigour.

The other element that give commons dynamism and move-
ment is external to the commons, and given by the way in which
the commons in question are articulated or structurally coupled
to other commons or capitalist circuits of praxis, together with
the degree in which they are exposed to destructive social forces
such as the enclosing or co-opting force of capital. The nature
and effective transformational force of these endogenous and
exogenous processes is key to understanding, and they prob-
lematise the development of commons systems as a social force
that is transformative of the real. Hence it is impossible to under-
stand commons without understanding capital. Even when we
deal with the commons in very general and abstract terms to
highlight their properties, the commons we deal with are never
romantic outsides, but situated outsides, social systems that
must negotiate their way in an environment in which predator
capitalist systems are ready to enclose or subordinate commons.
For this reason, I centre this investigation with the question of
the relation between commons and capital systems, a relation
that has always been crucial, but particularly so in moment of
crises, as today. This question will be a constant preoccupation
throughout the book, and is acknowledged in the very defini-
tion of commons as social systems, having as their environment
also other systems such as capital systems. I will deal with this in
subsequent chapters.
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We need thus to keep an analytical distinction between
common goods and commons, as the former defines for us
only some systems elements, but not the types of relations and
correspondent systemic processes of the latter. At this stage, we
can simply refer to these structural elements as, on one hand, a
use value for a plurality and, on the other, a plurality claiming
and sustaining ownership of the common good, or, commons
resources and commoners’ communities. It will also become
clear in later chapters that there is a third, central element of the
commons, its driving force, constituted by the doing in common
of the commoners, or commoning.

On common goods

Common goods (as use value for a plurality) and commons (as
social systems) are often conflated in the contemporary literature
on commons. Even when the rule-setting role of a plurality, or
community, is acknowledged in defining the modality of access
and governance of common goods, commons often become just
another name for what is shared. Thus, since what is shared goes
down in history and cuts across contemporary cultures with
several variations, it is necessary to start looking at typologies of
common goods.

If one types the term ‘commons’ into a search engine, apart for
links to games, websites, the House of Commons and journals,
what is found is a series of links to definitions of commons, and
the vast majority of these define them as some sort of resources,
as things, as common goods. In other words, much of the conven-
tional wisdom on commons defines them as goods — resources
— that are shared among a plurality. Our exploratory journey
must therefore begin from this very basic general level, which
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is also relayed in more academic treatments of the commons.
Here I explore some contradictions, limitations and strengths of
approaching commons as goods when we seek to weave them
into a narrative of emancipation.

The economist

A way to start to map commons as types of goods (commons
goods) is to use the typology of ‘goods’ of neoclassical econom-
ics. Before briefly reviewing this, we must remind ourselves that
when economists speak, they speak assuming big things, very
big things. Their first assumption, of course, is their method-
ological individualism, which see people through the eyes of
that social force we call capital, a force that has always driven
towards the individualisation and atomisation of people,
forging the chains that keep people separated from others.
Therefore, for the economists, there cannot be commons in
the sense discussed in the previous section, of systems brought
about by a plurality. The economists’ second assumption is that
desires, dreams, needs - or, in short and using the abruptness of
economic speech, preferences — could be ‘aggregated’ through
a mathematical function, a social welfare function, ranking
social states as less desirable, ‘allowing governments to choose
alternative complete descriptions of the society’ to be ranked in
such terms as ‘less desirable, more desirable, or indifference for
every possible pair of social states. The inputs in such a func-
tion include any variables considered to affect the economic
welfare of a society’. Clearly, each of these variables is weighted
according to particular algorithms and worldviews of powerful
elites or raging commoners, since ‘there are infinitively many
ways to choose the weight[,] [s]o the resulting social preference

Omnia Sunt Communia.indd 35 01/03/2017 14:04



36 COMMONS AS SYSTEMS

relation is arbitrary, in so far as the particular weights are arbi-
trary’ (Feldman 1980: 194).

Social welfare functions have been used to represent prospec-
tive patterns of collective choice between alternative social
states, and in a sense this is precisely what the economist Paul
Samuelson wanted to do when he introduced the distinc-
tion between private and collective goods. He was seeking to
represent that social choice as being between capitalism and
socialism - or a definite optimal mixture between the two. Like
many of his colleagues in that pre-neoliberal era, he believed
that societies could find an ‘optimum’ welfare in the distribution
between collective and private goods, thus providing a historic
compromise, a deal among the two regimes of property and
management. Politically, that would have been like finding the
optimal ‘coupling’ between capitalism and socialism, an urgent
preoccupation of post-World War Two Western governments,
since after the cycle of working-class struggles that had followed
the Soviet revolution in 1917, elites had to think through how to
provide health, education, roads, pensions, in short welfare and
public goods (collective goods) to the masses, plus recognise
trade unions and increases of wages for core sections of working
class and at the same time allow profits for capital accumulation,
for growth. While at the aggregate level the coupling of capital-
ism and socialism was operationalised through governments’
Keynesian macroeconomc policies (De Angelis 2000), the
economic theory of these policies lacked micro-foundations.
This implies that Keynesian theory applied to the aggregate
macroeconomy, and it formally required to be linked to basic
microeconomic conceptions of choice. Samuelson’s classifica-
tion of goods was part of this enterprise. Thus he introduced the
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distinction between private consumption goods and collective
consumption goods in terms of whether these goods can be
parcelled out among individuals, or whether their consump-
tion can be done collectively ‘in the sense that each individual’s
consumption of such a good leads to no subtraction from any
other individual’s consumption of that good” (Samuelson 1954:
386). Samuelson therefore introduced the question of rivalry
in the use of goods. Goods are rival, if the use by one person
subtracts from the total available to others. If it does not, then
they are non-rival. For example, a physical formula, a software
code, etc., are non-rival goods, as are the law, national secu-
rity and the safety net. A few years later, taking the same line
of enquiry, Musgrave (1959) introduces a different distinction
among goods: not so much whether their use subtracts from the
uses of others, but whether it is feasible to exclude people from
the consumption of goods or not. The contributions of Samuel-
son and Musgrave have formed the basis for the 2-by-2 matrix in
which economic goods are still classified today. Table 1.1 reports
a milder and more recent version of this matrix, that introduced
by commons scholar Elinor Ostrom (2000) which substitutes
binaries with gradients, and rivalry with subtraction. Here
exclusion and subtractabilities are not binaries, unlike the cate-
gories of Samuelson and Musgrave, but define gradient scales.

A few words are needed here to explain better what subtrac-
tability (or rivalry) and exclusion means for the economists.
In economic theory, rivalry or a high degree of subtractability
is a characteristic of a good, not of the capitalist social rela-
tions through which a good is produced. A rival (subtractable)
good is a good whose consumption by one consumer prevents
simultaneous consumption by other consumers. I am eating
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this sandwich, not you. On the other hand, it is non-rival (non-
subtractable) if the cost of providing it to an additional individual
is zero (marginal cost equal to zero). Knowledge is one exam-
ple, or Internet services, although few goods can be said truly
non-subtractable in all conditions. Let us take the Internet: it is
non-rival (low subtractability) to the extent that there is enough
mainframe and cable capacity to carry sufficient users. Up to this
point, everybody can dance in cyberspace. But there is a point
of congestion after which an extra user reduces the speed of all:
in order to continue to have non-subtractability, more capacity
needs to be added. This implies that more energy usage, more
materials extraction needs to be considered. As I will argue,

Table 1.1 Commons as a type of good

Subtractability of use

High Low
(‘rivalrous’ good) (‘non-rivalrous’ good)
Difficulty of High | Common-pool Public goods: peace
excluding resources (common and security of a
potential goods): groundwater | community, national
beneficiaries basins, lakes, irrigation | defence, knowledge,
systems, fisheries, fire protection,
forests, efc. weather forecasts,
etfc.
Low | Private goods: food, Toll goods (club
clothing, automobiles, | goods): theatres,
etc. private clubs, daycare
centres, cable
felevision

Adapted by De Angelis and Harvie (2014) from Ostrom (2010: fig. 1).
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this problem is an important aspect of my criticism of cyber-
communism, which regards the peer-to-peer exchanges creating
free software or downloading music as an example of the future.

In any case, most tangible goods, both durable and non-
durable, are subtractable goods. A hammer is a durable rival/
subtractable good. One persons use of the hammer presents a
significant barrier to others who desire to use that hammer at the
same time. However, the first user does not use up the hammer,
meaning that some rival goods can still be shared through time.
An apple is a nondurable rival good: once an apple is eaten, it
is used up and can no longer be eaten by others. Non-tangible
goods can also be rivalrous. Examples include the ownership of
radio spectra and domain names.

In contrast, non-rival goods may be consumed by one con-
sumer without preventing simultaneous consumption by others.
Most examples of non-rival goods are intangible. Broadcast tele-
vision is an example of a non-rival good; when a consumer turns
on a TV set, this does not prevent the TV in another consum-
er’s house from working. The television itself is a rival good, but
television broadcasts are non-rival goods. Other examples of
non-rival goods include a beautiful scenic view, national defence,
clean air, street lights and public safety (police and law courts).

More generally, most intellectual property is non-rival. In
fact, certain types of intellectual property become more valua-
ble as more people consume them (anti-rival). For example, the
more people use a particular language, the more valuable that
language becomes. However, while rival/subtractable goods can
be commualised/shared, many of the non-rival goods that could
be shared freely without asking anybody could be made scarce
by technological and legal (property right) means.
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Samuelson’s Cold War distinction between public (collec-
tive) and private goods are on the diagonal from the upper
right corner to the bottom left corner of Table 1.1. Goods that
are non-rival are goods that can be enjoyed simultaneously by
an unlimited number of consumers. Goods that are both non-
rival and non-excludable are called public goods. This leaves
two other cells. The one on the bottom left, low substractability
and low difficulty to exclude, is what James Buchanan, writing in
1966, called ‘club goods” (now, after Ostrom and Ostrom (1977),
they are sometimes called toll goods). Club goods are goods that
sit in between public and private goods and reveal to the econo-
mist an interesting aspect of social cooperation to theorise also
along income class levels:

Everyday experience reveals that there exists some most preferred
or ‘optimal’ membership for almost any activity in which we
engage, and that this membership varies in some relation to
economic factors. European hotels have more communally
shared bathrooms than their American counterparts. Middle
and low income communities organise swimming-bathing facil-
ities; high income communities are observed to enjoy privately

owned swimming pools. (Buchanan 1965: 1)

To develop his theory, Buchanan sees both private goods and
public goods as club goods of different ‘optimal’ membership:
one person (or one family unit) for the former and infinity for the
latter. So it is clear that his preoccupation with club goods is ‘that
of determining the membership margin, so to speak, the size of
the most desirable cost consumption and sharing arrangement’
(Buchanan 1965: 2).
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I do not share this optimising preoccupation in this book,
but I cannot avoid noting that Buchanan has opened a can of
worms. If, instead of the neoclassical utility and profit-maxim-
ising functions, we assume that people in different contexts find
their ‘optimal’ way to share goods, whatever their degrees of
rivalry and exclusion, using criteria and measurements that are
based not only on self-interest but also on valuing mutual aid,
solidarity and affects in diverse contexts, then this idea of club
goods — goods shared by a group of people of diverse number - is
pretty much evoking that of common goods or commonwealth,
which I understand as one constituent element of commons
systems. Buchanan here sees that people can share all sort of
goods, even what we think of as private goods, even ‘shoes’ or
‘haircuts’: ‘Simultaneous physical sharing may not, of course,
be possible; only one person can wear the shoes at each particu-
lar moment. However, for any finite period of time, sharing is
possible even for such evidently private goods’ (Buchanan 1965:
3). Schoolchildren, of course, know this when they pass around
their pencils and erasers. But Buchanan also contemplates shar-
ing for services, such as haircuts: ‘Sharing here simply means
that the individual receives a smaller quantity of the service.
Sharing a ‘haircut per month’ with a second person is the same as
consuming ‘one-half haircut’ per month’ (Buchanan 1965: 3), the
result of which would be people having longer hair on average.
And if a haircut can be shared, why not private jets, luxurious
yachts, or most-of-the-time-empty central London penthouses
or 30-bedroom California villas. Analyses like Buchanan can be
useful for sharing poverty, but why not for sharing wealth?

I am clearly starting off in a different direction from that
chosen by commons scholars such as Elinor and Vincent Ostrom
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(1977), who constrained the common property resources in one
cell of their table.* Commons, in this sense, appear as goods that
are subtractable and with a low degree of excludability. Fish,
forests, water are examples of these goods. I will return to the
analysis of Ostrom in Chapter 4. Here suffice it to say that in this
mainstream approach, to be a common good is purely a property
of the thing, not of the plurality giving social meaning to the thing.
Economic theory has always been such a meagre consolation for
those like me who still dream of different worlds.

Box 1 Occupy

The Occupy movement developed from the Occupy Wall
Street movement which protested against social and economic
inequality around the world and for less hierarchical social and
economic relafions. Among the movement’s prime concerns is
the question of how large corporations and the global financial
system undemocratically control the world in a way that
disproportionally benefits a minority. Hence the slogan adopted
by the movement: ‘We are the 99 per cent.’

The first Occupy protest to receive widespread attention
was Occupy Wall Street in New York City's Zuccotti Park, which
began on 17 September 2011. The protests spread to over 600
communities in the USA (Walters 2011) and 951 cities in 82 other
countries. By the end of 2011, authorities had cleared most of the
major camps, while the high-profile camps in Washington and
London finally were dismantled by February 2012 (Quinn and
Johnson 2012).

The Occupy movement is part of an anfi-austerity/anti-
authoritarian movement frend which saw the Arab Spring, the
Portfuguese and Spanish indignados movement, and the protests
at the urban development plan for Istanbul’'s Taksim Gezi Park
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Messing up the neat picture

Now, let us take Table 1.1 as a whole and start to deconstruct it
without being restricted by the neoclassical assumptions it
is based on, but instead being guided by common sense and
historical experience. Take, for example, public goods. Let
us assume that a public good such as a square is occupied for
a time by thousands of people, who in protest at the condition
of debt, unemployment, social injustice, or whatever, live in the
square for a few weeks, building tents for sleeping, organising
large public meetings or even a public library (Box 1). Then a few

(May 2013). All these movements shared a broad method, that
is, the occupation of a public space and then the development
of horizontal methods of government of that space. By 2015, the
Occupy movement was no longer visible, but its DNA, radical

in terms both of its style of horizontal self-government and of its
methods of direct action, permeated several movements, as
exemplified by the numerous defences of home expropriations
following foreclosures in Spain, the USA and elsewhere. Occupy
not only enabled today’s conversation about inequality but also
shifted the ‘my fault’ culture with respect to debt, and allowed
people to move from guilt and shame to power and organisation
(Azzellini and Sitrin 2014). This was also the case in other protests
which, though more subtle, were more sustaining forms of
horizontal governance of commons resources. In Detroit, for
example, the community garden movement that is taking over
the food desert left by Detroit deindustrialisation allows people
not only to ‘occupy’ land to produce food, but also to pursue
direct action methods for chasing the water companies out of
neighbourhoods to prevent them from cutting the water supply
(McCauley 2014).
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toilets are brought, a kitchen tent is built and cooking starts with
ingredients obtained through donations from passers-by and
local family businesses. This square is no longer a public good,
but since it is no longer managed by the state, and because of
the intensity of relations and of sharing of resources (common-
wealth), the square is lived and reproduced (cleaned, guarded,
lived) as a common good, in fact being one of the many common
goods belonging to this situation. And this common good is
neither a club (toll) good nor a common-pool resource (CPR). It
is not a club good in the sense that the membership is relatively
open and not subject to toll. There is no preoccupation with
‘optimal’ membership: the more people the better in a sense, and
if all the people involved can no longer fit in the square, another
one can be occupied. It is not a CPR because even if the increase
in the number of people ‘subtracts’ some of the average area
available per person (which falls with the increase in people),
that square is the condition for the increase in the intensity of
commonised experience; up to a certain point it enhances the
sense of power that the occupiers perceive by being many, it
extends the circulation of ‘memes, of alternative values, and
of a strong sense that being other than capital is moving some
further steps to constitute itself as a social force.

