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Abstract in English

The thesis explores urban commons as economic tools for communities in cities to advance climate
change mitigation and adaptation. What interests us here most are the processes taking place within
the governance of urban commons which allow them to become viable and oriented towards
climate change mitigation and adaptation policies. Those processes are deeply rooted in various
commoning practices which provide communities with needed empowerment mechanisms. My
analysis aims to shed light on what urban communities can do from the ground up to help cities
achieve the ecological transition. This thesis is divided into two parts. Part 1 (chapters 1 and 2)
involve the theoretical portions of my thesis while part 2 (chapters 3, 4, and 5) represent my

research and contributions.

After tracing, with the help of an extensive literature review, the origins of commons as a shared
resource with a governance rendering it sustainable (Chapter 1), I analyze how commons have
recently moved into cities in a variety of ways. Of particular interest here (Chapter 2) is urban
commons as providers of various ecosystem services for and by neighborhoods, communally
organized beyond the profit motive. In this context, I can link urban commons also to the broader
“Social Solidarity Economy,” as crystallized in successful commons-cooperative alliances. The

chapter ends with a typology of urban commons.

I then discuss methodological aspects of the thesis (Chapter 3), based on identifying and analyzing
peer-produced open-source urban commons (PPOSUCs), which involve open source online
platforms and a large network of urban commons. My work there has focused on analyzing tactical
charters, and my detailed discourse analysis of these common-defining documents presents us with
valuable lessons in how successful urban commons defined their mission, set up their governance
mechanisms, organized members in neighborhood settings, and obtained the backing of local
authorities. Three case studies, analyzed in great detail as distinctly different urban commons
projects (Chapter 4), confirm the importance of tactical charters and other commoning activities I
highlighted earlier as drivers of urban commons success. A transversal discussion (in the

concluding chapter 5) of their successes, failures, and different outcomes shows that urban



commons, when given the right legal and economic means, can become an essential, scalable, low-

cost tool for the ecological transition in cities.

The thesis concludes that urban commons can be viable institutions cities need to manage a future
shaped by accelerating climate change pressures. Urban commons can empower communities and
provide them resources they can use to pave their own path towards climate resilience within their

neighborhood and for the whole city.

Abstract en Francais

Cette these explore les communs urbains comme outils économiques permettant aux communautés
urbaines de renforcer la lutte contre le changement climatique ainsi que d’améliorer ’adaptation a
ce dernier. En particulier, nous nous intéressons aux processus de gouvernance qui permettent de
viabiliser et d’aligner politiquement les communs urbains. Ces processus sont profondément
ancrés dans diverses pratiques de « commoning » qui équipent les communautés des mécanismes
d'autonomisation nécessaires. Notre analyse vise & mettre en lumicre ce que les communautés
urbaines peuvent faire pour aider les villes a réaliser la transition écologique. Cette these est divisée
en deux parties. La premiére partie est composée des chapitres 1 et 2 et représentent les parties
théoriques de notre travail. Les chapitres 3, 4 et 5 sont regroupés dans la partie 2 et contiennent le

résultat de nos recherches et de nos contributions.

Apres avoir retracé, a l'aide d'une vaste revue de la littérature, les origines des communs en tant
que ressources partagées basées sur une mode de gouvernance qui les rend durables (chapitre 1),
J’analyse les diverses fagons dont les communs se sont récemment installés dans les villes. Un
intérét particulier est porté ici (chapitre 2) aux communs urbains en tant que fournisseurs de divers
services €cosystémiques pour et par les quartiers, organisés communautairement au-dela de la
recherche du profit. Dans ce contexte, nous pouvons également relier les communs urbains a
I'économie sociale et solidaire au sens large, telle qu'elle se s’exerce dans des alliances communs-

coopératives réussies. Le chapitre se termine par une typologie des communs urbains.

Nous discutons ensuite des aspects méthodologiques de notre travail (chapitre 3), en identifiant et

analysant des communs urbains « open source » produits par des « peers » (PPOSUC), comme



nous sommes parvenu a le faire avec des plateformes numériques et des réseaux des communs.
Notre travail s'est concentré sur l'analyse des chartes tactiques, et notre analyse détaillée du
discours de ces documents nous offre des legons précieuses sur la fagon dont les communs urbains
ont défini leur mission, mis en place leurs mécanismes de gouvernance, organisé les membres dans
les quartiers et obtenu le soutien des autorités locales. Trois études de cas, analysées en détail
(chapitre 4) en qualité de projets de communs urbains distincts, confirment 1'importance des
chartes tactiques et des autres activités de « commoning » que nous avons mis en évidence
précédemment en tant que moteurs du succes des communs urbains. Une discussion transversale
(chapitre 5, conclusif) sur leurs succes, leurs échecs et leurs différents résultats souligne que les
communs urbains peuvent devenir un outil essentiel, évolutif et peu colteux pour la transition
¢cologique dans les villes, a condition de leur accorder les moyens juridiques et économiques

suffisants.

La these conclut que les communs urbains peuvent étre des institutions viables dont les villes ont
besoin pour gérer un avenir faconné par les pressions accélérées du changement climatique. Les
communs urbains peuvent donner du pouvoir aux communautés et leur fournir des ressources
qu'elles peuvent utiliser pour tracer leur propre chemin vers la résilience climatique au sein de leur

propre quartier et pour I'ensemble de la ville.
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Introduction - Cities in Crises, Commons as a Viable Option

This thesis is about urban commons and their viability as an organizational model for addressing
key challenges which cities will face in coming decades all over the globe. The early 21st century
is a time marked by two driving forces that may cause serious, potentially even catastrophic
pressures for cities in the near future. The first driving force is the rapid urbanization as a growing
portion of the world’s population looks for job opportunities and a more dynamic lifestyle in urban
settings. This has already led to overpopulation in many countries and, tied to it, the
overexploitation of natural resources. Once fewer resources are available for use, urban residents
are bound to suffer degradation of their living conditions. Playing out against this already troubling
demographic setting is the relentless reality of intensifying climate change, which leaves high-
density areas exposed to natural disasters capable of causing enormous damage and casualties in
the wake of increasingly frequent and devastating “extreme weather” events. I could see this trend
materialize first hand, living through New York City’s Hurricane Sandy in October 2012. More
gradual environmental degradation associated with climate change, such as rising sea levels,
pollution, drought-related pressures on local water and energy supplies, traffic congestion, or
weather-related stress on the infrastructure (as we have already witnessed in many US cities during
winters with the Polar Vortex), adds to the challenges cities will face to cope with changing
weather patterns (Rehmeyer 2010). There is a need for cities to prepare for climate chance
resiliency and mitigation, later on also adaptation when the climate crisis will have hit cities as a

lasting set of constraints and sources of damage.

0.1 Urbanization and Climate Change

Rapid urbanization is an increasingly prevalent phenomenon. The United Nation’s 2018 Revision
of World Urbanization Prospects (United Nations 2019) illustrates that over half of the world’s
population lives already in densely populated urban settings, with another 2.5 billion people likely
to join them by 2050 above all in Asia and Africa. This trend is like a double-edged sword, because
ever-increasing numbers of city dwellers only exacerbate the problem of pollution within urban

contexts. Yet at the same time those cities are more and more deprived of green spaces capable of
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capturing or isolating that pollution, as they find themselves subject to ever growing population
densities. Data from the UN Habitat (United Nations, 2020) stipulates that cities contribute already
heavily to climate change by using up 78% of the world’s energy and emitting 60% of the world’s
greenhouse gas emissions, while taking up less than 2% of the Earth’s surface. Yet at the same
time cities are also very exposed to the existential threat of climate change. Over 90% of all urban
agglomerations are in coastal areas. According to the U.S. Department of Commerce’s National
Ocean Service (see Lindsey 2021), ocean levels are rising more rapidly than ever, at a rate of more
than an eighth of an inch per year. That means that global sea levels were on average 3.4 inches
(8.76 centimeters) higher in 2019 than in 1993. Not surprisingly, cities are experiencing 600%
more frequent flooding incidents from causes like storm surge. We also have to take into account
the immense physical and financial damage of these trends on cities, as dramatically illustrated by

the destruction of much of New Orleans in the wake of the Hurricane Katrina in 2015.

People across the world will have to face the increasingly urgent challenge of climate change
mitigation and adaptation head on. This task has proven to be very challenging, not least because
our economic system, besides being built on fossil fuels as key energy sources, encourages
relentless and fast-paced expansion. Public opinion may have become increasingly aware of the
dangers of climate change, but a majority of people in rich countries are still reluctant to make
sacrifices for dealing with this deepening crisis (such as accepting higher electricity prices).
Businesses in polluting sectors, such as fossil-fuel-based energy companies, have a lot of vested
productive assets which risk becoming stranded and obsolete, leaving those firms inclined to resist
addressing the issue of emissions reductions. Market and profit incentives are set against accepting
short-term pain for long-term gain. Private for-profit business actors are not inclined to address
climate change fundamentally unless driven by a very different set of incentives. We live after all
in a shareholder-dominated economy, catering primarily to a small but powerful community of
investors legally claiming ownership to the majority of equity shares in a nation’s leading
companies (Lazonick & O’Sullivan 2000). This power gives shareholders leverage to decide which
operations a company commits to without having to consult or negotiate with other implicated
economic actors. If that company commits a violation negatively impacting surrounding areas,
shareholders will almost always choose inaction precisely because they are never held accountable

for their actions. Non-accountability means that companies do not have to face the consequences
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of their actions when they negatively impact a community, leaving the affected communities
powerless and anguished. Business managers respond to shareholders, but ignore other
stakeholders. Such behavior is common in our profit-driven economy, where corporations
committed to shareholder value maximization act in their own narrow self-interest. Shareholder
pressure for maintaining high quarterly earnings and dividends at all times makes it very difficult,
if not impossible, for corporate executives to plan for the long run, which is necessary for the
preservation and gradual exploitation of any finite resource. Their own pay structure, with
excessive emphasis on stock options and performance-based bonuses rewarding short-term
profitability, makes them also highly reluctant to initiate structural changes which, even though

necessary and beneficial for the long run, hurt the bottom line in the short run.

Nor is government necessarily in a strong position to address climate change. This global
phenomenon obviously requires worldwide coordination. While we now have a global governance
structure in place thanks to the Paris Climate Accord of 2015, it is entirely dependent on voluntary
contributions from countries and lacks any enforcement mechanism other than moral suasion.
Well-intentioned governments, with more committed leaders, may wonder why they should make
painful changes, often resisted by large swaths of their own electorate, when so many other
countries are not doing their fair share. When it comes to cities, there is always the tricky question
in nearly every country how central governments, provincial governments, and local governments
interact, who has the power to do this or that, and how the different levels of the government share
costs and revenues. In most countries the national government pays much attention, and distributes
resources disproportionately, to one or two politically or commercially dominant urban centers,
leaving other cities more exposed to fending for themselves. Local governments, even when they
are not corrupt, not too beholden to powerful commercial interests, adequately staffed, or
administratively competent (all big if’s), often lack resources, expertise, and cross-departmental
cooperation to address climate change mitigation or adaptation effectively. And then there is also
a problem of political representation. Far too many municipal governments in the world are subject
to regulatory capture, dominated by local commercial interests in favor of building up areas in a
nexus of environmentally damaging activities. Therefore they are not inclined to give voice to the

sustainability concerns of local communities. Irrespective of these limitations, it is increasingly
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obvious that the battle against climate change is going to get won or lost in the cities (Bloomberg

2015; Hoeflich de Duque 2019).

In recent years the world has already begun to get a sense of the profound stressors climate change
will inflict upon the environment of which we humans are integral part, whether propelled by
unprecedented heat waves, polar-vortex cold spells paralyzing the infrastructure, month-long wild
fires out of control nearby, heavy storms, extreme rainfall events causing deadly flash floods, or
long draughts. We are already getting a frightening sense of the potential for catastrophe, even
though the actual degree of global warming, currently estimated at 1.1°C above pre-industrial (i.e.
circa 1850-) level, is still only a fraction of what the heating-up might be by mid-century if current
trends continue unabated. This is especially true for cities, densely populated areas whose
(spatially, temporally, an financially) constrained and tightly packed inhabitants are particularly

dependent on the smooth functioning of the urban infrastructure.

Cities are the primary emitters of greenhouse gas emissions, and so they will also have to be key
sources of addressing the problem. In the face of a growing systemic threat engulfing the entire
planet in possibly irreversible fashion, we need to do everything now to avoid the worst. The world
community of nations and their governments are about to embark on a zero-carbon transition. This
is not just a technical question of undoing our fossil-fuel-based economic structure and replace it
with one grounded in renewable energy and environmentally friendly products. The transition we
face is perhaps even more so a socio-economic, and ultimately political, question of how to make
our society, and whatever mixed-economy model we think should underpin it going forward, best
fit for sustainable development. The key question, for cities and beyond, is how do we best govern
ourselves and our relationship to needed resources in the direction of a more ecologically grounded
capitalism. We have to figure out, with mounting urgency, what such a systemic reform entails.
Ironically, the global pandemic of 2020 — 2022, with its dramatic impact on cities all over the
world, has given us a trial run for how to face an open-ended situation of extreme uncertainty,
resource stress, infrastructure disruptions, social-political instability, economic crisis, and

experimentation on a massive scale.
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Already the pandemic has illustrated how cities and their residents may be forced to face sudden
and massive change in relation to their environment. Lockdowns forced total closure of spaces,
suspension of daily routine activities, and social isolation from each other, followed by new
interaction, access, and transaction rules to create a new « normal. » Public spaces had to be
reconfigured, whether in overcrowded hospitals and community health centers, outdoor facilities
for restaurants, or commercial buildings. Service- (and hence human-interaction-) based tasks
moved online, a shift in the social organization of work likely to persist in various hybrid
configurations. Office buildings, once packed with workers commuting from all over to work
every day, may end up being used much less. Many of those can be re-zoned for other purposes,
but by whom, how, and for what remain questions yet to be addressed as an issue involving

potentially a great variety of stake-holders.

Climate change involves transformational change in cities on a much greater scale, whether we are
talking about installation and distribution of renewable energy, smart electricity grids, new public-
transportation facilities, cooperative affordable-housing arrangements, well-insulated buildings
configured together for a variety of sustainability-enhancing microclimates, the greening of
buildings and other built-up areas, tree planting campaigns, community gardens, urban farms,
recycling and waste management facilities driving the needed transition to a « circular » economy
(moving from our current « take, make, waste » model of for-profit production to one minimizing
waste and pollution, keeping products and materials in use longer, and regenerating natural
systems). The challenges here go seemingly beyond the traditional juxtaposition of private versus
public spheres (e.g. private goods versus public goods) and the much discussed market-versus-
state dichotomy. They touch instead on the question of community engagement and, with it, the
question of urban commons. My thesis intends to make a useful contribution to the commons
literature by exploring how different kinds of urban commons can help cities cope with the

challenges of climate change mitigation and adaptation.

0.2 Urban Commons as Engines for Change

The phenomenon of urban commons is a relatively recent one, becoming an object of debate over

the last decade. Renowned urbanist Sheila Foster (2020) stresses the need for organizing much of
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our « urban infrastructure as a “commons” capable of meeting the social and economic needs of
the most vulnerable urban populations. She says that “[T]hinking of the city as a commons
recognizes as legitimate, even innovative, the collective action of urban actors who utilize land
and other infrastructure to construct informal settlements, community gardens, urban farms, mesh
wireless networks, new limited-equity housing and commercial spaces that are then collaboratively
stewarded by an identified community or group of people.” There are two very interesting notions
introduced here. One is the idea of organizing infrastructure, presumably meant here in a broad
sense as public goods or common goods, as commons for whom this kind of collaborative
management may be an appropriate solution in light of their non-excludability or their non-
rivalrous consumption. Commons management is meant here explicitly to engage vulnerable urban
populations likely to be marginalized by the other dominant structures of resource control, the for-
profit market regulation of private owners exercising property rights rooted in exclusion and
discrimination or the administrative state power exercised in top-down fashion. Engaging these
otherwise marginalized communities involves collaborative governance. The other notion of
interest is the idea of the city itself being a commons, evoking a sphere of community-based social
organization of resource management enriching the lives and improving the social welfare of urban

residents committed to collective action (Foster and Iaione 2016).

While we have a growing variety of urban commons taking root in many different places, a trend
bound to evolve quite a bit further in the face of climate-change mitigation and adaptation
challenges faced by overstretched cities all over the globe, we have yet to anchor this category
better theoretically. My thesis is an effort to help that task along. The challenge here is that urban
commons go beyond evolving conceptions of commons and thus need to find their own space in
the commons literature, possibly bridging its two principal theoretical strands in what might
ultimately imply a meaningful synthesis. Such integration might be especially useful and timely
when considering the potential of broadly conceived applications of commons, notably urban
commons, for helping transform modern-day capitalism into a socially better balanced and more
environmentally oriented economic system prioritizing sustainable development in the age of
climate change. Yochai Benkler (2013) refers in this context to commons-based management of
key resources being distinguished by its provision of regulated access to a broad group of users on

non-discriminatory terms. In comparison to property-based management, such shared and
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collaboratively managed access to critical resources, such as highways, electricity, information, or
internet, encourages low-cost experimentation, learning, and adaptation in the face of continuous
changes, all qualities promising to be useful in our ongoing societal reorganization towards a low-

or even zero-carbon economy.

We can already see that urban commons get their legitimation from organizing social relations of
their producers and users towards the resource in question to assure its sustainable reproduction.
This is precisely what commons are supposed to do, in contradistinction to mere common-pool
resources. The latter involves natural resources used and exploited by a host of different users.
Such common-pool resource may not be manageable in sustainable fashion, if there is no way of
instituting rules and regulations for their use. Think, for example, of a lake used by several
individual fishermen. It may be impossible to impose a commercial price for access rights which
is presumably why the resource in question, the lake, is a common-pool resource. But this inability
to impose a price on access implies a demand-side market failure. Fishermen, who are free to
access the lake whenever without any regulatory constraint, will fish as much as possible to
maximize their individual profit, which means the lake can easily have its fish depleted by such
profit-driven behavior. That is where Garrett Hardin’s (1968) “tragedy of the commons” idea
comes from. To the extent that it is not governable and hence subject to overexploitation or

overuse, any common-pool resource may eventually face degradation and destruction.

It is in the face of this possibly widespread phenomenon of environmental degradation that the
Elinor Ostrom (1990) characterized her conclusions from several field studies where users of
common-pool resources got together in collective-action schemes to manage resource access in
collaborative fashion so that the resource could sustain itself over time. Ostrom (1992) identified
eight so-called “design principles” for common-pool resources to be managed collaboratively as
commons. Her life-long research and field studies involved small-scale projects of different kinds
of commons where local knowledge by commoners played an important role in facilitating an
alternative access-regulation regime beyond the typical (and frequently incomplete) choice
between market-regulated exclusion rooted in private property or state-imposed regulation of (i.e.
non-excludable, non-rivalrous) public goods. A lot of the collective action mobilizing the

governance of such commons, as limited common-property regimes, focuses on addressing
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congestion problems threatening the functioning of the resource. Towards the end of her life,
during her last decade of research in the 2000s, Ostrom collaborated with others, notably Charlotte
Hess (see Hess and Ostrom, 2008), to expand the theoretical scope of commons and extend their
applicability towards non-excludable public or common goods such as knowledge, information,

and libraries.

Ostrom’s late-career extension occurred just when a second track of commons research opened
up. As well explained by Benkler (2013), its protagonists were legal scholars (e.g. James Boyle,
Mark Lemley) focusing on intellectual property rights, the dissemination of knowledge, and the
nature of information in the public domain. Benkler himself stressed in this regard the growing
pervasiveness of commons in our modern, highly networked information economy. Of crucial
importance here are positive network externalities, rendering a network more valuable for its
members when its scope is allowed to expand, which outweigh any private profits from its
commercial exploitation via asymmetries in access rights to information. Under such conditions,
as prevail for instance on the internet, we have so-called “open commons” which offer symmetric
access and use privileges for an open class of potential users. Brett Frischmann (2012) has made
an important contribution to broaden the “open commons” concept to a wider range of so-called
“infrastructure” goods, following a reconceptualization of what we mean by infrastructure today.
This is where cities enter the picture as commons, comprising concrete examples of urban
commons aimed at connecting marginalized local communities to much needed resources in their
neighborhood which they themselves may provide more effectively through collective-action

governance than relying on markets or the state.

Much of what happens in cities with so-called open commons applies to urban common-pool
resources which contain most of the elements of the CPR, except that they involve a top-down
governing body, usually the city government, that sets up rules and regulations of use. Urban
CPRs, such as sidewalks and public squares, are fully open. This means that they are in principle
non-excludable so that anyone can use them and exploit them to their advantage, as long as doing
so in compliance with certain government-enforced rules of access and use which must be
followed to avoid fines and other sanctions (e.g. traffic rules). Sidewalks, sewers, infrastructure,

or transportation are all examples of this. The governing rules of urban CPRs do not necessarily

19



stop new innovations or changing human behavior from disrupting the flow and use of these urban
CPRs, precisely because of their openness. A case in point arose a few years ago when electric
scooters were introduced to the market, thanks to the institutional fabric of sidewalks (an urban
CPR). As people were buying those electric scooters, rules and regulations for urban CPRs were
not yet adapted to this new innovation. So, people were scootering on sidewalks and causing
accidents that harmed people and property. Eventually, rules were set out to prevent scooters from
going onto the sidewalk. But the effectiveness of such regulation remains in question due to the

open CPR remaining somewhat ungovernable even with these city regulations in place.

