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rambling preamble 



St Pauls – London – Now 

“due to the patchwork ownership of the land around the 
cathedral, legal action by the Corporation could now simply 
result in the removal of the protesters from land owned by the 
Corporation to land owned by the cathedral.” 
  

   (Guardian News Blog on Occupy London, 1/11/11) 



Criminalising Squatting – 27 Oct 2011 



Dale Farm Eviction – Essex – 19 Oct 2011  



Housing Benefit Reforms, London – 2012 

2011 2016 

Source: Fenton, 2011  



Aberdeen vs. Donald Trump, 2006-10 



London Olympics 2005 - 2012 

London's Olympic Village has 
recently been sold to property 
developer Delancey and Qatar's 
sovereign wealth fund for £557m 



Housing Market 
Renewal Pathfinder 

2002-10 

London Docklands  
Gentrification 1980-

now 



 We’ve seen enclosure before… 



7 theses 



1. 

 Land and bodily enclosures that privatise and 
fence off the soil and common right, rip the 

producers from the means of (re)production, 
and violently displace them into new forms 
of slavery, whether as ‘free’ wage labourers, 

as unpaid domestic workers, or as chattel 
slaves, act as the historical midwife of the 

capitalist and colonial city.  



…‘the extinction of common rights which 
people held over the farm lands and commons 
of the parish, the abolition of the scattered 
holdings in the open fields and a re-allocation 
of holdings in compact blocks, accompanied 
usually by the physical separation of the newly 
created fields and closes by the erection of 
fences, hedges or stone walls. Thereafter, the 
lands so enclosed were held ‘in severalty’, that 
is, they were reserved for the sole use of the 
individual owners or their tenants.’  
      
     (Mingay 1997, p. 7)  



Enclosure provided the primitive 
accumulation of capital and the 
enshrined the rule of private property 

…the robbery of the common lands, the 
usurpation of feudal and clan property, and its 
transformation into modern private property… 
were just so many idyllic methods of primitive 
accumulation. They conquered the field for 
capitalistic agriculture, made the soil part and 
parcel of capital, and created for the town 
industries the necessary supply of a ‘free’ and 
outlawed proletariat. 



Dale Farm 

Occupy Oakland 

Demo against squatting law 

Enclosure was violence 

"If money, according to Augier, 'comes 
into the world with a congenital blood-
stain on one cheek,' capital comes 
dripping from head to toe, from every 
pore, with blood and dirt"  
    

   Capital, 926 



2. 

 If the ‘old’ enclosures produce(d) the original 
urbanisation of capital, then urban enclosure 

represents both the modus operandi and 
raison d'être of neoliberal urbanism in cities 

across the world today. 



Neoliberal urbanism 

a ‘creative destructive’ process by which 
cities in Western settings have been 
(re)claimed as central sites for capital 
accumulation, elite consumption and 
financial speculation, and opened up to 
inter-urban competition at regional, 
national and global scales  
 
 See Brenner and Theodore (2002) and Harvey (1989). 



Enclosure mechanisms 

• privatisation of public services and infrastructure 
  
• gentrification-led restructuring of city centres and 

inner city housing markets through gated mega-
development projects, widespread clearance of public 
housing and other low-rent accommodation, and the 
elimination of various regulatory protections for 
tenants 

 
• corporate takeover and intensified surveillance of 

public spaces and the creation of new, privatised 
spaces of elite/corporate consumption both governed 
by zero tolerance, discriminatory and illiberal social 
control 



 ‘Not only are residences becoming increasingly 
gated, guarded and wrapped in advanced security, 
surveillance, and alarm systems, so too are many 
other activities, land uses, and everyday objects in 
the urban environment, from shopping malls and 
libraries to razor-wire protected refuse bins and 
spiked park benches to stave off incursions of the 
homeless and hungry. Microtechnologies of social 
and spatial control infest everyday life and pile up to 
produce a tightly meshed and prisonlike geography 
punctuated by protective enclosures and overseen 
by ubiquitous watchful eyes.’  

      

      (Soja, 2010, pp. 42-43) 



• Accumulation by dispossession (Harvey, 2003) 

 

• Separating people from means of reproduction  
 (De Angelis, 2007) 

 

• Extraction of value from ‘the common’  

 (Hardt and Negri) 

 

Urban enclosure represents the means and end 
of accumulation under neoliberalism in 3 key 
ways: 



3. 

 Urban enclosure aims to fence off, shut down 
or appropriate for capital all those spaces, 
resources, networks, polities and forms of 

sociality in the city that are collective in 
ownership or production, freely or cheaply 

available through common rights and 
customary use, designed to satisfy needs not 

realise exchange value, provide various 
protections from market forces and external 
control, and act as an alternative means of 
subsistence and life to capital.  These are 

what we mean by urban commons. 
  