Or take a public good like a health service. Most European
health services are public goods in the sense that, at least in prin-
ciple, itis difficult to exclude people (which means health services
are rights or entitlements) and they have low subtractability, in
the sense that if you get treatment, I also can get treatment. More
recently, though, national health systems have been hit by a wave
of cuts, restructuring and rationalisations. In Italy, for example,
for few decades now, universal free access has been eroded away
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and replaced by increasing fees for services, to the point that the
private sector has become competitive in relation to the public
sector in some services: an electrocardiogram now costs less in
the private sector than in the public sector (Burzi 2013). Obvi-
ously, what we have been witnessing here is the transformation
of a public good into something that has some aspects of private
goods and perhaps lies in between public and private.

In the same way, we can imagine a health system as a publicly
funded federation of health clinics/cooperatives of different
scope, modelled on the many different existing health coopera-
tives around the world whether they are worker-, consumer- or
consumer/worker/community-owned and -governed organisa-
tions, or purchasing or shared service cooperatives (Leviten-Reid
2008.) One such example are the clinics developed in Greece to
face the deep health crisis that followed the 2011 debt crisis (see
Box 2), in the context of a wider movement of solidarity (Box 3).

Indeed, once we relax the strict assumptions of neoclassical
economics and instead of its obsession with ‘optimisations’
follow the habits of social movements and commons, the
distinction between public, club and CPR seem to blur, and
they all appear as subsets of what we may call common goods.
And this is even the case for the antinomy of common goods,
that is, private goods. We already saw this when discussing
Buchanan’s notion of club goods and will discuss this again
in Chapter 4 with respect to the distinction made by Ostrom
between resource systems and resource units. Or let us take the
realm of what standard classification calls ‘private goods. What
is it that prevents toys, food, books, machinery, tools, objects
of various kind from being put in a common pot for a commu-
nity to use? The goods may still be excludable and rivalrous in

continued on page 49
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Box 2 Greek self-organised clinics

[This is a slightly edited extract from a 2014 conversation between
Marina Sitrin and llektra Bethymouti, a psychologist, therapist

and frainer. The full text may be found at https://zcomm.org/
znetarticle/solidarity-health-clinics-in-greece/2014/. Bethymouti is
a member of the Solidarity Social Practice Clinic (www.kiathess.
gr), and the Hellenic Observatory for Rights in the Field of Mental
Health (http://mentalhealthhellenicobservatory.wordpress.com),
in Thessaloniki, Greece.]

Since 2011, people throughout Greece have been forced to
fight for and self-organise their health care. Faced with a newly
imposed payment for every doctor and hospital visit and in the
context of a terrible economic crisis, people found they were
no longer able to get freatment or purchase medicine. Some
even spoke of having to choose between food and medicine
to survive. As with many other areas in Greek life, people came
together in assemblies and decided to use both direct action
and self-organisation so as to survive. Some neighbourhood
assemblies and local communities regularly organise blockades
of the cashiers in clinics so that people who need care do not
have to pay. Other assemblies, generally initiated by doctors,
came fogether to organise all the volunteer health clinics. There
are now over sixty medical clinics through Greece, forty-eight of
which are definitely self-organised and called ‘solidarity clinics’;
the remaining twelve are organised by the Church, and the
movements are not clear on the internal forms of organisation.
These clinics provide almost all the services people need on a
day-to-day basis from general medicine, obstetrics, paediatrics,
dental care, psychology and psychiatry, and many other
services. They also run free pharmacies, also based on volunteer
and donation-based goods and services.

llektra Bethymouti spoke with me about the national
assembly of solidarity clinics that took place at the end of
November 2014:
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‘According to the new law the people who currently do not
have social security are supposed to have access to the

public health system ... At the ... national assembly we had

last weekend of the 60 solidarity clinics, 26 decided to come
together and organised what we named the Observatory. We
decided we must discover what is happening with the hospitals,
to investigate and see if they are accepting unemployed people
and people without social security, and if not, why ... It seems
that doctors in the hospitals are not informed of this new law.

‘When they passed the law a few months ago, a number
of the solidarity clinics began to think fogether and question
whether it was a good idea to confinue with our solidarity clinics
as a whole or just for immigrants. This was because we had no
idea what our identity was going fo be if there was access to
healthcare for people. We have now all decided to continue
since we do not know how the situation is going fo resolve itself
and there is still need, so we must continue.’

The change in the law with regard to healthcare is incredibly
confusing, and intentfionally so. On one hand it is presented
as a solutfion to the current crisis, in allegedly creating access
to healthcare for all. On the other hand, this new healthcare
system is modelled on the German system, so it is not at all free or
accessible for all services and needs. As llektra explained:

‘At the same time they are going to give healthcare for the
majority — sfill not for everyone - but it is going fo be a heathcare
system that is more expensive, more like the German system. It is
going to be privatised in that each type of healthcare will have
a cap, so for example if you have surgery and need four days
to recuperate, but are only allowed three by the new system for
financial reasons, then you only get three days of coverage or the
hospital will have a deficit. Imagine — the doctor’s salary could
depend on these things. At the same time there is “access”, they
are putting a price on the services and you might not be able
to get what you need. ... It seems like they are offering public
health but they are taking something back. The government
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is fixing the prices with the hospitals and private sector ... so
whatever need you have is going to have a fixed price and you
cannot receive more than that, even if you need it. One of the
other challenges that has arisen is around the type of care that
is and will be provided. The solidarity clinics are creating a new
vision — based on practice - of healthcare and health in general.
They are organised by medical professionals, patients and

the wider community. The vast majority use horizontal forms of
organisation, have regular assemblies where all can participate,
and fry fo break down the division between the professional
and the person serviced. They accept no money from the state,
and nor do they have a relationship fo the state. All money
comes from non-affiliated donations. The solidarity clinics are
autonomous from all political groups and parties.

‘We believe in and want self-organisation because what
we are achieving with self-organisation is something more than
giving a service, what we are organising amongst ourselves
is something new. We self-organise the solidarity clinics
with horizontal assembilies — assemblies take place in each
specialisation, within the entire clinic and then nationally. This is a
new experience and we want to continue with it.

‘What self-organisation gives us is the opportunity to achieve
what we call a different healthcare, a different sort of health, and
that is what we have achieved up until now. For example, in our
clinic we have a group for alfernative healthcare and we are
frying fo change the relationship between the medical expert
and those who don’t know their rights or have the same expertise.
We are frying fo change these sorts of relationships and are doing
so in ways that are very concrete. That is to say, we are finding
ways together with self-organisation, and this changes the idea
of the expert, of healthcare, and of how we organise amongst
doctors and with pharmaceuticals. And we have so many more
questions that we have not answered yet, but we want to work
on them together and can. This is very different from if you have a
public heathcare system only with its pros and cons.’
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the strict technical sense, but the community may have found a
way to turn the inherent scarcity of their physical limit into the
abundance of social relations governing their use — and to make
everybody happy. Books are shared in a library, or in a reading
group where one reads aloud; tools are ‘borrowed” and returned
after use; the same for machinery, automobiles and whatever
‘private goods’ you may think of.

If this is the case, then a thing can be a private or a common
good depending on the ways of seeing and relating of a plurality
of frames of social actions and relations. Clearly, I would add
an extra layer of complexity if I considered also the relations
across communities: life is quite complex. What to one plurality
are private goods may be common goods for another plurality
with deeper relational links, although different rules of access
may apply vis-a-vis other communities. Now, as soon as one
introduces a plurality, a community, in the analytical radar that
tries to come to terms with common goods, one realises that the
interplay between ‘goods’ and ‘plurality’ mentioned in the first
section of this chapter may give rise to commons systems, that
is social systems in which a plurality, a ‘community’, by standing
in particular relation to the ‘things, the ‘goods; also reproduces
the social relations among the people. When I move from the
good as commons to the system that emerges between a claim-
ing plurality and a common good, I am entering the realm of
commons systems.

Taxonomies

Nevertheless, let me stick around with these common goods a
bit longer, since there are more eclectic classifications and taxo-
nomies that seek to include diverse non-commodified commons
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Box 3 Greek solidarity statistics
[Source: Solidarity For All (2014)]

Solidarity health centres 40 (16 in Attica and 24 in the rest of
Greece). Volunteers in 16 health centres in Attica: 750 (median
46 per solidarity clinic). Visits per month in 16 health centres in
Attica: 2,000 per clinic

Food solidarity structures September 2012, 12; December 2014,
47. Solidarity parcels distributed fortnightly: February 2013, 1,987;
March 2014, 3,874; September 2014, 4,318. Participation per
solidarity structure: core group 26, plus extra 30 volunteers per
action. Solidarity kitchens: 21 (12 in Attica and 9 in the rest of the
country).

‘Without middlemen’ distribution groups 45 (Athens, 26; the
rest of Greece, 19). People involved (average per group): 45
(core group 19, plus extra 29 involved in actions). Number of
consumers: 655 per distribution group. Households supported
in Athens: 2,169. Number of producers that participate: 23 per
distribution group. Volume of distributed products (estimate):
more than 5,000 tons (2012-2014).

Social and solidarity economy Free-share bazaars, local
alternative currencies, and time banks are established as

social spaces into the definition of commons. I found one list, for
example, on the P2P Foundation site (p2pfoundation.net), a site
devoted to promoting peer-to-peer practices and to extending
them from the cyberworld into other realms. Their ‘Commons
- FAQ page (accessed in May 2011) provides a long list of
commons types. The main classification is done by means of the
characteristics of a good or resource, whether it is a material,
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forms of direct, moneyless exchange of goods and services.
About 110 initiatives in this terrain place at the centre of their
action the need to meet the needs of the people through
collective processes of sharing. Numerous self-managed
workers' cooperatives aim to connect solidarity structures and
movements. There is one self-managed reclaimed factory.

Solidarity tutorial centres and cultural centres, revitalisation of
existing school students’, parents’ and teachers’ associations as
collectives As adults came face-to-face with children fainting
from malnutrition, or unvaccinated, etc., solidarity activities
developed, especially in the poorer neighbourhoods, in order to
support the children with food, schooling materials, clothes, etc.
This is unmapped solidarity, but integrated into the community.

Workers’ solidarity The creation of solidarity structures within
workspaces became a necessity both fo build support during
struggles and also to confront the hardships of wage reductions,
austerity and forced redundancies.

Immigrant solidarity networks Solidarity with immigrants, beyond
developing the anti-racist movement, consists of Greek-
language classes, legal support and recently more and more
emergency care for hundreds of refugees who come to the
Greek islands or fo Athens without shelter, food, etc.

immaterial/social or biological resource. This is of course only
one of the possible taxonomies that can be devised following an
initial categorisation. In general, however, the physical versus
immaterial (knowledge) split offers the first base for designing
open-ended lists. So, for example, on a different webpage, ‘physi-
cal commons’ are listed as:
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1. Atmosphere Commons; Atmospheric Commons; 2. Food
Commons; Food as Common and Community; 3. Hunting
Commons; 4. Infrastructure Commons; 5. Land as Commons;
6. Marine Commons; 7. Microbial Commons; 8. Petroleum
Commons; 9. Solar Commons; 10. Water Commons. (P2P Foun-

dation 2010b)

On the other hand, examples of knowledge/culture commons
include:

1. Aesthetic Commons; 2. Book Commons; 3. Cultural
Commons; 4. Digital Commons; 5. Educational Commons;
6. FLOSS Commons: see FLOSS as Commons; 7. Genome
Commons; 8. Global Innovation Commons; 9. Global
Integral-Spiritual Commons; 10. History Commons; 11. Infor-
mation Commons; Information as a Common-Pool Resource;
12. Knowledge Commons; Knowledge as a Commons; 13. Learn-
ing Commons; 14. Media Commons; 15. Museum as Commons;
16. Music Commons; 17. Open Education Commons; 18. Open
Scientific Software Commons; Open Source Science Commons;
19. Patent Commons; Eco-Patent Commons; 20. Psychological

Commons. (P2P Foundation 2010b)

The site also adds a list for what it calls ‘institutional commons;,
thus abandoning the physical/nonphysical classification crite-
ria and entering the more precarious terrain of social relations,
without, however, engaging in serious scrutiny of the social
forces traversing these ‘institutions. Examples of institutional
commons provided are:
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1. Financial Commons; 2. Global Legal Commons; 3. Household
as Commons; 4. Internet Commons; 5. NonProfit Commons;
6. Taxes as Commons; 7. Thing Commons; 8. Urban Commons;

9. Wireless Commons. (P2P Foundation 2010b)

It is unclear to me how such classification could be drawn, i.e.
how a ‘physical commons’ can exist without presupposing some
form of knowledge/culture commons’ and without some rules
forged by the knowledgeable and acculturated commoners, i.e.
some institution.

There are of course other potential classifications, once we
regard commons as goods or resources. We can choose, for
example, specific criteria of aggregation, and synergies — based
on classes of goods types. For example, Sam Rose and Paul
Hartzog offer the following typology for commons based on
different distributed infrastructures:

1. Energy Commons; 2. Food Commons; 3. Thing Commons;
4. Cultural Commons; 5. Access Commons. (P2P Foundation

2010b)

All these fit the prima facie definition of common goods I am
here critically engaging with and I do not subscribe to, namely:
‘commons is a general term that refers to a resource shared by a
group of people’ (Hess and Ostrom 2007: 12).

Yochai Benkler (2003) offers a simple rule to frame taxonomy.
Commons can be divided into four types based on two para-
meters: (1) whether they are open to anyone, or (2) whether a
commons system is regulated or unregulated. A simple table can
then be derived (Table 1.2).
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Table 1.2 Types of commons, following Yochai Benkler's rule

Parameters

Open to everyone

Not open to
everyone

Regulated

Sidewalks, streets, roads, and highways
that cover our land and form the
foundation of our ability to move from
one place to another.

Airis, however, a regulated commons
with regard to outtake. For individual
human beings, breathing out is mildly
regulated by social convention —

you do not breathe too heavily on
another human being'’s face unless
forced to. Airis a more extensively
regulated commons for industrial
exhalation —in the shape of pollution
confrols, the use of land, and the
likely failures that would have to be
dealt with in its management. With
regard to information, culture, and
communications systems, | have
explained how resources necessary
for information production and
communications systems can be
managed as commons in ways that
are sustainable and desirable.

Traditional
pasture
arrangements
or irrigation
regions

Not
regulated

Airintake (breathing, feeding a
turbine). Also pre-twentieth-century
knowledge and culture, most scientific
knowledge of the first half of the
twentieth century, and much of
contemporary science and academic
learning

Source: My elaboration from Benkler’s (2003: 6) text.
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This rule however can only produce three types of commons
as the fourth one cannot be matched by experience: ifa commons
is not open to everyone, it must be regulated somehow: bounda-
ries are a form of regulation of commons.