We need to distinguish urban commons from urban common-pool resources, much in the same
way that Elinor Ostrom did when she distinguished commons from CPRs in response to Garett
Hardin's “Tragedy of the Commons” dystopia. In that regard, we can look at urban commons as
spaces which may have fallen under the original urban CPR definition, were it not for communities
coming up with humanly created rules for access, maintenance, and preservation to ensure their
sustainability. Much like Ostrom’s design principles, these collectively elaborated rules and
principles render urban CPRs into urban commons to support the community’s well-being. Aimed
at avoiding overexploitation, the rules may contain a certain level of exclusion aimed at those who
do not comply while also providing for the needs of the community. The rules are not anymore
top down, but created as a bottom-up approach by the community who knows the resource the best
and wants to control its use. The people creating these humanly-designed rules have the objective

of depending on that resource over the long haul.

Because of their capacity to aggregate activists and citizens in an organized and democratic fashion
towards a shared objective, commons have enormous potential to have an impact on how we treat
climate change in the future. But to understand the congruence between commons and climate
change, the theory of commons needs to be further explored and then linked to cities, urban policy,
and urban governance structures which implicate citizens, including the most marginalized
populations. Urban commons involve spaces and structures that are based on communal property
ownership, engage a multitude of stakeholders, and provide a base for institutional arrangements
procured by communities. Such urban commons can serve as spaces of cultural diversity,

innovation, and production of needed resources aimed at improving the lives of city dwellers. The
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initiation of urban commons allows people to develop knowledge about the local bioregion, learn
how to manage spaces through collective action, and acquire the means to produce certain

byproducts that can capture carbon or provide additional resources for climate change resiliency.

My thesis aims to demonstrate how urban commons can be one of the key tools cities might use
to prepare residents more effectively against climate change, specifically by increasing the
resilience of local neighborhoods. They provide a vector of societal (re-)organization so that we
no longer have to depend solely on markets or the state apparatus to resolve the climate change
crisis. The nature of urban commons permits engaging especially marginalized communities in
cities to contribute to ecological initiatives, something that neither markets nor states have been
able to do well at this point. Right now, socio-economically disadvantaged communities in
particular lack the tools needed to address ecological problems within cities. For marginalized
communities, often victimized by environmental discrimination hitting their neighborhoods far
harder than wealthy neighborhoods, to become better equipped, I argue in my thesis in favor of
increased support for urban commons and enabling these commons to have their space in
‘harmony’ with municipalities and markets (the two dominant forms of governance in cities),
while still autonomously run by engaged members of the communities they serve. My case in favor

of urban commons as enablers rests on the following arguments:

1. Societal well-being rests not least on the availability of public goods, such as access to
clean air and water or security, as well as common goods, such as exhaustible natural
resources. The latter risks exhaustion unless regulated. For many common goods it is
best to manage them as commons to avoid their overuse and degradation, since they
are rivalrous yet at the same time non-excludable. But climate change also threatens to
turn many public goods into common goods, as its impact undermines them in quantity
and quality. This is especially true in densely populated and land-scarce urban settings,
propelling urban commons to strategic importance.

2. Commons governance empowers communities by putting them at the center of resource
management, decision-making, and distribution of roles and responsibilities related to

the resources managed as commons.
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3. Urban commons should get embedded in a deepening of participatory democracy
around the principles of horizontal subsidiarity according to which all levels of
government cooperate and share power with associated citizens in collective pursuit of
the public good and the general interest. Hopefully, implementing such base democracy
becomes part of a broader societal transformation in favor of a more solidaric society
and sustainable environment.

4. Commons can produce specific tools and develop resources that are much more
sustainable and ecologically responsible than markets and consumption --- particularly
when it comes to energy consumption, food production, recycling, waste management,
and producing resources that are consumed where they are produced (which is more
efficient and ecologically viable than standard capitalist practices of production and
distribution).

5. Local production and consumption of these basic resources means that communities
can sway away from ecologically damaging market structures and actors, such as
agribusiness.

6. Commons make cities more eco-friendly by producing a variety of ecosystem services
as well.

7. Commons encourage communities to become more resilient to potential climate change
disasters by allowing them to co-create their own resources which they would
otherwise lack. In that sense, urban commons often emphasize creation of new
resources rather than collective management of already existing common-pool
resources, a reality with significant implications for the social organization
underpinning such commons and even the evolution of the theory of the commons.

8. One such implication of creating entirely new resources as commons is the important
role assumed by “commoning” as the social process allowing new common pool

resources to be created.

0.3 Methodology

To the extent that urban commons are built from the ground up by different communities through

processes of experimentation, it is impossible to analyze them at a level of abstraction conducive
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to quantitative theory or statistical data. Instead we have to analyze urban commons from within,
as evolving social processes and institutional structures aimed at common-pool resources or
common goods, whether naturally there or created by human effort, to manage them responsibly

and sustainably. How do you study such a complex socio-economic and political phenomenon?

Research on commons has to respect their highly individuated and specific nature while at the
same identify generalized features shared between them to serve as building blocks advancing the
theory of (urban) commons. At the center of research on commons have typically been scholar-
activists, from Elinor Ostrom in the 1990s to Sheila Foster or Christian Iaione in the 2010s. Their
work can be best characterized as participatory action research, an approach originating with
German-American social psychologist Kurt Lewin in the 1940s (Adelman 1993) and particularly
applicable for commons as vectors of social change. More than traditional quantitative research
methods, research on commons by scholar-activists involves various qualitative research methods
for descriptive data collection, whether in the form of interviews, focus groups, case study
research, participant observation, or ethnographic research to analyze how different groups of
people live their lives. This sort of participatory action research has been proven to be effective in
researching commons, as demonstrated by Elinor Ostrom’s inter-disciplinary Workshop in
Political Theory and Policy Analysis at Indiana University, the Co-Cities Project of urban
commons researchers Sheila Foster and Christian laione (2016), or Michel Bauwens’ P2P

Foundation.

A crucial modern-day dimension of participatory action research is the internet, a transformative
force in greatly expanding the use of qualitative research methods. One such internet-based
channel advancing participatory-action research on commons are “Free/Libre Open Knowledge”
(FLOK) platforms connecting researchers, community leaders, activists, and other commoners and
thereby creating a community of information-generating and -sharing participants wanting to
exchange ideas and learn from each other’s experiences. Those open-source FLOK network
platforms can be themselves organized as commons, specifically geared towards urban issues and
targeting city dwellers, in which case they become a whole new type of urban commons which we
might appropriately characterize as peer-produced open-source urban commons (PPOSUC).

Sheila Foster and Christian Iaione’s (2016) Co-Cities Project (https://labgov.georgetown.edu/co-
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cities_project/) is one such PPOSUC, the C40 City Solutions Platform
(https://c40citysolutionsplatform.org) another. I myself have worked on yet a third such PPOSUC,

called Remix the Commons (remixthecommons.org).

PPOSUC network platforms, such as Remix, create a data and knowledge base about (urban)
commons while at the same time fostering debate among commoners and their community about
the key challenges which various projects spread across the globe face. This way commoners can
help each other and learn from each other. My own work on Remix as a scholar-activist is a good
example. The qualitative research I conducted on that platform, including interviews with urban-
commons project leaders for a Remix-sponsored radio program as well as discourse analysis of
documents known as “charters,” forms the backdrop for much of the methodological part of this
thesis. My contribution in this regard is two-fold. The first, derived from a close analysis of ten
different charters from urban commons that I had come across on Remix, highlights so-called
“chartering practices” which anchor an urban commons project in a charter (I have summarized
the key themes and strategies of such chartering practices in a “Tactical Chartering Manifesto”
that can be found in the Annex). And the second involves detailed presentation and analysis of
three different case studies which, especially when taken together, illustrate the varying forms of
specific urban commons projects that contribute to the ecological transition of cities. These case

studies are central to how I argue for urban commons as tools for ecological resilience

While working on constructing the data base about different urban commons across the globe and
taking a closer analytical look at many of these projects, it occurred to me that a lot of them had at
one point or another mobilized their commoners to specify mission, structure, and/or rules of
behavior of their commons project in writing. Very much extending in the process the tradition of
Ostrom’s (1992) “design principles” for commons, those acts of writing up these collectively
elaborated, commons-defining declarations, best thought of as “charters,” struck me themselves as
acts of “commoning” if we take this notion to mean a social process of community involvement
in resource creation, its management as commons, and the collective governance for its sustainable
reproduction (Fournier 2013). Even though the dozen or so charters I studied had many distinct
structures, often served unique purposes, and arose at different times in the life cycle of the

commons, they also shared an impressive amount of common ground. Soon enough I started
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working on constructing a so-called “Atlas of the Charters of Urban Commons” which prompted
me to analyze textually those documents for overlaps and differences (see section 3.3.1).
Following a more detailed discussion of ten of those charters (see section 3.3.2), I am presenting
the results of this analysis in my thesis (in section 3.3.3) in terms of “chartering practices” which
encapsulate the commoners’ key strategies and tactics identified in the various charters as
quintessential steps in the creation, management and preservation of their urban commons (see in
this context also the “Tactical Chartering Manifesto” in Appendix A). I view such chartering
practices as a key contribution to what urban commons do overall to get set up for long-term

sustainable use by communities.

My three case studies, presented one after the other in chapter 4, have each their own theme, get
set up quite differently, and follow very distinct objectives. Besides studying closely the respective
charters of these three projects, which confirmed my earlier realization that tactical charters were
good documents to look at when analyzing the “body and soul” of an urban commons, I also gained
valuable insights and access to more material from extensive interviews I conducted with
community activists strategically placed in each of these case-study projects as leaders. These
allowed me to study the three urban-common projects more effectively from close up.
Notwithstanding their highly varied social-process dynamic and different objectives, all three case
studies taken together demonstrate how effectively urban commons can exist and thrive in a variety

of topographic, demographic and political contexts.

The first case study, of the Bassin Versant Solidaire de Forest, involves creating a commons
governance for an existing common-pool resource to turn a watershed into a commons as a means
of more effective flood control. The second case study, of Agrocité on the western outskirts of
Paris, involves a commons completely created from scratch in order to meet local needs for easily
accessed resources that help the surrounding communities become more resilient and better self-
provisioned. Of great significance here is also the fact that Agrocité is just one facet of a broader
organizational “social and solidarity economy” infrastructure being constructed locally as a “third
way”’ beyond market and state. The third case study, of Murs a Péches in Montreuil on the eastern
edge of Paris, involves a commons to be preserved as a heritage site. The surrounding communities

have in this case developed a new governance framework to transform a cultural/ecological site
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into a commons for better preservation. While highlighting the variety of urban commons
experiences, providing convincing proof of the rich pluralism of modern-day commons (Coriat
2015), it is surely not a coincidence that each of these three urban commons projects presented
here contributes in its own unique way to climate change mitigation and adaptation. They confirm

thus the relevance of my thesis’ focus.

0.4 The Structure of the Thesis

These theoretical and methodological considerations have provided us with a certain structure for
the thesis, as follows. The thesis is divided into two major parts. Part 1 consists of the first two
chapters (chapters 1 and 2), which provide a theoretical and historical overview of commons to
arrive at the notion of urban commons. Following a typology, I provide for urban commons and
an analysis of their potential for providing ecosystem services, I introduce here the urban commons
as engines of climate change adaptation and resiliency. Part 2 comprises three chapters (chapters
3, 4, and 5), which focus primarily on my methodology and case studies. This second part
introduces academic tools for conducting my research on urban commons. The case studies reflect
the results that came from my methodological approach, while my contributions in terms of
analytical tools are two-fold: the use of online urban development platforms as commons that
nurture physical urban commons; and chartering practices, a crucial aspect of commoning activity
producing charters which play an important role in a commons’ governance structure. This part
concludes with a transversal discussion on these case studies and how my contributions as

methodological tools provide the analysis of each case study.

The first part of this thesis is dedicated to a literature review on the concepts of commons and
urban commons. The literature review starts with a historical account (Chapter 1) of how
commons, or common-lands at the time, thrived during the feudal system in England, where
peasants would share the land for farming and social activities. The confluence of the Agrarian
and Industrial Revolutions during much of the 18" century led to commons gradually getting
eradicated by private property regimes as a new form of managing land and increasing productivity
in farming, leading to the enclosure of common lands and eventually the disappearance of

commons as capitalism and private ownership of goods became dominant features. Mangur Olson
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(1965) and Garrett Hardin (1968) welcomed the destruction of collective action and commons as
a way to praise the development of capitalism in the 20™ century, essentially claiming that any
form of commons had become obsolete and irrelevant to how societies conduct business at the

time.

This argument was countered with remarkable effectiveness by Elinor Ostrom (1990) whose
research helped revive the notion of commons. Not only do commons exist, but they are a key
element in protecting common pool resources which are naturally occurring and susceptible to
over-exploitation by individual greed. Ostrom claimed on the basis of her field studies that
commons can succeed in being governed in a collective way so long as they follow a set of
organizational principles capable of creating a functioning collective governance for the common
pool resource. At the conclusion of this opening chapter I link Ostrom’s revival of commons to
Karl Polanyi’s (1944) notion of “double movement” which captures the dialectical interaction
between capitalism’s marketization of everything and push for social protection against the
dominance of such relentless market logic. In that context commons are a key counter-force
pushing back against the commodification of resources in contemporary capitalism. Linking
Ostrom’s (1990) design principles for commons to Benjamin Coriat’s (2015) conceptualization of
commons makes it easier to underscore how and why theory and practice have both moved beyond
Ostrom’s natural resource commons into new applications. Charlotte Hess (2008) points in this

context to commons applied to the internet, health, or knowledge.

In Chapter 2 we take commons into the realm of the city and relate them to the profound political,
demographic, and environmental challenges cities face in the 21% century. When looking at such
specifically urban challenges, as sprawl, gentrification, food deserts, or environmental racism, as
well as at the complexities of the zero-carbon transition in an urban setting, it becomes clear that
commons will have their role to play there. They also address another key challenge, namely that
of regulatory slippage where a needed resource gets degraded because of negligence or
incompetence of the local authorities. Urban commons are quite unique inasmuch as they follow
their own specific principles. For example, they afford particularly strategic importance to various
practices of “commoning.” Whenever we discuss urban commons, we would do well having a

broader theoretical grounding of the notion of “commoning” (Fournier 2013) as social process of
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community involvement in resource creation and the collective governance for its sustainable

reproduction.

Following a discussion of existing urban commons, such as urban gardens, business improvement
districts, distributed energy systems, or occupied buildings, we can categorize different types of
urban commons. We distinguish between ecological, social, and immaterial commons, depending
also whether they are civil, communal, or private, thus giving a 3 x 3 matrix for the typology of
urban commons. Another innovation we aim for here (in this chapter) is to conceptualize those
urban commons as providers of a variety of important ecosystem services (e.g. provisioning,
regulating, habitat, cultural) many of which neither government nor the market can provide for as
well as properly managed commons. Considering the variety of urban commons and the large array
of ecosystem services they provide many of whom crucial to address challenges which cities face,
we have to see them also in the broader context of an evolving alternative paradigm to our crisis-
prone, market-driven system, the “Social and Solidarity Economy,” of which commons should be
a key part. I have argued elsewhere, with the help of detailed case studies, that commons connect
particularly well with cooperatives (Guttmann 2019; 2021). The end of chapter 2, which delves
into the theory of urban commons concludes Part 1’s general overview on the theory of commons

and urban commons.

Part 2 of this thesis, starting with chapter 3, delves into my actual research and the contributions it
brings to the academic literature. This leads us obviously to the question of methodology,
comprising key aspects which I have already mentioned briefly earlier in this introduction. As I
have already indicated, one key aspect of commoning, of crucial importance through different
stages of the commons’ life cycle, are charters through which the commoners define governance
structures, mobilize active participants, establish partnerships with other actors, and regulate
relationships with local authorities. Because of their strategic role in organizing the commons as a
social entity, I refer to those defining documents as “tactical charters.” I gather these tactical
charters by using an online platform encompassing and linking urban commons together. This
online platform is an example of PPOSUC, a central methodological tool with which to research
urban commons for their contribution to render urban neighborhoods ecologically more resilient.

Specifically, I used the Remix The Commons online platform as a central hub for a collection of
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charters whose collective acts of writing and dissemination as commons-defining documents gave
rise to “chartering practices” within a broader context of commoning activity. From a more
extensive data collection work I undertook at the Remix PPOSUC I selected a data base of eleven
charters for further empirical investigation, by means of discourse analysis, to understand more
broadly how charters work with commons and practices of commoning. Three of those eleven
charters address directly the challenges of ecological resilience and are therefore the object of my
detailed case studies in Chapter 4. These three case studies, all very different from each other and
as such testimony to the great diversity found among urban commons already in place today, all
help us understand better how commons may advance their objectives of ecological resilience in
urban neighborhoods. Analyzing these various charters, I propose a “tactical chartering manifesto”
(see section 3.3.3 and Annex) summarizing and highlighting the key points of chartering practices
which these documents share in common. That manifesto helps us understand what these case

studies tell us about urban commons advancing ecological resilience.

As I have already indicated above, there are three detailed case studies in the thesis (chapter 4).
The first involves a watershed commons on the outskirts of Brussels (Belgium) known as Bassin
Versant Solidaire de Forest to cope with intensifying flooding problems for which the city has yet
to find appropriate solutions. The second involves an urban farming and education commons
known as Agrocité on the outskirts of Paris which is embedded in a bigger “social solidarity
economy’’ project of urban renewal and thus part of a network of local partnerships with other SSE
actors. And the third is a cultural legacy site, a historic site of local significance since centuries
ago located in Montreuil on the edge of Paris, which is called Murs a Péches for having been a
unique center of farming of peaches in a part of France not usually inclined to have such a capacity.
This site has found a second life as an urban commons engaging the local community in a variety

of activities, but is now threatened by urban development projects.

All three of these urban commons are entirely unique, testimony to the high degree of
differentiation and contextual specificity which these projects represent. But they are also sharing
many things and features in common. This makes them meaningful case studies, especially when
compared with each other, to illustrate and validate the key arguments I wish to make in this thesis

about urban commons and their potential role in the struggle with climate change (in chapter 5) —
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the creation of new common-pool resources and common goods best organized as commons, the
mobilization of these resources for ecosystem services as “transitional urban resources” helping
cities with their efforts at climate change mitigation or adaptation, acts of commoning to manage
the set-up and reproduction of the commons, the potential usefulness of online FLOK and
PPOSUC platforms in assuring the longevity of commons, the strategic role of tactical charters in
the life-cycle of urban commons, and the integration of commons in a broader “Social and
Solidarity Economy” framework of alternative actors capable of pushing capitalism in a more

socially oriented, ecologically conscious, and sustainability-centered direction.
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Part 1 — Overview from Commons to Urban Commons in
light of Climate Change

The first part of this thesis is to provide a theoretical background on commons, particularly the
notion of urban commons. As such, this part comprises two chapters, one on the history and theory
of commons, and the other focusing on urban commons as one of the key identifiable commons in
this world, along with immaterial and natural resource commons. Introducing the theory of
commons, we start with Ostrom’s revival of the commons as a common pool resource managed
by communities who seek to make their resources reusable and sustainable. Towards that objective
the first chapter identifies historical forms of commons dating back to past centuries and eventually
up to the period when feudalism prevailed in medieval England. The feudal system contained
commonable lands managed by peasants with their own governing rules on how to pasture the land

perpetually without depleting its fertility.

Concluding our historical analysis in the opening chapter with the enclosure movement and its
destructive impact on commons in 18" century England, we use a literature review to illustrate
how a new chapter in the evolution of capitalism called for an ideological justification of private
property’s dominance and, linked to this, the logical suppression of commons-based land and
resource management. As commons were killed off, some scholars (e.g. Garrett Hardin’s “tragedy
of the commons™) presented those as a way to deplete lands and render pasture systems
unsustainable This paper represents Hardin’s misconstrued conception of what he called
commons, and shows that he actually does not know what commons really are. Ostrom countered
that argument with field research of her own and so helped revive commons, usefully identifying
key “design principles” for their effective functioning. Her contribution to putting commons back
on the map can be contextualized in a broader political context, best characterized by Karl
Polanyi’s “double movement” where collective action and organization in struggle with capitalist

systems provide a basis for cooperative and common action.

In the second chapter the focus shifts to urban commons where a literature review is followed by

an attempt at a classification of different types of urban commons as they can vary in form and
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purpose. This preparatory classification and analysis leads us to the central question of our thesis,
how urban commons can become vectors for climate change resiliency in urban communities. That
question carries a few theoretical implications which I explore in the second half of the chapter
One is how urban commons are producers of ‘created’ ecosystem services which make cities less
damaging to the local environment and help cities become hubs of climate change resilience.
Another theoretical implication addressed here is how urban commons can fuel a more robust
social and solidarity economy. This presumes, as I shall argue here, that a civil society sector is
needed between and beyond the public and private sectors to transition to carbon neutral urban
economies. Urban commons can help cooperative models and vice versa, making the social and
solidarity economy movement more coherent and comprehensive. The chapter ends with examples
illustrating how urban commons can become low-cost yet empowering policy tools for cities and
their various urban communities in support of climate change resiliency and the ecological

transition.
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Chapter 1 — The Evolution of Commons from Then to Now

The first chapter illustrates a timeline of the commons and their importance to institutional
frameworks of countries over two centuries. To begin, section 1.1 provides a key literature review
of the definitions of commons, tracing the notion to its origins. While highlighting the differences
between the related concepts of common pool resource and commons, we can also conceive of
commons as a type of common pool resource that is governable. For a shared resource to become

a commons, it has to be endowed with a common property regime that makes it governable.