  



Urban commons encompass inter alia... 

natural commons nourishing city life 
soil, trees, plants, atmosphere, wind, solar 
energy, rivers, animals, human beings etc 
 
social commons created by cooperation 
facilitating city life 
transport-communication networks, municipal 
services and housing, information, regulation, 
hospitals, schools  
 
public commons in a city’s public-open spaces  
squares, gardens, parks, walkways, bus-train 
stations, allotments, un-claimed spaces 
 
neighbourhood commons that local people 
see as ‘theirs’ 
homes, schools, community centres, 
recreational parks, shops, religious places,  

Informal street traders, Accra, Ghana 

anticapitalist commons as consciously 
counter-spaces, networks and refuges 
social centres, squats, free shops, 
infoshops, no borders, coops, unions etc  



4.  

 But, urban commons are not just protective 
shields against market forces, or forms of 

resistance to capital; they are also, 
simultaneously, composed of activities and 
social relations that produce and reproduce 
commons through value practices that reject 
abstract labour in favour of collective ‘doing’ 

where people work together to compose 
their individual interests and differences into 
common interests and subjectivities, through 

the act of ‘commoning’. 



Commoning 

Urban commons not just ‘resources’ but products of human co-operation 
that form a verb - ‘commoning’ (Linebaugh, 2008) 
 
alternative social relations to capital based on collectivity, solidarity, 
equality, cooperation etc. 
 
resonates with Holloway's (2010) notion of everyday ‘cracks’ of ‘doing’ 
that reject abstract labour  
 
Urban commoning describes how places and people interact, co-exist 
and co-produce city life...  
 
 ‘through sustained patterns of local use and collective 
 habitation, through ingrained practices of appropriation 
 and ‘investment’… The commons, in other words, is  not so 
 much found as produced… the commons is a form of place-
 making.’ (Blomley, 2008: 320)  
 



5. 

  If capital must enclose the urban common(s) 
to solve its internal contradictions, defending 
old and producing new urban commons not 
only serves to contest urban enclosure and 

pose a direct challenge to the circuit of 
capital accumulation and the normal 

functioning of capitalist social relations in the 
city, but urban commoning is the basis of an 

alternative city – the common city. 

 



Commons and commoning are the sources of 
contestation and counter-power in the city, actively 
disrupting the circuit of accumulation... 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
... at the same time, the alternative social relations 
and value practices of producing in common 
represent the ideological and material foundations 
of the post-capitalist city. 



6. 

 We defend and reproduce existing urban 
commons through resisting enclosure in all its 

forms, winning political victories in struggles to 
defend all that we have, no matter how small, in 

the city. We produce new urban commons by 
tearing down existing enclosures, by producing 

in ways that counter our reliance on wage 
labour and capital, by taking over old commons 
that cannot be saved through resistance, and by 
infusing into existing institutions and processes 

of urban management the value practices of 
commoning.  

 



Defensive commoning  
 

• resisting privatisation of spaces and services 
• pre-empting gentrification  
• fighting displacement 
• embracing and protecting all public spaces from 
corporate takeover or wilful neglect 
 
Affirmative commoning 
 

• taking back and taking over urban space 
• decommodifying private property 
• producing our own food  
• forming housing coops 
• squatting land  
• creating free media 



7. 

  But commoning as isolated communities or in 
isolated spheres is not enough. Everything 

common we produce is simply a new target for 
capital to appropriate, every sphere we vacate 
or neglect, capital will move into. We thus have 

no choice but to continuously weave our 
commoning with the commoning of others 

through ‘the circulation of the common’ so as to 
create a critical mass of self-expanding 

commons that can fight against capitalist co-
optation while generating greater degrees of 

collective autonomy – we must commonise the 
city! 



Circulation of the common 

 Following Dyer-Witheford, the circuit of the common traces how 
collectives or associations of people “organise shared, common 
resources including creativity, machinery and resources into productive 
ensembles that create more commons which in turn provide the basis 
for new associations”.  

  
 Whereas the circuit of capital captures the process of commodity 

production for the creation of surplus value... 
  
 M ─ C... P... C' ─ M'  
  
 The circuit of the common can be represented as: 
  
  A ─ C . . .P . . . C' ─ A'  
 
 Where Associations produces Commons (C) that in turn create common 

inputs and resources for another Association (A’) to be formed to create 
new commons. 

 



3 Tales of Urban Commoning in Action 



Tale 1: Producing Housing Commons in the UK 



 Housing commons constitute any spaces of shelter and 
home that are composed of one or more of the 
following characteristics: 

 
– collective in ownership or production 
– freely or cheaply available through common rights and 

customary use 
– designed to satisfy needs not realise exchange value 
– provide various protections from market forces, from 

want, and from external control 
– an integral part of the neighbourhood commons 
– contest private property relations and individual rights 
– act as an alternative means of subsistence and life to 

capital. 