Reflecting on these approaches to different types of common
goods, I feel that taxonomies of common goods could in prin-
ciple be generated as a small subset of a far larger taxonomy
(indeed, potentially infinite) with a simple grammar rule: add
an adjective to the noun, where the latter is fixed as ‘commons’
and the first word spans over the entire available list of possible
adjectives in a human language. When you apply this rule you’ll
find a potentially infinite list of commons as common goods,
ordered by type of resource shared, size, location and even, if you
wish, colour (red commons, black commons, green commons,
purple commons), useful also if you want to give a common
good colour coding in terms of political background. After all,
the Fascists in Italy had their ‘black shirts’ commons.®

Selection and strategic horizons

There is, then, a danger of conceptual meaninglessness when
types of common goods are listed ad infinitum, as if one was
simply using a grammar algorithm. In a sense, this poten-
tial infinity aligns to my conception of omnia sunt communia,
which is a sense horizon that all, in principle, can be turned into
a common good. But in a given time, space and context some-
how a line in the sand must be drawn, a selection must be made
before being operationalised: if everything is a common good
then nothing is. I can make this selection in two ways: first, by
conceptually defining what commons are on the basis of some
principles or criteria, while hoping that the historical movement
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accepts this definition; second, on the basis of political-strate-
gic considerations and social movement goals within a situated
force field.

For an example of the first case, let us take the International
Association of the Study of the Commons (IASC) definition
of commons. For the IASC, commons are ‘resources ... which
people do not have to pay for to exercise their user and access
rights within [the] confine of a set of institutions or rules to
protect the resources from overuse by people who do not respect
the resources’ fragility or limits’ (Jumbe 2006: 5). Now this defi-
nition does definitively bring into evidence some crucial aspects
of commons. The realm of the shared is here pretty much taken
as being a realm beyond the money nexus, and therefore for
different ways to bring social connectivity among the producers.
These ways certainly involve institutional forms, although these
institutions are conceptualised mainly as putting fetters on social
action (‘a set of institutions or rules to protect the resources from
overuse’) rather than also as promoting social practices that put
constraints on and push back those social practices based on
commodity production and capital accumulation.

But the point here is that, as admitted by the writers of the
IASC, not all commons neatly fit this definition. For example,
knowledge or information, scientific databases, the arts, open-
source software, the electro-magnetic spectrum, do not have
physical limits that need to be managed for their ‘sustainability’
as they are ‘non-rivalrous’ goods (my using the good does not
limit your using the same good).

When limits in the use of these resources are present, they are
entirely socially constructed, embedded in processes of enclo-
sures promoted by state property right policies. Other commons
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resources, such as ‘global commons’ - the atmosphere, deep
seas, and outer space — lack an effective planetary community
that takes active ‘ownership’ and responsibility towards their
reproduction (unless of course you believe that the existing
configuration of states form such a community). Others still,
such as city sidewalks, playgrounds and public squares, are ‘free
access’ spaces that are governed by a combination of common-
sense civil’ behaviour and state management, but with very little
active claim of ownership for the (re)production of the common
good (that is, in terms that we will discuss in the following chap-
ters, little doing in common, little commoning).

All these cases fall outside the IASC definition of commons,
yet when we shift the observing gaze from the commons goods
to the plurality relating to those goods, we cannot fail to notice
that there are many social practices that claim these goods as
commons. For example, global commons underpin a variety
of communities’ struggles against climate change, for example
opposing carbon trading and posing instead the question of a
limited atmospheric space, requiring the bigger polluters to
drastically limit their emissions and pay compensation for
climate debt to the people in the Global South who are effectively
using a much lower share of the atmospheric space yet are paying
a far larger price in terms of the effects of climate change.® City
spaces are routinely reclaimed as commons in demonstrations
and direct action practices. Self-organised community spaces
spring up in the middle of city centres reclaiming parking lots as
community parks (see Box 7).

Thus one can move to the second way of selecting what are
common goods, and this is for political strategic reasons. For
example, there is a broad sense in the literature and in some
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sections of political activism that common goods are some sort
of ‘special goods’ because of their inherent importance for the
reproduction of socio-ecological systems: some sort of ‘basic
goods, which are necessary for the reproduction of everything
else (Sraffa 1960). This is for example the case in the very influ-
ential work of Peter Barnes (2006).” In his Capitalism 3.0 he
provides an argument and a guide for ‘upgrading’ capitalism
to fix its ‘disregard for nature, future generations, and the non
elderly poor’ (Barnes 2006: 11). The current version of capitalism
(which is corporation-dominated and globalised) is squander-
ing our shared inheritance, that is the commons understood as
‘all the gifts we inherit or create together’ or a ‘set of assets that
have two characteristics: they’re all gifts, and they’re all shared’
(Barnes 2006: 4-5). The other quality that defines ‘assets in the
commons’ is that ‘we have a joint obligation to preserve them.
That’s because future generations will need them to live, and
live well, just as we do’ (ibid.). These two general criteria then
define commons as common goods: in nature (from air, water
and DNA to lakes, solar energy and wind energy); in commu-
nity (from streets, playground and calendar to capital markets,
political institutions and flea markets); and in culture (from
language, philosophy and religion to mathematics and open
source software). The very broad-range eclecticism of this defini-
tion is what gives Barnes’s approach to commons a currency as a
method to preserve capitalism, rather than as an entry point to its
overcoming. After all, including capital markets as the common
good is precisely what is in the mind of the current financial
crisis managers who saved major banks at the cost of everything
else because they were too important and too big to fail. Without
entering into discussion of Peter Barnes proposals at this point,
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it suffices here to say that the gist of this proposal is protecting
the commons against the predation of the corporate sector by
giving it property rights and strong institutional managers. His
major innovation is the commons trust — an entity with the
power to limit use of scarce commons, charge rent to polluters,
and pay dividends to everyone to compensate for the higher cost
of energy in the case of an increase cap in emission. The objective
is to bring capitalism and the commons into balance, so that in
the end ‘private corporations and organized commons enhance
and constrain each other’ (Barnes 2006: 76).

Whereas for Barnes the strategic horizon is clear (the preser-
vation of life and of capitalism), in other, more radical quarters
where the notion of commons as ‘special goods’ is used, the line
in the sand in the definition of common goods is seen as contin-
gent to strategic proprieties of emerging urgencies. For example,
in the Italian debate about bene comune the idea prevails that
common goods are special goods:

There are in the world some ‘special resources, some particu-
lar categories of goods and services: they are neither shoes
nor hamburgers, neither TV programs, nor investment funds
... They are not ‘produced; they are not objects that are made
and unmade, that are bought or sold. They are primary goods,
basic, in the sense that they are at the origin of everything. They
are natural wealth and cultural patrimony accumulated by the
generations that have preceded us. They are systems of resources,
relational goods that are indispensable to maintain connected
the living system. They are those things that, simply, make us

live. (Cacciari 2010: 12)
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The first characteristics of these ‘special goods’ include, again,
gifts of nature and society, that is, all those goods that nobody
can claim to have produced on their own: the atmosphere and
climate, solar and fossil energy, water, mineral deposits, animals
and wild plants, seeds ‘and every other form of life capable of
spontaneous reproduction’ (Cacciari 2010: 12). All the same,
‘knowledge, cultures, languages, codes, the scientific discover-
ies, artists’ goods’ (ibid.) are the result of social creation as the
former are the results of natural creation. The second char-
acteristic is that they are ‘necessary goods, indispensable and
irreplaceable for the life of every individual’ (Cacciari 2010: 13;
my translation).

Unfortunately, when we enter the specifics of these ‘special
goods, we find that indeed there is the possibility of buying and
selling them, and often, even if not for making, definitely for
unmaking them. Private ownership of land is not new, and the
recent emergence of carbon markets has shown that there is a
case for buying and selling the atmosphere, paradoxically, in the
name of saving it as a commons, and, in thus doing, contribut-
ing to its ‘unmaking. Human labour power is bought and sold
even in postmodern capitalism, yet labour power is also a social
creation emerging from a variety of situated dimensions of
commoning reproducing different aspects of life. The lives of the
bearers of the commodity labour power are made increasingly
precarious: they are lives unmade by anxieties, fear and poverty,
because of the way and condition through which their labour
power is socially reproduced. Cultures are social like food, the
Internet, and toilets, and to earn a living as a cultural worker in
a condition of increasing market dependence and precarity, you
need to put a price on a cultural artefact you can claim to have
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produced. With increasing competition and rent seeking by big
publishers and producers, this price produces an average earn-
ing which is far lower than many other conventional jobs.

Thus there is no ‘special character’ inherent in these goods
(e.g. the cultural artefact) in conditions of capitalism. Rather, it is
for us to claim the specialness of goods that we know are central
to the building of alternatives, and the mechanisms of sustain-
ing our lives through them: culture, but also food; ecosystems,
but also housing; and so on as we think suited. But if every good
is social, how do we decide which are special? It is a political
and strategic question and a question of situated values. This is
acknowledged:

Because everything — in the end - is connected to everything
else, and everything is sustained reciprocally (living and non-liv-
ing, material and spiritual, past and future) everything can be
correctly defined as a common good. With the risk, however, of
falling into a sort of abstract and idealised vision of the world,
in which only a fully communist society will be able to resolve
the question of the sharing and responsible management of
every thing. This risk can be avoided by identifying and prac-
tising concrete themes of collective action linked to urgent
social and environmental questions. (Rete@sinistra 2010: 21; my

translation)

If in principle everything is a common good, and what is
here and now claimed as a common good depends on strategic
priorities, then on what basis do we derive strategic principles
of selection? The urgent social and environmental issues are
many, and not only those caused by the ‘mismanagement’ of the
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‘special goods’ that are defined above as common goods. Indeed,
the furthering of the crises should make the need to expand the
list of ‘special goods’ clear, and every struggle in defence of a
right or of entitlements, whether these are pensions, universal
basic income or jobs, is in a sense a struggle that requires us to do
so. The financial crisis has threatened the livelihoods of millions
of people around the world, hence what better opportunity to
list banks and money as a type of ‘special goods’ to be claimed
as common goods? The economic crisis hitting many factories
and workplaces is powerful evidence that these livelihood-
giving places should also be considered as ‘special goods’ and
that a community of workers can legitimately reclaim them as
common goods, perhaps reformulating the Argentinian experi-
ment of 2001 or the experiments now emerging also in Italy and
Greece. The urgent crisis of social reproduction - for example, in
the case of care work for the elderly, children or the sick - would
require a redistribution of social resources towards this aim, in
recognition of the struggles that care workers (mostly women,
but also men) are making in response to the new conditions of
reproductive labour. The planet’s gigantic environmental crises
would require recognition of the soil, land, water, the atmos-
phere, food production, transport and social reproduction in
general as common goods. Wow, where do we start? While any
principle for selecting what constitutes a common good should
be founded on strategic grounds, this claim cannot be made on
the basis of some inherent character of the good in question.
Rather, it must be made on the basis of the meaning that a plural-
ity has given to that good, and the social force that a plurality
of commoners is able to put on the ground in different circum-
stances, a social force that is willing to take responsibility not
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only for making a claim, but also for commoning and governing
the commons.

Common goods therefore have the potential to provide a sense
orientation to frame solutions to real problems independently
from states and markets. To claim something as a common good
in the context of a social struggle ‘give[s] awareness to people,
produces active citizenship, and therefore overcomes the passive
consumerist model’ It has a civilising function. In other words,
‘to put the common goods centre stage implies the view that
another world is possible’ (Mattei 2010; my translation), but this
is so only if common goods become part of commons systems.

The limit to what can be considered a common good is
entirely contextual and political, depending on the political
boundaries, imaginative capability and involvement in doing
in commons that a community can give itself. In this context,
the grammar algorithm embedded in the taxonomic approach,
although theoretically weak, offers when read politically an
endless array of situated opportunities. In short, the taxonomic
approach reflects the great potential of the commons’ neo-
civilising mission. When one speaks of common goods, people
in different contexts and involved in very diverse struggles seem
to respond: in favour of those who have lost jobs, the precariat,
those who queue up for health treatment, those who are asked to
pay a high fee for education, those whose houses are foreclosed,
those whose land and water are polluted, those who vote for the
right and those who vote for the left. The endless list embed-
ded in taxonomies of these types really reflects this powerful
character of common goods, and allows me to say omnia sunt
communia knowing that if I dig enough I will find a different
case or a different method where a particular common goods
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has been turned into an element of a commons by a commoning
plurality of commoners.

Material basis

Thereis, however, afundamental problem in regarding commons
simply as ‘goods’ The nature of a good, whether it is material or
immaterial, whether it is homogeneous, like a heap of corn, or
complex, like a water system or an industrial complex, repre-
sents only a substrate of commons; it does not tell us whether,
how and to what extent an associated plurality can reproduce or
expand that good, and in what conditions, or whether the plural-
ity’s governance is environmentally and socially sustainable and
just. Goods all presuppose a path of development, they do not
give it pulse, conatus and direction on their own.

In other words, the nature of a good, or systems of goods,
does not give us movement, that is, for example, how a commons
system (in other words, the interplay of plurality and object)
strives to reproduce itself in the face of opposing social forces,
externally defined, with their own different and clashing logics
and senses. The view of commons as ‘goods’ does not frame the
analysis of commons in an analysis of power. It does not tell us,
and does not frame, the question of how reproduction of the
commons occurs in spite of and through struggle, through the
problematisation of gender roles, through racist and xeno-
phobic discourses or through their overcoming, through the
challenge to capital’s dominated circuit of praxis, and through
ecologically sound paths. The problematising of commons within
a project of emancipation thus must not simply rely on lists of
isolated objects, but must open up to the internal relations among
the components of these lists and the respective commoning
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pluralities, as well as the relations that commons have to their
plural environments.

Therefore, I am not only talking about ‘corrupted’ commons
(Hardt and Negri 2009), that is, commons in which oppressive
power relations operate internally, but also great contem-
porary innovative commons predicated on a horizontal and
innovative activity of sharing, which however do not prob-
lematise sufficiently the relation of this activity of sharing to its
environment.

Take for example the ecological aspects of the commons
environment from the point of view of the operations of a
peer-to-peer (P2P) network in cyberspace, one of the more
innovative commons of recent times. In the words of Michael
Bauwens, one of the main proponents of peer-to-peer organisa-
tion and the founder of the p2pfoundation.net, this is a ‘form of
human network-based organisation which rests upon the free
participation of equipotent partners, engaged in the production
of common resources, without recourse to monetary compen-
sation as key motivating factor, and not organized according
to hierarchical methods of command and control’ (Bauwens
2015: 1). I have always listened in wonder to the arguments of
their supporters, to the promises of open software development
and more recently to the claims made for P2P money such as
bitcoin. A computing or networking distributed application
architecture is P2P when it partitions tasks or workloads among
peers. The term is not restricted to technology, but covers every
social process with a peer-to-peer dynamic, whether these
peers are humans or computers. I am here referring only to the
first case, when computing is the crucial medium for the P2P
processes. Open and free software are part of this story, as are
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peer-to-peer web hosting systems that use peer-to-peer
networking to distribute access to webpages, or P2P file shar-
ing, allowing users to access media files such as books, music,
movies and games using a P2P software program that searches
for other connected computers on a P2P network in order to
locate the desired content, and even P2P money, in which
transactions take place between users directly over a computer
networks, without an intermediary or central bank emission.