In order to understand the commons’ resurgence of today and their relevance for tomorrow, it is
important to look at how dominant commons were in the past. Section 1.2 offers a historical
overview of the first preliminary forms of commons and so traces their origins. This historical
overview illustrates what forms commons took during the period of the Agrarian Revolution when
they were the main institutional framework governing certain basic resources used and propagated
by peasants. Showing this history will also explain why commons were eventually depleted and
replaced by private property regimes and private ownership to manage and distribute these basic
resources. The Industrial Revolution and its introduction of markets happened at the demise of
these common pool resources (CPRs), especially as several spaces and resources were enclosed
for private ownership. A century-long period of enclosure brought about by the introduction of

capitalist property regimes led to the widespread disappearance of the commons.

Section 1.3 introduces Garrett Hardin’s “tragedy of the commons” as the key document explaining
why the commons disappeared when private ownership and market regulation of resources put
excessive emphasis on the efficiency of resource management, something that did not seem
possible with commons as the dominant institutional form. While these new capitalist regimes
were deemed successful, especially after the industrial and manufacturing boom following World
War 2, several groups have suffered from the disappearance of commons. As many people were
subject to difficult factory jobs dominating their lives, they had become dependent on these
capitalist regimes. In the process, it was impossible to access basic resources without going
through markets and paying prices that would help firms increase their profits. Their work in

factories was devoted to simply being able to feed themselves through market regimes for food.
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As some people felt the injustice of this dynamic, new institutional forms of governance for the
management of these resources were re-explored. Several groups decided to manage certain
resources collectively in order to avoid going through markets to sell and buy these resources. For
example, the fishermen in Maine realized that exploiting the lobster fisheries subject to the profit
logic of the marketplace had become unsustainable and even dangerous for the bio-region, because
there was a great risk of overexploitation. So they decided to implement collective governance
rules transforming these fisheries into a commons, with a set of rules that were enforced
collectively by the fishermen themselves, including monitoring and sanctioning those who broke
the rules. This was done to make the fisheries sustainable, and this process was analyzed by
Ostrom, who, with her writings, documented a revival of the commons in the wake of capitalist
regimes destroying natural resources and rendering them inaccessible to the lowest tiers of the

population.

Ostrom’s (1990) famous paper on “Governing the Commons” represented this revival of the
commons, which she only got to analyze in the mid-1980s. This revival was indication that some
groups of people were moving away from markets towards commons-based regimes. They did so
to gain access to basic resources so as to have full control and autonomy over how those were
managed and distributed among themselves. In section 1.4 we return to Karl Polanyi’s notion of
“Double Movement” to explain the enclosure of commons and its recent resurgence, putting in
perspective how capitalistic forces emerging during the industrial revolution triggered these cycles
of commons’ existence amidst a growing commons movement. Polanyi’s double movement
captures the key engines for the resurgence of commons and places them into the broader context
of the “Social and Solidarity Economy” as a socio-economic and socio-political counter-

movement.

It is important to note that Ostrom was one of the scholars who put commons back on the map,
and she won the Nobel Prize in Economics for her contribution. Her analysis of CPRs managed as
a commons could be applied to several other sectors beyond natural resources, the key focus of
section 1.5. Here we introduce the work of Charlotte Hess (2008), an important scholar applying
commons to other sectors such as the internet and in cities. This angle brings us to the notion of

urban commons. It is from her legendary paper of mapping the commons that urban commons
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emerged as its own separate theoretical construct, bringing us at the conclusion of chapter 1 to the

main subject of the thesis.

Section 1.1 A Brief Theoretical Introduction to the Commons

In order to take the first step in developing answers to general research questions about the
commons, a definition and a theoretical background discussion is necessary. It is important to note
that finding an adequate definition of the commons has proven not to be a straightforward process.
Holder and Flessas (2008) point to the fact that commons contain a variety of shared interests and
values which are difficult to generalize, not least since those may be driven by different cultural
and historical identities that cannot be easily grouped together. As a matter of fact, a variety of

scholars have very different interpretation on what commons can possibly be.

The commons should be recognized as an ancient concept. They have been traced back to their
historical origins by scholars like Linebaugh (2008) and Helfrich et al (2010). For example,
Helfrich et al (2010) identifies the codification of Roman Law in the famous Code of Justinian
(529 AC) as one of the first documented times society has referred to some societal goods or
matters as “common”. Back then, they were labelled “res communes”, by which the code meant,
according to the Merriam Webster dictionary, “things owed by no one and subject to use by all”
or “things (as light, air, the sea, running water) incapable of entire exclusive appropriation.” Such
resolutions of commonly shared goods extended all the way to the 19" century when commons in
England were considered as a “village green” or village space that required some level of
organization and self-selection. But its features allowed a community to be formed or prosper as
the individuals felt a sense of ‘belonging’ in the face rapid exclusion. These communities became
the hallmark of how commons were managed as ‘common lands’ (McGillivray and Holder 2007).
This historical overview of the commons will be discussed in section 1.2 as we trace the origins

of the definition and seek the most adequate one for today’s global environmental crises.
Arising from the notion that commons have been historically seen as shared communal land, some

scholars have chosen to stick to that idea of commons being the resource or resource system itself.

This perception is evident in Ostrom (1990) when the commons were reintroduced as a common
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pool resource. In this traditional perspective, commons as CPRs are resource systems that can
produce resource units by nature. Those resource units are appropriated by individuals. But their
appropriation is managed through collective action among other resource users. Therefore, the
resource system would contain collectively managed rules and rights of use that make commons
‘long-enduring, self-organized, and self-governed” (Ostrom 1990). Some scholars have redefined
commons as property regimes in the context of a fight against the transformation of ‘commonable
land or commonable resources’ into private property. For example, Mitchell (2008) refers to
commons as ‘liberal access regimes’ where property rights are shared and the modalities of their
sharing are determined by social relations guiding access to the property. In this context commons
become heavily linked to common property regimes (which I will define in section 1.1.3 as being
a part of the definition, but not what defines a commons per se). Defining commons mainly by
their property regimes focuses our attention predominantly on the ‘shared’ element of the property
rights of the resource, and less so on how the resource becomes sustainable through shared use and
collective decision-making as pertains to the rules and norms. Focusing on the resource and its

property regimes diverts us away from the ‘social’ element of commons.

This perspective has been labelled by some scholars as a land-based or good-based conception of
commons, focused on the historical issues related to the access of the resource or space alone
(Euler 2018; Holder and Flessas 2008). Such a perspective is quite limited, because it focuses
mostly on the physical and natural features of a resource rather than the social complexities that
make a resource a ‘common’. We cannot just assume that a resource with collective rights is a
commons. The communities and their collective interactions with the resource are hence of
minimal concern in this perspective, and that is a mistake. Ostrom (1990) reminds us that the
success of commons depends on those interactions. Therefore, a definition that also focuses on
how commoners interact with the resource and each other is essential if we want to be coherent

about what commons really are.

While Ostrom (1990) triggered a breakthrough in how we have come to understand commons, her
path-breaking work has motivated some scholars to go beyond the resource itself and view
commons as a system of social practice. For example, Muhl (2013) states that resources in general

are not yet commons, but may become that if managed collectively. The missing component here
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are the social relations and practices that are behind the collective management. The social practice
is decided by the members of a community who may share a common purpose of sustainably
managing a space or resource they depend on. Such a dynamic depends on the social relations
within that community. Therefore, these social practices and relations reassure a sustainable
collective use of the commons through a governance that is collectively decided upon. Scholars
like Linebaugh (2008), Helfrich (2012a) or Meretz (2012b) refer to these social practices as
‘commoning’ which they all regard as being at the core of what defines commons. This supports
the claim by Helfrich (2012) that commons do not simply exist, but are created. The social
practices create those sustainable governance schemes, and these are what turn the CPRs of
Ostrom’s (1990) definition really into commons. It is important that this aspect becomes a part of
the definition, either through the idea that commons are made up of communities or that the

commons are developed by the social relations that exist around a CPR.

In addition, some scholars have also explored how commons can be defined as a political tool to
counterbalance the forces of capitalism causing communities to be fragmented and marginalized.
The political force of commons rests on those very social practices that represent the commons’
collective governance schemes. For example, De Angelis (2013) claims that commons are
communally formed measures of getting community voices heard. This capacity allows commons
to foster a new political discourse that is relevant to facing the many existing political and
economic struggles various marginalized communities face. This view is very relevant to how we
define commons, especially in the context of this thesis wishing to argue for a crucial role of
commons as policy tools that help us come up with solutions related to climate change adaptation
and mitigation, an urgent topic which has already been heavily politicized in all kinds of other

ways.

However, there is a possibility that these scholars focus their definition of commons exclusively,
or at least too much, on the social process as a commons itself to the detriment of considering the
resource system itself. This view is problematic, because it takes us away from the very idea that
commons are tied to resource systems from the start. It is imperative that commons remain about
the resource and not just highlight social interactions. While it is true that commons cannot exist

without the notion of commoning, these two concepts must be tied together. Commoning activity
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is the social process behind what makes a commons a governable CPR subject to rules and norms

which it helps to determine and shape.

Both directions in which scholars view the commons have led to a myriad of ways we understand
commons. They are either social, physical or both. Both interpretations are what allow commons
to be stretched across the spectrum of resources, from the immaterial sources of knowledge and
information that are accessed through web spaces to physical spaces of interaction and sharing that
are accessed through the communal use of a CPR. Both views are clearly valid, but separating the
two notions in the definition can be misleading if we are to find a coherent path in how we define
commons in the literature today. Neither, standing alone, may provide the clarity with regard to
how we identify commons today. Hence an umbrella definition mirroring both the good-based
perspective and the social-base perspective must be included to make the argument of this thesis
more fluid. One scholar that has achieved such a definitional integration is Coriat (2015), who uses
elements of both perspectives to provide a simplified yet extendable definition. The simplicity and
hierarchy of his definition will also allow us to make commoning and the social processes that
define commoning even more essential dimensions of the commons, and this will be explored in

the following section of the thesis.

As the world faces increasing environmental problems, many triggered by the imbalances of
capitalism, several groups of people have started to seek alternative forms of resource
management. In the process, they develop new social norms guiding access to an array of basic
resources so that adequate access to those would no longer depend on either market dynamics or
state aid. The commons have been an increasingly coherent and widespread alternative solution to
resource management that steer us away from raw capitalist regimes. The commons involve a

strategic set of collective norms that make resources attainable in autonomous fashion.

The most clear-cut definition of the commons comes from Benjamin Coriat (2015), for whom the
commons is composed of a coherent mix of three key characteristics. According to him, commons
are typically comprising the shared common pool resource itself, the community that depends on
and thrives on that resource, and a collective governance structure which activates a shared

management scheme assuring the longevity and sustainability of that resource. The precise
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definition he elaborates has the commons act as a system of social relations and property rights
that are shared between the members of a community, rather than have those privately or publicly
owned. These social relations are what constitutes a community. Therefore, it makes sense to
define commons-based communities as social units that develop social interactions and relations
in the usage of a resource that they all collectively depend on. From that dependency, communities

will develop shared norms, values, and forms of identity that keep the community integral.

Since commons are found to be either material or immaterial, communities will follow suit on
these resources based on a geographical physical space shared among people of that community,
or virtual spaces such as platforms. Social relations that happen in these geographical spaces often
create long-term engagement with each other which allow them to share their collective identity
and determine their collective objective or interest together. And while communities can vary
vastly in scale, from a group of people living in the same neighborhood all the way to global
communities involving very large populations, they still maintain the key notion that people must
develop social ties and affiliations, while pursuing collective goals catered to the needs and

interests of the community itself.

In the case of the commons, those social ties are oriented towards the sustainability of a common
resource they depend or thrive upon. From the social ties that develop around that resource, the
community will determine a relevant governance structure facilitating this sustainability. And that
governance structure will be based on the collective rules and norms that are decided and created
by the social ties communities are bound to make when an interest is shared. When a common
resource pool is maintained and shared by the community itself rather than privately or publicly
owned, that engagement will nourish the community as such. While sharing is key for these types
of commons-based property ownerships, some level of exclusivity is involved. This is precisely
why such resources veer away from public good features like non-excludability. That excludability
applied to shared resources is enforced by the communities around the commons themselves.
Shared forms of property rights are a key feature of commons which allows governance structures

to be created and enforced as part of what defines a community as such.
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These new governance structures are the key aspect of commons to analyze. They determine after
all how commons can work not only for communities who are isolated or fragmented, but in ways
where those communities can become independent and autonomous from market or state
provisions. That is an essential objective when trying to find adequate proposals and legitimate
solutions for the ecological transition. We note here that Coriat’s definition, while based on years
of analyzing Ostrom’s research on the commons, is more clear-cut and precise than what Ostrom

left us as her definition.

Coriat’s definition is very specific about requiring those aforementioned three distinct
characteristics to be considered a commons. Yet it is also flexible enough to include a large array
of diverse commons structures which may have very different ambitions, personalities, and distinct
features. Allowing for greater versatility makes it actually easier for scholars or activists to
pinpoint what a commons is and what it is not. All it takes is identifying the shared resource itself
and the community around the usage of that resource, then analyzing the governance structure that

allows this community to have full autonomy and control over who uses those resources and how.

Coriat’s three-pronged definition has made it easier for researchers to develop key concepts related
to the commons and in the process develop a much more universally accepted and cohesive
language about the commons, a goal that the academic literature on the commons still struggles
with today. Since one of the goals of this thesis is to help further advance a universally accepted
language system for commons, it aims to provide a clear explanation on the differences between
commons, common resource pools, and common property regimes. That task is best undertaken
by providing a historical overview of the development of commons and its language in the

academic literature.

1.1.1 Distinguishing Common Pool Resources (CPRs) from Commons

We must distinguish common pool resources (CPRs) from commons and explain the difference
briefly. CPRs are certainly not commons. While CPRs have some level of collective rights of use
by an indefinite set of individual users, such access and use are not necessarily governable.

Therefore, it is not possible in such an instance to define a community whose social practices are
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collectively orchestrated and governed together. The users have uncontrolled access to the
resource, and no one can possibly stop them from overusing or depleting that resource. CPRs this
tend to be directly subject to the overexploitation and abuse which scholars like Hardin (1968)
were so keen to point out. Laerhoven and Ostrom (2007) consider fisheries, forests, irrigation
fields, and water bodies as typical CPRs, and these remain ungovernable even if several people

use them.

By contrast, commons are based on the social practices and institutional arrangements that make
the resource sustainable and protected against overuse. When a well-defined community depends
on a resource for economic and physical survival, its members know that overexploitation must be
avoided at all costs. This knowledge prompts them to implement rules of enforcement and
monitoring, which reflect the social practices the community has developed with regard to this
resource and are meant to assure its sustainability for the community depending on its long-term
health. An example of this is Ugo Mattei’s (2011) perspective on commons, based on context and
contingency. The commons become the main form of governance when users of a CPR find that
either privatization or government bureaucracy interfere with the best possible utilization of the

resource concerned and so realize the need for a different modality of its management.

Mattei (2011) uses water as an example. Water is a natural resource whose very nature makes it
difficult to exclude users from. But it is possible that bodies of water become privatized or subject
to restrictive policies on the part of the government, rendering them thus insufficiently accessible.
When this happens, users will do whatever they can to manage the water as a commons. As such,
the political dimension of the commons is determined by its context and the capacity of people to
take responsibility for the management of that resource. That management becomes collective. It
thus becomes clear from this distinction that a commons can be regarded as a CPR to the extent
that it is a resource system itself whose use and access are subject to rules and norms enforced by
collective governance. But the same does not hold the other way around. CPRs can be shared by
users without enforceable restrictions. This clarification, according to which commons can be
defined as a type of CPR with governable rules and social practices by communities, helps us avoid

any confusion between the two concepts.
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Taking our cue from the key characteristics of commons highlighted by Coriat (2013) to grasp
their specificities better, we need to analyze commons by observing the nature and origins of CPRs,
their common property regime as a feature of a shared CPR, the communities that characterize the
usage pool of those CPRs, and the governance structure that enable CPRs to turn into commons as
they become socially designed to thrive in their specific local contexts. Sections 1.1.2, 1.1.3, and
1.1.4 will each be sections that correspond to these four steps in explaining the definition of
commons through the lens of Coriat (2013). This four-step process starts with the notion that
commons are a particular type of ‘governable’ CPR. Some key scholars like Ostrom (1990) define
commons in a goods-based way, thereby categorizing commons as CPRs due to their natural
characteristics. To fully understand this approach and the elements that make Coriat’s (2013)

definition valid, a literature review of CPRs is appropriate here.

1.1.2 Common Pool Resources (CPRs)

We need to dissect the three characteristics of commons determined by Coriat (2014) to better
grasp the specificities of what a commons really is. This analytical process will require observing
the nature and origins of CPRs, the communities that characterize the usage pool of those CPRs,
and the governance structure that enable the commons to thrive in their specific local contexts. As
the definition starts with the nature of CPRs, a literature review of CPRs is appropriate here. The
CPR is a concept that was famously debunked by Hardin in his discussion of the tragedy of the
commons. When Hardin referred to ‘commons’ in his famous 1968 article “The Tragedy of the
Commons,” he was actually explaining the risks of overexploitation these resources bear as long

as they are openly accessible (i.e. non-excludable) as common pool resources.

In Ostrom’s legendary work on the commons she uses two criteria to define CPRs. She claims that
CPRs yield a constant flow of resources which users benefit from most by pursuing self-governing
institutions guiding their access. The second criterion is that such a flow of resources makes access
by users very difficult to regulate. Prevailing mechanisms of self-governance for commons must
include some degree of excludability, for example, applied to those who do not respect the rules

that are collectively decided upon. Management of CPRs can therefore only achieve success
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through collaboration of its users, which is why self-governing institutions (like commons) to

manage the resource are imperative for the health of that resource.

Neither full privatization nor government control can work as well when it comes to CPRs. Ostrom
(1990, p. 1) states that “communities of individuals have relied on institutions resembling neither
the state nor the market to govern some resource systems with reasonable degrees of success over
longer period of time.” (Ostrom, 1990, p. 1). Through a series of case studies she proves that,
beyond the options of either privatization or government control, we can most effectively ensure
a healthy, reusable, and sustainable resource when we collectively work as a group pursuing a

common interest and creating institutions of self-organization for unmanaged CPRs.

Following Ostrom’s definition of CPRs, Berkes, Folke, and Colding (1998) define CPRs as a “class
of resources for which exclusion is difficult and joint use involves subtractability’ (p. 5). Here
subtractability refers to the extent to which one individual’s use of a resource diminishes its
availability for other users. Based on this definition, CPRs share the feature of inexcludability with
pure public goods while their characteristic of subtractability is shared with pure private goods.
However, exclusion is possible when CPR users detect free-riders, depending on the self-
governance rules they have put in place. By that point, those CPRs subject to free riding are now
protected by the collective institutional arrangements of the community around those resources,
and they officially become a commons. And while subtractability might affect the self-governing
component of CPRs, users can cooperate on rules of access and usage to assure fair and sustainable

use.

Such a conclusion has also been highlighted by Feeny et al. (1990) who claim that CPRs become
commons when they can be held by an identifiable community of interdependent users. Such a
community is able to target outsiders and exclude them as a method of regulating the use of the
resource. Such excludability ensures the sustainability of that resource. Feeny et al (1990) confirm
that some form of exclusion is needed, and that this prerequisite becomes a rule of the commons

rather than an exception.
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These various definitions all imply key aspects that define a CPR as commons, worth summarizing
here. To begin with, CPRs as commons are managed by a community rather than either the state
or the market. Eligible members of the community share a collective interest in the CPR’s long-
term sustainability, and for that purpose decide how to cope with free-riders and regulate access
among themselves. The combined sharing of CPRs and exclusion of non-participants require also
a foundation in shared property rights. Such shared forms of ownership of a CPR as commons are
known as common property regimes, and it is worth analyzing how the various attempts at defining

CPRs as commons incorporate those.

1.1.3 Common Property Regimes

Bromley (1991) provides a good summary of the intrinsic advantages of common property such
as its management in very large units caused by indivisibility (e.g. forests), nature’s inherent
imposition of uncertainty as to location of productive zones, facilitating internalization of
externalities by communal management replacing one-on-one deals, and greater administrative
efficiency. The paper also lays out basic conditions for how best to manage common property
regimes as such. The author claims that common property regimes share some aspects with private
property regimes to the extent that there is exclusion of non-owners or non-users involved. Owners
have the right to exclude non-members, and non-members have a duty to understand and abide by
that exclusion. This is also why common property regimes must be distinguished from open access
regimes which are based on mutual privilege by everyone without any rights being instituted. The
people involved with the ownership of a property regime may differ in size, context, and internal
structures, but membership and boundaries are still present while common interests are nonetheless

clearly defined by the owners.