Defending housing commons 

Evictions / 
repossessions 

Direct action by 
flying pickets 

and barricades 

Rent or 
mortgage 
interest 

increases 

Mass rent or 
mortgage 

strikes 

Legal challenges 
and community 

mobilisation 
Demolition 

Mobilise anti-
privatisation 
campaigns 

Privatisation of 
public housing 



Producing new housing commons 

Street of private home owners 
collectivise their property rights to 

form a mutual home ownership 
society – swapping  individual 

mortgage debt or future repair bills 
for rents and shares in a cooperative 

they co-manage 

Public housing tenants under threat of 
a demolition scheme collectively take 
over the management and ownership 

of their homes 

Successful campaign to transfer public 
land under threat of privatisation to 

Community Land Trusts that pre-
empts its future privatisation and 
locks down its uses for affordable 

housing 

Mass squatting campaign of targeting 
empty homes and buildings forces 

local state to bring them into use as 
public housing 



Circulation of housing commons 

C' 
...knowledge and 

financial commons for 
new projects 

A (A' etc) 
Home owners 

C 
...form a cooperative 

production 

production production 

A (A')  
Squatters  

C 
Forces local authority to 
transfer occupied homes 

to local housing coop 

C' 
...homeless families 
re-housed in secure, 

low-rent housing 

political 
 support 

production 



Tale 2: Informal urbanisation, 
encroachment and the 

(re)appropriation of urban space in 
Accra, Ghana   



Context – structural adjustment in 
Ghana 

• 1983 debt-ridden Ghana embarks upon Structural 
Adjustment Programme to secure financial 
assistance from IMF and World Bank 

• Neoliberal ideology – curtail state involvement in 
the economy and allow market forces to 
determine access to housing and other essential 
goods and services  

• Massive cuts in public services and retrenchment 
of public sector workers 

• Housing provision left to the private sector 



Consequences of structural adjustment 
– the enclosure of housing 

• Massive urban unemployment and poverty 

• Private sector has concentrated on building housing for 
the wealthy rather than affordable housing = deficit of 
1 million housing units  

• Commodification of agriculture (land enclosures) fuels 
rural-urban migration 

• Now huge swathes of the population cannot rely on 
capital or the state for their means of reproduction 

• In sum: Housing has become enclosed as a luxury 
commodity that is produced to realise exchange value 
rather than meet human need 



How have the urban poor responded to this 
crisis? Through (re)appropriating urban space… 

Large scale residential 
encroachments e.g. 
Old Fadama –  
approx. 80, 000 
people illegally 
squatting on 
government-owned 
land in city centre 

Small-scale agricultural land 
encroachments where people 
cultivate food crops and 
marijuana in order to 
supplement their meagre 
incomes 

Informal traders (re)appropriating the street 
and public spaces and transforming them 
into ad hoc market places  



Informal traders occupying the street   



How do these practices constitute a form 
of urban commoning?  

• Decommodifying space 
• Auto-reduction 
• Reduce people’s reliance on wage labour 

and land and housing markets for survival  
• Akin to customary rural commoning rights 
• So...based on anti-capitalist value 

practices even though not a self-
consciously “anti-capitalist” activity 



The constant threat of enclosures 

• Criminalisation of street trading. Enforcers 
sent to chase away/arrest/attack/extort 
money from traders 

• Displacement of urban farmers by 
development of luxury gated communities 

• Forced eviction of squatter communities to 
free up real estate for developers 

 



Defensive & Affirmative commoning and 
the circulation of the common –Ghana 
Federation of the Urban Poor (GFUP) 

 

• Old Fadama eviction threat sparked 
defensive community mobilisation – 
association formed 

• Association formed through defensive 
mobilisation engages in affirmative 
commoning – building cooperatively owned 
housing and infrastructure 

• The GFUP model has circulated throughout 
the rest of the city where numerous 
associations have been founded 
 



Bathhouse built by Federation 



Housing for market porters built by 
Federation 



Toilet block built by Federation 



Federation housing co-op   



Tale 3: Social Centres as Urban 
Commons 



‘The Common Place’ (Leeds) 

Social centres are part of the cities 
‘anti-capitalist commons’ 



Social Centres as Urban Commons: 
‘The Common Place’ (Leeds) 

•Venue for non-profit 
entertainment 
•Hosted many political meetings 
•Home to ‘Common Conversations’ 
English classes  
•Cafe, bar, cinema 
•Provided a counter-point to Leeds 
as ‘shopping capital of the north’ 
 
 



social centres as anti-capitalist commons 

These anti-capitalist commons provide counter-spaces in which to experiment 
with non hierarchical methods of organising and are engaged in the production of 
‘other values’. 



social centres as anti-capitalist commons 
Social centre commoning 
includes affirmative practices 
such as: 
• taking back and taking over 
urban space 
• decommodifying private property 
•squatting land  
• creating free media 
•generating alternative value 
practices 
 

But social centres also form bases from which to mount defensive actions again 
further enclosure, such as: 
• resisting privatisation of spaces and services 
• fighting gentrification  
• centre for causes and campaigns  
 



Producing new social centre commons 

Empty building squatted 
by a group of people and 

opened up as a social 
centre.  