The nodes (peers) of such networks are end-user computer
systems that are interconnected via the Internet.

P2P processes are not structureless, but are characterised by
dynamic and changing structures which adapt themselves to
phase changes. [The P2P process’s] rules are not derived from
an external authority, as in hierarchical systems, but generated
from within. It does not deny ‘authority, but only fixed forced
hierarchy, and therefore accepts authority based on exper-
tise, initiation of the project, etc. ... P2P may be the first true
meritocracy. The threshold for participation is kept as low as
possible. Equipotency means that there is no prior formal filter-
ing for participation, but rather that it is the immediate practice
of cooperation which determines the expertise and level of
participation. Communication is not top-down and based on
strictly defined reporting rules, but feedback is systemic, inte-
grated in the protocol of the cooperative system. Techniques of
‘participation capture’ and other social accounting make auto-
matic cooperation the default scheme of the project. Personal
identity becomes partly generated by the contribution to the

common project. (P2P Foundation 2006)
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Decentralised communication and communication models
founded on P2P dynamics springing out of cyberspace have
greatly empowered communities around the world in access-
ing music, videos, cultures and software programs. I can listen
to a music file downloaded on BitTorrent — a communications
protocol for the practice of peer-to-peer file sharing that is used
to distribute large amounts of data over the Internet: about 3.35
per cent of worldwide bandwidth and more than half of the 6
per cent of the total bandwidth dedicated to file sharing. I can
read about BitTorrent on the English Wikipedia, which with its
27,136,077 registered users and roughly 120k monthly editors
(February 2015), represents a peer-to-peer publishing commu-
nity present in our daily lives.

P2P activity in cyberspace create use values that go back to
the commons sphere and nullify the cost of accessing music
and videos, or of software programs — machines, as Paul Mason
(Mason 2015: 164) calls them, that could have lasted for thou-
sands of years if they were not already becoming obsolete: the
marginal cost of producing an extra bit of information is mini-
mal with P2P, and the cost of accessing it is virtually zero.

However, we should also remember that these P2P information
machines (as well as all types of decentralised communication
and collaboration, even the one between me and my boss) depend
on the laws of physics, and have in turn an ecological impact. As
IBM engineer Rolf Landauer stated in 1961 (Mason 2015: 165)
and elaborated in 1996:

Information is not a disembodied abstract entity; it is always

tied to a physical representation. It is represented by engraving

on a stone tablet, a spin, a charge, a hole in a punched card, a
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mark on paper, or some other equivalent. This ties the handling
of information to all the possibilities and restrictions of our real
physical word, its laws of physics and its storehouse of available

parts. (Landauer 1996: 188)

If this is the case, producing or erasing information creates .
heat. When we scale up from this physical property I shudder
in the awareness that doing the simplest operation online has
environmental costs that we take for granted. Not only decen-
tralised communication in cyberspace, but any operation within
it, or any form of computing, whether P2P or not, feels virtual,
immaterial or intangible. Nevertheless accessing on a screen the
cultures of the world by means of a few words in a search engine
is very material.

The distinction between the material and the immaterial type
of common resource, is what Maretz (2010) refers to as the consti-
tution of the commons good. Simply put, ‘material goods have a
physical shape, they can be used up or crushed out. Purpose and
physical constitution are linked with each other, material goods
perform their purpose only by their physical constitution. On
the other hand, ‘non-material goods are completely decoupled
from a specific physical shape’ The two are discussed in terms of
their different properties, especially in relation to the object. So,
a computer is a physical good, while software is not. Computers
are subject to the constraints of rivalry and exclusivity, while
software is not necessarily. This type of classification enables us
to make some important distinctions, but it leaves out the struc-
tural dependence of the ‘intangible’ on the ‘tangible’ as noted
by Landauer, a crucial element when we want to conceive of
commons in the broader context of transformational politics.
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By structural dependence here I mean to say the obvious,
that is, that for the ‘intangible, such as software, knowledge
and culture, to be what it is, it must be given material body, that
is, it must be coupled with material processes. Software needs
computers and mainframes somewhere, and computer and
mainframes need water, energy and minerals for their indus-
trial production. Also, software programmers need to eat, rest
and allow their psychophysical systems to reproduce in health
and equilibrium. In turn, all the ‘materials’ necessary for these
purposes need to be dug and poured out of the earth, and hence
social processes are coupled to (currently overpolluted) ecolog-
ical processes and (currently exploitative) economic processes.

We may experience social change driven by the intangible
and immaterial (like P2P networks), but until social change has
reached the realm of the tangible, we haven't had any radical
change, or any change has not been translated into a change in
the material conditions of existence.

Our paradigms of transformation must address the social
stratification and division of powers that are immanent products
of capitalist development and these paradigms must also ques-
tion how a system of continuous growth such as the capitalist
mode of production necessarily relies on increasing absolute
levels of energy consumption, greenhouse gas emissions, and
mineral mining; and it must recognise that no quest for energy
efficiency (change in the ratio between flows of outputs and
resource units) can solve the problems posed by these absolute
increases (Sarkel 1999; Princen 2005).

Others have identified more specifically the dependence of
the ‘intangible’ on the ‘tangible, namely the dependence of our
peer-to-peer cyber-practices on hardware, and hence on oil,
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land and enclosures. So, for example, it is estimated that every
day about 200 million people around the world use the Internet,
most of whom will make use of web searches. In 2007, Gartner
Research estimated the ‘global information and communications
technology (ICT) industry accounts for approximately 2 percent
of global carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions, a figure equivalent
to aviation’ (Gartner 2007). Gartner did not include in this esti-
mate consumer electronics other than cellphones and PCs, only
global commercial and governmental IT and telecommunica-
tions infrastructure. Alexander Wissner-Gross, a physicist and
environmental fellow at Harvard University, has estimated that
‘Even simple online activities take a toll on the environment.
Google does not divulge its energy use or carbon footprint but,
based on publicly available information, we have calculated that
each Google search generates an estimated 5-10g of COz2, in part
because Google’s unique infrastructure replicates queries across
multiple servers, which then compete to provide the fastest
answer to your query. On the other hand, just browsing a basic
website generates about 20 mg of CO2 for every second you
view it’ (Wissner-Gross 2009). The figure for the carbon dioxide
generated by a single web search refers to a ‘Google search that
may involve several attempts to find the object being sought and
that may last for several minutes’ (Leake and Woods 2009). Two
of these web searches are roughly equivalent to boiling a kettle, or
about 7g of CO2 per search.

More complex animation and websites require far more
energy and correspondent emissions. Second Life is an open-
source virtual reality world developed and managed by Linden
Lab, in which participants maintain a character (known as an
avatar) for playing, exploring, interacting and building worlds.
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We could say that Second Life does not have an objective-driven,
gaming focus, but offers a virtual platform for user-created,
community-driven peer-to-peer collaborative and creative
projects. In January 2008, on average, 38,000 residents were
logged in at any particular moment. The maximum concurrency
(number of avatars inworld) recorded is 88,200 in the first quar-
ter of 2009 (Second Life 2009). Nicholas Carr (2008), the author
of The Big Switch: Rewiring the World, calculated that maintain-
ing an avatar in the Second Life virtual reality game requires
1,752 kilowatt hours of electricity per year. This is far above the
per-capita consumption of electricity in a country in the Global
South (which is 1,015 kWh) and about the amount consumed by
the average Brazilian. If we convert this into CO2 emissions this
corresponds to about 1.17 tons of COz2, or the equivalent of driv-
ing an SUV around 2,300 miles. There is of course a P2P case for
reducing the energy impact of these applications.®

This of course does not account for other ‘externalities’ that the
‘material’ element of ICT requires. According to Silicon Valley
Toxics Coalition, a non-profit organisation engaged in research,
advocacy and grassroots organising around issues of social and
environmental justices emerging with the rapid growth of the
high-tech industry, e-waste is not only the fastest growing part
of the waste stream, but is also dumped across communities in
the Global South in countries such as Nigeria, India, China and
elsewhere (http://svtc.org/our-work/e-waste/).

And what about cryptocurrencies, the digital currencies in
which encryption techniques are used to regulate the gener-
ation of units of currency and verify the transfer of funds,
operating independently of a central bank and through P2P
networks. There are about forty of them, subjected to up-and-
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down movement in their value due to speculative pressures as
investors hold them expecting increases in their value. Accord-
ing to The Economist, bitcoin is the most important of such
cryptocurrencies. And as Giannelli and Fumagalli (2012) put it:

the capacity of elaboration expressed by the ‘peer-to-peer’
network that extracts bitcoin currencyis ... superior to any simi-
lar network ever put in operation. The natural question to ask is
whether such a power of calculation could have been obtained
for the reaching of a collective objective, for example research on
the cure of a disease. In other words, would the individuals who
are cooperating to produce bitcoins to keep in their computers
with the expectation of a growth in their value in dollars have
made available their resources for an objective not directly to

their own advantage?

There is more to this though. While some believe bitcoin is
ready to supersede currencies in time of crisis — offering espe-
cially a Plan B to countries in deep crisis such as Greece (http://
imgur.com/euaovbu), if one looks at the issue from the ecolog-
ical point of view the reality is startling: the cost of making one
bitcoin transaction is tremendous. According to Malmo’s (2015)
calculations, a single bitcoin transaction uses roughly enough
electricity to power 1.57 US households for a day (compared to
one Visa transaction, which is equivalent to the electricity use
of 0.0003 households). It is quite something that this innovation
in monetary technology is not just less energy efficient, but so
energy inefficient, hence not a commons tool to counter or even
adapt to climate change. Maybe this is because cryptocurrency
transactions are just a small fraction compared to world banking
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system capitalisation, ‘which in 2010 alone was over 1,889 times
bigger than todays’ (Malmo 2015). Still, envisaging a speedy
increase in cryptocurrency transactions would skyrocket the
total environmental cost of doing peer-to-peer monetary trans-
actions. It is an impossible alternative.

Within a profit-driven global regime of capitalist production,
peer-to-peer in cyberspace does not only have an ecological cost.
It also means social hierarchical division across producers. Thus,
for example, peer-to-peer in cyberspace, that is, in the realm of
immaterial commons, does not resonate with the experience of
commoners who depend on material resources for their reproduc-
tion, and who often see these resources enclosed and privatised so
that industrial-scale extraction of raw materials, fossil fuels and
water can continue because they are required also for the building
of electronic and IT equipment for the energy generation upon
which cyberspace depends, and for the buildings in which P2P
commoners may continue their commoning. Richard Pithouse
(an activist and researcher involved in the community struggles
of the poor in Durban, South Africa) puts it in this way:

My first concern about all the P2P stuff ... is ... the fact that it
depends on both other modes of labour and extraction (like
digging coltan in the Eastern Congo) and other modes of
enforced and very material (guns, fences, guards, borders etc.)
social division within and between societies. (Pithouse 2010;

private correspondence)
The neat distinction between immaterial and material, there-

fore, becomes meaningful only from the perspective of relatively
isolated and privileged spheres of practices. By this I mean to
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emphasise the fact that these spheres are ‘operationally closed,
that is, the social practices in these spheres occur as if there is
no relation between the different spheres. Thus, for example,
although my web searching depends on very physical and very
energy-sucking mainframes and correspondent exploitative
relations through which mainframes and energy are provided
through capitalist commodity chains, this is not a problem of
mine in the very moment I type the word ‘Anthropocene’ into a
search engine or P2P. Also, it is not a problem of ours as peer-to-
peer commoner sharers of film, knowledge, or software codes.
All this occurs and can occur in forms and modalities that are
operationally closed to these issues. Just as in my daily repro-
duction the meta system of structural dependence is given to
me at all levels of social life, from food, to health services and
so on, so it is for Google or participation in peer-to-peer cyber-
space networks. From the perspective of a radical paradigm and
a possible political recomposition, I think this is an isolation
that must be overcome, and it can only be overcome if and to
the extent that some forms of constituent commoning across
‘material’ and ‘immaterial’ circuits become a reality and a social
force at the basis of transformative politics. There is no panacea,
no new invention operating as a silver bullet, only the expansion,
multiplication and interlacing of commons systems, especially
those that reproduce life (food, care, housing, biodiversity, ...).
But what are systems anyway?
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Systems

Restarting from the ordinary: social systems and daily life

It is a very cold January night and I go to a local bar in the tiny
village 3 kilometres from where I live. A friend of mine has
organised a tournament of briscola, a trick-taking card game
very popular throughout Italy. She organised the tournament
as a way to collect funds for the association we have set up, an
association that aims to promote a variety of cultural, social and
ecological reproductive activities in the area. The briscola tour-
nament in a sense is both an end in itself and a means to get some
money. I enter the bar, where people have already started play-
ing. Several groups of four players are disposed at tables, all busy
concealing their cards and making signs to their teammate at the
opposite side of the table, subtly communicating whether they
have good cards or not, and making decisions on what card to
play next. Entering the bar felt like entering an observation point
for a controlled experiment on micro social systems. Here I am,
surrounded by people playing cards, communicating through
particular codes, selecting their action often as a result of a quick
exchange among mates, acting by throwing down the selected
card, collectively and consensually measuring the values of the
cards on the table, estimating the winner of the hand, and in
so doing giving rise to the next communication event, the next
selection of card and action, and so on, until the end of the game
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announces the winning and losing pair. In other words, the
tables are occupied by micro social systems.

Then I say hello to my friend, who organised the game. We
enter into a brief conversation about the evening, how great it
has turned out, how successful the call for a tournament ended
up, we evaluate, we ‘measure, (re)produce the sense we have
been co-creating. Indeed, together with a few other villagers
around, Loretta and I have been working together for the past
few years. We have worked in a theatre group, we have set up
an association, we have organised a summer festival for kids,
we have taught through the problems of the local volunteer-run
ambulance services, we have set up a community garden, and
we have many projects still in their infancy. My greeting with
Loretta therefore is a punctuated moment of a social relationship
in which communication and action are articulated. Here we are
in the presence of another social system.

With the approval of the association, Loretta charged €15 per
playing couple and bought two whole prosciutti as a first prize,
then two whole mortadelle for the second price and Parmesan
and Pecorino cheeses for the third prize. Needless to say, apart
from the Pecorino which comes from Tuscany - the other side of
the mountain - all the prizes arelocal products, and are produced
by small cooperatives. Needless to say also, these products were
the outputs of social systems (whether cheese or prosciutto
factory) and were bought, that is accessed via money on the
market, another social system. The goods were all displayed in
a large basket with red ribbons laid on the billiard table, itself
covered with a large green cloth. Incidentally, this is the one and
only pool table left within a range of 100 kilometres, because
the state now taxes their possession; hence local bars generally
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prefer now to install slot and poker machines rather than billiard
tables. So we are in the presence of another occasion of promo-
tion of individualised entertainment, and another encounter
with other social systems somehow showing their presence in
this situation: the state, its taxes and regulations and the feed-
back processes that give rise to them; the old family running the
bar and the processes that have led them to decide to keep the
pool table as well as hosting the briscola game. But then, really,
just look around and think of all the people playing cards who
will be going home at the end of the evening. The majority will
go back to the domestic micro social systems we call families,
with their feedback processes, their routines, their habitus, their
conflicts, their decisions, the conditions they face, their actions.
And all the players and observers here at the bar will also couple
with their social systems at work. We have farmers here, who
365 days a year work in their cowsheds and produce milk for the
Parmesan cheese cooperative. Yet this local small production
system is also coupled with a global production system, from
which they purchase fodder (mostly containing GM soya and
corn), and on which they depend to compensate for the increas-
ingly low price of milk. We have factory workers, who alternate
weeks of morning, day and night shifts in the remaining tile
factories, that is, other social systems with their tight accounting
measures of life rhythms, their micro conflicts — social systems
also tied into global (market) systems through prices and prof-
its that define the likelihood that the tile workers will have a job
tomorrow. And then there are students - trying to tie their life
rhythms to the curricula and exam schedules of their ‘educators’;
the precarious workers — not really knowing whether they’ll get
a job tomorrow, so they have intermittent systemic links to their
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employers” systems. And there are the self-employed artisans
(often struggling to hide as much as possible of their declining
income from the tax office), and the moneyless unemployed,
kicked out of work by the invisible hand of the market but helped
out by the invisible hand of social cooperation, mostly unknown
to the majority. The lives of each of them, actually of each of us,
is articulated into not one, but several social systems and often in
more than one at a time. And when we meet here in this bar, this
social space we created to raise funds for our small local associa-
tion, we do it by articulating two small social systems — the micro
business of the bar owner and our association - into a temporary
new one, limited in space and time, through the creation of other
social systems: a cards tournament (it could have been a dance; a
conference, an event of any type).