Crucial to common property regimes, in contradistinction to private property regimes or open
access regimes, is that users, who are not co-owners, also have rights to participate in the decision-
making process managing the CPR as commons. Common property regimes have rules defining
the use and management of that resource. Rights apply, and privilege is defined, by one’s
involvement as a co-owner or entitled user in deciding how best to govern levels and sequencing

of participation. Common property regimes thus are typically managed in hierarchical fashion,
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grouping together co-owners and entitled CPR users, while also enforcing rules of exclusion. This
inclusive decision-making process allows all users to be implicated in collectively assuring the
long-term sustainability of the CPR as commons. Yet the process is also discriminatory, because

it determines who to exclude as non-users.

Stevenson (1991, pp. 40ff) takes Bromley’s analysis to the next level by highlighting seven key
characteristics of common property regimes, representing the necessary conditions for their
successful management. He starts with the physical and social parameters of a common property.
Those parameters must be well defined in order to prevent mal-intent or confusion with other
property structures in a given area. The property regime must also clearly define the group of users
sharing the responsibilities for this property in order to distinguish them from those excluded. That
being said, the property regime must also cater to a diverse set of multiple users who are each a
part of the sustainable extraction of that resource. Those participating in the extraction of the
resource must abide by a set of collectively decided and well understood rules that determine their
rights and duties of responsibility. The users must extract the resources in equitable ways so that
other users get their share without having to over-exploit or deplete the resource itself. While some
users may compete with each other for resource access, they must come up with mechanisms that
prevent over-exploitation. Even though the resources are of common property and therefore
collectively managed, there must be some level of hierarchy based on who holds or enforces rights

of use in order to keep the management effective in achieving the collective goal.

Schlager and Ostrom (1992) have reintroduced the idea of a ‘common property ownership’ to
provide property rights fairly and efficiently when resolving the imbalances that arise from either
public or private property ownership. The definition provided by Schlager and Ostrom (1991, p.
250) is ‘common property rights to a resource pool is property owned by a community of multiple
users working together to maintain and manage a resource.” They classify the types of users that
have distinct property rights in hierarchical structure, from authorized user, to claimant, to

proprietor, to owner.

Authorized users are defined as individuals who hold collective-choice rights of management and

exclusion. They lack authority to devise their own harvesting rules, or to exclude others from
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gaining access to the resource pool. They also lack the authority to participate in collective action

to change operational rules.

Claimants are defined as individuals who possess the same rights as authorized users, but they also
hold the responsibility to manage the resource pool while having the collective-choice authority to
devise operational level rights of withdrawal. In addition, they have the rights to management,
which means they have the authority to determine how, when, and where harvesting from a
resource may occur and whether the structure of the resource may be changed. For example, a
group of fishers who devise a zoning plan limiting various types of harvesting activities to distinct
areas of fishing are exercising rights of management for their resource. However, claimants cannot
specify who may or may not have access to the resource, nor can they alienate their rights of

management.

Proprietors are defined as individuals who possess the collective choice rights to participate in
management and exclusion. They can authorize individuals who may have access to resources and
how the resource may be utilized. They decide who is authorized through qualifications that
individuals must meet in order to access a resource. For example, fishermen who are proprietors
may limit access to their fishing grounds to males above a certain age who live in a particular
community and who utilize particular types of gear, thereby exercising their right of exclusion.

But they do not have a right to alienate either of these collective-choice rights.

Owners have all of the rights as proprietors, but in addition they possess the right of alienation
allowing them to sell or lease their collective rights. When putting these bundles of rights together
in a hierarchical order, it is possible to have entry rights without withdrawal rights, have
withdrawal rights without management rights, have management rights without exclusion rights,
or have exclusion rights without the rights of alienation. While owners have the full property rights
of a natural resource, owners are not the only resource users investing in the improvement of
resource systems in the long run. Proprietors and claimants are also keen on encouraging long term
investments, not least because they possess some kind of collective-choice right through which

they can participate in defining and exercising future rights designed to maintain a CPR. This
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makes the collective choice rights a powerful tool for exercising social justice and environmental

sustainability.

In addition, these collective-choice rights are established in a de-facto property-right system,
which is based on resource use organized and enforced among individual users and not recognized
officially by government bodies. De-facto rights are different from de-jure rights, because de-jure
rights are enforcements by governments in the form of formal and legal instrumentalities explicitly
granting rights to specific individual resource users. This implies that any conflicts within property
rights can be settled in a judicial setting. In such common property regimes, there are several cases
where de-facto property rights work in conjunction with de-jure property rights established by the
government. In some cases, when governments do not have the means to enforce rules fully and
sanction those that break them, de-jure rights might be set up as a basis of ground rules to which
resource users can appropriate de-facto rights established around these ground rules. Such de-facto

rights could serve as mechanisms to protect a natural resource.

The establishment of de-facto rights is particularly relevant to common property regimes, because
they motivate the creation of collective-choice rights designed to implicate all resource users. De-
facto rights can become a particularly powerful tool when governments pay little attention to the
resource, giving all resource users the opportunity to gain autonomy and define rules as well as
operational rights for and by themselves. With workable arrangements in mind, collective de-facto
property rights set up within a common property regime can lead to efficiency in using and
maintaining a resource. It is within the context of this theme of property rights that this thesis
promotes a new and effective solution to the socio-economic and environmental issues we face in

our society today.

Combining these characteristics together, a common pool resource under a common property
regime will be protected by its users who will enforce rules or norms that might prevent resource
depletion. In order for a CPR to become a commons, it must also have a common property regime.
In this way, the CPR as commons provides forms of shared property rights to allow its users to
have full control over how the resource is extracted and managed. Those property rights also

determine who has access to the resource and who does not. Those users who have procured shared
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property rights can then come up with governance structures that follow those found in commons.

Common property regimes are thus the foundation of how commons are organized.

With these concepts explained, we can now determine the proper theoretical framework of a
commons going back to Ostrom’s (1990) eight design principles constituting a commons

framework. Those principles are:

1. Define clear group boundaries.

2. Match rules governing the use of common goods to local needs and conditions.

3. Ensure that those affected by the rules can participate in modifying the rules.

4. Make sure that the rule-making rights of community members are respected by outside
authorities.

5. Develop a system carried out by community members for monitoring members’
behavior.

6. Use graduated sanctions for rule violators.

7. Provide accessible, low-cost means for dispute resolution.

8. Build responsibility for governing the common resource in nested tiers from the lowest

level up to the entire interconnected system.

Ostrom’s principles frame the governance structure whereby common property regimes can be
turned into commons, providing the third element of commons in terms of how Benjamin Coriat
(2014) has conceived of them in his book Les Retours des Communs as a resource of space with
some form of shared access, a community preoccupied collectively with use and preservation of
that resource, and the ability of that community to govern the common pool resource under its

command autonomously without outside interference.

In conclusion, we have introduced a rich literature aimed at defining the commons as occupying a
unique space in social organization. The argument goes from common good (in contra-distinction
to public good) to common property regime to commons. In this elaboration, we need to start by
distinguishing a public good from a common good. According to Samuelson (1954), a public good

has the same qualities as a common good, namely resources that are non-excludable, meaning that
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everyone has a right to the use of that good without any form of exclusion, and that are non-
rivalrous, meaning that a user consuming that good cannot affect another user’s consumption of
that good. In addition, such goods are meant to accommodate all users without conflict. A common
good however, and here we use the definitions in Schlager and Ostrom (1990) and Gureshidze and
Guttmann (2016), carries the characteristics of non-excludability and non-rivalry as a common-
pool resource but only up to a point. If a CPR is defined as a natural or human-made resource that
a priori is non-rivalrous and non-excludable due to its size and characteristics, a CPR will always
be subject to becoming finite and unsustainable. By then, it is necessary to introduce some sort of
rivalry and exclusivity to maintain the resource. Therefore, the sharing aspect of the resource is
decided by the members who use it in a regular manner. This may very well imply the need for a
common property regime defining rights of ownership and access. And the decision-making
process of the community of users governing the use and preservation of the CPR turns it into a

common based on explicit governance rules (“design principles”) of the kind put forth by Ostrom

(1991).

Section 1.2 Delving into the Historical Context of Commons

The history of the commons is incredibly complex, and it has gone through cycles of prevalence,
but also destruction and decay. Before the rise of capitalism commons were ubiquitous
arrangements which allowed people to obtain the basic necessities of life. But the relentless
emphasis on technological advances, personal wealth accumulation, and individual freedoms
associated with capitalism made commons less viable over time, if at all. However, capitalism also
brought about widespread social and economic injustice which in more recent years has ironically
prepared the ground for a revival of commons. In the following section, we shall take a brief look

at this checkered history of commons.

1.2.1 The Prevalence of Commons before the Agrarian Revolution

During the times when humans were hunting and gathering, commons were prominent across the
entire globe. Territories were established as communal, and were therefore given to a tribe instead

of a privately held land under the control of individuals. After societies were formed into empires,
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commons were a crucial form of governance, and empires thrived in the preservation of commons.
For example, the ancient Greeks were the first empire to designate shared natural resources as
common good available to all. Water, which had no specific boundaries, was labelled as one of
the first recognized commons by a governing or authoritative body. This made diplomatic
relationships unfolding in bodies of water much fairer and easier to govern, given its boundary-
less nature. The Romans were the next major ancient empire to adopt usages of water as forms of
commons. Roman law specified explicitly that water was a common that was free and accessible
to all. The Romans actually considered all bodies of water, shorelines, wildlife, and air as
commons. Resources found in these natural habitats were classified as ‘res communes’, which
meant resources available to all. This allowed farmers outside of big cities to use the land

collectively and produce efficiently for the people of Rome.

After the collapse of the Roman empire, the Middle Ages emerged as a time when commons were
used the most. They emerged as a response to the absolutist claims by the King that all aspects of
land habitat were under his authority. Across Europe kings often claimed rivers, forests, and wild
animals as their own property. At the same time, you had the feudalist system evolve in
decentralized fashion around the “lord of the manor” and his dependents, a population of laborers
working the surrounding land to support themselves and the lord. They could pay him in kind for
use of the land, or later on with cash, but beyond that obligation possessed collective rights to use
the land for their own subsistence. The contradiction between the King’s absolutist power and the
shared practices of the manor created a rich source of tensions, notably first in England where
King John was forced to sign the Magna Carta into law in 1215 whereby he had to accept forests

and fisheries as ‘res communes’ (Fairlie 2020).

From the mid-17" century onwards the Second Agricultural Revolution propelled England to
having the most technologically advanced and productive agriculture in the world. One of the
consequences was the freeing of labor which eventually would turn into the urbanizing labor force
driving the Industrial Revolution from 1750 onwards. Another consequence was the deepening of
private property, including that of land, which had devastating results for the hitherto widespread

commons. The case of England during the agricultural revolution shows one of the most explicit
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cases of the decline of the commons. It is therefore an ideal national system to observe the

emergence and the destruction of commons.

Until then, for most of the Middle Ages, the dynamic of farm commons was integrated into the
prevailing feudal order. While the property was already owned by a large governing monarchy,
the property was always shared. As such, the nobility and priory who owned the rights to land
loaned peasant farmers the holding, as well as the land that belonged to it. In exchange for this
loan, the peasants had to pay the rent of the holding. The payments were made by the peasants
who had to perform labor tasks for nobility, and they were always subject to the jurisdiction of the
landlord. This jurisdiction was possible because the commons were controlled entirely by the
landlord, who was known as the ‘lord of the soil of the common’. Agriculture depended on
privately owned ‘common’ land, but could be used by others who each enjoyed the legal right to

access the land.

One can see how important commons were for the majority of the population that was not affiliated
with the kings’ rule. The commons were part of a feudal system, where arrangements were made
between peasants to use the land for their farming activities. This feudal system, which was
eventually the main form of communal farming at the time, were made up of strip fields and
associated common wasteland in which animals were grazed and crops were harvested. While
there was a lord that would officially own the land, the lands were open to any farmer. The lands
would mostly be used by tenants, and they had the rights to use the land for farming, grazing,
wood, and fuel. No individual had more power or accessibility to those lands than other

individuals, so it was a very communal based form of property rights.

The people with access rights to the land were known as ‘commoners,’ defined as people who had
access to common land. (Neeson 1993). While there was private ownership by the royalty of a
territory, people’s lives were determined by democracy, egalitarianism, and self-sustainability. As
a matter of fact, people would be involved in the local elections of a governing council. The
governing council was obligated to hold meetings in a public space to decide on the distribution
of plots of land, scheduling of multiple uses and responsibilities, and arrangement of fees for

pasturing animals in order to prevent overgrazing. Generally speaking, land management was
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based on common lands being used to plant crops, graze livestock, glean, forage, hunt, fish, and

provide wood as well as turf as a source of fuel.

This form of land management was known as an open field system, where the King or the ‘Lord
of the Manor’ owned an estate, but the peasants enjoyed all sorts of ‘usufructuary’ rights which
allowed the individual peasant to perform all of the aforementioned agricultural activities (Wall,
2014). The open field system worked best in certain cases where the movement of a resource or
the production of a good required a team to complete the task and could not be undertaken by an
individual alone. The history of the open field system is rooted in the idea of teamwork and
performing tasks collectively. This system was derived from the introduction of the large wheeled
plough known as the caruca. The caruca was used to manage and mobilize resources in England’s
heavy clay soils. The Gauls invented it to deal with soils rather than the lightweight material known
as aratum from Rome. A group of oxens was the only way the caruca could be pulled and turned
around, especially when it was being used in heavy soils. Because the peasants could not afford a
whole team of oxens, a joint team enterprise was formed to manage the investment of the ox team,
the strips of land in which the caruca would be used in, as well as rotating and managing the

farming of the land.

The idea of a joint enterprise to obtain and manage an ox team is symbolic in the governance of
the commons. Each peasant would develop strips of land that were proportioned to his share of
investment in the ox team, and the lands were farmed in either a two- or three-course rotation. For
one year, the peasants would decide to turn the land fallow, because each peasant needed the equal
number of strips in each section to maintain a constant crop on a year-to-year basis. A couple of
rules were enforced within this joint enterprise in self-governing fashion. For example, there was
no possibility for individual lots of farming, since a peasant’s crops in the absence of enclosure
would surely get grazed by everybody else’s animals. The peasants also had to obtain their hay

from communal meadows in order to feed the livestock.
Orwin (1938) gave a clear interpretation of the rules and settings of a typical open field system in

Britain. He said, “A man may have no more than an acre or two, but he gets the full extent of them

laid out in long "lands” for ploughing, with no hedgerows to reduce the effective area, and to
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occupy him in unprofitable labour.” Orwin is emphasizing here the idea that each peasant may
only formally claim one parcel of the land. But because that parcel is part of a greater common,
that peasant will have access to a much wider range of land for his cattle. Orwin continues by
saying, “No sort of enclosure of the same size can be conceived which would give him equivalent
facilities. Moreover, he has his common rights which entitle him to graze his stock all over the
'lands’ and these have a value, the equivalent of which in pasture fields would cost far more than
he could afford to pay.” Here Orwin highlights the range of access for each peasant when becoming
a participant to the open field system. The author insinuates that becoming part of a larger system
of self-governance means there are a plenty of benefits to accrue. The vocabulary used to
emphasize this point is ‘value’. Orwin explains value in this context as measured by the difference
between the cost of having access to such vast lands for grazing livestock and what the peasant
could afford to pay to own or use that same equivalent mass of space. (I got Orwin’s quotes from
an article written by S. Fairlie entitled “A Short History of Enclosure in Britain in 7he Land issue

of Summer 2009)

The peasants felt the benefits of the open field systems in many instances. First of all, the open
field system encouraged economies of scale in terms of farm production. Since there was already
a team set up to take care of the oxens, it was easier to perform complicated tasks that required a
group of people. Farmers worked together to achieve accessibility to the open field. The major
drawback of working collectively as a team to achieve economies of scale was giving up freedom.
When the economies of scale were not equally distributed, people had no choice but to try
producing more than others. The scale of farming for each farmer was better kept as closely
proportional to the other farmers as possible. This became an even more challenging issue when
land became scarcer due to increased population pressure. Farmers could no longer claim land so
easily without there being a dispute. When a single plot of land was divided among three farmers,
the pressure to divide the arable land into strips and manage those semi-collectively became
paramount. Prior to the Agrarian Revolution, uncultivated lands were widespread so that people
could claim private plots of land without impeding too much on the production and lifestyle of
others. Freedom is sacrificed here as well, but farmers operated better and reaped more benefits

when they were part of an open field system.
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During this system of governance, two types of land management appeared. One concerned the
extensive cultivation of grazing land for cattle, while the other involved managing and preserving
the woods to gather resources for feeding the cattle due for grazing or obtaining fuel to cook or
storing agricultural products (Zeckert 2016). Because of the very temperate climate in England, it
was imperative for farmers to gather the fodder for the cattle. During the winter, the cattle were
required to feed on rough pasture because of the weather conditions. So in order to feed them, the
fodder would have to be gathered from the woods prior to raising the cattle in the winter time. The
amount of livestock an individual had depended on the amount of hay available as winter fodder.
The amount of hay available was entirely dependent on the size of the woods themselves, which
could only be sustained if they were governed in the form of a commons. This common land system
of governance in agriculture had sustained families for centuries. But that long-lasting arrangement
of common lands quickly changed in the course of the Agrarian Revolution at the beginning of the

18th century.

England was under Saxon rule, and that continued through the era of Norman serfdom. After the
Black Death, serfdom paved the way for a money economy that would advance through a
leasehold. This leasehold consisted of a customary land tenure known as the copyhold, which
marked the beginning of the privatization of arable land. However, these specific changes did not
have much of an effect on the open field system in Europe. France, for example, continued to
evolve the open field system for agriculture in its most modernized regions. For example, the area
of Quesnay is cited as one of the most technological advanced regions for agriculture, known as
the land of ‘high farming’. It became more and more advanced due to the collective management
and self-governance of these open field systems. Other examples of open field system are cited
throughout the world, such as Tigray in Ethiopia and Anatolia in Turkey in the 1950s. In fact, the
open field system in Tigray had a mechanism to prevent any ox owners profiteering from oxless
owners. Within the rules of the open field system, ox owners were coerced to prepare space or land
for oxless owners before they were allowed to prepare their own. The oxless owners would then
assist by supplying feed for the animals they use to plough the land as a return payment. It was a

symbiotic relationship between the two groups of people, and it benefited everyone using the open

field.
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However, the open field system across Europe was under threat by many exogenous forces, the
biggest one of which were wealthy landowners who wanted to privatize their land use. This process
came to the forefront between the 14th and 17th centuries. Landowners wanted to convert arable
land used for farming into open space to graze sheep. This conversion process raised a lot of issues
for the ruling class about modalities of land use and access. The Statute of Merton, passed in 1235,
allowed a Lord of the Manor to enclose common land, provided that there was enough pasture left
for the tenants, and also clarified the conditions for his assertion of exclusive ownership rights
over waste lands, woods, and pastures at the expense of tenants. The oldest statute of the English
parliament, it formed the legal foundation for defining ownership (Pitkin, 1961). Three centuries
later, following the suppression of the anti-enclosure Kett Rebellion of 1549, the Statute of Merton
was revived in 1550 to allow landlords to enclose land at their own discretion. Enclosed lands were

at that point set up to become eventually the norm throughout England.

1.2.2 The Agrarian Revolution and the Enclosures of the Commons

The process of this shift was slow, and the disappearance of commons was a rather gradual affair.
The first forms of enclosure still provided for the overall collective management of the common
land. So while the agricultural management of land was becoming enclosed, governance was
collective. Farmers were granted ownership to allotments, which comprised long strips of land,
often separated from each other to ensure no individual would receive better parcels than the
others. Farms were placed next to each other so that each farmer could benefit from mutual aid by
the other farmers. After harvest, many farmers allowed horses, cows and sheep to graze the field
and deposit their manure as fertilizer for next year’s crops, because they would glean the grain on

soil before letting the livestock graze.

Even if farming was done on an individual basis, much of the decision-making around agricultural
management was still done communally to ensure no farmer was left behind. An example of such
communal decision-making involved communities setting a cap on the level of income per farmer
that qualified for the use of common land. Some villages put income caps while others would set
aside pasture land for the people. The income cap was set to avoid tensions between farmers who

would imminently see this as a zero-sum competition and exploitation among each other. While
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the parcels were placed in commonable land, collective arrangements in the management of that
land were the norm throughout England. Christopher Rogers et al (2016) claimed that commonable
land was a concept in which good neighborhoods and territories generate the sustainability of a
resource, equitable access, a solid balance between conflicting demands, and guide for decision
making tools on land use. It was a system that worked really well for farmers. These individual
parcels were part of a greater common land regime, but they also marked the beginning of

agricultural competition brought on by enclosure.

Enclosure started to get imposed on common governance when wealthier farmers came to
dominate the councils and force the arrangement of assignment of land, which made land
ownership increasingly unequal. By the start of the 18th century land distribution was no longer
driven by social justice, but by proportionality based on property rights and ancient customs. In
fact, leaseholders and manorial lords were at an advantage compared to the rest, because they had
the resources and capital to invest in newly enclosed land. Less wealthy farms did not have such
capital investment possibilities, so they held on to traditional forms of farming. This shift was the

start of the enclosure of the commons in Agrarian Britain.

While distribution of land ownership was becoming increasingly based on enclosure by wealthier
farmers, many socially oriented systems remained. For example, a support structure was
established to help less wealthy farmers in what was becoming a fragile economy of small scale
agriculture. Many among those not owning land ended up unable to farm and provide for
themselves independently. Thus, they were forced to become hired workers at a larger scale farm.
While these farmers could obtain another source of income, this arrangement was less secure than
owning a parcel of land, and so the benefits of farming would be diminished. As enclosure of
farmland was becoming the norm, farmers who once owned small parcels became laborers for the

bigger farmers.