A collective form a co-operative 
structure and fundraise to buy a 

building co-operatively in order to 
establish a social centre in their 

city.  
Possible links with housing 

commons through co-operative 
networks such as Radical Routes. 

A group of activist start a 
social centre in rented 

property, using 
fundraisers to pay the 

rent.  

Occupation of a space as an act of 
resistance in-and-of-itself that is 

subsequently opened up as a social 
centre. 



Defending social centre commons 



Defending social centre commons 

Evictions  

Direct action such as 
demonstrations, 

barricades and resisted 
eviction. Or perhaps 
more occupations. 

Litigation 

Activists court in 
lengthy legal wrangling 
over licensing or other 

legal issue. 

Mobilisation and 
direct action 

campaign. 
Gentrification 

Social centres 
established to counter 

this and engage in 
‘value struggles’ 

Increased 
commercialisation of  

city centre 



Circulation of social centre commons 

C' 
...knowledge and 

financial commons for 
new projects 

A (A' etc) 
Activists 

C 
...form a cooperative 

production 

production production 

A (A')  
Squatters  

C 
Reappropriate building 

C' 
...Urban space 

transformed into an 
anti-capitalist common 

political 
 support 

production 

p
ro

d
u

ct
io

n
 



Obstacles to the circulation of the 
social centre commons 

 
Internal: 

 
•Financial problems 

•group dynamics 
•voluntarism 
•‘burnout’ 
•impasse 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
External: 

 
•police harassment 

•eviction 
•right wing harassment  

•local authority 
•licensing laws 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 “We have £15,000 in court costs hanging over our head, 
and there's no way we can afford to pay this. If we kept 
going The Common Place could be shut down at any time. 
The costs resulted from having our license revoked 
following a period which saw an unwarranted degree of 
police scrutiny, particularly given that there had not been a 
single complaint made against The Common Place by a 
member of public, nor has there been since. In addition, 
recent revelations of long running disruptive undercover 
police infiltration have through no fault of our own 
undermined our ability to continue as a legal entity - one 
of our founding directors was not who they claimed to be 
and was in fact a member of the National Public Order 
Intelligence Unit (NPOIU)” (TCP, 2011). 

 

Obstacles to the circulation of the 
social centre commons 



“One simple but key reason is that it's just unworkable; 
the funding model is unsustainable and relying on 
volunteers is often expecting too much from a small 
number of people. The building itself has faced a lot of 
criticism because it's not an ideal space, and renting it has 
meant a reluctance to put money and energy into making 
any improvements”(TCP, 2011).  
 

Obstacles to the circulation of the 
social centre commons 



“Leeds needs a clean slate, a chance to be re-inspired and the opportunity 
to break free of pre-described ideas about what an 'autonomous and 
radical social centre' should be. What does that even mean anyway? The 
Common Place lacks dynamism and some would say it's outdated, tired 
and ghettoised. Some feel that this state has partly come about because 
fresh ideas and new ways of doing things have been constrained by set 
expectations about what a radical social centre should be, while others 
disagree. Either way, we need to break with the past and so it's time to pull 
the plug. For a while now a lot of people have felt that Leeds is missing or 
lacking something, and we need to figure out what that is. The Common 
Place has become dysfunctional and static; admitting this and closing will 
hopefully open us up to new possibilities and spark imaginations about the 
different kinds of spaces Leeds needs. Things are moving and now is the 
perfect time to get to work creating the places we want in Leeds” ”(TCP, 
2011).  
 

Obstacles to the circulation of the 
social centre commons 



Problematisation 
• How does the circulation of commons actually undermine / 

disrupt capital accumulation? 
• How to negotiate the problems of institutions and 

institutionalisation?   
• How can struggles against enclosure circulate with creative 

projects of commoning? 
• How can the circulation of commons weave into the wider 

production of urban commons? Different sectors, forms of 
production, etc 

• How can commonisation be strategically directed? 
• How do collective consumption commons relate to 

different forms of labour under capitalism?  
• MORE QUESTIONS PLEASE!  