And this is really a first general conclusion that I want to make
as a starting point. Take any moment in your daily life, try to
think through your patterned connections with others, whether
in formal organisations or informal social relations, and you
will see some sorts of social systems popping up, often related to
one another, social systems which are certainly very different in
nature, but without which your daily life, for good or bad, would
not be what it is.

Subjects and systems

To illustrate this first point, let us look at Figure 2.1. Each ellip-
sis represents a social system disposed in such a way as to give a
sense of temporal path, from the near past (greater ellipsis), to
the near future or present (small ellipsis). By living their post-
modern, rushed and globalised lives, the subject - illustrated by
the dots making up the arrow - passes through, participates in
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to different degrees and forms different social systems, through
direct, indirect or virtual relations. We often do this on a daily
basis, without actually being aware of it, although we experi-
ence these different systems as a different environment to our
own psycho-physical system. Systems in fact are not visible like
heaps of things, since we are inside systems. Since systems are
made not only of things but also of the relations and practices
of these things, in the last three decades, the increasingly flex-
ible conditions of production and reproduction as well as the
explosion of communication technologies and network forms
of social cooperation (Castells 1996) have increased enor-
mously the potential points of contacts with different systems,
especially if we consider potential contacts in cyberspace. The
systems have become more complex. So Figure 2.1 will look
different for a typical person today compared with a version
representing someone living fifty or one hundred years ago. If
your life is all work, church and family in a small rural village
in nineteenth-century Europe, you will have a regular alterna-
tion of three interrelated systems in your daily life: a pattern of

Figure 2.1 Temporal subject (body) path through the commons
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social systems quite different from that of a precarious student
worker in twenty-first-century London, alternating jobs and
having a very lively social life in a global city, where even if
youd like to keep your emotional life confined to a set of rela-
tions and affects, the city will make it very difficult to sustain a
productive involvement with your circle of affects. This is not
just because of the sheer accelerated temporality of the global
city needed to sustain your life economically but also because
of the high turnover of people arriving in and leaving London.

In Figure 2.1, the subject relates to any particular system from a
subject position. Indeed, every moment of her life islocated within
a system, whether she is aware of it or not. Any space is a space
constituted by one or more systems at a time, but for simplicity in
this illustration I assume it is constituted by just one. Whether the
dynamic of this system creates a smooth or a striated space is not
for us to say at this moment. The subject’s diary, life scheduling or
mood gives her direction: from the home to the street, from the
street to the bus, from the bus to the school, from the school to the
job, from the job to the home, from the home to the pub, from the
pub back to the home. And then of course, at any given point, she
enters the virtual space of cyberspace, connects, laughs and ‘likes,
watches, messages, downloads and ... smoothly shares.

Looking more closely, however, whether I am in a smooth
or in a striated space matters. According to Karatzogianni and
Robinson’s take on Deleuze and Guattari, ‘Smooth space refers to
a figure of a desert or plateau on which flows move freely, form-
ing a patchwork or a web of rhizomes, whereas striated space is
crisscrossed with lines which make movement across it difficult,
confining flows to particular parts of the space’ (Karatzogianni
and Robinson 2010: 22). Empirically, smooth space and striated
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spaces complement one another. A student enters the university
system and a line filters her access to staff, but no lines come
between her and the student body, unless of course racial and
other types of division exist. When she boards the bus, she
interacts with the city transport system either as a ticket-buying
passenger or as a worker: driver, inspector, or owner or share-
holder of the bus company. In each subject position, she will
face a smooth and a striated space as a condition of her doing, of
entering and creating systemic patterns with others.

Figure 2.1 illustrates different systems indistinctively, without
specifying what systems are in general and how different systems
distinguish themselves. In their daily life, subjects follow their
temporal paths across systems. At this point, what I want to
emphasise is the presence of social systems in the plural, with
their lines and specificities, but also with their commonality, the
fact that, for good or bad, they are systems. This is of course a
methodological point that is required to create a smooth space
in our understanding before we begin drawing lines and make
distinctions. Actually, distinctions are made by themselves,
since each system, to be a system, has a boundary dividing
itself from an environment. Smooth spaces, where communi-
cations can flow freely, are not spaces without boundaries, but
spaces in which boundaries interact freely. The nature of the
boundary is truly variegated and really depends on the type
of system at hand, but at this stage it is important to point out
straightaway that boundaries are common features of all social
systems, indeed all systems, and that this indicates the fact that
certain criteria have to be met if a number of social relations
are to constitute a system. One of these is a boundary: without
boundaries, there is no defined social space, whether striated or
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smooth, within which the specific operation of the system can
occur, hence no relation between system and its environment.
So social practices oriented by certain values, codes, beliefs and
goals constitute companies, schools, sports centres, households,
neighbourhoods, communities, community centres, churches,
offices, economies, friends’ networks, states, social movements,
armies, transnational corporations and financial centres; more-
over, all these systems are systems precisely because they are
operationally bounded. ‘Operationally bounded’ means that the
operations occurring in these ‘sites’ bind them as systems and
thus give them the specific unity that allows us to call them by
their names.

Several systems may actually be environments to one another,
something that Figure 2.1 does not show, since in this figure I
followed the temporal line of a subject rather than the struc-
tural composition of a social object such as a system. From an
observation point situated within the operating of each system,
whatever is outside the system’s operations constitutes its envi-
ronment. Each social system (integrative function systems such
as the economy or politics, or organisations such as a household,
a company, an association) has other social systems as its envi-
ronment. Crucially, though, social systems also have non-social
environments, upon which they depend. Social systems have as
constituting elements the bodies of people, that is physical and
psychic systems, and they are part of larger ecological systems.
In turn, psychic and living systems have each other and social
systems as their environment. This implies that what constitutes
an ‘environment’ is always relative to the system, hence there is
no single environment. To put it in the words of the anthropolo-
gist Tim Ingold: “environment” is a relative term - relative, that
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is, to the being whose environment it is. Just as there can be no
organism without environment, so also there can be no envi-
ronment without an organism’ Substitute ‘organism’ for ‘social
system’ and you get the point. Incidentally, this also means that
sense and meaning are constituted within the relations of a
‘system-environment unit’: “Thus my environment is the world
as it exists and takes on meaning in relation to me, and in that
sense it came to existence and undergoes development with me
and around me’ (Ingold 2000: 20).

In Figure 2.2. I follow the symbolism that biologists Maturana
and Varela (1998: 74) use for biological units - cells — to describe
a social system unit. In Figure 2.2, I take any one of the ellipses
in Figure 2.1 symbolising social systems and observe it in such
a way as to reveal its environment: here the circle symbolises a
social system while the wave at the bottom represents its envi-
ronment. The two lines linking the circle to the wave symbolise
any type of interaction between system and environment.

Since the environment of a system is itself made of social
or ecological systems outside the system one is investigating,

Figure 2.2 An illustratfion of the system-environment relatfion
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those interactions are interactions among systems, something
that if repeated with a certain regularity we understand as
structural coupling among systems, a property I will investigate
in Chapter 8 on boundary commoning and Chapter 9 on the
relation between capital and the commons. The interaction
between system and environment may well be at the origin of
the system’s structural change, either as a change triggered by
interactions coming from its environment or as a result of its
internal dynamics.

Capitalists, politicians of all persuasions and bankers all like
social change understood as structural change. The implemen-
tation of a big project such as a new tunnel under the Alps in
order to build a new high-speed train line that speeds the path
of commodity circulation while externalising the environmen-
tal and social costs onto local communities in Val di Susa, where
the gallery is located, is a type of structural change. Also, to call
for an increase the number of women or minorities into the
realm of command, whether in companies or in government,
is to demand structural change. Structural change implies that
a given system changes some of its components but not the
fundamental relations among these components that allow that
system to operate as a unity. If on my bicycle I replace the hard
seat with a super-padded saddle that makes me feel like I am
sitting on a soft cushion, I have structurally changed the bicycle,
which remains nevertheless a bicycle by virtue of the relations
among its components. It is these relations that constitute the
bicycle as a unity.

The social change that I personally would like to see, like
many in social movements, is not one in which a component
is replaced, like replacing a board of directors or a brand, or a
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numerically controlled machine with a robot. I want to see social
change that is change not only in terms of the components of
social systems but also in terms of the set of social relations and
social practices constituting social systems as a unity. Change to
the relations and practices that constitute the capitalist system
as a unity would be one example: a social change whereby profit
and accumulation are no longer the overarching motive of social
practice, but rather it is care, solidarity, conviviality, community
and ecology, and social wealth is no longer in the hand of the few
butaccessible to the many. In this changed system, fear for lack of
work-related income, or the threat and actual life of destitution
would be simply impossible because the society of the commons
would make it impossible.

This question of system change is, of course, a very big ques-
tion, and I am not going to provide big answers, only to suggest a
method for its framing. In order to do so, I need first to be aware
of the properties of any systems. I need to integrate our systems
thinking with traditional formulations of force, power, values
and goals.

Basic properties of all systems

According to basic social system and cybernetics literature (Mead-
ows 2008; Capra 1982, 1997; Skytter 1996), all systems whether
natural or socio-economic have the following properties.

1. They have elements or nodes. For example, in a market
system, the elements are competing entities, whether people or
firms; in a forest system, the elements are trees and living organ-
isms; in a commons or a company they are a set of people and
‘things In this sense systems have structure, defined by parts
and their composition.
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2. Systems have interconnectivity, that is, the different nodes
relate to one another in particular ways. The relationships
among the different parts reproduce the system’s structure and
structural components as well as the articulation of functions.
Interconnectivity also differentiates systems. Thus in relation to
point 1 above, there was no difference between commons and
multinational businesses (they both were assemblages of people
and ‘things’), but if we now look at the social relations making up
their practices - their interconnections as well as their horizons
— we can start to distinguish them.

3. These relationships are constituted through patterned
feedbacks among nodes/components of the systems. Feedback
loops are the causal paths that lead from the initial generation of
a signal to the subsequent modification of an event. Feedbacks
are always value-ridden (re)actions (De Angelis 2007a) and
are not only communication loops. Instead they are an ecol-
ogy of bodily, cognitive and affective circuits and action loops,
although in given power contexts some of these circuits are just
shut down.

Take, for example, an owner of a small factory reacting to a
loss in profit opportunities consisting of closing that factory and
firing its workers. This (re)action may be consistent with the
economic value of a management decision trying to maximising
profit in view of a lower cost of production in a country nearby.
The economic environment has fed back on the factory system.
This decision, however, constitutes a feedback to the popula-
tion of workers: the material condition of their job is going to
change. This provokes not only various emotional and affective
responses when workers are among their kind, but often also a
range of performances in order to maintain negotiation with
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management or the state along the code of ‘proper’, ‘professional’
or ‘civil’ communication. In this latter particular instance, some
circuits are shut, that is, not communicated. Bordieu’s habitus!
here plays a role in restraining workers within traditional mech-
anisms of representation and therefore of ultimate acceptance
of economic logic within the given increasingly poor safety-net
compensation mechanisms. There seems to be no alternative.
Economic logic permeates the ‘symbolic capital’ of workers as
well, or at least the institutions representing them. Ultimately,
what matters is not to question this logic in practice, but, rather,
to constitute some bare mechanisms of welfare to enable the
fired workers to survive for a while. The massive presence of
poverty acting as an ever-present threat will tell them they are
relatively lucky.

This is of course the story of thousands of restructured or
closed-up factories, restructurings and closures being a process
that has accelerated in Europe through the post-2007 crisis. It is
also something that happens regularly in capitalist production,
with a different measure of destitution as a result of restructuring.
When this happens, following this feedback, workers’ relation to
capital changes as does the relation among workers themselves
and their communities: they are unemployed. Reflexivity and
organisation may change things, however, and prevent that habi-
tus from dominating workers’ responses. If workers are open to
consider other options and to evaluate them strategically, the
the type of feedback they give to the factory owner and the state,
the habitus of individualised subjectivities, is no longer only to
accept the inevitable. There are also synergies, creativity, new
horizons and situated emergence. For example, in Argentina
through the early 2000s (Sitrin 2012) and in southern Europe
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in recent years, factories have been ‘reclaimed, that is, workers
have seized the means of production, and not simply managed
the factories but governed them in horizontal ways, involving
decisions to change the production processes, redefining the
role of those factories from places of capitalist production to
places of conviviality and commoning, spaces to be shared with
communities, (re)producing affective relations and ecologies,
and engaging in virtuous networks of solidarity economy with
other reclaimed factories.

4. Because of property 3, the individuals within systems and the
systems themselves have ‘behaviour’ that is, patterned movement,
which involves throughput sequences (inputs, processing and
outputs of material) and hence expenditure of energy (whether
human - such as labour - or not) or information. However they
also have strategy, understood as selection of meaning and action
path at any given moment in given contexts. They therefore could
have power to disrupt and/or change the patterned behaviour
of the system if a sufficient social force is applied. In this sense,
patterned movement can fork out along clashing values, as in the
example above. Social change occurs when resources are distrib-
uted from one system to another allowing differential power to
emerge favouring one system or another. Clearly, when they do
so, their meaning changes. In the hand of capital, resources are
capital. In the hand of the commons, resources are common-
wealth: two completely different social forms.

5. Systems have boundaries and one composite environment.
The nature of the boundary, its porosity vis-a-vis the outside
world, and the nature of its interchange with it, are crucial in
identifying the nature of the system. Smaller systems with tight
boundaries - such as commons - can hide oppression such as
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patriarchy or corruption. No boundary implies no governance,
and therefore no resilience and no reproduction (P.M. 2014).
The boundary of a commons is constituted by its practices, by
the values it is founded on and those that develop through its
doing, by the sense it makes of itself and the surrounding world,
and by the challenges it receives from the outside, whether from
other commons or from state and capital. We may think here of
the double face of Janus, the Etruscan divinity adopted by the
ancient Romans, at the boundary, with one face looking to the
outside and one to the inside of the boundary. Janus, the god of
doors, has one mind and two perspectives, a very schizophrenic
position. At the boundary, the practices, codes, values and sense
underpin a oscillation of liminal investment between two poles:
one paranoiac, reactionary or fascisising pole and one that
escapes, make connections open to a line of flight, mestizising
subjectivities, and redeveloping the relation between the inside
and the outside (see Deleuze and Guattari 1984: 366).