In addition, several innovations took place during this period. Crop rotation allowed different crops
to be grown on the same parcel of land across different growing seasons. Fencing set boundaries
to the parcel for protection of the crops’ growth. Usage of harvesting equipment allowed each

individual farmer to harvest more crops in a shorter amount of time. These innovations allowed

56



farmers to increase their productivity and ensure the protection of their agricultural land. But these
innovations required capital investment, so farmers had to be more productive in order to achieve
an outcome that could afford them these advancements. It was therefore important for each farmer
to own land and make money directly from that land. The objective of such capital investment

greatly motivated the enclosure of the commons.

It was also this form of capital investment that created a major divide in wealth between wealthier
landlords and factory and farm workers. Farmers able to afford investing in these new forms of
innovation for agriculture were typically also leaseholders or landlords who gave themselves in
systematic fashion more power to impose enclosures of common grounds. The new forms of
investments in farming innovations also led to the introduction of new crops, which required arable
land to be properly drained and re-fertilized, a task that required a lot of time, cash, and effort.
Many of these newly introduced crops were crops with roots. Ill-drained clays were too difficult

and costly to cultivate such crops, one more reason to privatize the best-quality land.

The Agrarian Revolution was the period where farming shifted from common ownership and
common use of pasturable land to enclosed and privately-owned spaces. As farming technology
advanced in the wake of the 18" century, more efficient crops were being used and the usage of
the crops would help farmers acquire cheap and effective drainage systems. Such efficient crop
systems meant that the manorial courts had less regulating to do over time. This encouraged more
enclosures of common lands, precisely because many of the farmers who acquired these new
efficient fodder crops would decide amongst each other not to enforce common rights and
physically enclose allotments for individual use and benefit. These new agreements of enclosure
meant that the common lands were eventually transformed into spaces of unrestricted individual

ownership.

Centuries of enclosure procedures in England unfolded along three distinctly different paths.
Large-scale “informal” (i.e. non-parliamentary) enclosure on the commons involved primarily
agreement among owners, excluding the peasants who used or lived on the land. In other words,
enclosures were accepted under common consent between each owner, who agreed upon

themselves to enclose larger portions of the fields or the commons, including any “waste” worth
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cultivating. The land thus ended up divided into separate compound farms or allotments, based on
proportions of quantity and value that each owner originally held. In order to get these agreements
officially approved, commissioners appointed by the state had the responsibility of confirming
each division of land, and therefore the enclosure of the commons, while also settling any disputes
that may arise from such arrangements. This led to the abandonment of common rights, and
farmers consequently stopped farming on the common land. This spreading practice of large-scale
informal enclosure peaked between 1750 and 1760. As such, by 1760, most of the common lands
in England had already been enclosed by landowners agreeing upon themselves to occupy these
portions of common land. As a result, there was not much non-parliamentary enclosure taking

place after 1760.

Another mode of informal enclosures arose from a dynamic known as ‘piecemealing’, a process
that allowed the owners agreeing among themselves to occupy small portions of land from the
commons and open fields for their own use. The land occupied in this fashion usually ranged
between one and twenty acres. Barriers were formed near the boundaries of the newly privatized
lands to ensure the owners could use the space under complete privacy and exclusivity, without
any intervention from the public. This more gradual practice developed in response to conflicts
that were arising with the first common-consent method described above. Piecemealing eventually
took over as much as half of the cultivated land. But this growth of enclosed land was still in much

smaller proportion so as to manage conflict arising from this process more easily.

And then there were the private enclosures known as encroachments, defined as large parcels of
common land or waste being occupied without any approval or permission of the communities in
the village. These encroachments received little opposition, because peasants could still demand a
right to square on the waste or on the roadside and work for some form of compensation. If a
cottage was resurrected overnight and had smoke coming from the chimney in the morning, the
residents of that cottage were usually allowed to stay. This seemed to be an easier option than
fighting for the common land. As farming opportunities were diminishing, opportunities of
employment in a nearby town and local rural craft became more available providing landless

peasants new forms of employment and self-dependence. These welcome alternatives emerging in
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the later stages of the “informal” enclosure movement should not obscure the deeply destabilizing

consequences of land enclosure for the rural population.

Spreading enclosures led to villages becoming depopulated and common lands surrounding these
villages disappearing over time. Peasants were becoming increasingly unsettled, and their response
was to revolt such as the Midland Rising of 1607. Peasants increasingly resisted the enclosure of
the commons and became gradually better organized in combating that corrosive force reshaping
rural England. Vigilante bands were created to cause even more impudent acts of resistance. In his
masterful discussion of the enclosure movement as a “revolution of the rich against the poor,” Karl
Polanyi (1944, pp. 36 — 40) notes that the socially chaotic dislocations of unregulated enclosures

had to be slowed down by legislative regulation of the process.

Under the Tudor and early Stuarts, spanning the late 16" and early 17" centuries, Parliament came
to oversee the enclosure movement more and more. New enclosure agreements were at that point
transformed into Acts of Parliament where specific individual ownership rights were enforced and
landowners were protected. Thus, regulating the transformation towards a more orderly pace and
legally established norms provided a degree of stability which encouraged new investments to
improve crop yield and feed more people. This eventually led to an expansion of the population
and new technological advances whereupon production and development grew exponentially. We
can consider this period to be the beginning of the end for commons, coinciding with the rise of

industrial capitalism.

By 1760, very few non-parliamentary enclosures persisted, because most the common land had
already been enclosed by agreement at that point. Nonetheless, the English parliament passed a
total of 5,265 private enclosure acts from 1750 to 1850 (Mingay, 1997). Of that total 3,094 acts,
or 59%, were on open field or common land. These acts were performed to confirm the legal
validity of an enclosure that had already persisted upon agreement. Another reason for these
parliamentary acts of enclosure was to enclose the remaining camp of the open field land that had
survived piecemeal enclosure. Yet another motivation for passing new enclosure acts was to solve
or amend any errors or omissions that were committed in the preceding acts. With those three

reasons explaining how parliamentary enclosure acts complemented the informal non-

59



parliamentary enclosure practices, it was clear that the overall goal was to enable the completion
of enclosure of the land in England. Some scholars argued that non-parliamentary enclosure had a
greater effect on England than the parliamentary enclosures that proceeded later. By 1760, when
the parliamentary enclosure acts took off in earnest, well over 75% of England’s land had already

been enclosed informally.

If so much of the land had already been enclosed by private acts, why was there a need for the
parliament to step in and pass nation-wide acts to support this enclosure process? It is true that the
earlier phase enclosures taking place before 1790 were achieved fairly quickly. But as time passed,
enclosures were getting seemingly more complicated. This was because these enclosures included
provisions for commutations of tithes and schemes that focused on road improvements for the
parish, which led to longer lasting proceedings. As a result, the first upsurge in interest in
parliamentary enclosure began in the 1750s. Between 1730 and 1754 food prices were low, and as
a result landowners had less pecuniary motive to endure the lengthy and troubling process of

obtaining a private act to enclose. The average amount of enclosure acts was around four a year.

Between 1755 and 1770, however, there was a greater number of enclosure acts passing. England’s
rapid population growth during this period fueled an ever-expanding market for cropped goods.
As such, food became a more profitable good, with higher rents on land incentivizing landowners
to privatize their land and gain more profit from it. A decrease in parliamentary acts occurred from
1780 onward, because it became less profitable and more expensive to enclose. This was directly
correlated to the land value decreasing. The introduction of the grain made prices lower, while at
the same time there was a rise in interest rates. This made the cost of borrowing to finance an
enclosure more expensive. Afterwards, due to the Napoleonic wars, interest rates were rising and
food prices, primarily because of poor food harvests, were also on the rise. As a result, there was
an upsurge in parliamentary acts again in the 1790s. The average number of acts passed reached
seventy-five a year during 1790 and 1819. After the wars, the number of acts passed fell sharply
to approximately forty-five a year between 1815 and 1819 and to a mere average of sixteen a year

between 1820 and 1844.
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There are three main reasons why initiators of enclosure persisted with the involvement of the
parliamentary rather than their old non-parliamentary methods. The first reason was achieving
greater legal certainty. There was much less of a chance for opponents of enclosure to win back
their common lands when the parliament backed up the privatization of the land concerned. With
commissioners completing the award, enclosures were much more easily accepted. The second
reason was to confirm the necessary commutation of tithes and improvements of roads, which was
much more easily achieved under the authority of a parliamentary enclosure act. The third reason

was to lessen the opportunities for the opposition of enclosure to win their case.

1.2.3 The Death of the Commons in the Wake of Capitalism

By the end of the 19th century the commons had lost their role of dominance as an economic
system destined to prosper the population. It was generally understood that enforced enclosure
would help landowners obtain more wealth while at the same time improving food supplies for the
rest of society. But for individuals to accumulate wealth through the exploitation of resources for
profit was only possible by enforcing enclosure of common lands. This is mainly because property
rights needed to be privatized so that producers of goods and services could sell their produce for
individual profit. In the wake of capitalism’s inexorable rise, centered on the profit motive and

privatized property, the commons faced a natural death.

There is general agreement among historians that the commons have been sidelined by economic
and political forces of capitalism. Many scholars (see sections 1.4.1 and 1.4.2) argue that commons
had to be destroyed in order to accommodate economic prosperity associated with the spread of
capitalism. In the 19th century, capitalism was defined by an ever-accelerating growth of heavy
industries and mass scale production. Yet, while history shows a widespread destruction of
commons in Europe and the United States preceding the Industrial Revolution, there is also ample
evidence that, even when commons seemed invisible, they continued to exist here and there. Many
underprivileged people still preserved the commons to obtain some form of support system that
would keep necessary goods of survival in reach. In order to understand how commons have
survived even at the forefront of capitalism and its enclosure, one has to look at the historical

context of commons.
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After a major period of enclosure leading to the diminishing of the commons in the 20th century,
the commons have reemerged at the fore of economic thought. There are three main reasons for
this reemergence. The first is because of the rapid increase in urbanization conglomerating more
people together in denser areas amidst sharply worsening inequality. There is also an increasing
concern of climate change having detrimental effects on people’s lives. Finally, we live with the
spreading realization that the current neoliberal paradigm of unfettered capitalism is unable to
respond to these two aforementioned pressures. We aim here to explain these reasons for the

reemergence of the commons movement in greater detail.

The first reason is the ever-accelerating growth of the world’s population moving towards cities
to find opportunities of employment and a higher quality of life. This movement of people towards
the cities has existed for a while. While cities have been at the core of each empire in the history
of humanity, it was the industrial revolution that brought masses of people into denser urban areas
at a rate quicker than anything ever seen in history. The discovery of steel production and oil
refinement brought a major period of development in many countries across the world, notably in
Europe and the United States. This increased scale of development also came with an increased
demand for labor, particularly in areas where mass scale development occurred. The industrial
revolution came shortly after the start of the major enclosure period of the commons. The enclosure
of the commons resulted in many farmers and subsistence users being forced out of their previous
domicile and way of living. These people moved to cities to seek new economic opportunities.
This led to a population shift, resulting from a grand exodus of people pouring into the cities and
away from the countryside.

During this exodus, several economic changes complemented this population shift. Because there
was an enormous upsurge in factory production, demand for labor increased exponentially as well.
Many of the previous farmers found employment opportunities in these factories. In other words,
these factories became the replacement of labor for these farmers, except that working conditions

were far more gruesome for a pay that could barely sustain their lives.

In addition, there was an enormous population growth in recently industrialized countries. Many

scholars have linked the population growth to a decline in the death rate, primarily because of an
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increase in food sources and decline in warfare. By 1850, during the time of the enclosures, over
half of the population in Britain had already found homes in cities. However, the living conditions
in the cities were deplorable. Cities became overcrowded, filthy, and impoverished. The industrial
workers were forced to live in dormitories where an individual room would lodge up to six people.
Because of this overcrowding, diseases and epidemics spread quickly across the industrial working
population. This was also a result of very poor sanitary conditions. At the time, city governments
were too overwhelmed to deal with the increased population and were unprepared to respond to
the sanitary conditions that came along with it. As such, there were disposal services available,
and garbage was ubiquitous. In addition, many people would dispose of their waste by dumping
sewage on the streets, leading to very poor hygiene. Some of the waste would end up in the cities’

water systems. To conclude, living conditions were deplorable.

Conditions in factories also left much to be desired. Factory production required labor at a constant
level, and the workers were forced to adjust to a routine they were absolutely not used to. Their
agricultural backgrounds were comprised of routinized hours of work alternated with a rest
schedule. When these workers were forced to break that habit in order to cater to the labor demands
of the factory, their ability to rest was diminished. The factory owners, who were wealthy and
hungry for profit, instituted very long and restless hours for the workers to ensure that they would
maximize their profit from having factories producing continuously. Penalties were given to

workers who were late or producing less than what was demanded.

In addition, the factories were dangerous, because there were no safety regulations or protection
for these workers. Being surrounded by machinery and working with toxic gas or particulate
matter, the risk of injury was enormous. Workers would not receive compensation if they were
injured. And if you were in no condition to work, you would lose the possibility to earn or meet
your needs. There was also no such thing as labor laws, and often enough workers would work
twelve-to-sixteen hour shifts, working as much as seven days a week. Such a schedule was not
only exhausting, it also led to very poor health conditions that could eventually threaten the ability
for that worker to earn in the future. In addition, there was nothing stopping a factory owner to use

child labor in order to meet profit demands.
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In conclusion, there were several factors that contributed to the deterioration of worker and living
condition for newly formed industrial workers. Since families were departing from a tradition of
self-subsistence, there was a greater need for income generation. But that was no easy task for a
family when the woman was expected to stay home and care for the children. This was already the
starting point for gender discrimination, and many women suffered from this. In addition, in order
for the families to support themselves, some children just barely old enough to work were also
forced to find employment in these factories. This led to an increase in child labor and made for a
dangerous and treacherous upbringing. The bad working conditions of industrial workers came
from a greater population in need of jobs. Since there was such an abundant supply of workers
desperately looking for employment, the workers were often cornered into accepting a wage that
was far less than the bare minimum. This also led to a deterioration in living standards. The large
population shift unto cities led to overexploitation, and eventually a depletion of the cities’ potable
water sources. It also put overwhelming pressure on city governments, as they were forced to deal
with poor hygiene and trash everywhere. Evidently, the government system was too strained to

keep up with the growing demands of a rapidly urbanizing population.

The immediate effect of the government’s inability to provide the necessary public services to this
increased population was pollution. More waste was produced as factories were producing at an
ever-accelerating rate. Furthermore, there was also an immediate division of classes as people were
scrambling to gain income that would barely support their needs. It was evident that the industrial
and factory workers were separated by living conditions, working environment, and income. With
all of these problems bearing down on this largely impoverished population, it was clear that
change was needed. Labor unions were formed as a remedy for the pain inflicted onto these
industrial workers. Since workers were often getting mistreated, labor unions came together to
help workers improve their conditions and strengthen their protections. But it was still not enough
to lift the quality of lifestyle and the working conditions of these workers. Workers also formed
cooperatives to secure necessities at reasonable prices and rules of fair distribution based on need.
These indications of workers responding to their misery by resisting exploitation led eventually to
improvements through collective bargaining, labor laws, and self-governing cooperatives. To the
extent that capitalism’s tendencies towards excess can also materialize as over-exploitation of

resources, it would not take long for commons as a form of collective management of common
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resource pools prioritizing their long-term sustainability to find potential applications for their

eventual revival over the last quarter of century.

Section 1.3 Capitalist Logic versus Commons as Social Experiment

We will revisit these attempts at resistance to capitalist excess later in this chapter, when resuming
our discussion of capitalism’s contradictions as root causes for social movement responses, with
the help of Polanyi’s (1944) conceptual framework, notably his concept of “double movement.”
In the meantime, however, we must recognize that capitalism also carries an ideological project in
defense of self-interest and the profit motive. From this point of view defenders of the capitalist
market logic will inevitably cast doubt on any social movement striving to go beyond. Here we
must in particular point to two apologists, Mancur Olson’s critique of “collective action,” and

Garett Hardin’s notion of the “tragedy of the commons.”

1.3.1 Mancur Olson and the Logic of Collective Action

Mancur Olson’s contribution rests on his critique of collective action, implying the presupposed
dominance of self-interest in shaping human behavior. His principal work is The Logic of
Collective Action: Public Goods and the Theory of Groups (1965). There, Olson develops his
argument against collective action in connection with public goods. A public good or collective
good is a good possessing two key characteristics. For one, it is non-excludable, meaning that
everyone has a right to the use of that good without any form of exclusion. Moreover, it is non-
rivalrous, meaning that a user consuming that good cannot affect another user’s consumption of

that good and vice versa (Samuelson, 1954).

Commons fall under this category of a collective good. Olson (1965) claims that commons
managed under collective action efforts by groups of people are, like all other public or collective
goods, subject to the “free-rider problem.” He defines this social phenomenon as a process in
which members of a group deliberately provide less or participate less than what is required of

them to achieve a common goal. Thus, individuals join a group to gain for themselves without
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being a part of the collective initiative. The result of free riding is an insufficient production or

provision of the good, leading to the eventual degradation of that good.

Olson (1965) provides a basis for his criticism of collective action by highlighting several key
points which illustrate the complications and challenges individuals face when they are obliged to
make decisions collectively in pursuit of obtaining a common good. His main argument is that
individuals will not voluntarily contribute enough to the pursuit of the collective interest unless
they get a direct benefit from their participation. In a smaller group it may be easier to match the
collective interest with the personal interest of its members. But when the group concerned is larger
and personal benefit from collective action thus more diluted, there is likely a propensity for “free
riders” to take advantage of others by not doing their fair share while drawing benefits from the

group effort like everybody else.

When groups grow in size, so do the costs associated with the organization and maintenance of
the common good. As said before, and this is after all at the heart of the dominant (neo-liberal)
ideology, people are assumed to be rational and self-interested individuals. If there is no clearly
laid out opportunity that benefits each member of the group collectively, individuals will choose
to act in their own self-interest rather than for the common good and group interest (M. Olson,
1965, p. 2). It is thus likely that people will pull out of a group when the collective effort needed
to be a part of the decision making of a group becomes too costly, or when individuals cannot
envision the full value of participation in order to obtain that collective good. When such a dynamic
takes place, making decisions as a group becomes too difficult, and the collective pursuit of the

common good becomes increasingly less attractive.

The second reason why collective action might not work in today’s economy according to Mancur
Olson is how difficult it is to get self-interested individuals to participate in a collective dynamic.
In many instances, individuals are competing with one another for that good, so that the
participation required in pursuing collective action is threatened by conflict that might arise from
the competition of pursuing the same good. It should also be said that such competition within a
group pursuing collective action results in members only participating for the possibility of

receiving benefits. This demotivates self-interested individuals from putting in the work to agree
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on decisions together as a collective. And the lower share of benefits incentivizes group members
to participate even less over time. This undermines the aggregate effort of a group in obtaining any
common good. Olson highlights this point by saying “The larger the group, the farther it will fall
short of providing an optimal amount of a collective good” (ibid. p. 35). This claim becomes
stronger when considering the rise of organizational costs associated with growing size of the

group which may lead to further inefficiency in obtaining a collective good.

Collective action may not work when costs rise to make decisions. As each individual uses
cost/benefit calculations to determine their level of participation, it is likely that they will not see
the value in engaging collectively with others because the costs are higher than the benefits. As
such, they will opt out of being a part of any decision-making process. Companies pursue their
interests through lobbying and political pay-offs, and so long as this behavior exists, it will be very
hard for individuals to act collectively. Under Olson’s theory, it is difficult to justify the need for

collective action efforts to solve socio-economic problems and pursue a collective good.

1.3.2 Garrett Hardin and the Tragedy of the Commons

Olson’s critique of collective action can easily be extended to the theory of the commons. The
purpose behind the notion of the commons, after all, is initiating collective action among
individuals sharing the same interest and potentially forming a group. In that context individuals
collectively agree upon decisions in order to pursue a collective interest. For that interest to gain
greater value for an individual, the decisions are agreed upon collectively. However, some
decisions that are made collectively are difficult, and Olson debunks collective action by claiming
that such collective forms of decision-making are either very costly to the individual or impossible

to make as a group.

Garrett Hardin (1968) takes Olson’s criticism of collective action to the next level by explaining
how individual actors will find it difficult, if not altogether impossible, to use commons in pursuit
of a collective good. Given capitalism’s rule of private property and profit motive, driven by self-
interested actors, commonly owned resources are not compatible with the standard dynamics of

economic growth. In such a context, any commonly owned resource is bound to be subject to
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eventual decay. This is especially true when you take into account that the world has a finite stock
of natural resources, has a growing human population, and human nature is guided by self-interest.
These factors together threaten the possibility of obtaining a collective good in a commonly
managed space. Hardin even claims that commons often lead to further problems of social and

economic injustice.