The environment of any social system is constituted by two
main domains: (a) other social systems which interact with
it, whether of the same nature or not and (b) the natural envi-
ronment, the land, air, water and biosphere with which any
system interacts. Looking at social systems therefore necessarily
involves looking at ecological relations.

6. Systems have scale, in that systems can be nested into
one another: a household commons within a neighbourhood
commons, the latter in turn nested into a citywide association
and so on. In the case of the water associations in Cochabamba
(see Box 4) nesting is clear between first-order (neighbourhood)
and second-order (all participating neighbourhoods) associ-
ations. Moreover, the capitalist system comprises among other

Omnia Sunt Communia.indd 89 01/03/2017 14:04



90 COMMONS AS SYSTEMS

elements companies, which can be regarded as systems on their
own terms. In turn, companies have among other elements
factories, which are systems in their own right. Furthermore,
factories comprise among other things people working in them.
Finally, people themselves are complex systemic entities made
of interacting organic material. Nesting means there are institu-
tions or social systems connected to one another through rules
or cultural norms. As Ostrom (2005: 11) reminds us, ‘what is a
whole system at one level is a part of a system at another level
Arthur Koestler (1973) refers to such nested subassemblies of
part-whole units in complex adaptive systems as holons. “The
term holon may be applied to any stable sub-whole in an organis-
mic or social hierarchy, which displays rule-governed behaviour
and/or structural Gestalt constancy’ (Koestler 1973: 291).

7. Finally systems exhibit adaptive, dynamic, self-preserving
and evolutionary behaviour, involving impasse, collapse and the
overcoming of impasses; this is because systems are more than
the sum of their parts and therefore prone to unanticipated,
emergent characteristics.

Commons systems

Starting from the position that we should not confuse the
commons with resources held in common, I approach commons
as social systems in which resources are pooled by a community
of subjects who also govern these resources to guarantee the
sustainability of the resources (if they are natural resources)
and the reproduction of the community, and who engage in
commoning, that is, doing in commons that has a direct rela-
tion to the needs, desires and aspirations of the commoners.
Through commoning, subjects create conditions of resilience

continued on page 98
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Box 4 Water commons
In April 2010 | attended the third Feira del Agua in Cochabamba,
Bolivia. If anybody had any doubts about the existence and
relevance of commons to people’s lives and livelihoods, a
fair like this should help dispel any such doubt. Spread along
the four sides of a large football pitch and beyond, dozens of
community water associations and cooperatives, such as that
of Flores Rancho which | had visited some days before (Box 6),
were making their own showcases, with the help of hand-made
posters and polystyrene models, to mark their presence and to
exchange information, knowledge and technology.

The fair coincided with the tenth anniversary of the water
war that forced the then Bolivian government to repeal its
water privatisation law (see Chapter 9). Notable presences
at this fair — besides some international development NGOs,
some associations proposing waterless bio-toilets and some
documentation centres — were Semapa, the municipal water
company, highly controversial because of allegations of
corruption and ineffectiveness in providing water, and Misicuni,
a consortium of national and international companies building a
large dam in the mountains north of Cochabamba that promises
to remedy the water deficit of the region.

Cochabamba is indeed a region with a water deficit. In
spite of all the amazing self-organisation efforts that community
groups are making, they cannot offer water to all the local
communities. The area of Cochabamba most affected is the
south, the vast suburban area where about 200,000 people
live and where water provision is poor. In the 1980s and 1990s,
substantial migration from rural and mining regions into cities like
Cochabamba occurred, putting pressure on water provision.
The subjects living in these areas face three distinct realities with
respect to access to water. First, there is the market reality. This is
the reality of those who lack access to water, don't organise and
thus depend on private providers. Their provision generally occurs
in unsafe and unregulated forms. Private suppliers driving cistern
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frucks deliver the water to homes, where it is poured into ‘turril’,
large, 200-litre open canisters generally kept outdoors. Not only is
the water astronomically expensive (up to 30 bolivianos, £3, for a
turril, and not just for drinking water, but for the household’s entire
water usage), it is also vulnerable to contamination as a result

of storage in old, rusty containers and exposure to the elements.
The individual here is hooked into the alien grand scheme of the
market that externalises to them the health cost of water.

The second reality is of those who self-organise themselves
and are lucky enough to live in areas where water is present
and community wells can be dug. The work being done here
is impressive: communities build from scratch entire water
systems, dig wells up to 100 metres deep, construct water
storage facilities such as large raised cisterns, connect pumps,
lay the pipes for home distribution, monitor water quality (which
in this region is always threatened by waste contamination),
and manage the entire system. All this is not bad as a form of
commoning and mobilising circuits of praxis. Interestingly, it is
generally recognised that the initiative to dig for water emerges
in a population that has recently migrated from the countryside,
and therefore has a memory of self-reliance and a relation to
nature that is empowering. Rural people always settle close to
water sources and and find ways to extract it from the ground
and use it. This is not a trivial fact, and | now consider that a
crucial aspect of the countryside subjectivity everywhere in
the world is such self-reliance and autonomous spirit, a spirit
that is lost through successive waves of urbanisation which add
mediations between people and nature in the form of money
and bureaucratic and legal codes.

The third reality is of those who self-organise but are not
lucky enough to live in areas with water. The commons self-
organisation in this case occurs through a system of water
collection by cistern frucks. The water is generally purchased
from the municipal water company Semapa at far less than
the market price and distributed in the community. Generally,
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the community associations also establish systems of distribution
based on water storage facilities from which water is piped

info the houses. In one case (the Asociation de Produccion y
Administracion de Agua y Saneamiento APAAS, a community-
based organisation set up in 1990), water is fetched from 7
kilometres away; to get the water the community has set up
pipes, pumps and storage facilities along the crest of a mountain
down to their suburban neighbourhood.

Both the second and third types of water provision in
Cochabamba are examples of circuits of praxis based on
some type of commoning, in which the individuals are part
of a community that gives itself organisational form as an
association. The different community organisations seem to
function in different ways according to different conditions, but
all rely heavily on community labour in addition to self-funding
and some access to external funding. The need for a degree
of socialisation of production in some functions — and therefore
for greater scale —is met by a further level of organisational
structure, that is, associations of associations.

One such second-level association is Asica-Sur (www.asica-
sur.org/index.php), one of the main organisers of the 2010 Feira
del Agua. Asica-Sur pulls together about ninety community
organisations of the second and third categories discussed
above, roughly split in half between those which have access
to a well and those that do not. Asica-Sur offers four types of
services to their members: it provides community associations
with a platform of organisation and negotiating power vis-a-
vis the state and municipal water authorities; it strengthens the
capacity of the water systems by facilitating information sharing;
it provides technical assistance and services, for example,
through its cistern trucks which it provides to those communities
without wells, but also through enabling smaller community
groups to access government and NGO funds; and it offers
help in the management of water resources, infrastructure
and equipment. It also seems increasingly to mediate and find
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political solutions to problems encountered by larger community
water systems.

For example, APAAS encountered some problems due to
human setftlement along the 7-km pipeline, problems unknown
when it was established more than two decades ago. The new
dwellers pretended that APAAS gave them water for free as
payment for allowing the pipes to pass through their territory.
Obviously, any solution for this water war among the poor
depends on a political processes among different commons,
rather than abstract recipes. Access to a resource like water is
never limited here to a given community; nevertheless, although
appeal is made to fraditional forms of administration or forms
of convivir (living fogether) ‘based on ancient cultural rules
and customs where the prevailing collective work and active
participation in deliberation and decision making on the assets
and affairs concerning the community takes place according
to the principles of reciprocity, solidarity, justice, fairness and
fransparency’ (Asica-Sur pamphlet), these forms have to
deal with a reality in progress and a web of botftom-up and
bottom-bottom situations of conflict that continually challenge
the forms in which these basic principles apply. Here we have
a major challenge facing commons and commoning as a
political paradigm. The reality is one in which the commons and
the commoning perspective must embrace the new and the
challenges of the times, while at the same time valorising and
reclaiming the old and the ancient. The solution is not inscribed
in written handbooks of given knowledge, but in the art of
negotiation and in the political and organisational inventiveness
of communities. In a seminar | attended | heard a Columbian
activist referring not only to mingas (community collective
work; see Box 5) to build and maintain water systems, but also
to mingas of social resistance. To this we may add the need for
mingas of infercommunity relations and solidarity. The many
associations and their collective organisations, such as Asica-Sur,
all want to do more — whether to extend access o water to more
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members of the community, or fo improve sanitation and water
quality. They want, that is, to increase the organisational reach of
their commoning. This implies, however, that they all need more
commonwealth, that is, they need to mobilise more social power.
But scaling up necessarily raises the question of the construction
of commons in relation to markets and states.

From what | saw, an increase in the commonwealth of water
commons in Cochabamba can occur in one or a combination
of the following ways (leaving out robbery of peers from other
communities): (1) members of the community all chip in from
their own material or financial savings; (2) donors (such as NGOs)
are found; (3) the community takes on a debt; (4) the state pours
resources into the community; (5) the community expropriates
the property of the wealthy or of the state, or occupies or squats
it (like the Brazilian landless movement, MST).

Each of these methods represent challenges and limits from the
perspective of scale and social justice, because they themselves
need to have ‘sources’, and in particular sources of power.

Also, each has risks. The first method is of course limited by the
degree of material wealth of the community, and complicated
by the division of wealth within the community and the degree
of cohesion despite differences in wealth. Here the question

is how does a community govern its own sfructural division of
economic power? The second method, as well as being limited
by the money available and the work and know-how necessary
to bid for the money, also may require the local project to align
itself to the priorities of the international NGOs. The third fies the
local community to repayment plans and therefore to markets.
The fourth brings with it the alignment of local communities fo the
priorities of the state and, in given conditions, may favour their co-
optation. The fifth brings the threat of repression.

Talking to people from different water associations present
at this fair, | gained the impression that all these options have
been used, except debt. For example, APAAS participated in a
competition and won money from the World Bank fo fund the
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purchase of its pipeline. Some community organisations pool
savings and buy the land upon which they dig a well partially
funded by an NGO. In another case, the state pours in money
for a community water store as part of the Bolivia Cambia Evo
Cumple campaign. However | was told by some community
associations activists that while the government has given

some money directly fo grassroots associations and not to local
authorities, this has happened significantly more in areas where
there is greatest opposition to the government — such as Santa
Cruz — while in Cochabamba - the stronghold of MAS, the party
in government — there have been only fimid disbursements.
Finally, in other cases foreign development funds are channelled
info community organisations.

Thus, it seems that in order fo grow, commons cannot escape
development, whether we are talking about transfers from states
or supranational institutions such as the World Bank or NGOs,
or the need to access money from the market in order to pool
savings. In principle, we could of course imagine an alternative
process that makes no use of state or markets, that is, one based
entirely on method 5 above. But this would require the abilities
of commoners to sustain the consequent repression by the state.
In the end, which of the five options are taken, or their mix,
depends on strategies in the given conditions of power relations.

If we scale up to reach higher levels of association, there
are other ways to extend the social power of commoners. One
is posed by Asica-Sur with the question of cogestion - or co-
management. The question of co-management with Semeca
is not yet clearly defined, and some community activists are
afraid that involvement with the organisational forms of the
municipal company would irreversibly contaminate community
organisational values. But the rationale is obvious: to have
access to resources now available to the ineffective and corrupt
structure of Semapa. The problem is really to find a form that
articulates community forms of organisation with this greater,
urban-scale organisation.
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Another issue, perhaps linked to the question of co-
management, is the demand that the state should allow large
companies to make available their means of production and
equipment to smaller associations which have little equipment.
This is perhaps a mild form of temporary ‘expropriation’ that
does not damage anybody really (aside from clashing with
capitalist values and preventing private companies from
recovering the depreciation of their capital), but would give
community associations access to fundamental resources and
increase the scale of their operations. It is also evidence for a
conception that sees the need for private and public property
to be commonalised (see Chapter 9) not so much in terms of
formal ownership status, but rather in ferms of the forms of its
access and management (see Chapter 7), allowing us in certain
contexts to move beyond old dichotomies.

But big corporate mega-projects are also on the horizon and
bring new challenges. There has been controversy surrounding
the Misicuni project — whether a project on this scale was really
necessary and whether alternatives could not be found - but
in general all the association representatives | falked to in 2010
were happy with the water availability promised by Misicuni. |
asked Carlos Oropeza, a technician with Asica-Sur, if this project
would reduce the need for grassroots associations, but he did
not seem to be concerned. ‘Local co-ops will buy water and
distribute it themselves,’” he told me. Asica-Sur was already
building the storage facilities and strengthening the infrastructure
for local distribution. The water produced by the business
consortium would eventually be hooked up to the infrastructure
built and administered by the grassroots communities. On
whose terms2 Who will co-opt whom? It is still too early to say.
Meanwhile in 2013 the project was halted by contract disputes.
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and self-organisation and may develop from grassroots into
more all-encompassing systems. Thus, commons come in many
shapes and sizes even if their organisational unit can be repre-
sented by an image like that in Figure 2.3.

Figure 2.3 highlights two important aspects of the future
of commons systems. In the first place, the arrow in the circle
indicates the ongoing praxis and (re)production of social rela-
tions necessary to reproduce the commons, or commoning,
an activity which is social, bodily and intelligent. It also indi-
cates the sense of directions, that is, goals and values that are
able to translate the power fields within the commons into an
effective social force field (see below). Also, and crucially, as
systems commons are defined not only by their own internal
relations — from which, for example, Elinor Ostrom (1990)
derived her principles of sustainability of commons (discussed
in Chapter 4) - but also in relation to their environment. The
commons environment includes other systems. In the first
place, this means ecosystems. All commons have a relation to

S/E .
capital systems

state systems

commons systems

ecological systems

Figure 2.3 Commons as a social system
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ecosystems, and thus have responsibilities regarding the earth’s
natural processes (even if not all commons act responsibly from
an ecological perspective). In principle, therefore, there is no
special essential relation of commons to ecosystems, although
many commons rely on the natural environment for their resil-
ience, and so have a special interest in developing ecologically
sustainable practices and in struggling against the ‘externalities’
of other systems, especially capital’s system. Others develop this
interest and frame it in particular cosmologies that integrate
the whole of earth’s ecosystem inside the commons themselves.
So, for example, indigenous cultures pretty much everywhere
represent the ‘spirit of the planet’ through their rituals, their
sensibility to ecological conditions as those of ‘mother earth’ as
in the case of the people of the Andes, and through their conse-
quent resilient practices.