In a world where economic actors act in their own self-interest, it is considered nearly impossible
to manage a commonly owned resource. Hardin (1968) has explained why by providing an
example of a pastured land used for cattle ranching. Each cattle rancher owns his or her own cattle
in a land owned and managed by a group of farmers competing against each other. Assuming, as
we are prone to do in economics, that everyone is rational and will act in their own self-interest in
order to maximize the benefits available from a resource, Hardin begins his illustration with the
notion that a cattle rancher is well aware of the financial benefits he receives from each cattle he
owns. The rancher is also aware that the cost of using the land to raise the cattle is not his financial
responsibility. The land has a limited amount of space and is shared between a group of competing
cattle ranchers. Each rancher is trying to own as much cattle as possible without the incentive of
investing in the land. As a result, the ranchers maximize the amount of cattle they can possibly
afford to achieve maximum personal gain without considering the physical constraints of the
shared land. Under these circumstances the amount of cattle far exceeds the maximum capacity

the land can hold, thereby subjecting the land to considerable physical strain.

On top of that, there is no governing body to control the amount of cattle there are. No cattle
rancher would want to bear the cost of managing the land, which means that these ranchers run the
risk of overexploiting the land and eventually degrading it. Such neglectful attitude toward the
management of the land, along with the increase of cattle within a limited space, further
exacerbates its degradation. But because each rancher wants to own more and more cattle, the rate

of degradation runs the risk of accelerating exponentially.
In Hardin’s example the likelihood of destruction taking place in a commonly shared land is

extremely high, and it is thus not favorable to initiate a common property ownership scheme with

regards to natural resources. This ‘tragedy’ reaches a macro-level as well when taking into account
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the problem of over-population in this world. Overexploitation of commonly owned land is
worsened by continuing population growth in a limited biosphere. This claim implies that
commonly held property with more and more common ‘owners’ using the land shall only deepen

the level of damage.

Building on Hardin’s work, several influential scholars (Coase, 1960; Brazel, 1989; Eggertsson,
1990) have suggested that private property rights are the most efficient way of managing natural
resources, assuming that the owner has the rational interest to maintain the land properly and avoid
overexploitation to his or her own benefit. This argument has become the mainstream neo-classical
approach, often invoked to explain capitalism’s success in the United States and several other
developed countries. But several scholars, such as Libecap (1989) and above all North (1990),
have offered historical accounts that challenge the neoclassical view of a foreseeable evolution of
economically efficient property rights. These scholars state that private property rights grant
ownership only to a small portion of the population, undermining the rights and even the welfare
of a vast majority of the population. The ability to own, exploit at free will, and sell a resource
gives dominant power to the owner, and this creates social and economic imbalances. In addition,
there is no way to force an owner to stop over-exploiting or abusing a resource, and the
environmental harm resulting from such practice can prove to be incredibly costly to society. Such
claims have forced many scholars to rethink the implementation of communal property rights that

define commons today.

1.3.3 Elinor Ostrom’s Response

Ostrom (1990) is one of the scholars who has rejected Hardin’s argument by providing many
examples of successful schemes of commonly held resources being properly managed by a group
of users. But she notes that the success of a ‘commons’ depends on collective action by users to
formulate a set of informal norms and rules that every user can abide by. In order for successful
commons and the collective action within them to be explored properly, it is important to provide

the analytical framework for common property rights.
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According to Schlager and Ostrom (1992), common property rights to a resource pool involve
property owned by a community of multiple resource users working together to maintain and
manage the resource. These property rights are classified and organized in a hierarchical structure,
from authorized user to claimant to proprietor to owner, with each having their own set of rights
to access and use the resource (see section 1.1.2). While there is a formal hierarchal structure as to
who has the rights to use the land, there is an informal institutional set of arrangements regarding
how the rights are established. Such institutional arrangements are derived from a de-facto
property rights system, which is based on resource use and put into place by individual users who

are not officially recognized by government bodies (Schlager and Ostrom, 1992).

De-facto rights are different from de-jure rights which governments impose with legal force
explicitly granting rights to specific individual resource users. This implies that any conflicts
concerning the property rights can be settled in a judicial setting. In common property right regimes
there are several instances where de-facto property rights work in conjunction with de-jure
property rights established by the government. For example, governments may not have the means
to enforce rules fully and sanction those that break them in which case de-jure rights might be set
up to define ground rules. Resource users can then appropriate de-facto rights on the basis of these
ground rules (Alston 2009). Such de-facto rights could serve as mechanisms to protect a natural

resource.

The establishment of de-facto rights is particularly relevant to commons, because they create the
motivation to initiate collective choice rights designed to implicate all resource users. In this case
de-facto rights can become a particularly powerful tool when governments pay little attention to
the resource, giving all resource users the opportunity to gain autonomy and define rules and
operational rights among themselves. With workable arrangements in mind, collective de-facto
property rights set up within a common property rights system can lead to efficiency in using and
maintaining a resource. However, such institutional arrangements require collective action in the
management of the resource and creation of de-facto property rights linked to the use of that
resource (Schlager & Ostrom 1992). The more people participate in the development of such de-
facto property rights, the greater the credibility of these rights within the use of the resource. While

Mancur Olson’s critique of collective action may apply here and there, the whole point of Schlager
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and Ostrom’s elaboration of institutional arrangements is to assure that they provide a workable
system of rules and norms guiding users guiding users how best to manage and preserve a resource

sustainably.

Ostrom’s timely response to the critiques of Mancur Olson and Garrit Hardin in defense of
collective action and commons must be put into a broader context. Commons are part of a social
tradition of humans organizing together for shared objectives outside and beyond pure market
logic. It would be useful to place Ostrom’s contribution in the context of a wider response to
capitalist domination. Let us consider for that purpose the meaningful contribution of Karl
Polanyi’s (1944) critique of capitalism and his analysis of social movements using collective action

in response to that system’s excesses.

Section 1.4 Polanyi’s “Double Movement” and the “Social Solidarity Economy”

This historical analysis on Karl Polanyi’s interpretation of market capture to social systems and
processes will pinpoint us towards the origins of how collective action was used as a confronting
measure against capitalistic logic. Such an analysis will also provide commons an entry point in
economics. It will also help us obtain our objective of introducing counterbalancing measures

against this marketization process of common goods.

1.4.1 The World According to Karl Polanyi

Karl Polanyi, developing in his classic The Great Transformation (1944) an original critique of
what he termed “market society,” provides a powerful answer to all those apologists who, like
Mancur Olson or Garett Hardin, presume the capitalist logic of individual self-interest and private
property rights to be the only acceptable framework of social behavior. From their vantage point
it is not surprising to conclude that collective action is difficult to make succeed or that commons
will not work. Their very starting point of self-interested rationality and individual optimization
presumes anti-social choices bound to undermine any alternative social form of organization
rooted in the collective or the community. Hence their conclusions about the futility of collective
action, as in the case of Olson, or the tragedy of the commons, as argued by Hardin, are

predetermined by their starting assumptions about human nature.
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The beauty of Polanyi’s (1944) counter-argument is that he takes a far more complex, dynamic
and ultimately social view of human nature to analyze the pros and cons of capitalism. He basically
views humans as interacting within their social and natural environments in order to make a living
by adapting to their material conditions and the environment they face. Avoiding the kind of class
analysis proposed by Karl Marx, Polanyi instead highlights the tension between economic progress
and social dislocation. He develops this tension early on in his book, in the aforementioned passage
on enclosures in medieval England (see section 1.2.2) at the beginning of chapter 4 which he
entitled “Habitation versus Improvement.” Humans strive for economic progress, and that is
“improvement,” but they also need stability in accessing the life’s necessities and roots to a place

of their own making, and that is “habitation.”

In that same discussion of enclosures Polanyi (1944, pp. 36 - 40) also makes the point that the
development of the markets, with their supposed self-regulation, goes hand in hand with the
growth of the nation-state, having to intervene more actively to help markets do what they are
supposed to do. For example, England’s parliamentary enclosure acts of the 18" and early 19"
century were much motivated by the need to slow down the process, thus have a better chance to
adjust to its dislocations, and also resolve conflicts more effectively. He makes the same argument
about the interconnection between the “market system” and the “nation state” when discussing the
Industrial Revolution and the Poor Laws. If he is correct in arguing that market regulation can only
operate effectively with the administrative, protective, and regulatory help from the state, then the
frequently evoked dichotomy between “market” and “state”, or “private” versus “public,” may in
reality be far more complex than we all have been led to believe by economists and other social

scientists defending the “free” market.

Another key concept which Polanyi (1944, ch. 6)) develops is that of the “double movement”
where the dominant paradigm of economic liberalism, all the way to its more recent neo-liberal
push for deregulation and privatization shaping the period from the early 1980s to the crisis of
2007/08, has to be counter-balanced by social protection mitigating the excesses arising from such
relentless marketization. A good example for the latter is the Keynesian Revolution of the 1930s,

as expressed in Roosevelt’s New Deal. But such “social protection” is not necessarily state-led
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only. Polanyi’s emphasis on social relations guiding economic activity allows for all kinds of inter-
group and intra-group formations whereby humans seek to shield themselves from the vicissitudes
of capitalism or pursue goals together they deem socially beneficial. This, of course, leaves space
for the formation of commons as a way to manage socially valuable natural or human-made

resources of all kinds as common-pool resources.

Justifications for commons may arise also from another angle of Polanyi’s analysis of capitalism.
Looking at the “market system” and its relentless drive for marketization, pretty much everything
which profit-seeking actors can get their hands on gets subjected to the market logic of demand,
supply, and market price including at least a normal profit, if not an extra profit. Polanyi (1944,
ch. 6) makes the crucially important point about what he called the “fictitious commodities,” the
marketization of land, labor, and money none of which should be a commodity at all given their
respective qualities and strategic significance. Going back to the enclosures of common land which
led to its “commodification” as private property, Polanyi stresses the profound societal
destabilization of that process as illustration. Taking his point about the embedding of economic
activity in social relations and those playing out in the environment, we can see commons as an

alternative non-capitalist formation for bringing land, labor, and money together.

In sum, Polanyi’s The Great Transformation makes several key arguments why we need to reduce
the influence of capitalism if we are to respond to the social and environmental crises of our time.
Firstly, he argues that all societies must provide adequately for their members to meet their basic
needs, which include food, health, education, housing and more. While pre-capitalist societies
carried out this obligation through cooperation and norms of social responsibility, the rise of
capitalism has imposed the market mechanism as source of discriminatory inequality, reserving
adequate provisioning only for those able to pay the price. Secondly, Polanyi sees the market
mechanism crowding out other social mechanisms which, on their own, would be better able to
shield people from economic stress and deprivation. The environment is a perfect case in point.
Rather than nurturing a symbiotic relationship with nature aimed at its preservation for our comfort
and enjoyment (including sustainable farming, for example), we have commercialized the
environment to the point of perpetually destroying natural processes that have taken many

generations to nourish. Thirdly, the market mechanism utilizes powerful ideological justification
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for its hold on people’s lives, such as forcing most of us through exploitative labor markets for
survival and making it appear as if this was the only possible way to organize the creation and
distribution of income. Yet in reality, and this is another point often highlighted in Polanyi’s
discussion of capitalism, the “market system” is prone to crisis and conflict. It thus ends up often
needing state intervention to prevent it from getting consumed by its own contradictions. And its
propensity for excess, even violence, prompts human counter-reactions of resistance which can
reach transformative force. All four points of Polanyi’s analysis of capitalism bear thinking today,
after decades of neo-liberal prescriptions for unfettered market regulation having brought us to the
brink of environmental catastrophe and, as the pandemic has so powerfully illustrated, subject to

a myriad of inequalities.

1.4.2 The Social Solidarity Economy Through the Lens of Polanyi’s “Double
Movement”

Looking at the dominating forces of capitalism and anti-capitalist counter-movements through the
lens of Polanyi, we can historically analyze what happened when the Industrial Revolution pushed
industrial workers and other oppressed groups to the brink. Using Polanyi’s dynamic notion of
“double movement,” we can identify preliminary forms of collective action in the form of social
movements confronting capitalism’s worst excesses. Already at that point, during the Industrial
Revolution, you get a first manifestation of these counter-balancing forces implied by the double-
movement notion in the form of worker cooperatives which emerged in England and rose to

prominence during the early 19" century.

Worker cooperatives helped workers forge a collective association within their industries to
counter the negative forces brought by capitalism. They were owned by the employees themselves
who consequently were responsible for mobilization of financial resources as well as collective
management of the governance. When it came to the governance of cooperatives, responsibilities
included strategic, operational decision-making, with managers collectively appointed by
members. The ownership of assets was formed by the individual investments brought by the
members to reach a common pool of financial resources (Paranque and Willmot, 1997). Such

assets were joined with other sources of finance such as grants or loans. While this form of
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common capital provided no dividend distributions, the surplus value was used to improve the
wages of employee members and help create better working environments. Common capital
investments would thus create reserves, thereby making sure that cooperatives would meet their
membership needs. In addition, the cooperatives often engaged directly with the market without

having to go through a ‘middleman’ for market information.

These forms of cooperatives have evolved not only in employee ownership, but also in other
domains. Consumer cooperatives, for example, provided access opportunities for home consumer
goods. Housing cooperatives led the struggle for social housing. Farmer cooperatives allowed
ecologically-minded farmers to distribute high-quality food to poorer communities known as “food
deserts” where the predominance of unhealthy processed-food products of major agrobusinesses
charging high prices leaves too many people with no choice but to eat badly. All these examples
show that cooperatives have managed to integrate themselves from their very inception two
centuries ago in key domains and sectors where communities have engaged in some kind of

struggle for acquisition of better resources and fairer administration

You can look at those cooperatives as part of a broader movement aimed at reaching sustainable

social and economic justice. As such, cooperatives bring to bear important notions of social
organization which according to De Peuter and Dyer-Witheford (2000) consist of associated labor,
workplace democracy, surplus distribution, and cooperation among cooperatives. Associated labor
refers to team-work by a unified work force within a collectively organized workplace whose
principles of self-organization motivate higher levels of productivity than would be expected just
from the accumulation of capital alone. Workplace democracy allows members to govern the
cooperative’s operation on the basis of collective decision-making, with members exercising their
rights to have a say on how the cooperative will be governed. Surplus distribution from the
accumulation of common capital mobilized by the members of the cooperative occurs equitably in
proportion to the contributions individuals made to the generation of that surplus. Finally,
cooperatives will want to work together with other cooperatives and even organizations that do
not follow the same model of governance as part of a broader counter-movement against the

domination of capitalism.
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Even though cooperatives date back to the origins of industrial capitalism, there has been a revival
of them since the 1960s. Today they form part of an emerging framework for all kinds of forms of
collective self-organization often referred to as the “Social and Solidarity Economy” (SSE). This
concept started with a notion called the “social economy,” defined as the collective governance of
self-organized groups providing welfare provisions that the state could not provide due to capitalist
capture or government inefficiencies (Desroche, 1976). In recent decades, the “social economy”
has added a dimension of “solidarity” involving different kinds of governance schemes rooted in
solidarity-based organization and collective action such as fair-trade initiatives, community

currencies, and forms of peer-to-peer sharing such as crowdfunding.

Set apart from the dominant model of the market economy and its profit motive, SSE organizations
and activities are both theoretical model and social movement rooted in collective action pursuing
broader values of societal well-being (Sahakian. 2016). One of the priorities of SSE has been to
expand self-organized governance schemes so as to enlarge institutional diversity (Nyssens and
Petrela 2015). Hence the SSE comprises today a wide range of organizational formations all of
whom share in common their dedication to rebalance social, economic and environmental
objectives away from the profit motive. They include non-governmental organizations (NGOs),
community organizations, mutual associations, social enterprises, possibly even “public benefit”
companies or for-profit “certified B corporations” if we allow our definition of SSE to cast a wider
net. What makes each of these formations part of the SSE is their pursuit of explicitly nonprofit
motives and reliance on collective action. The many different kinds of self-organized collectives
making up the SSE that “spaces of deliberation” and “collectively decided rules or democratic
mechanisms” instituting forms of self-governance that promote domestic logic, redistribution, and

reciprocity (Eynaud and Laville 2019).

Cooperatives are at the heart of the SSE, not least because of their deep historical roots dating to
the origins of industrial capitalism. They also have come in a large variety of applications, whether
as workers’ cooperatives as a form of social enterprise, farmer cooperatives to secure food
supplies, or consumer cooperatives to assure affordable access to necessities, just to name a few.
The central position of cooperatives is also justified by a history of organizational principles

guiding their modus operandi which got formulated first as the so-called “Rochdale Principles”
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already in 1844 by an early consumer cooperative considered a pioneer in founding the modern
cooperative movement known as the Rochdale Society of Equitable Pioneers. They were
formalized in 1937 when the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA) officially adopted them,
later revising and refining them on two occasions, in 1966 and most recently in 1995 when they
were incorporated into a broader “Statement on the Co-operative Identity.” These updated ICA
Principles, which may be regarded as generally valid operational goals for all kinds of self-

organized collectives making up the SSE, can be summarized as follows:

1. Voluntary and open membership, including anti-discrimination commitments and
acceptance of a variety of motivations and rewards as valid.

2. Democratic member control.

98]

Member economic participation, including provisions for common capital control, member
compensation and appropriate use of surpluses.

Autonomy and independence.

Education, training, and information.

Cooperation among cooperatives.

N » ok

Concern for community.

While the SSE carries very promising potential for great diversity in organizational and
institutional formations of collective self-governance, its relatively limited spread up to date points
to a need for more innovation in that regard. We could, for example, argue that commons
governing the mobilization and preservation of common-pool resources by a community should
be included in the SSE as one of its key vectors of expansion. To elaborate that argument further,
let us briefly revisit the aforementioned eight design principles proposed by Ostrom (1990) to

guide commons. Those principles, as already first pointed out in section 1.1.2, are:

1. Define clear group boundaries.

2. Match rules governing the use of common goods to local needs and conditions.

3. Ensure that those affected by the rules can participate in modifying the rules.

4. Make sure that the rule-making rights of community members are respected by outside

authorities.
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5. Develop a system carried out by community members for monitoring members’

behavior.
6. Use graduated sanctions for rule violators.
7. Provide accessible, low-cost means for dispute resolution.
8. Build responsibility for governing the common resource in nested tiers from the lowest

level up to the entire interconnected system.

If we compare these principles for commons with the ICA principals for cooperatives, we can
easily see substantial overlaps between the two sets of rules, especially if and when we pair
relevant provisions from each set with each other and offer appropriate interpretations for context,
as I have tried to do elsewhere (see Guttmann, 2018; Guttmann, 2020). But cooperatives and
commons are not only guided by several similar principles which they more or less both share in
common. They may have such complementarity that they can actually be put meaningfully
together in a variety of commons-cooperatives configurations, as I have discussed in terms of

concrete case studies elsewhere (Guttmann, 2018; Guttmann 2020; see also section 2.5 below).

Section 1.5 The Case for Commons beyond Natural Resources

More generally, the ability of commons to boost the SSE is rooted in their flexibility which has
allowed for a growing range of applications. Over the last couple of decades, we have come to
appreciate that there are more and more situations calling for commons as solution, provided we
keep an open mind about what we can consider to be actually or potentially a common-pool
resource. Thus, a case can be made in favor of conceiving of commons as relevant organizational
solutions for a variety of situations going increasingly beyond their traditional concern with the
management of natural resources, as used to be the case thirty years ago during Ostrom’s time

when commons were typically applied to fisheries or forests and so forth.

1.5.1 Charlotte Hess’ Reconceptualization of the Commons

Charlotte Hess (2008) shows how the theoretical framework of commons found in Ostrom (1990)

can be applied to a much wider array of applications. There are all kinds of shared resources we
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can conceive as commons provided we stop insisting on pre-existing rules or clearly delineated
institutional arrangements as necessary prerequisites. In other words, if we bring a more open mind
to what we think commons must do or can be, we shall find that there are a lot more situations
where they make sense. For example, new kinds of resources may evolve as commons, because
these are now capable of addressing issues such as degradation, sustainability, and social conflict.
Implied here is the possibility of reinstituting commons in new sectors such as scientific
knowledge, voluntary associations, climate change, community gardens, internet platforms,
cultural treasures, plant seeds, and others. In analyzing commons in these sectors, Hess (2008)

stressed several new settings for a more broadly applicable commons.

Hess’ first entry point concerns the need to protect shared resources that are threatened by
enclosure, privatization, and commodification which decrease accessibility of a particular
resource. Today, in the Information Age spawning knowledge-intense services and fast-paced
technological change, we can adapt the notion of enclosure to patents and other intellectual
property rights restricting access to new knowledge and then argue in favor of using commons to
assure broad access to innovations and their wide diffusion. Such knowledge commons may also
make good sense in the scientific domain where people are encouraged to create areas of free
access and inquiry through standardized licenses ensuring open accessibility of scientific data.
Such open access to scientific data can more easily foster mass online collaboration, as we have
witnesses for example with Wikipedia, Free/Libre and Open Source Software (FLOSS), the public

library of science, and other experiments of voluntary participation for shared outcomes.

Of course, emphasis on open access, which after all implies non-excludability, raises the
possibility of having free riders who are acting in pure self-interest, as Hardin (1968) implied with
his “tragedy of the commons.” But many examples of new commons of the open-access type show
that, if people do communicate with one another over the shared governance of a resource, they
will end up more likely acting for the common good of that resource. This finding, emphasized by
Hess (2008), points to the importance of access rules and participatory management of

implementing these rules are needed to govern a shared resource successfully.
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Hess (2008) also emphasized the importance of using commons as a tool of civic education in light
of the fact that today’s official education systems suffer from structural problems, whether
overcrowding and underfunding for public education or restricted access based on discriminatory
criteria, including cost, for private education. Whether provided by the state or the market, many
people suffer from not having access or using an educational system that does not cater to their
needs. In the face of such disparities commons can provide better access to education and raise its
quality, both improvements which may prompt implementing commons-like policies in

educational reform.