Commons, then, have relations to capital and the state and to
other commons. Think, to make a simple case, of a household
micro-commons. Its members pay council taxes for collection
of their rubbish and pay income taxes or collect unemployment
benefits. This is a day-to-day relation to the state. But the police,
traffic laws, civil and criminal laws regulating certain behaviour,
etc. are also in relation to the state. The members of the house-
hold micro-commons also relate to the state as recipients of what
remain of welfare services: education or health. They relate to
capital when they face consumeristic advertisements and have
to deal with the threat of their internalisation; they pay with
increasing work rhythms or lower wages and more precarious
conditions; they do not control the means of life and are exposed
to norms of production that they cannot control when they
are the subject of expropriation and accumulation, when the
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commons wealth and labour are co-opted to reduce the costs
of capitalist production (as when volunteer workers dominate a
corporate project or reduce the cost of capitalist production).?
Commons also relate to other commons, and in the strength,
kind and scale of these relations resides the possibility of eman-
cipation. (I will discuss in detail the basic framework for these
relations in Chapter 8.) Finally, in commons environments we
also find hybrid forms: social systems that are a bit of all three
types, commons, state and capital. In reality most social systems
are hybrid, with a dominant factor. So, I enter a semi-privatised
hospital for a visit (state), and I can interrogate a doctor or a
nurse about the effects of the recent wave of private investment
(capital) while I have a glimpse of a junior doctor holding the
hand of a dying woman (commons).

Clearly, all these relations are in turn interrelated. If the
state and a multinational are taking away the land used by
communities for generations (Daniel and Mittal 2009), this will
probably make different households relate to one another and
start a process of political recomposition enlarging the bound-
aries of their household micro-commons. This has happened,
for example, in the case of Val di Susa, in northern Italy, where
communities of struggle have been formed contesting for the
past thirty years the development of high-speed trains. Similar
examples are numerous and can be found in every part of the
world. The ecological justice atlas (https://ejatlas.org/) is a
great document, allowing access to information about the most
diverse enclosures, including land grabs and in many cases the
struggles against them. For every struggle, there is a community
of struggle being formed and sharing resources.
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The typology of commons
It must be remarked that at this preliminary stage, the commons
seem to have an ontological equivalence to social systems such as
state and capital. To the extent that they are all social systems this
is correct, but as soon as one begins to investigate their distinc-
tive processes, key ontological differences begin to become clear.

The phenomenology of commons is grounded in daily life.
Households are one example of commons - at least, they are
when claustrophobic boundaries and patriarchal hierarchies
do not turn them into micro-states, or corrupt commons, to
use the term of Hardt and Negri (2009), or, in the vernacular
and from the perspective of subaltern subjects, ‘fucked up’
commons. Networks of supporting friends are another example
of commons, consisting of lifelong connections or ephemeral
relationships: temporary commons are still commons, with
very loose boundaries but very little direction. Community
organisations, housing co-ops and social centres, self-managed
workshops, community gardens and water associations all are
forms of commons systems, as are peer-to-peer (P2P) networks
in cyberspace for sharing music, codes, files and books and
generally promoting all forms of digital cooperation. As the list-
ing of friendship and virtual networks implies, commons may
occupy a social space rather than a physical place; they need not
be situated in a particular locality, although those that are have
the additional strategic task of claiming a territory.

It is important, I argue, that we do not think of commons as
a third sector, beyond state and market. This influential view
among commoners was recently echoed by Weston and Bollier

(2013: 350).
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the overall goal must be to reconceptualize the neoliberal State/
Market as a ‘triarchy” with the Commons - the State/Market/
Commons - to realign authority and provisioning in new, more
beneficial ways. The State would maintain its commitments to
representative governance and management of public prop-
erty just as private enterprise would continue to own capital to

produce saleable goods and services in the Market sector.

This repartition presupposes a deal among three social forces
with clear boundaries and big conflicts of interests. A deal can
be an outcome of a conflict, not an assumption to prove how
effective a policy would be. Furthermore, the idea of sectors
as discrete divisions operating alongside, in parallel with, one
another does not take into account the most difficult aspect of
commons: their current entanglement with capital and the state.
Commons exist both outside and inside states and capital, and,
to the extent that states and capital influence the subjectivities
of commoners reproducing commons, states and capital are
inside commons even if their systemic patterns and logics are
outside them. Thus, for example, we find commons not only in
neighbourhood associations, care networks or reclaimed facto-
ries, but also in private enterprise, on the shop floor of factories
and in the canteens of offices among co-workers supporting one
another, sharing their lunch and developing forms of solidarity
and mutual aid; and we find commons inside state schools and
universities, often divided on hierarchical lines: the manage-
ment commons, the teachers’ commons, the students’ commons.
Commons are therefore often entangled within class relations
and exclusive relations, such as library commons in universities
in the UK, which are only for those who are willing to pay £9,000
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annual fee for a degree. And, as I will discuss in Chapter 10, to
be ‘entangled with’ is the essence of complexity, a word derived
from the Latin complexus, the past participle of complecti (‘to
entwine, encircle, compass, enfold’), from com- (‘together’) and
plectere (‘to weave, braid’).

Not only, therefore, are the commons related to pooled
resources governing rivers, coastlines, forests and rivers and
their ecosystems as studied by Ostrom and her associates; and
nor, moreover, are they only found outside and in opposition
to capital (and state), as in unemployed people squatting empty
houses and sharing tricks on how to fool the benefits office;
but also within and at the heart even of capital, such as among
the rich and privileged. Bill Gates, for example, becomes a
commoner with respect to his family and his class, even though
his peculiar family commons is part of that 1 per cent of society
that concentrates 50 per cent of the world’s wealth (Oxfam, 2014)
and the physical siting of his commons systems is most likely
protected by barbed wire and security cameras that warn armed
security guards - transforming a commons boundary into
a border that keeps the poor and their commons systems out.
Indeed, politically, the relation among commons is not a given; it
must be politically constructed through boundary commoning
(discussed in Chapter 8) and a clear sense of the class enemy.

Commons and capital

Commons and capital are two distinct, autonomous social
systems; that is, they both struggle to ‘take things into their
own hands’ and self-govern on the basis of their different and
often clashing, internally generated codes, measures and values.
They also struggle to be distinct autopoietic social systems, in
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that they aim to reproduce not only their interrelations but also
the preproduction of their components through their internally
generated codes and values. They do this of course, in a clear,
distinctive way. Capital can reproduce itself only through profit
and its accumulation, which ultimately imply the exploitation
of labour, the creation of divisions among the working class,
and the trashing of nature. Commons can reproduce through
commoning, doing in common, which is a social process
embedded in particular values that defines a sharing culture in a
given time and context, through which they reproduce resources
and the community that comprises them. Both commons and
capital may employ high or low tech, make use of oil or not, have
functions that require a certain level of authority. Commons are
generated in so far as subjects become commoners, in so far as
their social being is enacted with others, at different levels of
social organisation, through a social practice, commoning, that
is essentially horizontal and may embrace a variety of forms
depending on circumstances (implying the broad typology),
but ultimately is grounded on community sharing. Capital, by
contrast, tends to objectify, instrumentalise and impose hierar-
chical order.

When we consider commons, we are not (should not be)
indicating utopia, and nor are we (should we be) pointing to
dystopia with capital. It may appear manifest that capital cannot
bring us to utopia, since its own conatus of self-preservation (De
Angelis 2007a) is boundless accumulation, and the processes for
realising this are not only environmentally destructive but also
socially divisive and exploitative. It is equally the case, however,
that we cannot claim (should not imagine) either that commons
will lead us to utopia, since utopias are not made of concrete
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structures contingent on particular situations. What we can
claim, though, is that commons and capital have distinct and
conflicting characters and that each, if left to develop without the
constraints that the other poses on its development, would lead to
a completely different social form.

As I will argue in Chapter 4, the commons and capital/state
are often linked, coupled through the buying-and-selling site of
the market, that is, the ‘economy’. Both capital and the commons
buy and sell, although with different priorities and as parts of
different movements (although both defined and regulated by
state laws of contract, its violations protected by the state police,
and with production structured by health and safety regulations,
unless they do these practices ‘underground’). Capital buys in
order to sell at a profit - in the case of commercial capital - or as
means of production, to turn resources into commodities (add
value). Commons, on the other hand, tend to sell commodities in
order to buy means of sustenance and reproduction. For exam-
ple, some members of a household sell their labour power to gain
an income in order to be able to purchase the goods necessary for
the process of reproduction of that household; or an association
engages in petty trade to fund itself; or a social centre sells beer at
a concert to purchase the materials to build a kitchen. Buying in
order to sell and selling in order to buy are two opposite praxes,
as they have been since the time of Aristotle, the former governed
and limited by a life activity ultimately wasted in accumulation
and the latter governed by the needs and desires of reproduc-
tion (subject to market constraints). In other words, as I argue
in Chapter 4, while reproduction of labour power is a feature of
the commons production of the commodity labour-power sold
to capital, capital does not necessarily control (or controls only
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in part through the state and the education system) the labour
of reproduction which is fundamental to the commons. The
constitution of the selling-in-order-to-buy circuit which is typi-
cal of the labour-power circuit is only the market moment of a
commons social system. It is certainly here that labour power is
reproduced ... but not only labour power.

I began Chapter 1 with a simple genealogy of commons
systems: a plurality establishing relations to each other and use
values. At any moment of their development, commons systems
have interconnected sets of elements (commoners or commons
wealth) that are organised in a way that achieves, if nothing else,
the reproduction of those elements. Commons systems differ
from all other social systems — neoliberally governed schools,
cities, factories, capitalist economies, corporations, politics and
armies — in the particular form taken by three of the factors they
have in commons with all these other social systems: namely the
forms of their elements (material, psychophysical, and immate-
rial), the interconnections or social and material relations, and
their purpose or function.

Common resources and their associated plurality (commu-
nity of commoners) develop forms of social interactions and
relations through the praxis of commoning, and not, for exam-
ple, via exploitation with the aim of profit.

Like any system, commons systems are prone to adaptive,
dynamic, self-preserving and evolutionary behaviour, impasses,
collapse and the overcoming of impasses, since they are more
than the sum of their parts and therefore prone to unanticipated,
emergent characteristics. A commons may exhibit adaptive,
dynamic, goal-seeking, self-preserving, and sometimes evolu-
tionary behaviour (Meadows 2008).
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Also its basic elements continuously change: subjectivities
evolve, change, die out and are renewed; materials decay, tech-
nologies change, ideas spread, and their environment - with
which the commons is interacting continuously - changes too.
Furthermore, the environment of present-day commons is
dominated by capital loops, the circuits of capital that all wish
to enclose and all wish to turn into a profitable enterprise and
overwork or destitution for others. If we were to take the large,
bird’s-eye view of history, of the original accumulations of the
sixteenth to eighteenth centuries in South America, Africa, Asia
and Europe up to the most recent transition from the post-1945
Keynesian deal to neoliberalism, several books could be written
about the co-evolution of capital and the commons, about how
commons sustained the enclosures of the former by regenerating
newer forms in different areas, and how capital has regenerated
itself under the impulse of commoner struggles on the shop
floor, in neighbourhoods, in bread or antiracist riots or women’s
sex strikes. Many books indeed have been written: what I am
suggesting here is the overarching interpretative grid of capital
and the commons as two opposite social forms each manifesting
itself in diverse historically specific cultural ways.

Commons = S/E = power = enacted social force

Why is it important to look at commons in terms of social
systems? Is this an academic exercise? Where is the politics in
this? There are several reasons. In the first place, to interpret
commons as social systems is to observe social productive and
reproductive activities as a whole set of social relations, practices
and wealth, and this allows us to problematise this whole as the
basis of social power generated and therefore of social force of
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transformation. This because a social force does not emerge and
sustain itself without social systems that are able to generate it
and reproduce it. A molar social force, in other words, emerges
out of the web of interactions that are molecular social forces. In
this sense, I understand a social force as a particular expression
of a social system that — seeking its own reproduction through
its operations at whatever scale of social action - influences,
clashes, contaminates, subsumes, couples with, transforms, or
destroys other social systems, making them the means of its own
development. A social system is thus the coagulation or compo-
sition of a plurality of social powers around particular types of
value practices, that is, social practices and correspondent rela-
tions that, in so far as their social reproduction is concerned,
articulate social subjects and ecologies through value-specific
and coordinating operations. This articulation is produced by
individual singularities discursively selecting what is ‘good’
and what is ‘bad’ within a value system they themselves create
through their common engagement and actually acting upon
this selection (De Angelis 2007a).

This way of looking at a social force in its broad sense as
an expanding social system vis-a-vis other social systems, as
circuits of praxis (re)producing value and sense, organisational
reach and social power vis-a-vis other social forces, is at the basis
of an organic bottom-up conception of social transformation in
which social change is not only structural change, that is, change
in the material and immaterial components of systems, but also
change in organisation, in social relations, in modes of produc-
tion and distribution, modes of making sense, giving meaning
and valuing, change in modes of accessing socially, not individu-
ally, produced wealth.
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But this way of looking is one that also puts ourselves into the
picture and therefore demands that we be self-reflective. To clar-
ify this, let us make the distinction that system theorists make
between first-order and second-order observations. When I
consider objects out there I often look at them as ‘things’ outside
myself. This type of relation with the object works on daily life:
as I drive off passing a small fire at the edge of a forest without
worrying about its possible consequences, or as the onlooker
watches the farmer’s crop, or as redundant factory workers
look at the tools and equipment for the last time before their
factory’s closure, or as the passers-by look at the abandoned
warehouse, the field turned into wasteland. In these cases, we
look at objects we do not relate to. This is first-order observa-
tion, when the object is outside ourselves. But I could call up the
forest authorities or the fire department, or even, if it is a small
fire, put it out with the old blanket in the boot thus preventing
a big fire from developping (while having my children watch
from the car at a safe distance). The ecological farmer relates
to the crop in attending to its nutritional needs. Some among
the factory workers who are about to leave the factory after its
closure begin to think and discuss how they could actually use
the equipment for other purposes. The passers-by can begin to
reflect on whether they could find ways to use the wasteland
and turn it into community gardens, and the old warehouse
into a community centre. All these latter cases are cases of
second-order observation that require us to take a step back and
observe ourselves observing and interacting with the object and
the other people. This second-order observation is when we see
objects no longer as ‘things’ outside ourselves, but as element of
social systems which include ourselves as subjects within them.
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From this second-order observation standpoint, the common
goods are nothing other than an elements of the commons, and
we can scream and shout about wanting common goods, but
until we invest our time and energy in their (re)production and
the (re)production of the relations among each other there are
no common goods and there are no commons. But when there
are commons, then it is because there is an ‘us’ in communi-
cation and relational practice with one another and with the
common goods through commoning. (This is my take on Krip-
pendorftf1995 and 1996.)

Power-force/values-goals
At the most general level, there are two main parts that govern
the structure and organisation of systems when considered
dynamically, and these are their stocks and their flows. Stocks
are the reservoir of ‘things’ — both material and immaterial - that
a social subject (individual or collective) has available. The flow
is what moves in and out of this stock, or the social life activity
that constitutes it. So a river may be said to flow in and out of a
lake, as water flows in and out of a bathtub (Meadows 2008).
Modern economists and social scientists such as Bordieau
(1986) call the reservoir of material and immaterial things ‘capi-
tal’; this ‘capital’ might be a collection of machines in a factory or
of money in a bank, but also the connections one subject has, the
network one can bring to bear for a particular action and objec-
tive (social capital), the skills one has available (human capital)
or the type of culture of signs and symbols (symbolic capital),
the type of culture one has been exposed to in life (cultural capi-
tal), different types of biomass and ecologies (natural capital).
Now, all these notions of stocks are called capital because the
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hegemony of the capitalist mode of production urges us to see
them in terms of their possible contribution to make money,
to accumulation. Even people promoting commons transition
consider these things ‘capital’ and point to the need for ‘cooper-
ative accumulation’’ I want to escape from this temptation here.
With reference to the commons, the term I will use to denote all
elements of stocks that are available in the commons as wealth
— to the extent that this wealth is not used for private monetary
enrichment, whether individual or collective — and mediates
and is reproduced by commoning activities - is ‘commonwealth’
Unlike capital, it is a wealth that is available to all who seek it,
through encounters, friendships, networks or organisations
that pool it more effectively, or social movements that claim it.
Like capital, commonwealth is thus a stock, but unlike capital
the flows it generates possess different goals and it is enacted
through different practices. However, like any other systems
including capital, its flows aim at going back to stocks, reproduce
them, replenish them and enrich them, although enrichment for
commonwealth does not necessarily imply a monetary value - it
could be a spiritual, cultural, natural or symbolic value.

The task now is to begin investigation of some aspects of the
stock-flows nature of social systems and translate it to some key
categories of social sciences. In the first place, let us look at flows
and our relations to flows.

In our daily journey through systems as in Figure 2.4 geared
up with our instrumental first-order observation, it is more
likely that we experience flows than systems in their complex-
ity. Flows hit people and nature like forces of different intensity
and qualities. Flows are manifestation of social forces. These
social forces move us along, pushing us in different directions,
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and we find our path only if we find a inherent force adapting or
resisting or pushing in a particular, maybe different, direction.
Foucault got it right when he hailed the art of governance as
a crucial art of survival in a sea of opposing forces. In his now
seminal book The Rise of the Network Society (1996), Manuel
Castells reflected on global society as the societies of global flows:
finance, migrants, commodities, and social movements. Flows
are social forces since they have direction and impact. Often at
any given moment we experience a multiplicity of social forces,
internal desires and needs and aspirations, the constraints from
the outside - the directive that we need to observe by a given
deadline otherwise it seems the world will fall apart, and so on.
Thus social forces are constituents of force fields. A force field is
a distribution of forces in space. Everything in daily life is consti-
tuted by multiple forces of different strengths acting in different
directions and generated by the internal processes of different
systems, and moving social objects according to the resulting net
balance of forces. Equilibrium is an example not of the absence
of forces but of a social ‘conflict’ between at least two force fields
moving in opposite directions which have the net result of zero.
This implies that stasis is not absence of conflict, but also that
conflict of some type is always constituent of reality. Figure 2.4
illustrates this, using the notation of the classic social psycholo-
gist Kurt Lewin (1997).

In Figure 2.4 whether the forces to the right or the left of the
diagram will be able to ‘move’ or change the social object will
depend on their relative strength at a given time. By social object
here I mean any aspect of social life — norms, rules, uses, prac-
tices, relations, institutions, values, systems, property regimes,
contracts, resources, etc. — whose speciﬁcation (characteristics,
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Figure 2.4 Force field

requirements, modalities), topology (disposition in physical,
conceptual or discursive space), order (sequence, types of rela-
tions, degree of hierarchy) or constitution (boundary, selection,
values) in time is the result of contrasting forces. By ‘move’ I refer
to figurative locomotion in the social space, an abstract concept
that is generally clear when applied to people who come together
in social movements (here understood in a very broad sense
including contrasting aims) pushing for social change of any
social object.

But social forces are only one aspect of social systems. Social
systems also include stock variables, not only flows. Power is
a stock as well as power fields, while social forces and field of
forces are different concepts and have different dimensions than
social power and field of powers. Kurt Lewin (1997: 198) puts in
this way with regard to psychological power: ‘power does not
have the same dimension as psychological force. That the power
of A is greater than the power of B does not imply that A actually
exerts pressure on B. The concept of power refers to a “possibility
of inducing forces” of a certain magnitude on another person’
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This can be translated at the level of social systems. The concept
of power refers to a possibility of inducing forces of a certain
magnitude on another social system; this possibility is akin to a
‘reservoir, a stock.

This possibility is not yet actualisation. Take the Marxian
concept of labour power, the name for the capacities that the
workers sell to capitalists for a given period in a day. Labour
power cannot be compared to the concept of labour, with which
conventional economists wrongly define both the activity and
the commodity bought and sold in exchange for wages. And
one important reason why for Marx the two notions are sepa-
rated is that the capacity to work (labour power) is translated
into actual labour activity of the workers, labour that applies
a force (rhythms of work, quality, etc.) through expenditure
of life energies as opposed to, that is vis-a-vis, the counter
force that a foreman, a managerial system and, ultimately, the
system of competing capitals impose on workers. The capital-
ist has purchased labour power, but the workers who expend
their labour do so not always in proportion to their capacities
or powers to labour, but, rather, also in proportion to their life
rhythms, needs and desires — in terms of their ability to common
in adverse circumstances, and therefore to build a counterforce
to the capitalist pressure to intensify work. The end result in
terms of rhythms of work, wages and all that is not a given, but a
result of two opposing social forces playing cat and mouse.

One of the ways in which the US military establishes its
military power is through a network of military bases, radar
installations, army depots, etc. The human and equipment
resources belonging to these are powers in the sense that they
are part of the capacity to act in case of war of the US military.
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However, within specific allied hosting territories the bases act
as force: they occupy a particular territory delimiting its space,
they contribute to economic life, or pollute a territory with
harmful radiation, and so on. Within a country that is not allied,
the military installation still acts as a force, but in this particular
case a hostile force. In either case, power and force are linked, in
the sense that the former is an accumulation of forces.

If power is the possibility to induce force, through what mech-
anisms are forces actualised? This is predicated on two other
features, and these are goals and values and their derivatives.
Goals have the conceptual dimension of a force field, that is:

of a distribution of forces in space. [A gloal ... is a force field of
a special structure, namely, a force field where all forces point
toward the same region. To conceive of a goal in this way gives
it a definite place within the totality of possible patterns of force
fields. (Lewin 1997: loc 4498)

Interestingly, the counterpart of goal is not resistance (as in the
terms used by Lewin: difficulty’ or ‘barrier’), but aversion, the
distribution of forces away from the region specified by a goal.
To translate this into political economic language, emancipation
from capital is not (only) resistance to it (making it difficult for
capital or constructing barriers to its mad development based on
dams and land grabs), but constructing systems that actualise an
aversion for its goals, that have alternative goals.

Values are distinct from goals. While goals can be reached
- even as suboptimal positions - people never reach or try to
reach values, even if they say they do. Social movements that
fight for social justice should rather say that social justice guides
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their actions. Companies that say they are moved by the value of
sustainability as well as profit will never reach this as a goal, since
the pursuit of profit for profit’s sake is an ‘aversion’ to the goal
of ecological sustainability, since companies value profit before
ecologies. Thus ‘values determine which types of activity have a
positive and which have a negative valence for an individual [or
system] in a given situation’ (Lewin 1997: 197). This means that
‘values are not force fields but they “induce” force fields.

Thus, while goals define force fields in which forces point
toward the same region, values induce forces to be applied or not
in a particular region. This means, as for Deleuze, that ‘concrete
morals and political goals sought as an end are constituted by
our seeking them. Thus the process of seeking freedom or justice
is a process of eternal movement, change, becoming, possibility,
and novelty which simultaneously demands eternal vigilance,
and endurance’ (Jun 2013: 104).

Individuals who operate within social systems as in Figure
2.1 are both constituent elements of force fields and subjects of
a multiplicity of forces that bind and constrain some expres-
sion of their value selections (specifically emerged through the
process of their socialisation) and give space to others, values
that are often contradictory from one system to another. These
contrasting forces as well as their history as marked in memory,
in objects and in the built environment, in the first place consti-
tute the individuals as subjects. Individuals are in turn coupled
to different social systems. To be structurally coupled to a social
system - as in the famous first part of the Matrix trilogy - is
often to act as a reserve of energy that systems can use to put us
in a position of producing a flow of labour activity. The matrix
is capital. This of course occurs because each and every one of
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us is ultimately dependent on others for food, clothing, energy
and culture, and the means to access these — money - is scarce
only to the extent that it is concentrated in few hands. But it also
means that - depending on our observational stance - filtered
by our cultural and symbolic wealth, we can detach from capital-
matrix and see the system for what it is for the great majority
of us, a life-sucking machine powered by work for profit. Once
we take the red pill, we can make a decision: either go back and
take the blue pill and choose to run the rat race; or we fight.
But unlike the Matrix movie, obviously, we do not simply ‘fight,
but also construct with others alternative systems and conver-
sations, which also means contributing to shared goals that
are averse to that of capital-matrix, and with our activity-flows
induced by values that are utterly different from that of capital.
Thus we build our dependence on others in different forms,
in communal forms rather than competitive forms. Enter
a second-order observation, the commons and us, a power -
commonwealth - a force - daily reproduction in commons and
social movement - a goal, the next objective in the expansion
and governance of our commons, the next conversation, the
next friend of a friend, the next friend, the next constitution of
value, an inducement to action, conviviality, social justice, and a
horizon: omnia sunt communia.
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Chapter 3

Elements

Pillars

At a general organisational level, in order to have commons
systems of whatever type we need to have at least three constit-
uent elements, which I present here as the dry specification of
a life-enhancing, socio-ecological, metabolic process in which
cultures of sharing are (re)produced:

- pooled material/immaterial resources or commonwealth;

- acommunity of commoners, that is, subjects willing to share,
pool, claim, commonwealth;

- commoning, or doing in common, that is a specific multi-
faceted social labour (activity, praxis), through which
commonwealth and the community of commoners are (re)
produced together with the (re)production of stuff, social
relations, affects, decisions, cultures.

Fundamental to all systems as the basis of their dynamics, the
concepts of stocks and flows apply to this listing also. The first
element here, the (material and immaterial) resources, is a stock
category, that with which any commons begins its reproduction,
while the third, commoning, is a flow category, allowing the
transformation of the resources and social relations into new or
renewed forms.
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Before discussing each of these elements, I would like to
highlight that it is the diversity in the material and immaterial
aspect of these elements across different commons that specify
their diverse phenomenology. These three elements are general
in the sense that the specific form in which they are consti-
tuted and find expression is very much contingent on cultural,
geographical and historical specificity. A commons in which
a community shares some water sources at high altitude in the
Andes, is different from a commons organised around the need
to manage fisheries’ access to sea water. A commons among
communities cultivating 1,500 types of potatoes in an Andean
region of north Peru is different from a commons developed to
manage and sustain a public park created by a local community
after squatting a car park in the centre of Athens. A commons
created to care for children in a neighbourhood in London
is different from a commons created to care for children in a
neighbourhood in La Paz. A commons founded as a consumer
co-op among waged workers in an Italian city is different from a
commons founded as a producer co-op in a village in Kurdistan.
The differences are not just ‘technically’ determined by the type
of resources that are pooled together (land, water wells, sea water,
toys or urban space and the tools and instrument of reproduc-
tion). They are also very much a function of cultural specificity,
history, subjectivities and types of formal and informal rules of
doing that the commoners - the subjects involved in commons
— give themselves or that they implicitly or explicitly accept as
stratified heritage of their past doing: skills, symbols, myths,
knowledge, perspectives. They are also very different in terms of
the relation of social forces they are inserted into, their relative
‘distance’ from the frontline of value struggles vis-a-vis capital.
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The commoners in these different situations have found different
ranges of opportunities in the correspondent arenas of institu-
tional development, opportunities that they seized on the basis
of the specific knowledge and social powers they have been able
to mobilise. How we judge these differences politically and how
we think these different forms can be part of a process of political
recomposition are crucial theoretical and political questions but
go beyond my preoccupations in this analytical chapter.

I will take these elements of the commons in reverse order,
and discuss commoning first, as this is the basic driving energy
of any commons system whatever its level of commonwealth.

Commoning briefly explained

This explanation is brief because this book has three other chap-
ters on commoning. At the most intuitive level, commoning is
doing in common (Holloway 2002). Commoning is the form of
social doing (social labour) occurring within the domain of the
commons, and thus is characterised by modes of production,
distribution and governance of the commons that are partic-
ipatory and non-hierarchical, motivated by the values of the
commons (re)production, of the (re)production of commoners’
commonwealth and of the affective, material, immaterial and
cultural (re)production of the commoners and their relations.
In relation to the commons environment, commoning produces
effects that could range from new commoners joining in the
commons and maintaining relations to them, to the spread of
memes, cultures, techniques, goals and values of the commons
in a territory or a social network. When commoning bridges two
commons systems creating interrelations among them, I call it
boundary commoning, discussed in Chapter 8.
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Commoning has the power to articulate a diversity of values
expressed by the different commoners - thus inducing a social
force - to produce a common goal - a force field oriented in one
direction (Lewin 1997); the way this direction occurs is through
a process of doing, which includes common decision making,
networking, application to task and projects, and coordination
among them. In commoning, the two elements (diversity of
values and common goals) are not aligned through top-down
discipline as in centralised organisation and political systems
associated with capital and the state. Rather, the series of stock-
flow relations necessary to (re)produce anything are regulated
in both goals and methods through reinforcing and balancing
feedbacks produced by commoners during consensus proce-
dures, swarming, assemblies, intermediation, conflict resolution
procedures, or even walking out. The term commoning captures
the labour and interaction that are necessary to reproduce the
commons system. Commoning is an activity that develops
relations preoccupied by their reproduction and therefore - to
use ecological terms - the ‘sustainability’ of the commons and
its ‘resilience’ vis-a-vis external shocks. In our formulation,
commoning is the activity that has as main goals the (re)produc-
tion both of whatever the associated commoners consider to be
commonwealth, and the bodies, the affective and social rela-
tions that comprise the community, that all together give rise
to the commons. Thus commoning life practices are at once
predicated on and give rise to the operational norms and rules
that the community of commoners must establish to turn their
commons into resilient systems. There are two main moments
that commoning takes on. One is the plural activity of doing,
understood simply generally as social labour taking the form
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of commoning. The other is the decision-making process, the
definition of rules for the collective governance of the commons,
another form of doing in the form of self-reflective collec-
tive orienting of the commons towards the next step, the next
event, a plan, a collective problematisation of an issue faced by
some commoners, or embedded in the nature of the common-
wealth, or a particular event, shock, opportunity emerging in
the commons environment. Commoning is therefore the plural
social doing that can reproduce all the aspects of life in common,
the participatory social force to mobilise for a change in the
mode of production.

Community briefly explained

The idea of belonging has always been associated with that of
community, whether that be a community of cognitive and
symbolic structures underpinned by lived spaces and social
processes, or a community that is ‘imagined’ (Anderson 2006).
If one attempts to understand commons’ communities against
the large number of definitions and conceptualisations of
‘community’ (Wikipedia reports ninety-four discrete defini-
tions of the term by the mid 1950s) the meaning of ‘community’
gets a bit complicated. In general

for sociologists community has traditionally designated a
particular form of social organization based on small groups,
such as neighbourhoods, the small town, or a spatially bounded
locality. Anthropologists have applied it to culturally defined
groups. In other usages, community refers to political commu-
nity, where the emphasis is on citizenship, self-government,

civil society and collective identity. Philosophical and historical
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studies have focused more on the idea of community as an ideol-

ogy or utopia. (Delanty 2003: 198)

Often this utopian character of community is real, as when
journalists and politicians refer to the London community, the
neighbourhood urban community, and so on, while often the
people living in these urban sprawls have only alien or indiffer-
ent relations to one another. How often have I heard that an old
man or woman has died alone in a flat and months have passed
before the corpse was discovered. How often have I seen indiffer-
ence to poverty and destitution in the busy commuting crowds
rushing along to the next urban train. In so many moments in
our urbanised life, communities are absent and i