Traditionally speaking, commons have always been defined by massive pools of natural resources,
such as forests, grazing, land tenure, and wildlife. However, Steed and Fisher (2007) have claimed
that such notions derived from the traditional theory of the commons can be adapted to new
commons we have never thought of before. For example, we can associate commons with roads,
policing, sports, sidewalks, and other public sector services. Hess (2008) suggested to redefine the
commons beyond referring only to large pools of natural resources and extend the notion also to
neighborhoods, infrastructure, knowledge, academics, education, and global commons. The latter
in particular depends on the capacity of the world’s population to rediscover the commons. Such
rediscovery may be made easier when realizing that wealth, rather than just denoting how much
money an individual has, can instead be completely redefined in terms of the conditions of access
we have collectively to common resource pools. We can then systematically push for such
commons to be implemented across many different sectors, rooted in an expansive notion of what
we consider needed resources we would like to pool together and share equitably among ourselves

on the basis of agreed rules.

1.5.2 The Argument for Urban Commons

One of Charlotte Hess’ (2008) most promising extensions of commons was their application in
cities. She specifically labeled commons in cities as neighborhood commons, pointing in the
process to homeowner’s associations, community gardens, streets, and parks as potential commons
in cities. Her analysis in mapping commons in this specific sector has opened up a whole new sub-

theory of commons, known as urban commons.
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What is interesting but at the same time challenging for theoreticians of urban commons is to figure
out how much they share in common with the natural-resource commons studied by Ostrom and
what, if anything, makes them different from those traditional commons and hence unique. Foster
and laione (2016), pioneers in launching the theory of urban commons, point out that cities are not
only very dense, diverse, and highly used, but also congested and highly regulated. There are
important physical aspects of cities to take into consideration when exploring how community-
based self-governance might work best in managing urban commons implanted in cities. To the
extent that urban commons are non-rivalrous but somewhat excludable, issues of over-exploitation
of the kind highlighted by Hardin’s (1968) “tragedy of the commons” are still relevant in urban
commons. That has prompted critiques of their potential, as for example Lee and Webster (2006)
or Fennell (2015). These authors have also stressed that urban commons may prove fragile in the
face of social tensions and conflict among demographically diverse groups typically found in
cities. While we can respond theoretically to such pessimistic assessments of the viability of urban
commons very much like Ostrom responded to Hardin, we also need to remember that urban
commons, just as natural resource commons, would typically emerge out of a political and
economic struggle triggered by the marketization of commonable resources at the fore of capitalist
logic, thereby nourish solidarity among diverse groups, and also get strengthened further by their
integration within the broader context of SSE as a societally transformative force borne out of

struggle.

Applying Coriat’s (2015) definition of commons to the urban setting and adapting it to specific
common pool resources existing in cities, we can look more specifically how Ostrom’s (1990)
eight design principles of a commons-based governance structure might play out in cities and
would have to be adapted to develop specifically urban commons. The first aspect to consider here
relates to the inexhaustibility and renewability of resources in an urban infrastructure. Natural
resources are subject to exhaustibility when they are overused and poorly managed by their users,
and such common pool regimes may fail in achieving sustainability when natural resources are
threatened by such abuse — the whole point of Hardin’s critique of commons in his Tragedy of the
Commons. But these constraints do not apply to the same degree in an urban setting where

resources we might consider commons have different traits than natural resource commons. Urban
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resources such as squares, parks, abandoned buildings, vacant lots, and streets can be repurposed
for a multitude of uses and functions by their users. They are renewable throughout their life cycle,
remain flexible in usability and durability, and are thus far less exhaustible than natural resources

would typically be.

We must note here the constructed aspect of cities and their urban commons. Whereas natural
resource commons grow or are found naturally, commons in cities are constructed and therefore
put in place with social processes and institutional designs in mind. This changes the governance
of urban commons completely. While users of natural resource commons have to apply measures
of sustainability to manage their commons, users of urban commons produce their own measures
to determine the usability of the resource. Urban commoners are therefore involved in a
collaborative process of engaging a diverse pool of stakeholders to participate in the co-design and
co-production of urban commons. These actions, which historian Peter Linebaugh (2008) has
referred to as “commoning,” are a critical element of self-governance in the context of urban

commons and profoundly shaped by the scale of the city, neighborhood, or block.

Thirdly, cities are rooted in laws and politics. As a result, commons that are produced in such
spaces must exist within highly developed regulatory frameworks. In many cases commons must
have the ability to confront the laws and politics that exist already, especially since the creation of
urban commons requires modifying the regulations of administrative branches that are responsible
for the management of private and public property. Such rules may change to allow and protect
collaborative forms of resource management. Therefore, the self-governance in urban commons
must go through phases of legal experimentation. Charters can be an example of such practices, as

we shall explore further below in this thesis (see chapter 3).

Cities exhibit a great deal of demographic complexity and diversity in terms of their inhabitants’
ethnicity, social class, and interests. This reality makes self-governance more challenging for
commons found in cities than natural resource commons. Because cities represent such diverse
populations, politics is often complex as economic tensions and social conflicts transpire at a much
higher rate. Therefore, active participation in commoning and in the construction of urban

commons is intrinsically difficult. The collectivity of self-governance regimes cannot just consider

82



the community around urban commons, but must take into account the city as a whole. As Foster
and laione (2016) phrased it, a shared nested governance involving the whole city must be built
around the conglomerate of urban commons formed throughout a city, which means that the

cooperation and involvement with many other urban actors must be considered.

Connecting urban commons spanning the city makes for a polycentric configuration (Flynn, 2018).
Polycentrism is defined by cooperation among several diverse actors to pool and manage resources
collaboratively. Typically, such actors would include social innovators, public authorities,
businesses, civil society organizations, knowledge institutions, and urban residents. The idea of a
polycentric governance theme for urban commons is to pool a variety of resources that may be
either environmental, cultural, knowledge-based, and digital, co-managed under contractual and
institutionalized partnerships between public, private, and community-based sectors. Thus,
management of urban commons would be neither exclusively owned nor centrally regulated so

that communities have more leverage over how urban resources are managed.

Another crucial concept at the heart of urban commons, besides polycentrism, is the notion of
horizontal subsidiarity which provides a legal, even constitutional, basis for citizen action in the
broadest sense. Subsidiarity is obviously a crucial concept of administrative guidance for policy-
making, especially in the context of the European Union as a historically unprecedented
experiment in supra-national governance (Mulé and Walzenbach, 2019). The EU’s constitutional
treaties, such as the Maastricht Treaty of the European Union (1992) or the Lisbon Reform Treaty
(2007), provide explicitly for “subsidiarity” inasmuch as they require policy to be carried out at
the lowest administrative level of government possible which, depending on the policy area
concerned, could be the federal, national, regional or provincial, departmental, or municipal level
(Breton, Cassone, Fraschini, 1998). This is what we mean by vertical subsidiarity. But there is
another kind of subsidiarity, the horizontal one, which implies that government should leave space
for citizens, and their representative intermediaries, to govern their own affairs wherever that is
possible. Such horizontal subsidiarity provides essentially a progressive platform for active citizen
engagement and formation of civil society organizations operating beyond the market logic of

capitalism and alongside local government.
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One of the more interesting recent social experiments illustrating the relevance of horizontal
subsidiarity has been taking place in Bologna, Italy, in connection with the 2001 reform of the
Italian constitution whose article 118 (4) introduces the principle of horizontal subsidiarity as
follows: “State, regions, metropolitan cities, provinces and municipalities support autonomous
initiatives promoted by citizens, individually or in associations, in order to carry out activities of
general interest; this is based on the principle of subsidiarity.” Recognizing that this provision of
the new constitution asks local administrations not just to govern on behalf of citizens but also
together with citizens in such a way as to harness their energy, skills, talents, and ideas for
collaborative governance projects aimed at improving the life of a community, the municipal
administration of Bologna launched a pilot project centered on three urban commons known as the
“City as a Commons” project in June 2012 (Feola, 2014). Two years later, in May 2014, Bologna’s
city council, after assessing the pilot project’s progress and potential, passed the “Regulation on
Collaboration Between Citizens and the City for the Care and Regeneration of the Urban
Commons” (http://www.comune.bo.it/media/files/bolognaregulation.pdf), a model for structuring
the collaborative governance schemes involving the launch and management of urban commons

now being considered for adoption in other Italian cities (e.g. Rome, Florence, Genoa).

Urban commons, such as Bologna’s “City as a Commons” project as well as many others we shall
discuss subsequently, are a unique recent extension of the commons. With these themes and
concepts placed together, we can point to the notion that an entire city can be a commons as well.
For example, cities are made up of several types of spaces or structures that are saturated by
government neglect or market-driven enclosures. They may also be contested by several groups of
people condensed together in a fight to occupy those spaces. Therefore, urban commons have the
capacity to assemble wide-ranging groups of strangers together in order to win back that space
against capitalist logic (Huron 2015). Stavrides (2016) confirms that a city can be a commons to
the extent that it is a site with strong regulation, capital production and surplus, and contestation
of resources. A city can thus easily become a brewing ground for several different types of urban
commons, from immaterial to physical, and from cultural to ecological. Urban commons can range
from housing, urban infrastructure, urban natural or economic resources, public areas, labor, public
services (Dellenbaugh et al. 2015). As we delve into a deep analysis on urban commons, we have

to respect that the broader concept of urban commons takes many different forms, and specialists
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in the field must recognize that several different interdisciplinary perspectives are needed to
understand urban commons. Their relevance and complexities are worth analyzing in greater detail

as we shall set out to do in the next chapter.

Section 1.6 Concluding the Chapter

This chapter provides a general overview on the theory of commons. By explaining its origins, its
periods of enclosure, and its theoretical resurgence, this chapter shows how commons have become
increasingly relevant following Ostrom’s (1990) path-breaking contribution. Ostrom’s subsequent
cooperation with Charlotte Hess opened the way for Hess’ (2008) crucial extension of the
commons’ applicability to new sectors. She thus sets the ground for introducing urban commons
formally at the end of the chapter. We can now proceed to the next chapter, which focuses on
identifying types of urban commons and applying them to the general theory of commons. Chapter

2 will explore these theoretical notions in greater detail in light of the climate change crisis.
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Chapter 2 — Urban Commons as Ecological Enablers of an Economy

In this chapter, we are exploring the applicability of urban commons as a force in guiding how
cities might want to organize themselves during the first half of the 21% century. Whether
integrated into an emerging Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE) as part of a transformative socio-
economic force moving us beyond the inadequacies of a state-versus-market dichotomy or just
composed of stand-alone projects with a rather narrower scope, urban commons could play a useful
role in helping cities deal with their growing set of challenges bearing upon them these days. We
do not need a global pandemic, such as Covid-19, to remind us how fragile city life can be and
how rapidly urban living conditions can change in drastic fashion. Covid-19 has also been a
warning how exposed urban dwellers are to environmental effects, a reminder we shall have to
take seriously in the face of imminent destabilization of the urban space by climate change. This
challenge, we believe, renders urban commons especially relevant as a potential organizational

strategy in our struggle with nature, and that is the theme we wish to explore in this chapter.

Section 2.1 highlights the difference between common pool resources in cities, which Benkler
(2005) defines as “open commons,” and urban commons with similar governance structures as
natural resource commons presented by Ostrom (1990). Such a comparison mirrors the difference
between CPRs and commons explained in this first section of chapter 1. This comparative analysis
allows us to identify the key principles of urban commons, which may differ a bit from those
principles explained by Ostrom for natural resource commons. Since the governance structure is
essential for an urban CPR to become a commons, section 2.1 introduces the notion of
“commoning” as a key vector to create and secure these governance structures. From commoning
to urban commons, it is clear that these social processes can help cities face their challenges and
make them become more resilient to climate change. Therefore, the end of section 2.1 explains
city challenges, and how the ecological transition to a zero-carbon economy will become a major

priority.
Presenting urban commons as policy tools for the ecological transition, section 2.2 highlights the

key aspects of urban commons that make them viable policy tools for cities to adopt in the context

of the ecological transition. Here we also illustrate how municipalities can support urban commons
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and use them to embolden communities who seek to achieve an ecological transition in their urban

neighborhoods.

In order to make our argument of urban commons as a highly relevant force against the impact of
climate change on urban centers credible, two things will have to happen. The first concerns the
very relevance of urban commons. Right now, they are still a rather marginal phenomenon,
happening here and there in this or that city. Even though still quite rare, deeper analyses of
concrete urban commons experiments, such as the “Cities as a Commons” project in Bologna we
mentioned at the end of chapter 1, will help us establish their potential as meaningful vector of
collective action. Still, urban commons will only find the kind of broader application they need for
their evolution into a major force, if they fit into the political agenda of cities and address

challenges faced by policy-makers and activist citizens. We shall argue in section 2.3 that they do.

The other thing we need in support of our main hypothesis is that, among the various types of
urban commons we can classify, there are some which can provide ecological services, broadly
defined and adapted to the environmental challenges of the first half of the 21st century, to help
cities adapt to climate change. We conclude section 2.3 identifying the various forms of urban

commons found in cities, which are specific to achieving the ecological transition.

Section 2.4 will present a typology of urban commons showing which ones are particularly
relevant to the ecological transition. This takes the form of a matrix categorizing all the types of
identifiable urban commons, which will help this thesis pinpoint which urban commons respond
to climate change crises most effectively. Our classification system introduces a potentially

strategic category of ecological commons.

Section 2.5 will specify what makes urban commons ‘ecological’ in the first place. The notion of
‘created ecosystem services’ shows how urban commons can make cities more supportive to
biospheres that need conservation and growth in order to achieve the ecological transition. As
vectors of transition-promoting ecosystem services urban commons can be organized as

community-based tools for the ecological transition.

87



But such urban commons need to fit somehow into the broader economy for them to be as effective
as possible. Section 2.6 will clarify that question by showing that urban commons can support
cooperatives in their public benefit business models. More broadly, we illustrate here how urban
commons become part of the Social and Solidarity Economy, a vector that makes them more
economically effective in cities focused on the ecological transition. This will be argued through
the lens of a commons-cooperative alliance, a notion illustrated in section 2.6 as the key vector for
turning urban commons into potential SSE pillars. Examples of such commons-cooperative
alliances will show that urban commons as economic tools for facing climate change are possible
and exist already. That brief discussion concludes chapter 2’s analysis of theoretical applications

of urban commons as key tools for cities facing climate change crises.

Section 2.1 — How Urban Commons fit into the Political Agenda of Cities

While we have yet to see urban commons install themselves on a large scale as a major force of
societal transformation in how we organize strategic spaces and functions of cities, they have a lot
of potential to serve precisely as such a force. City government and local business will find that in
a number of instances there are resources best managed by the communities concerned themselves
who depend on that resource. For urban commons to realize their potential, they will have to fit
into the political agenda of cities so that social forces mobilize their creation and preserve their
status over time. This requires recognition of their unique role in contradistinction to common pool
resources and open commons (section 2.1.1), their structuring on the basis of widely recognized
principles specifically applying to urban commons (section 2.1.2), the strategic role of
“commoning” activity in the life of urban commons (section 2.1.3), the problems faced by cities
worldwide which urban commons may help to address (section 2.1.4), and how in particular urban

commons may help cities prepare for climate change and adapt to it (section 2.1.5).

2.1.1. Common Pool Resources, Open Commons, and Urban Commons

We have quite a bit of literature about common-pool resources in natural areas, especially with

regard to property rights and management systems. But when it comes to cities, literature on
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common-pool resources is lacking by comparison. In order to distinguish urban commons from
urban common-pool resources, we can look at a few thinkers. For example, Stavrides (2012) and
Foster (2016) have both begun to reflect on how urban CPRs are defined and compared with
commons. They both seek to define urban CPRs as spaces subject to overexploitation and misuse.
Yet those same urban CPRs also often tend to have the distinct feature of being spaces of
interaction between several groups of people with different ethnic, economic and social
backgrounds. Spaces of interaction can also be spaces of innovation. So having a stricter definition
of urban CPRs is necessary not only to distinguish them from urban commons, but also for better

managing them in the future to realize their potential more easily.

The notion of combining urban spaces and resources with CPRs is in tune with Benkler’s (2013)
definition of “open commons” which he also tends to view as subject to overexploitation and
misuse. Because of the similarities these two theoretical approaches bring, we have a clearer path
in defining what urban CPRs really are and how urban commons diverge from that notion. To
identify what urban CPRs really are, it is helpful to make use of Benkler’s (2013) open-commons
notion. Benkler moves away from the idea that CPRs primarily take the form of pastures or
irrigation districts which is how we used to conceptualize CPRs for over a century. Instead, he
argues, modern economies contain new forms of open commons based on highways, sidewalks,
squares, and utilities such as electricity, water, sewage, and power, none of whom contain a classic
model of property rights and free market exchange. But they are integral to the development of
cities, facilitating new economic exchanges between people and creating new possibilities for

innovation that shape how we go about our lives.

In essence, we are committing to a two-step procedure. First, we go back to the original distinction
between the original notion of CPRs as applied to natural resources and the commons as
characterized by Ostrom’s design principles. This will make it easier for us to highlight the
difference between a CPR as a natural resource and an urban CPR as a space for social interaction
in an urban setting. Second, these distinctions can then be extended to discussing how urban CPRs
differ from urban commons in the context of cities, not unlike how Ostrom (1990) did when she

highlighted the difference between CPRs and natural resource commons.
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As mentioned in the previous chapter, a CPR is a natural resource that has a host of users using or
exploiting that resource. But management of that resource is ungovernable, to the extent that there
is no way of instituting effectively enforceable rules and regulations. For illustration, think of a
lake that has several individual fishermen. In the absence of any regulatory constraint, these
fishermen will surely be inclined to fish as much as possible so that they can each earn as much
profit as possible. Eventually such profit-driven behavior will cause the lake to have its stock of
fish supplies more and more depleted because of overfishing. In conclusion, a CPR does not
contain effective regulatory restraints to increase the lifespan of the resource. In fact, the opposite
is typically the case. A CPR is thus not necessarily governable as a result of which it may well
become subject to overexploitation or overuse, eventually facing degradation and destruction. It is
precisely in that context that Garrett Hardin’s (1968) idea of “the tragedy of the commons™ has

taken root.

Such CPRs surely exist also in cities where certain spaces or resources are shared by a host of
users, but are unregulated, hence ungovernable, and therefore subject to the same type of tragedy
as an overused natural CPR. Foster (2016) identifies some unregulated CPRs in urban contexts
where the same type of tragedy as denoted in Hardin (1968) can be seen. She refers in this context
to open urban land that is not part of a managed system regulating land access and usage within
the community. Such open spaces are subject to an unrestrained flow of squatters who want to use
the land freely for whatever purpose, even if whatever use they opt for does not fit the sustainability
of that area. Brownfield toxic sites, for example, where anyone can dump toxic materials without
facing the consequences of their pollution, are one such manifestation of intrinsically harmful
unregulated urban CPRs. Sicotte (2016) discusses one such example, the huge housing project
Altgeld Gardens on Chicago’s impoverished and troubled South Side also popularly referred to as
“urban donut” for representing the highest concentration of hazardous waste sites (combining 50
landfills and 384 industrial facilities), whose huge accumulation of toxins have exposed nearby
populations to the point of causing severe cases of illness and congenital anomalies (e.g. birth

defects).

In addition to unregulated open land like the toxic urban dumping sites, informal housing

settlements also fall into this category of unregulated urban CPRs. Those exist in the developed
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world as much as in the developing world. Such informal housing settlements may be a part of an
unincorporated urban area where poorer people occupy the land for their own constructed shelters.
The favelas in Rio de Janeiro (Brazil) or the slums adjacent to the airport of Mumbai (India) are
key examples of large informal housing settlements lacking any regulation or surveillance. Those
CPRs are often on the fringe of growing cities, lack certain key services, and deprive residents
typically of access to electricity or water. They often attract crime and impose extremely difficult
living conditions on poorer residents, especially since local authorities lack the will or ability to
provide basic services in those marginalized areas. Such urban slums, found in many urbanized
parts of the world, pose a health and safety risk to the communities crowding together in those

informal housing settlements and to the neighboring communities around them.

Abandoned neighborhoods in economically depressed cities like Detroit can also fall into this
category of unregulated CPRs, especially since some residents still stuck in those gradually de-
populating areas are not provided the benefit of proper building codes, so that they often live in
areas with improperly paved roads or unsafe houses subject to infestation and decay. We have here
another manifestation of a “tragedy of urban commons,” to the extent that such unregulated CPRs
in the form of informal housing settlements dotting the peripheries of mega-cities in the Southern

Hemisphere’s become a threat to the development and sustainability of the city surrounding them.

For other cities, such as New York and Paris, urban land is becoming increasingly scarce due to
the overdevelopment and overuse of available spaces. As so much urban land is being consumed,
questions get raised about how urban land should be developed to avoid unsustainable use. For
example, streets and other spaces are at risk of becoming congested. In some cases, horrific traffic
patterns in squares and streets may cause seriously harmful accidents. It may also cause some of
the infrastructure holding these spaces to degrade or even collapse, as is the case with the Brooklyn
Queens Expressway in New York, a highway that is on the verge of collapse due to overuse. Such
spaces open to everyone and consequently threatened by degradation are in many instances seeing
tighter regulation of their use and accessibility, as for instance with zoning regulations regulating
relevant land use issues such as building shapes, affordable housing standards, or climate change

resiliency benchmarks. Theoretically, these spaces do not have the same features as natural-
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resource CPRs, especially once put under a regulatory framework that limits dangers of congestion

and over-exploitative practices.

This is where we get into the framework of regulated urban CPRs. Their accessibility remains
open, but comes with regulations that are enforced by an over-encompassing governing body.
There is now a set of rules and regulations to control their use and so avoid what we labelled as
the “tragedy of urban commons,” a term coined in Foster (2016). According to Benkler (2013),
open commons abstain from exercising any form of restrictive private property rights, thereby
avoiding the allocation of asymmetric rights to exclude, use, and manage. Instead, open commons
provide symmetric access and use privileges for an open class of potential users. A good example
of such an open commons is a highway, which cannot be restricted to a limited set of users and
instead offers open access to anyone whose capacity to drive meets the requirements demanded by
the government. While avoiding exclusionary proprietary control to make way for symmetrically
defined access and use privilege, those regulated urban CPR resources are still prone to uncertainty

due to the open access they offer to anyone.

Even when there are strictly defined and enforced regulations imposed on these open commons,
they still cannot be defined as commons in the same way Ostrom presented her definition and
applied her design principles of commons. Ostrom’s commons are on a much smaller scale in
terms of production and governance. Ostrom’s commons are also more collectively coordinated
among users, who share the tasks of developing an effective governance structure capable of
assuring their sustainability. As Benkler (2013) put it, such commons have the necessary
governance structures and tools in place to manage provisioning, congestion, and disinvestment,
relying on collectively decided and enforced rules which tend to be developed through local
practices and institutional frameworks organized by communities. Regulated open commons
deserve their own theoretical framework in the debate of what constitutes a commons, not least

also in terms of how they differ from a CPR.
Several resources fall under the theoretical order of open commons in cities, such as sidewalks,

roads, plazas, public squares, waterways, shipping lanes, sewers, urban infrastructure, electricity

and telecommunication networks. The vast variety of resources constituting ‘open commons’ has
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even sparked debate as to whether we can label a whole city as a commons. After all, cities are
regulated municipal structures with zoning laws that help regulate and control development. The
debate of labelling a city as a commons was sparked by Stavrides (2012). That author used the
Lefebvrian notion of a city (Lefebvre 1968) to understand how a city is not only a publicly
managed space or a commodity but also a space of collective action and communal sharing,
features that replicate the forms of commoning seen in commons themselves. A lot of rules, say
on how to use a park or how to organize a protest on a square, remain informal so that such a
debate is not irrelevant. And what makes up the fabric of the city are the abovementioned open-
access resources themselves, which after all precisely those leading to unplanned informal

interactions and organizing among people. This all contributes to a city’s economic development.

While a city as a commons remains a theoretical framework relevant to open commons and CPRs,
there is a need to pinpoint specific resources themselves that are part of the broader framework of
“urban CPRs.” The resources mentioned before all fit into the theoretical framework of an open
commons because they are open to everyone rather than just to a limited set of users. The users of
these open commons are highly diverse, unknown to each other, and all relying on the open
commons resource to commit to their routines. That being said, there is an existing governance
defined by a set of rules of use typically enforced top-down by a city government. Yet those rules
do not guarantee the prevention of congestion, pollution, and degradation or neglect. Their
openness makes them subject to the aforementioned “tragedies”. Such open commons are
particularly focused on cities, where they are needed for the city to thrive, grow, and create

economic opportunity.

But perhaps the defining set of rules also makes these open commons more sustainable in the long
run than the CPRs we find in the natural resource sector, and that highlights the key difference
between CPRs and open commons. CPRs contain no rules, but they are defined by their infinite
extraction and use rights which allow anyone to exploit them without any control over the natural
resource. The absence of any regulatory restraints leaves them exposed to highly exploitative
behaviors. By contrast, open commons have a necessary shield to avoid such an exposure. When
Garrett Hardin was talking about the “tragedy of the commons™ he was precisely referring to CPRs

for which there was not any regulation or rules pertaining to the use of that shared resource.
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Therefore, the fundamental difference lies upon the regulatory framework that protects both of
these open-access resources. Urban resources are still subject to overuse and misuse by their users,
so it is not least for that reason also important to keep a strong link between what a CPR is and
what an open commons is. Both are still subject to the “tragedy” that Hardin refers to. I therefore
think it makes sense to refer to open commons as CPRs linked to urban areas, and hence using the
open commons framework to define what an urban CPR is. An urban CPR can contain most of the
elements of the CPR in situations where there is a top-down governing body (aka city government)
that sets up rules and regulations of use. Therefore, we can use the open-commons theory of

Benkler (2013) to define urban CPRs.

Urban CPRs are fully open, meaning they are non-excludable so that anyone can use them and
exploit them to their advantage. But certain rules must be followed. Some users of urban CPRs
abuse the resource through damaging and harmful actions, like criminality and vandalism. And yet
the regulatory framework and fabric of the rule enforcement apparatus applied to these urban CPRs
can miss such negative actions often enough. While some users can get away with such actions in
an urban CPR, there are still rules in place which dissuade users from abusing the resource. If you
are caught doing a crime to or in the resource, you have to face fines and consequences defined by
the imposed regulation. Such a regulatory framework is good enough to limit such actions of crime,

vandalism, and overall degradation of the space or resource.

While open commons like streets and squares are fully open and non-excludable, there are some
overseen rules enforced by a governing body to follow. Sidewalks, sewers, infrastructure,
transportation are all examples of this. The governing rules of urban CPRs do not necessarily stop
new innovations or human behaviors from disrupting the flow and use of these urban CPRs,
precisely because of their openness. A case in point is when electric scooters were introduced to
the market, thanks to the institutional fabric of sidewalks (an urban CPR). As people were buying
these electric scooters, rules and regulations for urban CPRs were not yet adapted to this new
innovation. People were thus scootering on sidewalks and causing accidents which harmed people
and property. Eventually, new rules were introduced to prevent scooters from going onto the
sidewalks. However, this new regulation still remains questionable due to the nature of the open

CPR being somewhat ungovernable with even these city regulations in place. This example
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confirms our argument in favor of defining the urban CPR in connection with the open-commons

format described by Benkler (2013) as applied to, say, sidewalks and squares.

It is therefore clear that urban CPRs share the same issues as a regular CPR. For example, if too
many users are using the urban CPR either through volume or intensity, that urban CPR becomes
congested and eventually degraded. Some poorly regulated urban CPRs are also subject to
regulatory slippage by the government, especially as some cities like Detroit are known for having
spaces that have been neglected for years. One urban CPR often falling victim to regulatory
slippage is a brownfield site. While there may be zoning laws aimed at preventing the brownfield
site from getting mishandled, it may still be subject to regulatory slippage and hence eventual
decline. When spaces get fully abandoned, they easily become a brewing ground for dangerous
activity. Therefore, we must insist setting urban commons apart from urban CPRs possibly subject
to such neglect or abandonment. Urban commons aim to avoid Hardin’s (1968) “tragedy.” They
have the means necessary to avoid overuse, bad practice, and non-sustainability. My thesis thus
seeks to distinguish urban CPRs from urban commons, much like Elinor Ostrom did in
distinguishing commons from CPRs in response to Garett Hardin's paper. This distinction is a key
argument [ wish to make when developing my arguments in favor of developing urban commons

for the sustainable use of certain spaces in cities.

Urban commons are spaces that may have been considered under the original urban CPR
definition, were it not for communities governing them having come up with humanly created
rules that impose a certain level of exclusion for those who do not follow them. These rules are
meant to guarantee the sustainability of the urban commons. Those humanly created rules, much
like the eight design principles of Ostrom, render urban CPRs into commons inasmuch as they are
needed for the sustainability and wellbeing of a community as a whole. Those rules, which must
be tailored to the needs and practices of the commoners they serve if they are to succeed, typically

organize forms of collective action aimed at avoiding scenarios of overexploitation.
The success of urban commons achieving sustainability through a set of humanly created rules

rests on the idea that there is no asymmetric power in the governance structure, notwithstanding

the rigidity of the rules. Those rules are symmetric when it comes to access, use, extraction, and
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management. In this fashion, a diverse set of users can access the urban commons and operate
within the constraints, as long as the humanly created rules are complied with or dealt with in a
collective and communal way. And just like Ostrom’s commons, they are managed on a much
smaller scale, with a more manageable pool of users who know how to work with each other to set
up the rules and enforce them adequately. This is how urban commons become sustainable in

practice and avoid “tragedy,” as they pull away from the notion of urban CPRs.

To conclude, resources may originally fall under the institutional fabric of CPRs. Some of them
become commons, transforming certain spaces as resources that are sustainable. This is in part due
to people who create these humanly designed rules with the objective of depending on that
resource. The rules are not anymore top down, but created by the communities themselves as a
bottom-up approach. A once ungovernable resource now falls under the rules of the community
who knows the resource best. A level of excludability is applied to prevent overexploitation or
misuse which open commons or urban CPRs are typically subject to. This quality of long-term
preservation on the basis of symmetric rules for access and use is at the forefront of what urban
commons really are, and that is why they deserve greater attention for helping cities manage their

resources sustainably.

My characterization here of urban commons as distinguished by humanly created rules assuring
sustainability applies obviously to already existing resources which we have collective interest in
preserving and thus wish to shield from degradation by unrestrained and/or asymmetric use. And
there are, as we shall see shortly below (in section 2.3), a good number of existing city-based
resources, like a green space or an empty building, which can in this fashion be turned into urban
commons, like a community garden or an occupied building serving as community center. But as
we move the scope of commons beyond Ostrom’s focus on natural resources (see section 1.5), we
can also conceive of newly created resources being created from scratch as commons, where their
very existence as a commons makes the resource unique and needed as such. This already starts
with Hess’ knowledge commons, which are implicitly created from scratch as collectively
generated and communally diffused public knowledge. What makes, for example, Wikipedia
unique as a knowledge commons is that it is neither commodified for profit by intellectual property

rights (such as copyrights) nor diluted to the point of trivia from open-source excess, but instead
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follows rather precise rules of elaboration, modification and propagation for a community of users.
It is its creation and recreation as a commons that makes Wikipedia a valuable resource so distinct
from other sources of knowledge. We can presume that this aspect of resource creation as
commons may also very well apply to other areas where we are looking for a third way of social
organization and economic activity beyond the juxtaposition of market and state. This includes

new urban commons aiding the self-organization of cities in the interest of its residents.

2.1.2. Principles of Urban Commons

We have already argued briefly near the end of chapter 1 (in section 1.5.2) that the context of the
city itself, with its unique complexities, renders the self-governance of urban commons more
challenging. The urban communities responsible for self-governing their shared resources should
be the main drivers of the governing process, but such an endeavor is more difficult than with
shared natural resources, especially when considering the involvement with the state and the
market. While Foster and laione (2016) highlight the changes and modifications of Ostrom’s
design principles and bundle of rights needed so that they can be properly adapted to the framework
of urban commons, it was laione (2010) who first introduced five modified or additional principles

derived from Ostrom’s groundbreaking work applying to urban commons.

The first principle is the notion of collective governance which, beyond referring to a shared
resource managed by a community, stresses the multiplicity of stakeholders which may involve a
variety of actors outside the community. In this context, the main organizers of urban commons
typically end up collaborating with many other types of urban actors, including owners of private

land, municipalities, and non-governmental organizations.

The second principle is the distinct role of the state when it comes to the management of urban
commons. In cities, the state often plays a pivotal role as facilitator in the creation of urban
commons. Representatives of the state can protect this creation process by using sets of de jure
rules applying throughout the city to support collective action arrangements for managing the

urban commons and rendering them sustainable. They can also recognize the de facto rights which
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allow commoners to organize their self-governance to fit their needs and objectives. A state enabler

can serve as a strong facilitator for this dimension of self-governance.

The third principle relates to the nature of social and resource pooling, which can come in a variety
of different forms through cooperation and co-production. The presence of such resource pooling,
no matter what form it takes within the institutional framework of an urban area, allows different
urban economic actors, particularly inhabitants and civil organizations, to be included in the
management and ownership of several essential resources in cities. The idea is to incorporate a
diverse set of actors in cities to collaborate and engage in a broad and diverse range of actions

which ideally should serve the totality of the urban population affected.

The fourth principle is the notion of experimentalism, which is defined by actions taken by
stakeholders to design and test legal processes of governance within urban commons. This notion
must be considered adaptable to different contexts and institutional frameworks. It must also be
considered as replicable by other commoners so that such legal processes can be tested in iteration.
This principle is what allows commons to become resilient and robust over time as they make their

presence better known.

The fifth principle is the incorporation of technology, particularly open platforms, to have citizens
acquire greater rights of justice. Digital infrastructure and open data protocols are not only major
providers of knowledge and information transfer, but they also allow a greater pool of urban
citizens to be a part of the democratic and decision-making processes particularly with regards to
shared urban resources. In other words, technology can be an essential driver of collaboration for
the creation of urban commons. Open access to these processes empowers the very stakeholders
that are in charge of governing the urban commons, and it must be considered as part of the

commoning process.
When we put these principles derived from laione (2010) together, it gets easier to identify the

forms of self-governance taking place around the creation and management of urban commons,

and we can therefore highlight some of these key themes. The identified themes in this context are
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governance in the form of polycentricism, peer production, and forms of collective action that give

the public a greater role in the decision making of urban commons’ governance.

2.1.3. Commons as Social Process: “Commoning”

Valérie Fournier (2013) invites us to understand the commons as a social process, including
production and distribution relationships that are formed according to the logic of cooperation,
solidarity and reciprocity. She introduces in this context the crucial notion of “commoning” which
the historian Peter Linebaugh’s (2008) has defined as a "recurring process" through which
commons are produced by the individual and collective use of resources, work and knowledge. As
a social process involving commoners in the creation and preservation of commons, commoning
involves several distinct facets. One concerns the testing and approval of several governance
schemes that commoners identify and use to render their commons successful in their specific
context. Another relates to the spread of knowledge about what commoners used or did to render
the commons successful, thereby feeding into a network system that fortifies the commons
movement as a whole. In this context commoning can be seen to be a form of network creation for
the commons and an avenue for communication among peers who consider themselves
commoners. In addition, commoning also involves initiating a relationship with the municipality
that will recognize the commons as a proper space and function for the city. Commoning may help
municipalities further support the commoners and allow them to produce and govern the commons

on their own.

To understand how commoning might work in the context of urban commons, it is important to
analyze the theory behind commoning. This is a rather complicated term to grasp, not least because
it is so new. Different scholars have also played with the term in a variety of ways. Acksel et al.
(2015), for example, define commoning as a social practice by which institutionalized, legal, and
infrastructural arrangements are birthed by extended relationships, shared solutions and collective
activities. These social practices are often voluntarily and inclusively self-organized (Meretz
2014a). These activities are often mediated and rehearsed so as to constantly find solutions to reach
common ground and achieve a common goal (Euler 2016). Scholars like Quilligan (2012) describe

commoning as actions of common expression and coproduction of resources that are done
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autonomously from any superior authority, and in a decentralized self-governed manner. These

actions are what therefore allow commons to be autonomous as well.

Some scholars like Benkler (2006), DeAngelis and Harvie (2014), Bauwens and Jandric (2021)
extend the notion of commoning to peer production, where individuals are identifyied as peers
who are loosely connected, but cooperate and coproduce in a digitally networked environment.
This confirms the idea that online platforms become spaces of P2P commoning. Such activities of
social practice that appear in the P2P world also become conducive to how communities relate to
each other in certain urban neighborhoods, spaces, and resources (Mattei and Quarta 2015).
Therefore, scholars like Stavrides (2015) Bresnihan and Byrne (2015) and Smorto (2016) define
“Urban Commoning” as a complex mesh of activities devoted to coproduction of urban resources,
occupation of buildings to make them better, collective well-being of communities, and the
coproduction of vital resources. Such activities of practice make cities therefore perfect hubs for

commoning and the constant development of commons.

To put it generally, commoning is a process in which experiments are made by commoners. Such
experiments evolve around the idea of self-provisioning and forms of production within and
around commons. These experiments are constantly tested and modified so that commoners can
learn and benefit from the process of commoning. Experiments can be based on collective
appropriation of land, co-production and co-creation of goods and knowledge, communal decision-
making within a group of commoners, and organization and different modes of governance within
and around the commons. Experimentation of that kind covers a broad range of engagements,

making the notion of commoning rather complicated to theorize.

Taking all these perspectives together, it is difficult to define what commoning really is in one
take, precisely because it is a very pluralistic term used to explain where commons come from and
how commons develop. But since commoning is central to how urban commons are presented in
this thesis, one scholar’s take on commoning becomes adequate in reflecting what commoning
means for urban commons. Georgetown’s Sheila Foster, whose “Collaborative City” platform
(www.collaborative.city) reports on the results of hers and others’ research on urban commons in

what that group of researcher-activists (including C. laione) has termed the “Co-Cities Project”.
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She has also helped us clarify the complex notion of “commoning,” even extending her platform

in that direction (see commoning.city).

This project represents how commoning takes place in online platforms as peers gather together
to share information about specific problems and solutions of cities and urban spaces. Those
actions are also centered around the notion of urban care and the well-being of urban communities
through urban commons. Foster and Iaione (2019) state that commoning comprises of shared
norms, networks of trust, and voluntary cooperation that are developed by the relationship humans
have with physical resources and communities, a phenomenon that especially is prevalent in cities
where diverse communities and collective needs mix together. Through these foundations, urban

commons form.

This intake on commoning parallels closely to the methodological research and the results I will
present in Chapters 3 and 4 of this thesis, where online platforms and various ‘recorded’ social
techniques are central to my methodology. Therefore, Foster and laione (2019) definition is most
suited to present my argument and research of this thesis. Seeking to integrate the vast diversity of
different commoning exercises into one grounded theory as presented in the “Co-Cities Protocol”
(http://labgov.city/wp-content/uploads/sites/19/Co-Cities-Protocol-.pdf), Foster and her “Co-
Cities” collaborators (e.g. C. laione, M. Bauwens) identify six phases in which commoning
manifests itself in the process of creating and protecting urban commons: cheap talking, mapping,

practicing, prototyping, testing, and modeling.

The first phase on cheap-talking is a term used to describe people getting to know each other and
sounding each other out for common projects through goals and skills that individuals may possess
and use to reach a common objective. After the initial cheap-talking phase collecting information
informally about the problems to be addressed and identifying potential actors that might be
recruited in the collaborative project, commoners map out potential urban commons. Various
information-gathering techniques will have to be mobilized for that “mapping” purpose, including
surveys and interviews, collection of ethnographic data, and active field observations, to analyze
the specific urban context in question in its demographic, socio-economic, and juridico-political

dimensions without which one cannot design appropriate governance mechanisms when finally
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launching the urban commons. Such preparatory work of exploration might also involve setting
up a digital platform as collaborative tool for engaging the community and disseminating relevant
information. The practicing phase brings together collaborative actors, including residents, social
innovators, NGOs, and knowledge-based institutions, into co-working sessions to explore
synergies among themselves as a group, fit those with the commons to be created, and establish
productive relationships with the local authorities for support. This work then leads to the setting
up of the governance mechanism (in the prototyping phase) which will have to be tested for
performance by being subjected to quantitative and qualitative evaluation methods. In the final
modeling phase the emerging urban commons has to be contextualized into the local ecosystem
by fitting it with existing regulations and administrative practices which may have to be adjusted,
upon consultation with relevant policy-makers. Ideally, the resulting urban commons is so well

developed and adapted that it can be replicated and hence bears relevance for other projects.

Commoning, as a verb, points to activity closely related to commons. It captures the social process
of their creation and preservation through a network of relationships among dedicated actors of
different stripes committed to helping each other and sharing things “that belong to all of us.”
(Ristau, 2011). Commoning adapts the resource in question to local conditions, while also looking
for the replicability of commons elsewhere. Commoning is thus very much also to be understood
in connection to our aforementioned discussion of “horizontal subsidiarity” which provides space
for citizen action to meet societal needs and partake in the development of civil society. It is
ultimately the social force which assures the viability of commons in many possible applications

and their integration as a key propellant force in the Social and Solidarity Economy.

2.1.4 Challenges of the Cities

If we want to make a convincing case for today’s relevance of urban commons, we have to relate
them to the kinds of challenges cities typically face today. Once those challenges are identified,
we can then try to figure out what kinds of resources would best help address those problems
effectively. A growing array of socially useful, sharable and collectively elaborated resources may
be best brought forth as urban commons rather than through the marketplace or the state, especially

if such commonable goods or services are rooted in bottom-up social activism of interested parties
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willing and able to find tangible solutions to their problems together. Since urbanization has
dramatically accelerated across the globe in recent decades, cities have become ever-important
spaces of economic activity. At the same time, structural change (e.g. from manufacturing to
services) has greatly impacted on how they are organized, a fact of which we have once again been

reminded by the impact of the pandemic (and the post-pandemic recovery).

2.1.4.1 Urbanization and Urban Sprawl

Ever since the early 1950s cities have had to deal with ever accelerating rates of urbanization. For
example, Ritchie and Roser (2018) use various reports from the UN and World Bank to show that
by 2050, 68% of the world population will live in urban areas, accounting for a total 7 billion urban
residents by that year. That is a 20% increase from the percentage of the world living in cities
today. That increase, coupled with the fact that similar reports predict that the world population
will increase by over 2 billion people in that projected time, demonstrates how much o